RISE ANNUAL REPORT 2016
Celebrating Our Parent Leaders and Partners

Rise | 112 W. 27th St. 6th Fl. New York, NY 10001 | www.risemagazine.org
Rise is a partner project of the Fund for the City of New York

RISE BOARD
Teresa Bachiller, Parent Coach, Graham Windham
Melissa Baker, Senior Director of Strategic Consulting, Casey Family Programs
Rebecca Boucher, Center for Family Representation
Dana Guyet, Director of Prevention, Department of Homeless Services
Keith Hefner, Executive Director, Youth Communication
Bevanjae Kelley, Parent Coach, Graham Windham
Bonnie Kornberg, Chief Performance Officer and Associate Vice President, Graham Windham
Diane Leske, Chief of Staff, Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies (COFCCA)
Lindsey McCormack, Senior Grants Officer, International Planned Parenthood Federation/Western Hemisphere
Region
RISE STAFF
Nora McCarthy, Director
Rachel Blustain, Editorial Director
Jeanette Vega, Parent Leader
Jade de Saussure, Public Speaking Director
Dominique Arrington, Senior Contributor
Nancy Fortunato, Senior Contributor
Sara Werner, Senior Contributor
Robbyne Wiley, Senior Contributor
Emily Shechtman, Intern
Jessica Weidmann, Volunteer
Elizabeth Koster, Contributing Editor
Jeff Faerber, Production Assistant

D

DEAR RISE READERS,
Rise’s strength is the courage of parents who choose to share their stories through
Rise’s publications and presentations. It takes incredible courage to say to the world,
“I was investigated,” or, “I’m a parent whose child was taken from me and placed in
foster care.”
Parents are compelled to write because they want the chance to reflect and be
heard. They are willing to trust and be vulnerable because they want to help others
by telling their story.
Our parents’ voices are heard beyond Rise because of the commitment of
supporters, subscribers and partners. Beyond the organizations featured in this
report, Rise has recently partnered with JCCA, ACS Family Permanency Services, the
Center for Family Representation, NYU Law School, the American Bar Association,
the Schuyler Center, and the New York State Court Improvement Project.
These organizations have committed their time and money to working with Rise
because they believe – as we do – that we can’t build a system that works for
families if we don’t partner with parents.
Thank you to all of our parents, partners, board, staff, supporters and subscribers for
your commitment to Rise and to parent voice in child welfare reform.
Sincerely,
Nora McCarthy
Rise Director
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PRESENTATIONS

Schuyler Center Panel
“What is one innovation you believe can
transform child welfare?” That was the question
at a Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advocacy
panel in Albany Dec. 13 where Rise Parent
Leader Jeanette Vega spoke alongside top child
welfare leaders, including Baltimore
Commissioner Molly Tierney and Massachusetts
Commissioner Linda Spears (pictured left and
middle). Jeanette answered: “Voice. Parents
want a powerful voice in child welfare,”
outlining four strategies to improve child welfare
by strengthening parent voice in individual
cases and in training and policy.
Training for Staff at ACS’ Satterwhite
Academy and Family Court Legal Services
Rise writers presented to hundreds of new
Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) staff
at Satterwhite Academy, the city’s child welfare
training academy, and to all ACS Family Court
Legal Services (FCLS) attorneys. In nearly a
dozen presentations, Rise Parent Leader
Jeanette Vega focused on humanizing parents
and offering a chance to ask questions.
NYC City Council
Rise parent leaders met with committee chair
Stephen Levin and presented testimony by four
parents on effective preventive services at two
Child Welfare Committee hearings this fall.

Court Presentation:
Improving Family Court for Parents
Bronx Family Court, Dec. 2016
Queens Family Court, Sept. 2016
CUNY Law School, April 2016
Manhattan Family Court, Dec. 2015
NYU Law School, Dec. 2015

In partnership with the Manhattan Family Court
DMR committee, Rise parent leaders developed
a presentation on parents' perspectives on
facing family court. The Court Improvement
Project in Manhattan, Bronx and Queens; Bronx
Early Engagement Workgroup; and Strong Starts
Court partnered with Rise to bring the
presentation to family courts and law schools
citywide. Led by Bevanjae Kelley, Jeanette
Vega, Nancy Fortunato (left to right, above), as
well as Piazadora Footman and Robbyne Wiley,
the presentation describes common themes in
parents' experiences, particularly revictimization and powerlessness, and offers

recommendations to improve the court
experience so parents are more likely to
succeed at achieving reunification. In each
family court, professionals reconvened to share
concrete action steps they will take in response.

Young Parents Know Your Rights! Training
Young mothers who grew up in foster care
partnered with staff of the Center for Family
Representation (CFR) to bring parent voice into
a legal rights training for young parents at risk
of family separation. Drawing on Rise’s fouryear “My Story, My Life” writing project with
young mothers who grew up in foster care, the
training—offered so far to parents at Covenant
House and ACS-- shows how to proactively
solve family problems and protect from
investigations and removal.
Reunification Day Events
Rise Parent Leaders Sara Werner and Jeanette
Vega spoke at the first NYC Administration for
Children’s Services Reunification Month event,
“Better Together: A Celebration of Families” at
the Children’s Museum of Manhattan on June
25. Jeanette also presented at the New Jersey
Legal Services’ Family Reunification Day event
on June 30.

PUBLICATIONS

Issue: Facing an
Investigation
Facing a child protective
investigation, it can feel
like the investigator has
all the power and you
have none. Knowing the
investigation process
can help you show your family’s strengths and
find safe solutions. This issue offers guidance
from parents and professionals on handling an
investigation. It also highlights the harm to
children when fear of an investigation and
wrongful removal keeps parents from seeking
help.

New Publication: Rise TIPS
Responding to feedback from recent focus
groups with parents, Rise is launching a new
publication and partnerships to ensure that,
when children enter foster care, parents get the
information they need to make choices in their
cases. Rise TIPS – a series of one-page
handouts — will provide basic information about
handling challenges in child welfare cases.
The first set of TIPS focuses on visiting and will
be published in Winter 2017. Content was
developed by parents, with input from
caseplanners at Graham Windham. Rise is now
partnering Graham, Sheltering Arms and JCCA,
three NYC foster care agencies, to train
caseworkers to use the TIPS with parents.

RISE PARTNER: SHELTERING ARMS

“We’ve come to see Rise as an organization that’s very
thoughtful about how to do sophisticated training with
caseworkers that has a real impact.”
Interview with Elizabeth McCarthy, CEO, and Jane Golden, Chief Program Officer at Sheltering Arms in New York City
Jane: For the past two years, our foster care staff have
participated in writing groups led by Rise’s Editorial
Director, Rachel Blustain. The group allowed the
caseworkers to talk about what it’s like to do their job
and to write stories about their experiences working with
parents with children in foster care.
Elizabeth: We wanted to give staff an outlet to express
themselves. It can be such an emotional experience
working with parents. This was a way for them to reflect
on their own biases and what they’re realized about
themselves and learned along the way.
MAKING A CONNECTION

INFORMING AND IMPROVING PRACTICE

Elizabeth: One story that resonated for me was about
the power dynamics between parents and caseworkers.
The writer realized how much power she had over these
parents, and how much she didn’t want to abuse that
power, even unintentionally. Senior staff might not
understand or think about that. If anything, we think of
the lack of power our frontline staff have in the
bureaucracy of this system. But this very young woman
had a power over people that she wasn’t comfortable
with.

Jane: At the group’s graduation, many of the participants
read their stories. I was struck by how intimate the
stories were. Rise has the ability to really create a feeling
of safety when they do these groups so that writers can
take chances in exposing their feelings.

I already have a lot of respect for our staff, but hearing
their stories, I had an added appreciation. They were so
compelling, vulnerable, even raw in some cases. I was
impressed with how honest they were and strong in
being able to express their experiences. I know the job is
very hard. These are very heavy issues to confront at a
very young age.

The stories show how the caseworkers’ personal
experiences have informed their work with parents.
Universally, they focused on a very specific turning point
that changed them, not only in how they worked with
that family, but with all the families they work with. They
chose cases that made them more empathetic, and a
better caseworker.

Jane: The staff were overwhelmingly positive about the
experience. They were surprised at how useful it was.
They didn’t go into this thinking that writing would be
helpful, but they found that focusing in on the personal
really informed and improved their practice.

One caseworker described working with a very angry
father. When he started, everybody had warned him that
this father was very difficult. This young man shared in
his story how he first saw this father the way he saw his
stepfather, but over time found he had a lot in common.
You rarely see that kind of reflection in trainings or even
in the peer support that we try to offer to staff.

I was also so struck by the professionalism of the group
leader, Rachel, because she stayed in the background
and really encouraged our staff to take the lead. She was
the perfect person to lead our staff in looking internally,
which is not easy.

A SHARED UNDERSTANDING

Elizabeth: For the staff, the writing was therapeutic. The
stories also informed us—upper management and the
board. We asked two of our staff to share their stories at
a board meeting, and one of them shared her story at a
managers’ meeting. Their stories gave people outside
the work a look at the reality of it. People may have a
good sense of the requirements and job description but
not the human part of being a caseworker.
Jane: Our board found the stories interesting and
moving. Several trustees spoke to me about them
afterward. The stories gave them more of an
understanding of our work at Sheltering Arms and the
families we’re helping.
NEXT STEP: SUPPORT WITH VISITS

Elizabeth: Our next project with Rise is to use Rise’s new
visiting TIPS to help parents and staff with visits. The TIPS

are handouts that offer parents guidance about how to
handle visits. We hear from staff how hard supervising
visits can be. They’re often at the end of the day when
staff are exhausted and have other work they want to
finish, and they’re emotional. Frustration comes up in the
visits out of expectations that aren’t met. You might think
that parents and children would come in and just be so
happy to see each other, but sometimes they’re not. The
reality is that there’s anger and sadness. We don’t
always prepare staff or parents for the realities. The TIPS
are a practical way to prepare them.
Jane: We are always looking for new ideas and
opportunities to do more than just traditional training.
We’ve come to see Rise as an organization that’s very
thoughtful about how to do sophisticated training with
caseworkers that we’ve seen have a real impact.

RISE PARTNER: CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF SOCIAL POLICY

“Infusing Rise’s real-life stories of parents’ experiences
into policy briefs, training curricula and policy
development helps staff gain a deeper understanding
and improve their practice.”
Interview with Martha Raimon, Senior Policy Analyst; Steve Cohen, Senior Fellow; and Lisa Primus, Senior Policy
Analyst at CSSP
Martha: The Center for the Study of Social Policy
(CSSP) is a nonprofit designed to influence public policy
that affects children and families, and to provide
technical assistance to states and jurisdictions testing
new ideas and policies in child welfare, early childhood
education and community development.
The Center is always looking to embed more authentic
parent and youth voice in our work, and that’s a work in
progress. We rely on strong voices through partners that
are already organized to provide input. So with Rise it’s a
natural partnership.
A NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON PARENTS’
NEEDS AND RIGHTS

The first project that CSSP did with Rise was to bring
parent voice into a policy paper about the impact of the
federal Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) on
families. Rise developed a paper on parents’
perspectives on ASFA, and a Rise writer Lynne Miller
spoke on a panel in Washington, D.C., alongside top
child welfare policymakers and practitioners.
Then, in 2009-10, CSSP was trying to gather parents and
parent advocacy organizations around the country to do
national advocacy work on child welfare. We envisioned
a bill of rights for parents affected by the child welfare
system. Rise’s publication, From Rights to Reality, came
out of that. From Rights to Reality combines stories and
recommendations for how to develop policies that
parents consider effective.

FOCUSING ON BABIES

Steve: Two years ago CSSP started working with the
Harvard Center on the Developing Child on a project to
improve outcomes for babies involved in the child
welfare system. We brought together 30 scientists and
child welfare leaders to talk about what science suggests
would help babies in foster care.
We wanted the group to hear from frontline caseworkers,
foster parents and parents in the child welfare system
about their experiences with infants. Rise put together
a video of stories and images of parents who had their
babies in foster care. It was brief but really very powerful
and made a strong impression on people in the room.
People who run child welfare systems don’t hear that
perspective every day.
THE UNIQUE NEEDS OF YOUNG PARENTS IN
FOSTER CARE

Lisa: Now CSSP is partnering with Rise on our work to
shed light on the unique needs of expectant and
parenting youth in foster care and their children.
Since 2012, Rise has run a special project—My Story, My
Life—to run writing workshops with young parents who
grew up in foster care and share their perspectives
through publications, public speaking and collaborations
with policymakers. We sought out a partnership with Rise
and it has been invaluable.
Through Rise, we’ve been able to obtain real-life stories
of parents’ experiences and infuse them into policy
briefs, training curricula and policy development. We’ve

heard over and over that these real-life examples help to
ground the policy and practice recommendations. When
staff gain a deeper understanding of both the strengths
and the challenges that these young parents experience
in their lives, it helps them improve their practice.
HUMAN AND PRACTICAL

Rise has done a lot of work with us. Last year, for a paper
on the developmental needs of expectant and parenting
youth, Rise facilitated a focus group with young parents
to review the key content areas. Based on that feedback,
we revised some of the content, and we were able to
include some personal examples that made for a richer
product.
We also held a series of webinars and wanted to include
youth voice in each one. We worked with Rise to identify
young parents. We got a lot of feedback that hearing
directly from a young parent makes a huge difference. It
brings deeper understanding and insight, allowing staff
to think differently about young parents and get new
ideas for how they can engage and support the young
people they’re working with.
In New York City, the child welfare agency is also
revamping its resource guide for expectant and

parenting youth in care and Rise provided real stories
that make it human and practical.
Martha: I’ve been in plenty of situations where people
say, “We need to talk to parents about how an aspect of
the child welfare system is working.” Often, it’s pretty
random who you encounter and how prepared they are
to tell their stories. Because Rise has made investments
in parents telling their stories over time, the parents are
very prepared to tell their stories and to link their
experiences very closely with a policy. They can provide
feedback that is much more direct, helpful and focused
than going out on your own.
Steve: Rise is a good dose of reality. For people who
have not been exposed to what parents have to say, I
think that when they hear it once, it’s hard for them to
not want to hear from parents again.
Even judges and frontline caseworkers who obviously
know lots and lots of parents can benefit from the Rise
stories. They know parents in a specific way. It’s not the
same thing as stepping back from a case you’re in the
middle of and thinking about who these parents are.

RISE PARTNER: ACS WORKFORCE INSTITUTE

“A lot of our staff come in thinking they’ll help the
children, and that parents are the problem. It’s important
to switch that dialogue around to strengthening the
family. Rise’s presentations have helped us do that.”
Interview with David Nish, Associate Commissioner of Training and Workforce Development at NYC’s Administration
for Children’s Services
ACS has a training academy for new staff, Satterwhite
Academy, and a new Workforce Institute in partnership
with CUNY’s School of Professional Studies, that will train
child welfare staff citywide. The focus of our work is to
help staff really understand the complex nature of the
work that they do, with a focus on building empathy and
helping families help themselves using their innate
strengths.

classes. We wanted a video that was real about the
challenges in parents’ cases and what didn’t work, and
also about what did work.
Watching the video while it was being made, I felt like I
got to know the parents and fell in love with them and
their stories. There’s so much to learn from their stories.

PARENT VOICE IN THE CLASSROOM

I’m relatively new to ACS and the child welfare system,
and when I started here, my boss, Deputy Commissioner
Andrew White, told me that I should get to know Rise
because it’s an amazing organization. We hadn’t
developed our training courses yet, but I thought, “Wow,
I know I will need this organization to help us develop
our programs.” I knew that we would want to bring
parent voices into the classroom.
The first thing we did was invite a Rise parent leader to
present to our newly-hired staff on their first day at
Satterwhite Academy. I’ve heard that when Jeanette
speaks, it’s really impactful. It’s an “A-ha!” moment
because a lot of our staff come in wanting to help
children but don’t necessarily focus on the fact that
children are part of a family. They’re often thinking they’ll
help the children, and that the parents are the problem.
Early on, it’s really important to switch that dialogue
around to strengthening the family. Rise’s presentations
have helped us do that.
A NEW VIDEO OF PARENTS’ STORIES

This spring, we decided to make a video with Rise,
because a parent leader can’t come to every one of our

Jeanette spoke about being very angry when her son
was in foster care. In her beautiful style, she describes
her worker saying to her, “Look, this is your life.” This
was a moment when someone was real with her. Up until
then, people were just intimidated by her anger and
didn’t care about who she was. This worker’s real talk
broke through to her.
Another moment I like is when a father, Nelson,
describes his caseworker helping him with conflicts with
his son. His caseworker said to him, “Show up. When you
show up, your son will know you care.”

The last parent, Sara, described that she got a preventive
caseworker after her son came home from foster care.
She says the preventive worker was there just for her, to
help her figure out who she could be.
Anyone watching the video would have to walk away
thinking, “What kind of caseworker do I want to be?” It’s
really moving to hear about the caseworkers who didn’t
seem to care and those who did, and it would be hard to
walk away saying anything but, “I want to be one of
those who care.”

MOVING AND EYE OPENING

I shared the video with an advisory group of 40-50
people. They were blown away by it. People were silent
and nodding, and the unanimous feeling was, “Wow, this
is really going to make a difference.” It will help our
workforce tune in to parents—to helping the whole
family.
We are planning to reach 7,000 people with our trainings
in the coming year. All of those people will see this video.
And I feel like it’s the kind of video that, if you saw it five
times, that would be just fine. It’s even something to just
send to a friend; it’s moving and eye opening.

RISE PARTNER: GRAHAM WINDHAM

“Through the Rise stories, we’ve gotten to genuinely meet
a lot of our parents. The stories also have been a
reminder of the power and influence you have as a
professional in child welfare.”
Interview with Jess Dannhauser, President and CEO
Graham Windham is a child welfare and youth
development agency in New York City. A few years ago
we sat down and talked about what we could do to
further our support for parents. When we started to talk
with parents about what they value, they said they
valued their relationships with peers.
We thought that a Rise writing group for parents with
children in foster care could add to our peer work, and
we wanted to learn from the experiences of the parents
that we serve. So for the past two years, Rise has run a
writing group here at Graham.
WRITING WITHOUT FEAR

Through the Rise stories, we’ve gotten to genuinely meet
a lot of our parents. During a court case, parents have to
be careful about making the right moves and telling the
right story. Rise’s writing process allows parents to go
beyond that. It gives parents the gift to think through
their narrative, who they are, and how they came to
where they are today.
Reading the stories, it can look like someone has
divulged their heart, and you don’t know if they regret
that or not. But one of the unseen values about Rise is
that the writing process helps parents set their own
boundaries. It helps them make careful choices about
what they’re willing to share and be authentic to the
choices they want to make. It’s extraordinary—and I’m
proud—that the parents could feel safe enough to share
their stories in the Rise group while their children were
still in our care.

IMPORTANT REMINDERS

At Graham, the Rise stories have been a reminder that
parents come to us in moments of crisis that have a long
history, and we have to see our work as one piece of that
thread. When someone comes in the door, it’s not a
cookie cutter situation. We have to see how complex
their lives are. Parents are contending with financial,
emotional and social challenges that would get the best
of any of us.
The stories also have been a reminder of the power and
influence you have as a professional in child welfare. It’s
very easy to lose sight of that. To see in the stories how
powerfully a phrase can stick in a parent’s mind is a
reminder of the profound work we do and how carefully
we have to do it. Knowing that encouraging words can
help change a life for the better, and that negative
words, even said unintentionally, can change it for the
worse, is an awesome responsibility.
LISTENING PAST DEFENSIVENESS

Reading the stories, there’ve been painful moments
when I want to say, “That’s not the whole story!” The
safest thing is to try to wipe it to the side. I have to
remind myself that it doesn’t really matter if it’s the full
story or not; it’s true to that person’s experience. Our
work is to make their experience feel respectful and be
effective.
When I can put aside defensiveness and not allow the
voice in my head to contradict the story in order to make
myself feel better, I often see that it’s not some
enormous policy or practice change we need to make,
but that child welfare really needs to get better at being

able to hear and see people. There’s an enormous value
in feeling understood.
Our goal at Graham is to become a community where
people feel comfortable. That’s hard to do. We have
more to do to listen. The parents’ stories are a window
into how we should be listening to everybody. They
remind us to slow down for a second and say, “Wait,
there’s a whole story here.”
HONORING PARENTS

The Rise graduation was a fabulous moment. The
parents read their stories, their families came out, and
our staff listened and ate dinner with them. For our staff,

it helped us be so much more aware of the full context of
our parents’ lives. Their children also saw their parents
accomplish something important and saw that their
parents were worthy of the esteem.
The graduation refreshed us and reminded us of why we
do this work. When I watched a parent graduate from the
program and hug her daughter, I was reminded that this
child has a deep relationship with her mom that is always
going to be really important to her. We don’t know if this
parent is going to get her child back. But for this child,
her mom is always going to be her mom, and she is
going to remember seeing her mom honored.

RISE PARTNER: NATIONAL CHILD TRAUMATIC STRESS NETWORK

“Our training for caseworkers helps them understand
how trauma can affect parents. The Rise stories speak
directly to people’s experiences and they resonate.”
Interview with Erika Tullberg, NYU Child Study Center and the National Child Traumatic Stress Network
I work at the NYU Child Study Center as part of a team
focused on child trauma, and I’m also a co-chair of the
National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s (NCTSN) child
welfare committee.
Two years ago, Rise joined us as a member of a
subcommittee focused on parents in the child welfare
system who have had experiences of trauma. We are
developing a series of online training modules for
caseworkers to help them understand how trauma can
affect parents. The first module offers a foundation of
knowledge about trauma and parents’ experiences.
Others will explore how trauma can affect parents over
the course of their involvement with child welfare, such
as during visits or case planning.

The parents’ stories definitely make the training stronger
and richer. The information is not theoretical; it speaks
directly to people’s experiences and it resonates.
Feedback from parents and staff so far has been really
positive. For staff, the parents’ stories make it more likely
that they’ll be engaged and will remember what they
heard.
THE KNOWLEDGE TO CONNECT

We hope agencies will use this new training to educate
their staff and support changes in day-to-day practice.
Working with parents who are dealing with the child
welfare system brings up a lot of understandable
emotions in staff—frustration, anger, sadness. At the
same time, staff need to be compassionate and curious.

LISTENING TO PARENTS

We began to develop the training by running focus
groups with parents because the NCTSN tries to
integrate family voice into its work from the very
beginning. We want whatever we develop to be
grounded in people’s actual experience. One of these
focus groups took place at Rise, and all of the feedback
collected from parents around the country helped to
shape the content of the training modules.
Then we decided to integrate the voices of parents
themselves into the training so it would be as engaging
and interactive as possible. So many Rise stories
illustrate the way that trauma plays out in parents’
experiences in the child welfare system, so it was easy to
identify excerpts that connected with our teaching
points.
Rise had parents actually read the quotes so
caseworkers can hear parents’ voices in the narration.

One of the most challenging things to do is to hold both
of these feelings in your head.
Understanding trauma—and understanding parents’
stories—doesn’t mean absolving them of any harm to
their kids. It means using your knowledge to be able
connect and move the family to a better situation.
Rise is a powerful voice for parents in the system and a
really important tool. In the child welfare system it can be
challenging for people to be honest with each other. For
parents, especially, it’s hard to feel safe talking openly
because of the fear that what you say will be used
against you.
Rise is one of the opportunities to hear straight from
parents in a way that people in the system don’t often
get. Through our training, it’s great to have an
opportunity to connect child welfare staff with parents’
stories in this new way.

Rise FY2015-16 Financial Summary
INCOME 2015-16
Individual Contributions
Contracts + Subscriptions
Grants
Total Revenue
FY2014-15 Reserves
Total Expenses
Balance

$
$
$
$
$
$
$

97,060.15
62,703.31
135,000.00
294,763.46
143,252.54
231,434.90
206,581.10

EXPENSES 2015-16
PERSONNEL
Salaries + Stipends
Benefits
Subtotal Personnel
OTPS
Consultant Expense
Edu/Prof, Training Fees
Communication Dissemination
Promotions/Public Relations
Postage and Mailing
Computers and Network
Program Supplies
Food
Space, Rent, Utilities
Admin Fee.-Contributions
Donations/Gifts/other
Facilities, Retreates, Events
Equipment Acquisition
OTPS Subtotal
Total Expenses

169,692.07
16,161.02
185,853.09
3,507.50
5,400.00
9,524.00
502.00
1,366.92
987.00
1,257.96
1,036.29
16,770.00
1,107.75
350.00
1,748.21
2,024.18
45,581.81
$231,434.90

