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Cultural Awareness

• The Indian Child Welfare Act was passed in 1978 as a remedial act 
to try and remedy decades of destructive federal Indian policies 
and to preserve the unique values of Indian culture. Its purpose is 
to protect the best interests of Indian children and to promote the 
stability, security, and culture of both Indian Tribes and their 
families. 

• We must recognize the cultural uniqueness of American Indian 
cultures vs. Anglo-American culture. You cannot learn culture 
through a book. It must be taught and experienced by each 
individual through relationships, human contact, and cultural 
practices.



• Under ICWA, the Federal Government has established 
requirements for State and private agencies that regulate how 
placements of Tribal children and services to Tribal families should 
occur. However, it is not unusual to see Tribal-State conflicts with 
regard to the implementation of ICWA requirements and such 
issues as notification, transfer of cases, service provision, 
placement preferences, preservation of connections, and 
achievement of permanent family outcomes. 



The Benefits of Specialized ICWA Workers

• Having specially trained ICWA child welfare staff enhances ICWA 
implementation. This does not diminish the value of requiring all 
child welfare social workers receive ICWA training. It ensures their 
access to specially trained staff that have experience managing 
ICWA cases.

• This will result in an expedited process and fewer appeals.

• Staff will have the necessary experience and resources available 
to handle ICWA cases.

• Specialized staff has the ability to build healthy relationships and 
strong communication between Tribes and County CW agencies.



• “When State practice moves closer to the values, traditions, and 
customs of American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) children’s Tribes 
and families, the children benefit. Practitioners who provide more 
culturally appropriate options in safety and permanency create 
greater ownership and buy-in from the child’s Tribe and reduce 
potential conflicts in case planning. Individual families also are 
more engaged when there is a more individualized approach. One 
example of this has been the exploration of more culturally 
competent permanency options for AI/AN children in many 
States.” -From 2006 Tribal-State Relations



Tribal and State Relations

• How do we help States and Tribes find ways to work together more 
effectively to meet the goals of ICWA? 

• Understanding the principles of effective practice, along with the 
history and context for Tribal-State relationships, will assist in 
developing positive Tribal-State relations in communities. 

• Having trained and specialized ICWA social workers in both county 
and Tribal communities



Differences in Child Welfare Values and 
Practices

• Differences often arise between State and Tribal child welfare values 
and practices. 

• Within Tribal communities, child welfare decisions often are made based 
on the concept of community permanency. 

• The meaning of family in Tribal settings encompasses individuals outside 
of the child’s biological parents and siblings and is often referred to as 
the child’s extended family. 

• From the Tribal perspective, these concepts of identity and belonging 
are central to the idea of permanency and are considered paramount in 
decisions regarding the placement of Indian children. When family 
reunification is not an option, therefore, the Tribal perspective places 
emphasis on permanency alternatives that help the child stay connected 
to his or her extended family, clan, and Tribe. 



The Value of having Specialized and 
Centralized ICWA Trained Staff

• Protecting AI/AN children requires a complex system of child 
welfare services that involves many different entities, including 
law enforcement, the courts, and social service agencies. 

• Improved access to placement and treatment resources 

• An increased ability to address underlying issues that affect 
safety, treatment, reunification, and placement

• Lower risk for disruption in the permanent placement when ICWA 
preferences are followed  

• Enhancement of the child’s connection to his or her culture and 
relationship with his or her Tribe



The Value of having Native American Staff in 
County and State Agencies

• Offering families the choice to incorporate cultural practices or participate in 
cultural activities as part of their involvement with the tribal child welfare program

• Supporting families that want to incorporate ceremonies and traditional cultural 
practices by connecting them with traditional healers, spiritual persons, or crafts 
persons

• Referring children, youth, and families to cultural activities and cultural programs in 
the tribal community that will assist them in strengthening their cultural knowledge 
and understanding

• Making cultural adaptations to non-Native interventions and programs;

• Encouraging and facilitating the participation of children, youth, families, and 
foster care providers (including non-Native foster parents) in community events

• Using language, history, and cultural programs to build identity and resiliency in 
children and youth and as a form of prevention programming
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My Internship Experience

I was stationed at the following locations:

• Orange County – I worked alongside SSW and ICWA caseworker Priscilla 
Morfin

• Orange County ICWA noticing unit

• Pala Social Services

• Child Help

• I saw firsthand the value of having trained ICWA staff in county agencies.  
These workers adhered to and followed all provisions of ICWA, including 
the Spirit of ICWA.  Some went above and beyond their duties as social 
workers in order to recruit much needed Native American Foster 
families- with the intent of securing positive outcomes for Native 
American children and families.  



Resources for ICWA Specialists

https://theacademy.sdsu.edu/programs/tribal-star/resources-for-icwa-specialists/
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