™ The Importance of
Family to a Child

Why the Minimum Sufficient Level of
Care (MSL) Standard Is Important

Children grow up best in families. To develop into functional, emotionally
stable adults, they need that unique sense of belonging that comes from being
part of a family. Children need the safety net that only the unconditional
acceptance of family can provide. They need the knowledge of and connection
to their cultural/ethnic heritage that is learned within the family.

Adapted from Beyond Rhetoric: A New American Agenda for Children and Families,
National Commission on Children, Government Printing Office, 1991.

Most children you serve asa CASA volunteer willgohome. It is your
role to advocate for the services necessary so the child can go home
safely. If the child cannot be returned home safely, what is in the child’s
bestinterest? Thisis not an easy question to answer. Asa CASA
volunteer, you start with the assumption that a child’s family is usually
the best setting for raising and nurturing that child. This is true even if
the family’slifestyle, beliefs, resources, and actions areradically different
from yours. As long as the child’s family meets or can be helped to meet
the minimum sufficient level of care required for the safety of that child,
the child belongs with his/her family.

Asdiscussed in Chapter 1, a minimum sufficientlevel of care (MSL)
means that all basic needs are met and the child is not harmed
physically, sexually, or emotionally. On the other hand, the optimum
level of care means that the child has considerably more than the
minimum: things like a library card, tutoring, a community of faith,
sports, Scouts, musiclessons, college, aloving extended family. The state
intervenes when basic needs are not met—not when a family is unable
or unwilling to provide an optimal level of care.

In considering what the minimum sufficient level of care is for any one
child, itis important to remember the key parameters of this standard:

1. Itrelates to a particular child.
2. Itis a set of minimum conditions, not an ideal situation.

3. Itisarelative standard, depending on the child’s needs, social
standards, and community standards. It will not be the same for
every family or every child in a particular family.

4. Itremains the same when considering reunification as when
considering removal.
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The idea that a minimum sufficient level of care should be the standard
for families is often difficult for CASA volunteers to embrace. It feels

counterintuitive, as though it defies common sense. Youmay be
tempted to ask, “Wouldn’t any child be better off in a family without
the limitations that are present in this situation?” The truth is that most
would not. The overwhelming sense of loss that children suffer when
removed from their homes—loss of love, of security, of the familiar, of
their heritage, of controlin their lives; feelings of worthlessness; and

the almost unendurable pain of separation—is terribly painful for most
children. Despite the bad things that have happened in their lives,

most children in the system love their families and want desperately

to be reunited with them. Take a moment to think back to your own
childhood. Whatever it was like, how would you have feltif a stranger
came one day to take you away to live with a “better” family?

CHAPTER

If parenting hovers at the minimum sufficient level of care, the child
protectiveservices system and the courtlikely willnotgetinvolved.
If the child’s basic needs are not being met and/or the child is

being abused, the child protective services system stepsin. Once the
system hasintervened, the responsibilities of the parent (e.g., to seek
substance abuse treatment or learn parenting skills) and those of the
child protective services agency (e.g., to provide visitation, arrange
counseling, etc.) are spelled out in agreements that are enforced by
courtorders.

Ideally, these agreements will help the parent move at least to a

minimum sufficient level of care. The steps in these agreements with

parentsneed tobe small and measurable. Appropriate resourcesneed

to be available to support changes that the parent makes. If the steps

are too big or complex, the parent may give up, causing the family

situation to deteriorate and the child to lose the chance to ever return LEARN MORE! 0

L)

home. If the steps are not measurable, success cannot be determined. A Question of Balance: \\
For example, a parent can “attend parenting classes” for six months Decision Making for CASA
without ever making a change in behavior. If the agreement specifies Volunteers, written by Janet
that the parents are “able to describe and apply five ways to discipline Ward, is available online at
their child without spanking,” both the parents and any observer will www.shopcasa.org or from

be able to tell whether the task gets accomplished. Asa CASA your local program.

volunteer, you should routinely ask the question of both parents and
casemanagers, “How will you know when thisrequirementis met?”
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CHAPTER

* ( = Homework
PSYCHOLOGICAL & EDUCATIONAL ISSUES

Read the descriptions in the Chapter 6 Resource Materials of common
psychological and educational issues that affect children. Consider the
following questions in preparation for the Chapter 6 session:

*  HowwillthisinformationassistyouinyourworkasaCASA
volunteer?

*  What collaborations will you need to form in order to be a more
effective advocate?

* Whatis one question you have about the reading?

*  Whatmore do youneed to know about children?

COMMUNITY RESOURCES

Reminder: Earlier in training, you selected an agency to research. The
facilitator provided a worksheet as a tool to assist you in gathering
information about services provided, access to services, etc.

This activity was assigned early in training to allow time for you to
gather the information. You will share the materials and information
that you gather during the Chapter 9 training session, when community
resources will be introduced.
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