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i n t r o d u c t i o n
Founded  in  1883  as  a  social  justice

advocacy  organization ,  National

Crittenton  has  been  dedicated  to  the

needs  and  potential  of  girls ,  young

women  and  women  facing  violence ,

poverty  and  injustice  across  the  country

for  more  than  a  century .  Additionally ,

National  Crittenton  convenes  the  26  

Yet ,  systems  have  turned  a  blind  eye  to  the  ways  in  which  the  “safety  net ”  designed  for

adults  is  a  “trap ”  for  young  parents .  While  advocates  herald  the  decline  in  teen  pregnancy

we  continue  to  see  young  women  in  Crittenton  agencies  at  increasing  rates  –  from  1883  to

2019 .  There  is  l i tt le  data  on  young  parents  –  neither  child  welfare  nor  juvenile  justice  have

been  required  to  report  the  numbers  of  expectant  or  parenting  youth  in  their  systems .  It ’s

unclear  how  many  homeless  youth  are  expectant  or  parenting  because  the  data  is  not

collected .  Without data the issues remain invisible – without identifying the issues, no
solution will  be found.

Despite  the  many  barriers  they  face  young  mothers  and  fathers  do  succeed .  Their  drive  to

overcome  system  barriers  and  challenges  runs  deep  and  is  profoundly  humbling  as  they

work  to  build  a  safe ,  healthy  and  prosperous  l i fe  for  their  family .  National  Crittenton  has

long  advocated  that  using  a  two-/multi-generational  approach  to  support  young  parents

and  in  particular  (given  the  custodial  rate  of  young  mothers  and  young  fathers )  young

mothers  is  an  essential  strategy  in  eradicating  poverty  in  America .  We  have  included  in

Attachment A  a  summary  of  information  collected  prior  to  this  project  through  National

Crittenton ’s  advocacy  efforts  l istening  to  and  working  with  young  mothers  as  leaders  for

change ,  feedback  received  from  Crittenton  agencies  and  anecdotal  sharing  of  common

themes  and  trends  from  strategic  partners  who  also  work  with  young  mothers  and  fathers

around  the  country .  National  Crittenton  is  honored  to  work  with  the  Annie  E .  Casey

Foundation  (Casey )  to  take  a  deeper  look  at  the  needs  of  young  mothers  and  fathers

through  this  project .

members  of  the  Crittenton  family  of  agencies  providing  direct  services  in  31  states  and  the

District  of  Columbia  to  more  than  135 ,000  girls ,  young  women ,  and  their  famil ies  each  year .

Supporting  young  and  single  mothers  was  a  core  pil lar  in  the  founding  focus  for  National

Crittenton .  Across  the  decades  National  Crittenton  has  advocated  with  and  for  young

mothers ,  and  the  family  of  agencies  has  provided  direct  services  in  a  diverse  array  of

settings  to  young  mothers  and  in  more  recent  decades  young  fathers  and  multiple

generations  of  famil ies .  For  far  too  long ,  young  mothers  have  been  judged  as  “ loose ,

i rresponsible ,  immoral ,  etc . ”  and  yet  across  the  years  we  have  watched  them  surmount

incredible  odds  such  as  ending  cycles  of  sexual  abuse  and  poverty  in  one  generation .

This research was funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. We thank them for their
support but acknowledge that the findings and conclusions presented in this report
are those of the author(s) alone, and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the
Foundation.



Note: The decision was made, in working
with Casey, to focus this project on the
needs of custodial parents l iving in low-
income situations. As such the
composition of the YPAC and of the
participants in the listening sessions
and survey responses mirror the
national percentage representation of
custodial young parents of roughly 75%
young mothers and 25% young fathers.
There is no question that mothers
overwhelmingly bear the responsibility
of parenting as single young parents.
This percentage breakdown may vary
based on a number of factors such as
race/ethnicity, etc.

The goals of the Young Parent
Leadership Development project are to:





The bottom line – they want
what is best for their child(ren).







definition of
“system” as articulated by young parents
is very broad and is most often equated
with any government program.

As such,
this report outlines major themes that apply across systems and fields. Though these themes may
be similar in nature, the way that they are reflected in current practice varies from system to system.

identify a
diverse and complex set of needs 

Lack of data about young parents

A failure to understand and respond
effectively to young parents’
developmental needs.
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5 .
The nonprofit advocacy sector should and
could be working with young parents as
leaders and doing more collectively across

systems fields and issue areas to build

policies and improve services and supports

that remove barriers for young parents, learn

from the bright spots, and advance enabling

policies. However, interviewees note that

advocacy groups themselves are often too

siloed and lack coordination around efforts

to address the needs and challenges of

young parents. Young parents are still

marginalized and largely invisible in policy

considerations. This is particularly true for

child welfare and juvenile justice involved

young mothers.

The results of policies not being directly
shaped by the young parents they are
designed to serve are unintended
negative consequences and ineffective
supports for young parents creating

additional barriers to progress. Even those

programs that work most closely with the

parents every day often lack the time and

resources to center the leadership of young

parents when and if they are able to engage

in policy and program development and

advocacy at either the national, state or local

level. One example is the work requirement

for the receipt of TANF benefits which forces

many young parents to choose between

furthering their education and working.

Legislative solutions allowing young parents

to substitute education for work has not yet

found support from policy makers. The

general consensus is that there is little to no

true holistic young parent advocacy

particularly at the national level.

6 .

child support from the noncustodial parent

in order to receive childcare assistance. Child

support that is paid by, or garnished from,

the noncustodial parents’ wages goes

directly to the state first and not to the

custodial parent. Custodial parents shared

experiences of receiving $20 or less after the

state is paid. This policy leaves less income to

be directed to the care of the child by

noncustodial parents. Additionally, in

situations where a mother chooses not to

associate with the father for safety reasons,

she may be unable to seek childcare

assistance. It is fair to say that neither

mothers or fathers felt supported or

understood by programs and systems, rather

they believe the current structure is designed

to pit them against each other.

8 .
The current transactional and
problem/crisis focused approach to
supporting young parents is marked by
little attention to prevention, family
support and the root causes of young

parenthood and family instability. For

example, an emphasis on access to

reproductive health services to prevent

young parenthood does not support the

needs of young parents and families, often

stigmatizes them as irresponsible and does

not offer the support they need to be good

parents and to break generational cycles of

young parenthood. Another example offered

is housing instability and the requirements of

maintaining housing benefits for single

mothers who are not allowed to have their

child’s father in the housing unit to care for

their child while they are working or are in

school.

7 .
Public systems and programs do not
recognize the unique challenges of young
parents and do not support the economic
stability, health and family structure of
young families whether they are single

parents, co-parents not living together or

couples living together. Universally young

parent participants in the project strongly

expressed the experience of being required

to make difficult choices to access benefits

to the detriment of their family stability and

relationship with their child’s other parent.

One prime example is the requirement for

custodial parents to prove they have sought

9 .
Systems are siloed and each of these
systems comes with their own set of
obstacles or negative impacts young
parents must navigate. Generally speaking,

these systems do not appear to be designed

to support young parents and their

child(ren), holding both generations and

both parents, and recognizing these families’

particular circumstances and needs.

Therefore, the burden of accessing and
coordinating services/programs/supports
is placed on young parents who are

already overloaded. 



lack of recognition of the depth
of social isolation young parents
experience and their need for connection
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r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
Based  on  our  analys i s  of  the  in format ion  co l lected  through

interv iews ,  surveys  and  our  research  of  the  f ie ld ,  the

fo l lowing  recommendat ions  are  inc luded  as  next  steps  to

be  taken .

Bridge the silos and build a networked long-term
approach to changing policies and regulations impacting
young parents.  Nearly  all  interviewees  agreed  that  there  is  a

need  for  more  communication ,  coordination  and  deep

partnership  across  policy  advocates ,  direct  service  providers ,

researchers ,  strategic  communication  experts ,  technical

assistance /capacity  building  providers ,  and  youth  organizers

working  to  change  the  ful l  array  of  systems  and  services

impacting  the  l ives  of  young  parents .  As  one  organizational

interviewee  explained ,  “we  need  more  communication  and

coordination  –  more  spaces  and  forum  for  people  who  are

interested  in  working  with  this  population .  There  isn ’t  a

national  network  where  we  can  exchange  resources ,

collaborate ,  troubleshoot ,  [and] create  new  efforts . ”  Another

organizational  interviewee  pointed  out ,  “we  sti l l  have

organizations  that  are  pretty  si loed  and  true  partnership  can

be  challenging .  We  need  a  shared  sense  of  values ,

responsibil ity  and  ownership . ”

1 .

Center young parents and ensure they themselves are
directly involved  in  sharing  their  experiences ,

understanding  research  and  trends ,  shaping

policies /practices ,  and  actively  advocating  for  change .

2 .

Deepen research and understanding of the best policy
levers to pull  to create needed change.  Young  parents

spoke  of  ways  policies  and  programs  could  be  improved  to

better  support  their  famil ies .  Yet  given  the  vast  number  of

systems  and  policies  impacting  them  and  the  lack  of

research  on  this  particular  population  within  each  of  those

systems ,  i t  was  diff icult  to  locate  the  specif ic  set  of  policies

and  practices  to  change .  While  young  parents  and  direct

service  providers  offered  important  anecdotal  data ,  i t  was

diff icult  to  determine  i f  the  problem  was  rooted  in  federal

law ,  federal  regulations /guidance ,  state  implementation  of

federal  law ,  state  policy  and  funding  sources ,  specif ic  agency

practices ,  misinformed  or  biased  case  workers ,  or

miscommunication  with  a  young  parent .  There  is  a

signif icant  need  to  tap  the  expertise  of  all  those  who  know

different  systems  and  their  policy  frameworks  best  to  –

3 .
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research  the  underlying  reasons  for  the  barriers  young

parents  experience .  From  that  knowledge  base ,  not  only  can

policy /practice  solutions  be  identif ied  but  young  parents  can

also  obtain  information  that  aids  them  in  seeking  support .

Build on the excellent work of other networks and
organizations that have identified and evaluated
innovative practices and consider what is needed to
maintain, incentivize and scale what is working.  One

organizational  interviewee  said  i t  this  way ,  “How  are  we

going  to  get  to  practice? How  are  we  going  to  do  this? Good

to  cheer  on  those  few  good  programs  and  parents  who  have

made  i t .  By  practice  I  mean  from  the  funders  down  to  the

people  delivering  the  services  with  multiple  doors  for  entry

from  the  hospital  where  baby  is  delivered  on  through  the

young  famil ies ’  entire  l ives . ”

4 .

Create a unified policy platform that bridges across
multiple agencies and systems, and propose changes that
trigger long-term transformation as well as ones that are
incremental and immediately doable .  As  one

organizational  interviewee  explained ,  “ I  would  focus  on

policy  development  that  is  cross  systems  focused .  Advocates

can  become  gatekeepers  and  defenders  of  the  system  as  is  –

rather  than  thinking  outside  the  box  about  how  i t  must  be

changed  to  more  effectively  support  famil ies . ”  Another

organizational  interviewee  offered , “  there  hasn ’t  been  a

collaborative  space  for  those  working  on  the  issues  of  young

parents  that  supports  organizations  to  coalesce  and  push

through  change .  Having  an  overarching  strategy  and  shared

goals  and  outcomes  enable  for  mapping  what  is  happening

within  these  different  systems  and  f inding  the  people  within

each  of  the  systems  that  know  and  can  share  what  is

happening  in  that  system  for  young  parents . ”

5 .

Increase direct advocacy with lawmakers and regulators
focused on the needs of young parents.  Design  advocacy

strategies  to  advance  the  elements  of  the  policy  platform

and  build  the  collective  power  and  influence  of  young

parents ,  relevant  advocates  and  all ies  so  that  concrete

changes  are  made .

6 .

Sustain the work over the long-term  since  the  problems

are  systemic  and  the  solutions  aren ’t  l ikely  to  come  quickly .

As  one  organizational  leader  offered ,  “Lots  of  plans  without

any  ways  to  make  i t  happen .  Good  at  identifying  problems

and  i t ’s  much  harder  to  try  to  f igure  out  how  to  make

changes  and  I  think  we  need  more  of  that .  The  answers

aren ’t  changing  but  the  changes  aren ’t  happening .  We  need

the  will  to  do  i t  and  maintaining  that  momentum  is  very

hard . ”

7 .
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S u m m a ry

It is clear from the information collected that no one organization alone has adequate capacity, depth of

organizing with young parents, expertise in the full array of policy and practice issues, and political power

to create the scope and scale of change that would be needed to address the obstacles young parents

and their families face. Interviewees report a lack of coordination and communication among advocates

across all the fields/sectors impacting young parents and they see a need to break down silos and think

more holistically with young parents about their needs. In addition, many interviewees felt that while

there are bright spots among service providers and programs, these have not reached scale and too little

advocacy is focused on creating the policies that will support young parents, their families and those who

seek to support them to succeed. 

 

Also striking was the lack of coordination on advocacy issues between young parents, advocates seeking

to improve the larger systems, and direct service providers. Few organizations that did advocacy or service

provision actually involved these young parents in informing, shaping, and advocating for policy change.

Nearly all of the policy advocates we spoke with had little regular contact with young parents. Nearly all

of the direct service providers, who worked most closely with young parents, had too little time or

capacity to work on advocacy. Moreover, of the young parents who participated in the listening sessions,

interviews or completed surveys for this project, 90% reported that they would like to be involved in

advocacy efforts around the issues impacting them and other young parents.

 

The results of this first phase of work clearly indicate a need for greater understanding, focus and

advocacy on the part of service providers, policy makers and funders that centers the leadership of young

parents and recognizes the unique challenges faced by young mothers and fathers. Likewise, the

leadership of YPAC members and the expertise and input of young parent participants underscores the

importance of investing in two-/multi-generation approaches to support them in reaching their potential

and in achieving economic security, positive health outcomes, and civic engagement.

Members  of  the  2019  Young  Parent  Advisory  Committee  (YPAC ) .  
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c o n c l u s i o n

After  more  than  a  century  of  work  supporting  young  mothers  we  know  that  i t  is  possible  to

break  generational  cycles  in  one  generation ,  but  i t  will  require  us  as  a  society  to  focus  on

more  than  access  to  reproductive  health  services  and  preventing  pregnancy .  The  reasons

teens  and  young  adults  choose  to  parent  are  complex  and  influenced  by  social  norms ,

cultural  values  and  practices ,  exposure  to  adversity ,  the  search  for  unconditional  love  and

family  history .  It  is  not  uncommon  for  the  unique  needs  of  young  parents  and  their  children

to  be  minimized  even  by  those  whose  work  focuses  on  parents .  This  is  reflected  in

statements  that  indicate  that  young  parents ’  needs  are  the  same  as  “adult  or  older ”  parents

and  require  no  specif ic  focus .  This  is  alarming  and  does  not  recognize  the  ways  in  which

the  complex  context  of  young  parents  l ives  including  their  age ,  race ,  gender  and  other

factors  impacts  their  abil ity  to  secure  effective  services  and  supports .

 

It  is  past  t ime  to  develop  and  catalyze  a  national  network  that  focuses  on  advocating  with ,

for  and  by  young  parents  and  their  famil ies .  This  network  would  consciously  center  young

parents ,  provide  them  with  training  and  leadership  opportunities ,  and  l isten  to  their

expertise  in  an  effort  to  bridge  the  variety  of  systems  and  policy  frameworks  that  shape

their  experiences .  Networks  succeed  when  they  emerge  from  the  collective  wisdom  of

those  most  impacted  and  other  supporting  players .  The  creation  and  formation  cannot  be

scripted  and  formulaic .  At  the  same  t ime ,  without  the  r ight  set  of  conditions  existing  on

the  ground  i t  will  be  very  diff icult  for  synergy  to  be  created  and  coalesced  enabling

momentum  to  be  created .  We  must  use  a  two  - /multi-generational  approach  to  build  the

public  and  polit ical  will  to  change  our  attitudes ,  practices ,  systems  and  policies ,  and  meet

young  famil ies  where  they  are  by  l istening  to  them  as  leaders  for  change  in  addressing  the

root  causes  of  the  obstacles  they  face .  National  Crittenton  looks  forward  to  working  in

partnership  with  young  parent  leaders ,  policy  experts ,  all ies  including  the  Annie  E .  Casey

Foundation  to  build  a  national  young  parent  advocacy  network .

National Crittenton thanks the members of the 2019 Young Parent Advisory committee
for their expertise, wisdom, dedication, and will ingness to share their own experiences
in service of greater advocacy for the needs of young parents and their children: 

Latonia  Brown  -  Jackson ,  MS

Jazmine  Banks  -  San  Francisco ,  CA

Maui  Chacon  -  Los  Angeles ,  CA

Elmirah  Garcia  -  Ohkay  Owingeh

Pueblo

Sandy  Martinez  -  Espanola ,  NM

Jesus  David  Rivera  -  Espanola ,  NM

Creeana  Rygg  -  Helena ,  MT

Coley  Washington  -  New  York ,  NY
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a t t a c h m e n t  a

This  attachment  includes  information  collected  prior  to  the  Young  Parent  Leadership

Development  project  through  National  Crittenton ’s  advocacy  efforts  l istening  to  and  working

with  young  mothers  as  leaders  for  change ,  feedback  received  from  Crittenton  agencies  and

anecdotal  sharing  of  common  themes  and  trends  from  strategic  partners  who  also  work  with

young  mothers  and  fathers  around  the  country .  This  information  grounds  our  work  with  young

mothers ,  who  are  marginalized  and  facing  signif icant  obstacles  not  of  their  own  making ,  but  by

the  abil ity  of  systems  and  society ,  to  meet  them  where  they  are  free  from  implicit  bias  and

judgment .

In  2012 ,  the  Crittenton  family  of  agencies  conducted  a  pilot  administration  of  the

Adverse  Childhood  Experiences  survey  in  18  of  the  26  agencies .  Based  on  the  results  of

the  pilot  Crittenton  issued  a  brief  on  the  results  of  young  mothers  in  Crittenton

agencies  presented  at  a  hil l  briefing  in  Washington ,  DC .  A  total  of  over  250  young

mothers  receiving  services  from  Crittenton  agencies  participated ,  61% had  scores  of  4

or  more  and  48% had  scores  of  5  or  more ,  far  higher  than  the  national  data  from  the

original  Center  for  Disease  Control  study  where  15% of  women  had  scores  of  4  or  more .

Additionally ,  young  mothers  involved  in  the  child  welfare  and  juvenile  justice  system

had  higher  levels  of  exposure  to  adversity  with  63% and  74% having  scores  of  4  or

more .

SUMMARY  OF  NATIONAL  CRITTENTON ’S  YOUNG  MOTHERS  ADVOCACY  EFFORTS

The  Rights  and  Responsibil it ies :  Custody  and  Placement  Handbook  project  funded  by

the  Annie  E .  Casey  Foundation  in  2008  had  two  goals ;  to  identify  the  laws  and

practices  related  to  young  mothers  in  care  being  placed  with  their  child  in  foster  care ,

and  to  provide  information  to  young  mothers  on  the  reasons  and  causes  for

termination  of  their  parental  r ights .  Crittenton  contacted  the  child  welfare  state

agencies  from  each  state  to  determine  the  law  and  practice  of  placing  young  mothers

with  their  children  in  care .  The  project  revealed  that  the  law  is  clear  –  in  cases  where  a

young  mother  is  in  the  custody  of  the  state  her  child  remains  in  her  custody  unless

formal  proceedings  have  removed  her  child  from  her  care  for  just  cause  by  the  state .

Staff  in  more  than  85% of  states  contacted  were  not  clear  on  the  law  but  stated  that

the  general  perspective  and  practice  was  to  see  the  child  as  “ in  state  custody ”  and  to

separate  the  mother  from  her  child  to  f ind  them  each  a  placement  rather  than  to

priorit ize  placing  them  together .

Consistent  anecdotal  information  collected  during  the  last  13  years  chronicles  young

mothers  losing  custody  of  their  child (ren )  to  foster  parents / famil ies  who  they  felt

sabotaged  their  abil ity  to  effectively  parent  as  a  way  to  terminate  their  parental  r ights

so  they  could  adopt  the  child (ren ) .  Crittenton  agency  staffs  confirm  that  this  does  in

fact  occur  in  large  part  due  to  the  lack  of  trained  mother /baby  foster  homes .

Additionally ,  far  too  many  states  encourage  or  require  young  mothers  to  put  their

child (ren )  in  temporary  custody  of  the  state  in  order  for  them  to  be  placed  with  them

in  foster  care  placement .  Crittenton  agency  and  partner  staff  verif ies  that  this  does

occur .
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While  the  overall  teen  pregnancy  rate  has  declined  i t  is  well  known  in  the  f ield  of

providers  supporting  young  women  who  are  survivors  of  domestic  minor  sex  traff icking

that  once  out  of  the  l i fe  for  about  18  months  survivors  become  pregnant .  The  reasons

given  include :  “to  regain  control  of  my  body , ”  “to  use  my  body  for  something  positive ,

because  i t  is  better  to  be  known  as  a  young  mother  than  a  traff icking  survivor , ”  and  to

find  unconditional  love  by  creating  a  family .

There  is  some  evidence  discovered  through  init ial  case  f i le  review  of  the  differential

standards  used  by  courts  in  the  termination  of  parental  r ights  for  young  parents  as

compared  to  “adult ”  parents .




