Best Interest Discussion Guide

The term “best interests” is frequently used in child welfare practice; however the term can
mean various things to different people. Many states have included a definition of “best interest”
in their statutes or policies. These definitions identify factors present in a child’s life which,
when combined, identify the individual needs of the child. The ability of a caretaker to address
those needs reflects their ability to meet the child’s best interests.

Child and Family Services (CFS) defines “best interests” in the Placement Selection Committee
Standard as a combination of the following eight child factors:

Emotional/behavioral needs

Medical/physical needs

Educational/developmental needs

Cultural/religious needs

Trauma history and past experiences

Relationships with parents, relatives, siblings and current caretakers
Child’s interests and community connections

Child and family preference

Committees may need to consider two or more families simultaneously for a child’s permanent
placement (i.e. two or more relative families; or two or more non-relative families). The
Placement Selection Committee Standard prioritizes relative placements. Non-relative families
may be considered only if placement with relative families is determined to be contrary to the
child’s best interests.

This document is intended to guide the Placement Selection Committee discussion of each
child’s needs and assessment of each prospective family’s ability to meet the child’s best
interests. It is designed to be used during relative placement determination (Step 3) or non-
relative placement determination (Step 4) meetings. The guide assumes a complete
assessment of each child’s needs (Step 1) and any recommendation regarding the need for
joint sibling placement (Step 2) have already occurred.

Instructions for Use

1. The guide should be used in its entirety for one prospective family at a time. Once the
committee has had the opportunity to assess the first family’s ability to meet all eight
best interest factors of the child or sibling group; consideration of the next family’s
abilities can begin.

2. No one best interest factor is considered to be more or less important than the others.
The weight placed on any one factor over others is highly dependent on the identified
needs of a particular child or sibling group.

3. Detailed documentation of each prospective family’s strengths, capacities and areas of
concern in meeting each of the nine best interest factors should be made on the
“Placement Determination Documentation” form.

4. The questions provided for each best interest factor are designed to be conversation
prompts. Committees are strongly encouraged to ask additional questions during their
meetings to further explore each factor. '

5. Offices are encouraged to incorporate any factor identified as a challenge for a selected
family into a Family Development Plan to be used with the family during the pre-
finalization supervision period.
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Best Interest Factor: Emotional and Behavioral Needs

What is the ability of the prospective caregiver(s) to meet the child or sibling group’s emotional
and behavioral needs?

Questions for consideration:

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Describe the efforts made to educate the prospective family about each child’s emotional
and behavioral needs.

What understanding does the prospective family have about each child’s current
emotional and behavioral needs?

What understanding does the prospective family have about each child’s potential
emotional and behavioral needs?

Which skills necessary to parent each child does the prospective family have? How do
we know they have these skills?

What is the prospective family’s ability to learn the skills necessary to parent each child?
Which of each child’s service needs can be met in the prospective family’s community?
What is the family’s ability to access services to meet each child’s needs outside of their
community, if needed?

What is the ability of each prospective caregiver to model positive mood regulation?
How does the prospective family perceive each child’s behaviors (i.e. trauma-related, a
reflection of the family’s parenting, something which will change after a certain period of
time or event)?

What is each prospective caregiver's willingness and ability to participate in the child’s
mental health treatment and family therapy?

How does or might each child’s emotional and behavioral needs impact, or be impacted
by, other children already in the prospective family’s home?

What opportunities have been provided for the prospective family to develop an
emotional bond with each child?

How strong is the current emotional bond between each child and each of the
prospective caregivers?

Best Interest Factor: Medical and Physical Needs

What is the ability of the prospective caregiver(s) to meet the child or sibling group’s medical
and physical needs?

Questions for consideration:

1.

2.

No
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Describe the efforts made to educate the prospective family about each child’s medical
and physical needs.

What understanding does the prospective family have about each child’s current medical
and physical needs?

What understanding does the prospective family have about each child’s potential
medical and physical needs in the future?

Which skills necessary for the medical and physical care of each child does the
prospective family have? How do we know they possess these skills?

What is the prospective family’s ability to learn the skills necessary to provide for each
child’s physical and medical needs?

Which of each child’'s medical needs can be met in the prospective family’s community?
What is the family’s ability to access medical care to meet each child’s needs outside of
their community, if needed?

How does or might each child’s medical and physical needs impact, or be impacted by,
other children already in the prospective family’s home?



Best Interest Factor: Educational and Devélopmental Needs

What is the ability of the prospective caregiver(s) to meet the child or sibling group’s educational
and developmental needs?

Questions for consideration:

1. Describe the efforts made to educate the prospective family about each child’s
educational and developmental needs.

2. What understanding does the prospective family have about each child’s potential
educational and developmental needs in the future?

3. Which skills necessary for each child’s continued developmental and educational growth
does the prospective family have? How do we know they possess these skills?

4. \What is the prospective family’s ability to learn the skills necessary to provide for each
child’s continued developmental and educational growth?

5. Which of each child’s educational and medical needs can be met in the prospective
family’s community?

6. What is the family’s ability to access developmental services to meet each child’'s needs
outside of their community?

7. How would the educational needs of each child be addressed in the prospective family’s
school system?

8. What is the capacity of the prospective family to modify any educational expectations to
the abilities and skilis of each child?

Best Interest Factor: Cultural and Religious Needs

What is the ability of the prospective caregiver(s) to meet the child or sibling group’s cultural and
religious needs?

Questions for consideration:

1. Describe how the prospective family will support each child’s growth and identification
with his or her cultural background.

2. Describe how the prospective family will meet each child’s religious needs.

3. How would permanent placement with the prospective family change each child’s
religious practices?

4. What is the prospective family’s willingness to incorporate the child or sibling group’s
birthday and holiday traditions into their home?

5. What is the capacity of the prospective family’s community to support each child’s
cultural heritage and religious beliefs?

Best interest Factor: Trauma History and Past Experiences

What is the ability of the prospective caregiver(s) to incorporate the child or sibling group’s
trauma history and life experiences into their parenting?

Questions for consideration:

1. What has been disclosed to the prospective family about each child’s trauma history and
life experiences?

2. How did the prospective family respond to disclosure of the child or sibling group’s
history?

3. What is the prospective family’s level of knowledge regarding the impact of trauma on
the life of a child?
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How has each prospective caregiver resolved their own experiences of trauma, grief and
loss?

What is the ability of each prospective caregiver to provide a physically safe and
emotionally secure environment for each chiid?

What is the capacity of each potential caregiver to make choices to protect each child?
How will the prospective family maintain safe and healthy boundaries for each child?
What is each prospective caregiver’s ability to communicate with each child in an
emotionally supportive way?

Describe the prospective family’s ability to advocate for the child or sibling group in their
education system, with treatment providers and within their community.

Best Interest Factor: Relationships with Parents, Relatives, Siblings and Current Caretakers

What is the commitment of the prospective caregiver(s) to supporting the child or sibling group’s
existing relationships? '

Questions for consideration:

1.

2.

9.

10.

What is the prospective family’s perception of the child or sibling group’s relationships
with their parents, relatives, siblings and current caretakers?

What is the prospective family’s plan to support each child in any relationship which
needs to be continued?

How has the prospective family demonstrated their willingness to maintain the child or
sibling group’s existing relationships?

What is the capacity of each prospective caregiver to communicate with the child or
sibling group about these individuals in a way which does not cause severe conflict or a
loyalty bind?

If the prospective family is a relative of the child or sibling group, what is their ability to
manage their multiple roles within the family?

If being considered for placement of siblings, describe each prospective caregiver’s level
of commitment to providing permanent care to each child.

What is the relationship between the prospective family and the caregivers of any
siblings not being considered for placement in their home?

If placement in the prospective family’s home would result in a placement move for the
child or sibling group, describe how each child has experienced any previous placement
moves. What would be difference about this move?

If the child or sibling group moves, what is the prospective family’s willingness and ability
to work with the social worker and current caregiver to implement a clear transition plan?
What support or services could be implemented to minimize the impact of a placement
move on the child or sibling group?

Best Interest Factor: Child’s Interests and Community Connections

What is the commitment of the prospective caregiver(s) to supporting the child or sibling group’s
interests, skills and existing community connections?

Questions for consideration:

1.
2.

3.

4.
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Describe how the prospective family will support each child’s interests and talents.
How will the prospective family encourage each child’s continued development in any
areas of special interest or talent?

Which of each child’s community connections (i.e. sports, hobbies, clubs, schools,
treatment providers, friends) can be maintained if placed with the prospective family?
For those connections which cannot be maintained, how does the prospective family
intend to develop new connections in their community?



5.
6.

How can each child’s services be transitioned if necessary?
What is the prospective family’s capacity for self-care, including the presence and quality
of their support network?

Best Interest Factor: Child and Family Preference

Questions for consideration:

1.
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How does each child perceive living with the prospective family?

How does the prospective family compare with characteristics of the type of family
preferred by each child?

What are the placement preferences of the birth parents?

What was the recommendation of the child or sibling group’s family regarding permanent
placement during a Family Group Decision Making meeting?

What are the reasons for the placement preferences of each child, the parents or
relatives?

What, if any, reasons are there to make a different decision about the prospective family
than the decision each child, parent or relatives?




