
How Safe Babies Court Teams 
are Helping Parents Build 

Protective Factors
Cailin O’Connor, Center for the Study of Social Policy

Gwen Doland, ZERO TO THREE
June 18, 2021



The National Resource Center for the Infant-Toddler Court Program (NRC)- operated by ZERO TO THREE in 
partnership with the American Bar Association Center on Children and the Law, Center for the Study of Social Policy, 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, and RTI International are supporting wide-scale dissemination 
of the Safe Babies Court Team™ approach to advance the health and well-being of very young children and their 
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Our Plan for Today

• Building protective factors in all areas of case practice – examples 
from SBCT sites

• Check back in on our case study family, three months later
• Windows of opportunity
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Building protective factors as you 
engage families

• It is about how you are

– It’s about what you encourage families to do

• It’s about how you structure your relationship with families

Engaging



Engaging Families:  Actions that Can Take 
Place in Every Interaction

Project a positive and strengths-based approach to the family
Deepen your understanding of family and child strengths 
Monitor children’s developmental progress, needs, environment 

and social emotional well-being and share information with parents
Provide “just in time” parenting education
Connect the family to resources
Help caregivers identify trusted friends, family members and 

professionals who they can turn to for support;
Emphasize the importance of self-care



Including protective factors in assessment

• Include protective factors 
in formal assessments

• Regularly ask questions 
and observe

• Share information with 
families

Assessing



Integrating Protective Factors into Case Planning

Planning

Mother does not 
provide adequate 
care to child when 

overwhelmed

Objective:  Enhanced self care 
by mother

Activities:  
• Call sister when 

feeling 
overwhelmed

• 1 self-care 
activity a day
• Develop 

calming routine 
for when things 

feel 
overwhelming



Including parents in decision making
Protective Factor How including parents in decision making builds it
Parental Resilience • Treat parent as a respected decision-maker

• Build problem solving skills
Knowledge of parenting and 
child development

• Provide an opportunity to reinforce parents knowledge by making child 
development issues a central goal 

• Explicitly address parenting issues that have brought the family to CPS
• Provide coaching to parent 

Social Connections • Engage trusted members of the family’s network
• Model and reinforce relational skills

Concrete supports • Coordinate supports across multiple partners
• Put parent in a leadership role in deciding what supports will be helpful
• Address barriers to accessing supports

Social emotional 
competence of children

• Engage child in teaming whenever possible

Decision 
Making



Intervening

• Every interaction with families is an opportunity 
to support families as they build protective 
factors.  

• How you interact with families is as important 
as what services and supports you connect a 
family to.

Intervening



Monitoring and Adjusting

• How do you reflect protective and promotive factors in your 
case notes and documentation?

• Based on what you’ve observed in case visits and 
conversations…
– Has the family made progress on their own protective factor 

goals?
– Are they struggling in some areas?
– Are any adjustments needed in the plan based on their progress 

or challenges

Monitoring 
and 

Adjusting



Case Closure and Transition

• Has the family made progress on their own protective factor goals?
• Can the family use their protective factors & new skills to prevent 

repeating the problems that brought them to the attention of the child 
protection system?

• Have you and the family put a plan in place to use and continue to 
develop protective factors once they are no longer involved with the 
child welfare system?

• Have you and the family identified potential resources they can 
access in the community?

Case 
Closure and 
Transition
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Case Consultation

• Last time we met Jenny and her family, who had just gotten involved with 
CPS

• Three months in, how are they doing?
– Jenny, 22 (mother)-went to treatment, recent positive urine analysis for 

alcohol, continues to work, attended family time, re-engaged in 
relationship w/Trey 

– Violet (grandmother)- began treatment and returned to drinking 
– Christopher, now 33 months (continue in foster care with some 

improvement in behavior; still has violent outbursts) 
– Clara, now 19 months (still in foster care; crawling and babbling) 
– Trey (father – not present at time of report, but has returned)



Next steps for Jenny and her family

• In breakout rooms, discuss:
– In which protective factors do you see growth/progress for the 

family so far?
– In which protective factors do you see a need for more support 

for this family?
– What next steps would you take with this family to progress 

toward reunification?



Every Day Case Work Practice Desired Results

Trauma
• Signs of trauma are identified & responded to
• Children & caregiver(s) are connected to 

therapeutic supports
• Caregiver is supported in learning how to address 

behavior resulting from trauma & helping children 
heal

Child and Youth Development
• Developmental issues are identified & services are 

put in place
• Children are connected to developmentally 

appropriate education and supports
• Caregivers, early childhood partners and DCF staff 

work together to support the child’s developmental 
needs

Protective Factors
• Caregivers are supported in building protective and 

promotive factors as a pathway to provide nurturing 
care to the child

Windows of Opportunity

Prevention/diversion

Intake/Investigation

Case Planning

In-home care

Out-of-home care

Permanency, Exit and After Care



You can’t pour from an empty cup

• Check in on your own protective factors

– Take time for self-care

• Encourage your staff and co-workers to do the same!

Taking care of 
yourself and 
other staff
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