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legal notes

The media has saturated us with 
information and images of unac-

companied immigrant children 
being separated from their mothers. 
The heartbreak of these scenes is 
poignant. It is no less so for the thou-
sands of children who are U.S. citizens 
who are removed from their parents. 
In particular, how frequently does a 
single teenage mother get reunified 
with her child once Child Protective 
Services (CPS) has removed them? If 
the child is returned, how long does 
that usually take?

According to the Adoption and 
Foster Care Analysis and Reporting 
System (AFCARS), of the children 
exiting foster care during FY 2016 (n 
= 250,248), 51 percent or 125,975, 
were reunified with their parent(s) 
or primary caretaker.1 But in terms of 
teenage mothers reunified with their 
children once CPS removed them, there 
seems to be no reliable national data. 

The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) reports that in 2015 
“a total of 229,715 babies were born to 
women aged 15–19 years, for a birth 
rate of 22.3 per 1,000 women in this 
age group.”2 With some local geograph-
ical exceptions, the teenage birth has 
clearly been declining. In graph form, 
the trend is depicted in Figure 1.

The CDC goes on to report that, 
“Teens in child welfare systems are at 
higher risk of teen pregnancy and birth 
than other groups. For example, young 
women living in foster care are more 
than twice as likely to become pregnant 
than those not in foster care.” 3

We generally believe that maturity 
comes with age. Yet even for the 
most organized and savvy parent, 
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Figure 1. Birth Rates (Live Births) per 1,000 Females Aged 15-19,  
by Race and Ethnicity, 2007-15

successfully nurturing a young child is 
a challenge. For teenage mothers the 
trials are especially daunting. Among 
the struggles teenage mothers face 
are poverty, drug use, depression, 
eating disorders, and an assortment of 
physical, emotional, developmental, 
and cognitive problems. It is no wonder 
that CPS may need to get involved, 
often having to remove a child from 
their parent—presently, approximately 
700–800 times each day.4

 Ordinarily, CPS only removes a 
child when it unequivocally needs to 
protect the child from maltreatment. 
This is usually done by either court 
order obtained prior to removal or 
subsequent to an emergency removal. 

In either case, the presumed goal is to 
return the child to their parent. This 
presumption is in accord with the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s plurality ruling in 
Troxel v. Granville: “The liberty interest 
at issue in this case—the interest 
of parents in the care, custody, and 
control of their children—is perhaps 
the oldest of the fundamental liberty 
interests recognized by this Court.”5

I contacted a number of researchers 
and attorneys regarding the frequency 
and time it takes to return a child 
to their single teenage mother once 
the child was removed by CPS. The 
responses ranged from “infrequently 
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and swiftly” to “frequently and slowly.” 
Despite our policy and legal commit-
ment to keep a child with their parent, 
insufficient evidence has been collected 
regarding whether or not this commit-
ment has been fulfilled in the particular 
fact scenario under discussion. Further 
critical analysis is necessary to deter-
mine baseline data and consequent 
viable evidence-based policies. 
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who have kept the court informed of 
their whereabouts … and who have 
responded to the agency’s notice … 
indicating a willingness to provide  
an adoptive home for the child unless 
the relative has been previously ruled 
out by the court as a suitable …  
permanency resource for the child 
(emphasis added).” The Court of 
Appeals held that, “Given this ‘rela-
tives first’ consideration, we discern 
that when the legislature required a 
relative to be ruled out by the court, 
it intended that ruling to be explicit. 
To permit implicit conclusions based 
on other proceedings is inconsistent 
with the public policy favoring relative 
placement.”
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“We think in generalities, but we live 
in detail.” Applied to adoption law, this 
could not be more true.  
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We generally believe that maturity comes with age. 
Yet even for the most organized and savvy parent, 
successfully nurturing a young child is a challenge. For 
teenage mothers the trials are especially daunting.


	P&P_June2019Issue_Web 35.pdf
	P&P_June2019Issue_Web 41

