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My name is Melissa Hacket. I am a policy associate with the Maine Children’s Alliance. I also 
serve as the coordinator for the Maine Child Welfare Ac�on Network. I offer tes�mony today in 
both capaci�es.  

In opening, it feels important to note that while I am here today, I am here on behalf of the 
Network leadership team members, who have collective decades of experience and expertise, 
representing former child protective workers and leaders; foster and adoptive families; and 
supportive services professionals working directly with children, youth, and families. They are all 
ready and willing to support this committee in the work ahead to develop the most effective 
policy proposals to address issues in the system that impact child safety and family well-being.  

I would like to speak today to some of the ques�ons and concerns raised both in review of the 
Jaden Harding case, as well as in the broader review of the state’s child protec�ve agency. 
Overall, we support the findings and recommenda�ons of OPEGA in the report, in terms of 
prac�ce and systems issues and opportuni�es for improvement.  

History and background of the child welfare system in the United States – why we reunify. The 
founda�on of the child welfare system began with a focus on removing children from homes, 
rather than financially suppor�ng families deemed “unsuitable”. Over �me, dispari�es in this 
approach became evident. Black and Na�ve children were significantly overrepresented in cases 
of maltreatment and placement in foster care. O�en this resulted in congregate care 
placements, meaning not in a family- and home-like se�ng. These dispari�es led to na�onal 
legisla�on focusing on family preserva�on and �mely permanency, as well as ICWA legisla�on, 
to focus on keeping Na�ve children in tribal communi�es. Today, Na�ve children are s�ll 
overrepresented in the na�onal child welfare system. And 53% of Black children will experience 
a CPS inves�ga�on during their childhood.  

Outcomes for children in foster care have also not yielded the desired results, despite our 
significant investment in this system, with poor outcomes into adulthood, including educa�onal 
atainment, employment, and family life (Youth.gov). S�ll, na�onally, just 14% of total child 
welfare spending is on preven�on services, versus 18% for CPS and 45% on out of home 
placements (Child Trends, page 7). Research has shown us that removal of children from their 
families compounds the trauma of abuse and neglect (MCWAN Reunifica�on Brief). It has also 

https://youth.gov/youth-briefs/foster-care-youth-brief/challenges#:%7E:text=Research%20has%20shown%20that%20students,go%20on%20to%20postsecondary%20education.&text=Lack%20of%20employment%20and%20job%20training.
https://mainechildrensalliance.org/site/assets/files/1944/reunification_brief_mcwan_sept22.pdf


shown that children can experience abuse and neglect in foster care. This is important, as it 
forces us to recognize that maltreatment happens in many kinds of families, for many different 
reasons. Foster care is not the simple solu�on to the problem of child abuse and neglect. With 
effec�ve policies, programs, and supports, we can reduce child abuse and neglect and prevent 
the trauma of family separa�on. This awareness has led recently to a na�onal shi� toward 
preven�on and family preserva�on. Notably, the Families First Preven�on Services Act (2018) 
was passed with the strong advocacy of youth with foster care experience, telling Congress 
essen�ally, “if you want to help me, help my family” (The Na�onal Foster Care Youth & Alumni 
Policy Council).  

S�ll, this shi� is happening slowly, and the current child welfare system remains primarily 
focused on the downstream and crisis interven�on. CPS responds to families when they are in 
crisis and removes children only when they are very unsafe. It is the most invasive government 
interven�on in the private lives of families. We need to reimagine and invest in a system of 
support for families. By helping families sooner and beter, we can reduce the flow of families in 
crisis into the downstream CPS, which will take the pressure off this stressed system, and 
improve outcomes for children and their families.  

How we talk about families and the child welfare agency impacts the effectiveness of the 
system. In our public policy discussions and media coverage of the child welfare system, we 
should be mindful of how those messages impact families and the state agency. The Federal 
Children's Bureau lists "nega�ve portrayal of child welfare services and workers in the media" as 
one of the top reasons for high child welfare worker turnover (Capacity Building Center for 
States Brief). When we say the system is broken, it erodes trust and confidence between 
families and the agency to work together to keep children safe. And it makes it less likely we will 
be able to atract and retain frontline staff and management to do this important work.  

Recommenda�ons specific to the report and other related commitee discussions: 

• Prac�ce and policy related to newborns exposed to substances. We should focus on 
building protec�ve factors for moms through peer support and interdisciplinary teams in 
the perinatal system of care. Also consider consistency of prac�ce across the state and 
caseworker specializa�on for these cases. See PQC4ME and Maine MOM work in 
process. Other promising ini�a�ves include the START (Sobriety, Treatment and Recovery 
Teams) and Prosper programs. 

• Suppor�ng the workforce. Caseworkers and other frontline staff have provided rich 
informa�on about the challenges they face in conduc�ng their work most effec�vely 

https://capacity.childwelfare.gov/states/resources/workforce-development
https://capacity.childwelfare.gov/states/resources/workforce-development
https://pqc4me.org/our-projects/perinatal-systems-of-care-roadmap/
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/oms/about-us/projects-initiatives/mainemom
https://www.casey.org/start-program/
https://healthyacadia.org/spr-prosper


(OPEGA report and recent tes�mony). We should consider the array of supports that 
were men�oned as currently lacking, and essen�al, to doing their work well. These 
include more field experiences/job shadowing, coaching, and training. We should also 
consider the amount of forced over�me that is currently required. We are lucky to have 
many passionate individuals interested in doing this work, but they won’t come and they 
won’t stay if the job is unsustainable; if they have to choose between their families and 
other peoples’ families. We should look to efforts conducted during Maine’s last round 
of system transforma�on, triggered by the death of Logan Marr at the hands of her 
foster parent, for steps that could be taken now (AECF brief on embedded strategic 
consulta�on).  

• Preven�ng intergenera�onal child maltreatment by promo�ng protec�ve factors (cite 
CDC) The CDC established three dimensions of relationships (safety, stability, nurturing) 
that are critical in the child and family’s environment to promote well-being and healthy 
development. In their efforts to promote SSNRs to prevent child maltreatment and ITCM, 
the CDC focuses on educating parents and caregivers, providing concrete and emotional 
social support, and embedding a framework for agencies and organizations serving 
children and families who may be at a greater risk for maltreatment. 

We should also consider the availability and robustness of a�ercare services for parents, 
families, and youth, following involvement with the child welfare system. Research 
shows that the risk for recurrence of maltreatment declines over �me (markedly a�er 6 
months).   

We must take a systemic view of issues in our state’s child welfare system. This includes, but 
must not be limited to, leadership, casework prac�ce, and family suppor�ve services. The 
effec�veness of our policy response will be sorely lacking if it is only focused on one piece of 
this complex and interconnected puzzle.  

 

https://legislature.maine.gov/doc/8493
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/AECF-FixingABrokenSystem-2009.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/essentials-for-childhood-framework508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/essentials-for-childhood-framework508.pdf
https://policywise.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Epidemiology-of-Child-Maltreatment-Recurrences.pdf
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