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Safe, Supported, 
and Cherished
Child Welfare System Reform  
in Oregon
What if Oregon’s child welfare system were a place 
where children and families could always go to be safe, 
supported, and cherished? Imagine for a minute what 
that would look like. What would it take to get there?

Safe, Supported, and Cherished provides a framework for this 
future by surveying the landscape of child welfare in Oregon and 
the lessons we can learn in order to improve the lives of our state’s 
most vulnerable children and their families. While much work needs 
to happen, we believe it possible to reimagine our child welfare 
system through commitment to shared values:

• Racially-equitable policy making that impacts children and 
families

• Proactive investment of meaningful dollars to expand and 
build capacity for Oregon’s network of family support services

• Strengthening systems of care and cross-system collaborative 
efforts

• Sustainably advancing child welfare reform and the ODHS 
Vision for Transformation by embedding structures with these 
values

Our Child Welfare Agency is not immune to the complex, historic 
challenges faced by child welfare agencies nationwide. We believe 
that our collective work must be done in partnership with our Child 
Welfare Agency, service providers, advocates, community-based 
organizations and stakeholders, and most importantly those with 
lived experience in the child welfare system. We want to acknowledge 
and thank all of those who have generously shared their feedback, 
ideas, experiences, and expertise to help strengthen and inform 
this summary document and our comprehensive overview. Full 
acknowledgements can be found in the comprehensive overview.

What is the difference 
between the child welfare 
system, Child Welfare, and 
Child Protective Services?

The child welfare system includes 
public and private services focused 
on ensuring all children live in safe, 
permanent, and stable environments 
that support their well-being.1 Caring for 
children is a responsibility of an entire 
community. 

Child Welfare (or the Child Welfare 
Agency) refers to government social 
services agencies that receive reports, 
conduct investigations and assessments, 
and provide treatment and intervention 
services to children and families when 
child maltreatment has occurred. In 
Oregon, Child Welfare is a division 
of the Oregon Department of Human 
Services (ODHS) and houses the Child 
Protective Services (CPS) Unit. The 
foster care system makes up another 
large and well-known subset within Child 
Welfare.2 

While Child Welfare focuses on 
responding to alleged maltreatment or 
risk of maltreatment, this document will 
primarily discuss the child welfare 
system which covers the broader 
community serving the interests of 
children. 

1 https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/cpswork.pdf

2  Foster parents are not limited to strangers. In fact, an estimated one third of 
children in foster care are placed with relatives. Moreover, not all children with a 
Child Welfare case are placed in a foster home. Depending on the situation and 
child’s needs, they may be placed with one or both parents (often with in-home 
plans or services), group homes, or residential facilities.
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What is child welfare 
reform and why is it 
needed?
Whenever possible, children do best in families 
and their communities of origin. To this end, 
child welfare reform is needed to remove the 
systemic barriers that currently prevent Oregon’s 
child welfare system from meeting and ensuring 
children’s safety, permanency, and well-being 
needs. Child welfare reform may seem like daunting 
work, but this does not have to be the case. Our 
leaders in this journey are the children, youth, 
and families who have persistently, strategically, 
and courageously worked to build better lives for 
themselves and future generations despite the 
hardships they have inherited. When we engage in 
this work alongside one another, we gain from the 
collective wisdom harnessed.

We must also recognize that certain issues existing 
today are symptoms of much deeper problems. In 
many ways, our child welfare system was built on a 
foundation of racism. The disproportionate number 
of families who identify as Black, Indigenous, or 
people of color (BIPOC) involved in Child Welfare 
reflects the deep-seated inequities that have 
perpetuated cycles of structural racism, removal 
and attempted assimilation of Indigenous children, 
and intergenerational poverty for families. It is 
past time to address these inequities. By learning 
from our past and establishing an anti-racist path 
forward, we can reimagine a stronger foundation 
upon which the most marginalized Oregon families 
can thrive. 

What have we learned 
from the last several 
decades in the child 
welfare system?
The U.S. child welfare system has historically been 
underfunded, overburdened, and overly reliant 
on state agencies to address institutional and 
systemic problems at the societal level. Over the 
past few decades, people from all corners of the 

child-serving spectrum in Oregon (including Child 
Welfare) have elevated the scale and costliness 
of these problems. From Oregon’s recent past, we 
learn that commitment and continuity are needed 
to advance a bold vision for child welfare reform, 
and that partnership with the community of child 
welfare stakeholders is essential to maintaining 
these efforts.

The success of reform often 
depends on commitment and 
continuity.

In 2018, ODHS undertook a major effort to solicit 
community input through its Child Welfare District 
Listening Tour. Leaders met with over 3,000 
staff and community partners, including foster 
youth, parents and adoptive parents, tribes, legal 
representatives, and elected officials to gather 
feedback on Oregon Child Welfare. Some issues 
that emerged included the need to better support 
the Child Welfare workforce, promote diversity and 
inclusion, address agency culture, and increase 
training and development for staff and community 
members. Many perspectives from this tour were 
later reflected in Oregon Child Welfare’s Vision for 
Transformation, a strategic roadmap spearheaded 
by current Child Welfare Director, Rebecca Jones 
Gaston. This vision laid out several guiding 
principles, including 1) supporting families and 
promoting prevention, 2) improving staffing and 
infrastructure, and 3) enhancing the structure of 
the system by using data for continuous quality 
improvement.

Carrying out this vision could drastically improve 
Oregon’s child welfare system. However, previous 
reform efforts also offer lessons on pitfalls to 
avoid. Since 2005, various reports and evaluations 
addressing Oregon Child Welfare’s performance 
on key indicators spurred agency-led change 
initiatives,3 many of which were hampered by limited 
capacity and frequent changes in Child Welfare 
personnel. Between 2015 and 2020, Oregon 
averaged one director-level personnel change at 

3  Oregon Child and Family Services Review (2008) (2008) 
and (2016), Oregon Secretary of State Audit (2018). See 
overview document for a full list of reports and events related 
to historic agency performance.
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ODHS or Child Welfare each year until Director Jones Gaston began 
serving in her role in 2019. These changes have presented major 
barriers to implementing and sustaining necessary long-term reforms, 
especially when the Child Welfare agency carried sole responsibility 
on such reforms.

Child welfare community partners are 
essential to sustaining a larger vision for 
reform, especially during periods of crisis.

Major child welfare incidents are often an impetus for change. Recent 
high-profile events such as the 2015 Give Us This Day scandal and 
the 2016 class-action lawsuit have demonstrated how these events 
can drive high-level organizational and policy changes. Child Welfare 
agencies must respond to such events appropriately, which requires 
significant focus and resources due to public and media pressure. 
In the past, this has posed challenges for sustaining longer-term 
system reforms. Community partnership is essential to upholding and 
advancing ODHS’s Vision for Transformation. During periods when 
the Child Welfare Agency must devote its resources to responding to 
these crises, the rest of the community of child welfare stakeholders 
and advocates plays a pivotal role in maintaining the broader reform 
vision.

Collectively, these findings offer some helpful insight into needed 
changes for successful reform.  It’s also important to note that 
compared to the Child Welfare Agency, few efforts have been made to 
analyze the broader child welfare system. Understanding the impacts 
of other functions—especially those that address stressors like 
economic vulnerability, mental health, and substance use disorder—
are essential to improving family outcomes as well. Oregon’s child 
welfare community must work together to strengthen aspects of its 
safety net that exist outside of Child Welfare’s scope. 

What can the child welfare 
community do to help?
Oregon’s Child Welfare Division has committed to enhancing 
equity and family support for the state’s most vulnerable families, 
and landmark federal legislation recently passed to bolster these 
efforts. To-date, Oregon’s Child Welfare agency has made major 
improvements including drastically reducing wait times for the child 
abuse reporting hotline, eliminating out-of-state placements, and 
increasing efforts to expand culturally sensitive services. Oregon’s 
child welfare system is poised for transformation. The question now 
is how Oregon’s community of child welfare stakeholders, providers, 
and advocates can partner in these and other ongoing efforts to 
achieve the long-term gains needed in our state?
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Equity is the foundation upon which all our efforts can succeed.

Systemic racism exists at every level of society, as such it permeates throughout our child welfare system. Prior to coming 
to the attention of Child Welfare agencies, families often face prolonged social and economic hardships, perpetuated by 
racist policies and institutions. Racism’s harmful traces can be seen both in BIPOC children and families’ disproportionate 
representation in Child Welfare, as well as their lack of access to culturally specific supports and resources in the 
community. The child welfare community must collectively take responsibility to drive meaningful change by ensuring that 
our BIPOC children and families’ needs are elevated and centered when seeking solutions to these problems.

Within Oregon, Tribal Nations have played a critical role in advancing racial justice. Oregon’s nine currently-recognized 
federal Tribes are the Burns Paiute of Harney County, Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw Indians, 
Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde, Confederated Tribes of Siletz, Confederated Tribes of Umatilla Reservation, 
Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Indians, Coquille Indian Tribe, and Klamath Tribes. 
These Tribes are sovereign nations that each maintain a unique relationship with the state and the Child Welfare Agency. In 
1978, Tribal advocacy nationwide led to the passage of the federal Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) which elevated Tribal 
involvement in child welfare cases for Indian children. Since then, Tribes in Oregon have developed intergovernmental 
agreements with Child Welfare. Five Tribes currently have Title IV-E agreements, which provide for the pass-through of 
federal funding to Tribes for child welfare services. Recent focus areas of Tribal child welfare include pursuing legislation 
to codify ICWA into state statute and engaging in prevention work (see Family Support section).

Oregon has many vibrant BIPOC community organizations and leaders that aim to center racial justice in the systems that 
serve our children and families.4 While mainstream services play an undisputed role in meeting family needs statewide, 
culturally specific services and resources are paramount – and highly effective – for designing a system that responds to 
the needs of marginalized communities. Since many of these services have historically been under-resourced, there is an 
abundant need and opportunity to build capacity in these areas. Furthermore, future efforts must address the disparities 
in access to culturally specific services outside of the Portland Metro area.

Addressing the holistic needs of families requires an interdisciplinary 
approach and cross-system collaboration

At present, many advisory groups across the state provide feedback to the Child Welfare agency towards continuous 
improvement. There are also several statewide, cross-system models that Oregon’s child welfare system can look to 
emulate. Groups like the System of Care Advisory Council and Children’s System Advisory Council comprise members 
across a diverse and interdisciplinary spectrum to improve the effectiveness of services across the continuum of individuals’ 
needs (e.g.,child and family behavioral health). Recently, a report from the Governor’s Foster Care Advisory Commission, 
a state group tasked with examining and developing recommendations to improve Oregon’s foster care system, called for 
stronger collaboration between the Oregon Health Authority (OHA), Coordinated Care Organizations (CCOs), and other 
stakeholders to increase data sharing among organizations that provide services to Child Welfare cases and to develop 
publicly reported CCO performance metrics tied to goals of the Family First Act (see section below for more information 
about this law).  For our child welfare system to effectively tackle the varied causes of family hardship, it must be supported 
by a diverse yet interlocked network of collaborators that together can pursue the best outcomes for children and families. 

4 See full overview document for examples of state organizations that center racial equity. Some of these include Reimagine Oregon, Native 
American Youth and Family Center (NAYA), Latino Network, Immigrant and Refugee Community Organization (IRCO), Asian Pacific American 
Network of Oregon (APANO), Coalition of Communities of Color (CCC), and Unite Oregon
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A diverse, yet interlocked, network of collaborators 
is essential for our child welfare system to pursue the 

best outcomes for children and families. 

Focusing on family support 
(primary prevention) services 
buffers and protects families5

Nationally, the Family First Prevention Services Act 
(FFPSA), signed into law in February 2018, represented 
a major initiative to help states shift their Child Welfare 
systems from being response-focused to being more 
proactive in addressing families’ needs. FFPSA allows 
states and Tribal Nations to allocate federal funds towards 
a range of services for families with children at risk of 
entering Child Welfare, such as addressing issues like 
mental health, substance use disorder, and parenting 
support. It also provides support for kinship (relative) 
caregivers, improves services for older youth in care, and 
strengthens requirements for residential placements. 

By striving to reduce the number of children in foster 
care and providing better support for families, this 
legislation aims to address some of the structural 
inequities embedded into the funding streams for Child 
Welfare Agencies across the country. As of March 2021, 
many states working to implement FFPSA have created 
their prevention plans. While these efforts have already 
begun to shape the child welfare landscape nationwide, 
critics of the policy note that it merely skims the surface 
of prevention, and that true primary prevention requires 
a more expansive approach to address upstream factors 
including economic security, health, and education.

Oregon’s FFPSA Implementation Team and workgroups 
convene regularly, and the Title IV-E Prevention Plan 
created in 2020 through these efforts was approved by the 
federal Children’s Bureau on April 1, 2021. This is just one 
step in the long journey ahead, and much work remains 
to ensure that this policy produces equitable outcomes. 
A critical aspect of implementation is engaging Oregon’s 
Tribal Nations and communities early and often in the 
process. Several Tribes, including the Grand Ronde and 
Umatilla, have long recognized the value of family support 
systems and developed effective strategies to strengthen 
their child welfare systems. ODHS Child Welfare has 
concurred that much of their success stems from the 
emphasis on addressing underlying family stressors over 
maintaining compliance. Partnering and learning from 
these approaches will be invaluable as Oregon moves 
forward with FFPSA implementation, this topic is explored 
further in the comprehensive overview document.6

5 We use the term “family support” to also refer to what is commonly 
known as primary prevention to acknowledge that while families 
facing adversity do come to the attention of Child Welfare more 
frequently than the general population, this is a symptom of systemic 
issues and does not necessitate poor parenting or abuse and neglect. 
6 Recent and notable examples include Universally Offered Home 
Visiting in 2019 (SB 526), Paid Family and Medical Leave in 2019 (HB 
2005), Child Care Task Force in 2019 (HB 2346), and the comprehensive 
child care bill in 2021 (HB 3072). Among those statewide initiatives 
and community agencies targeting primary prevention (either 
directly or indirectly) are Oregon Relief Nurseries, 90by30, Project 
Nurture (through Health Share), Oregon Housing and Community 
Services (OHCS), Family Treatment Centers, Healthy Families 
Oregon, the Sexual Assault Task Force, Youth Era, and many more. 
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A framework 
for the future
The efforts underway to 
improve child welfare reform 
are encouraging. The Child 
Welfare Agency’s Vision 
for Transformation, led by 
Director Jones Gaston, is 
already driving systems 
change at the state agency 
level—an essential piece 
in support of the broader 
child welfare system. The 
question remaining is: 
How can we collectively 
support the formation of 
a comprehensive child 
welfare system built on the 
principles of anti-racism, 
cross-system collaboration, 
and family support that 
will endure for generations 
to come? Our Children 
Oregon proposes the 
following framework to 
center these shared values 
while radically reimagining 
an environment where all 
Oregon children and their 
families can thrive. 

What 
could this 
look like?

7 Such spaces include the Child Welfare Advisory Committee (CWAC), the Governor’s Foster Care 
Advisory Commission, and the System of Care Advisory Council.
8 SMART goals are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound 
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In the short-term...  
• Assess the impacts of policies on 

Black and Indigenous families
• Champion policy agendas developed 

by Black and Indigenous communities
• Engage BIPOC policymakers and 

stakeholders in child welfare reform 
plans

• Support the creation/development 
of culturally specific programs and 
policies across the state

In the long-term... 
• Advocate for the creation and 

expansion of quality universal 
programs that destigmatize poverty 
(e.g., child allowances, universal 
health care), including those 
advocated by the national upEND 
Movement.

In the short-term...  
• Advocate for robust and sustainable 

funding to programs/organizations 
that promote family well-being 

• Advocate for the expansion and 
enhancement of programs that 
have demonstrated effectiveness in 
strengthening and stabilizing families

In the long-term... 
• Dedicate resources to research and 

assess Oregon’s current array of 
family support services 

• Identify areas of greatest service 
needs (availability and access) 

• Implement strategies to close these 
gaps and to remove barriers for target 
populations

In the short-term...  
• Support and expand initiatives like 

Oregon’s System of Care (or System 
of Care Advisory Council) 

• Raise awareness and engage cross-
system groups at the local level in 
child welfare reform efforts and the 
ODHS Vision for Transformation

In the long-term... 
• Remove barriers to accessing 

services for families across the state 
• Work to build strong cross-system 

partnerships and communication 
channels to dissolve siloes between 
groups across the child welfare 
system

In the short-term...  
• Dedicate spaces7 where stakeholders, 

including youth and adults with lived 
experience, can design SMART goals8 
and analyze measurable data to 
achieve these goals. 

• Partner with the Child Welfare 
Agency in elevating the Vision for 
Transformation; understand where 
the agency is experiencing gaps with 
community services and resources

In the long-term... 
• Educate the public on the challenges 

and experiences of families involved 
with the child welfare system to 
counteract harmful stigmas, and 
reduce and make it easier for families 
to seek help 


