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Preface 

 
The essays compiled in this book are born most 

immediately out of my desire to make sense of the experiences 
of African American children and families caught in the web of 
this nation’s child welfare and juvenile justice systems, and the 
experiences of professionals in various institutions and systems 
that work with and on their behalf. 

In writing these essays, and making them available in book 
form, I am clear that any successful effort by African Americans 
to reclaim and protect our children and families must begin with 
an acknowledgement that ideas matter.  In order to support the 
healing and development of African American families and 
communities, we must first acknowledge, and then change, how 
and what we think about African American families and 
communities.  I am clear about the power of ideas, and hope 
that in reading this book you also further appreciate the 
importance.  As we clarify our ideas, our practice and our 
personal commitment will naturally respond to this shift.  This 
applies to African Americans as well as others genuinely 
concerned about and committed to the healing and 
development of African American families and communities. 

Facing the Rising Sun is about the ideas and values that 
govern our work with, and on behalf of, African American 
children and families.  It’s my attempt to articulate a set of ideas 
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based upon a set of values and assumptions about what is good 
for children, families and communities.  It is also a set of 
observations about the ways in which systems and institutions 
try hard, yet come up short in supporting the real needs of 
families and communities.  This book does not pretend to 
provide a set of "ultimate" answers, magic wand solutions or 
five-point plans.  I believe the answers exist within the various 
communities around this country.  My hope is that the ideas 
shared within this book help those of you who are genuinely 
concerned about African American children, families and 
communities assess and reassess your own assumptions and 
judgments about the challenges we continue to face every day. 

Facing the Rising Sun may appear to be relevant only to 
individuals somehow connected to this nation’s child welfare or 
juvenile justice systems.  Upon reading, however, one may 
quickly realize that the messages in this book are much broader 
in its scope, relevance and implication.  This book can most 
appropriately be considered a meditation on the integrity of the 
African American experience in this country, and the ways in 
which systems influence that experience. 

It’s about the responsibility we all share to care for and 
support one another, thus creating families and communities in 
which all of our children thrive.  It’s about the responsibility we 
all share to create a safety net within our communities so that 
children and families, when struggling, can get the kinds of 
support they need, thereby minimizing the need for punitive 
human service and juvenile justice system involvement.  It’s also 
about the ways in which this nation’s human and social service 
systems could be transformed from systems that assess for 
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individual pathology and ration supports and services to those 
considered most cooperative and deserving, into systems that 
proactively identify fundamental needs and support the healing 
and development of human beings and family systems in ways 
that are culturally affirming and integrity-based. 

 
What about the title and cover? 
 

In 1972, Andrew Billingsley and Jeanne M. Giovannoni 
published a book entitled Children of the Storm: Black Children and 
American Child Welfare.  In my opinion this book stands as the 
most thorough analysis and survey of the African American 
experience with this nation’s child welfare system to date. 
Shattered Bonds, a more recent contribution by Dorothy Roberts, 
adds great and updated richness and texture to this story.  I 
became aware of Billingsley and Giovannoni's work during my 
early years working in the field of child welfare. 

In most discussions about the plight of African American 
children in this nation’s child welfare system I hear little to no 
mention of this critically important work, yet almost four 
decades later it remains just as relevant in its analysis.  I implore 
everyone to revisit Children of the Storm as a critical step in 
reorienting ourselves to the experiences of African American 
children and families with this nation’s child welfare system. 

The African American experience in this country, especially 
our involvement with this nation's child welfare, juvenile justice, 
and other punitive systems, is indeed appropriately characterized 
as a storm.  This storm experience has severely disrupted the 
cultural fabric of our community, especially the socialization of 
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our children and the fabric of relationships within our families 
and communities.  This very storm experience has always been 
met with resistance and a fundamental commitment among 
African American families to persevere and restore our 
community's way. 

This enduring spirit of resistance and commitment is most 
eloquently captured in the poem of James Weldon Johnson, Lift 
Every Voice and Sing.  This poem, said to have first been 
performed in February of 1900, would be put to music five 
years later by James Weldon Johnson's brother, John Johnson, 
and has, for many generations, been recognized as the Black 
National Anthem.  In this poem, James Weldon Johnson 
implores us to raise our voices to the skies, tell the story of 
African people in this country and throughout the diaspora, and 
(informed by our faith, wisdom and hope) continue on the path 
of our God, our ancestors and our native land.  This book's title 
was inspired by the closing lines of the poem's first verse, 
"Facing the rising sun, of our new day begun, let us march on, 'till victory is 
won!" 

Facing the Rising Sun is offered as a reminder that after every 
stormy night or season comes a beautiful and life-sustaining 
sunrise.  Our individual and collective responsibility is first and 
foremost to be mindful (in the truest sense of this word) of the 
sunrise, its healing properties and potential, and the reminder it 
represents that a new day is beginning.  My personal prayer and 
meditation is that every rising sun reveals a community of 
families, professionals and organizations standing with renewed 
clarity of purpose and courage, and a fundamental commitment 
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to the healing and development of African American families 
and communities. 
 
 

An Adinkra Values Framework 
 

During my years in college and graduate school, I wondered 
why so few of our professors ever discussed the concepts and 
theories of child development and socialization developed by 
African people over the centuries.  I became increasingly more 
familiar with some of the spiritual concepts and ideas that 
evolved in Ancient Kemet (commonly known as Egypt), Kenya 
and Ghana in particular - all of which spoke directly to the 
fundamental notion of human development and socialization as 
a process of spiritual growth and development.  It remains clear 
that there is a wealth of information and wisdom in the 
experiences and history of African people waiting to be tapped 
and utilized in the healing and development of African people in 
this country and around the world. 

The symbols found across the bottom of the book cover 
are Adinkra Symbols developed among the Akan people in 
Ghana.  According to W. Bruce Willis, in The Adinkra Dictionary, 
while the Adinkra Symbols evolved as a part of the mourning 
rituals and practices of the Akan people, they are increasingly 
used as a symbolic language/system for communicating the 
"philosophy, religious beliefs, social values and political history 
of the Akan people."  These symbols carry with them messages 
about the cultural substance of a people.  I offer the symbols on 
this book cover as a conceptual foundation upon which we can 
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organize practices and systems to support the continued healing 
and development of African American families. 

 
Oronde A. Miller 
September 12, 2010 
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AN  ADINKRA  VALUES  FRAMEWORK 
 (symbols featured on the book cover) 

 

 
Gye Nyame 

"Except for God" 
symbol of the supremacy of God 

 

Akoben 
"War horn" 

symbol of vigilance and wariness 

 
Sesa Wo Suban 

"Change or transform your character" 
symbol of life transformation 

 

Sankofa 
"Return and get it" 

symbol of importance of learning from the 
past 

 
Akokonan 

"The leg of a hen" 
symbol of nurturing and discipline 

 
Aya 

"Fern" 
symbol of endurance and resourcefulness 

 

Mate Masie 
"What I hear, I keep" 

symbol of wisdom, knowledge and 
prudence 

Note:  The explanations for the Adinkra symbols featured above are based on 
the descriptions provided in The Adinkra Dictionary: A Visual Primer on the 

Language of Adinkra, by W. Bruce Willis.
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Introduction 

 
" Ultimately, these essays are but one example of how each of us can 

find a way of reflecting on our experiences and raising our voices in the 
interest of improving the life experiences of children and families." 

 

 

This book is a collection of essays written within the last few 
years.  Each of the essays was inspired by my continuing 
reflection on both my personal involvement with this nation’s 
foster care system, as well as my professional involvement in 
this nation’s ongoing quest to transform child welfare practice.  
The essays in this book primarily explore the meaning and 
significance of the African American child welfare experience, 
and offers a framework through which this nation’s system of 
human services can become more humane in its approaches, 
thus more responsive to the families and communities they are 
charged with supporting.  Understanding some of my personal 
and professional background should help the reader in 
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understanding the context in which I experience, reflect upon 
and make sense of this work. 

My brother and I were placed in foster care at an early age 
in a small Ohio town.  Our White mother was unable to care 
for us, and her relationship with our African American father 
was strained at best.  With no support from her family, and her 
sincere desire for us to have a better life, she placed us in 
foster care with the hope that we would be adopted by a 
loving family that could provide for us in a way that she knew 
she couldn’t.  Our father and his family didn’t find out until 
later.  When they did find out they attempted to get us out of 
foster care, but were told by the authorities they were too late 
and were turned away. 

After spending a few months in foster care in Ohio, and 
subsequently in Detroit, Michigan, we were adopted by a 
wonderful African American family in Detroit.  We knew we 
were adopted as far back as I can remember, although I don’t 
remember learning anything about our birth parents or those 
early experiences until I was an adult.  Growing up, I never felt 
that my adoption was a strong part of my identity, or that of 
our family’s.  I also don’t remember being teased about it by 
family members or being treated any differently as a result.  
We were a part of the family. 

I was incredibly shy and self-conscious growing up, 
especially during high school and my early years in college.  I 
was extremely nervous, guarded and quiet in relationships 
(especially so early on), and had a hard time trusting and 
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confiding in others.  I was very cautious about who I shared 
my most personal thoughts, feelings and frustrations with.  I 
loved to debate people in classes and in organizational settings 
where it was always about concepts and ideas; however, I 
rarely exposed how I felt about things at the heart and spirit 
level.  I am still making sense of what my personal "heart and 
spirit" work is about as I continue along this journey we call 
life.  I am clear, however, that this is the part of the work that 
is sorely missing in the professional fields we refer to as child 
welfare and human services in this country. 

After graduating from high school I went on to attend 
Howard University in Washington, D.C., where I switched 
academic majors from electrical engineering, to computer 
operated business information systems, and then to the major 
and minor degree programs I finally fell in love with... 
elementary education and African American studies, 
respectively.  Inspired by some of my experiences studying 
elementary education and African American studies, I decided 
to forego my initial plans to teach in one of the newly formed 
African-centered elementary academies in Detroit and pursued 
my graduate studies in developmental psychology (still at 
Howard University). 

I loved the work I was a part of, and exposed to, while 
working with Dr. Wade Boykin and his graduate student 
research team, all focused on the role of culture in shaping the 
schooling experiences of African American students in 
America’s public school systems.  My role in supporting that 
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ever-evolving work continued to outpace my ability to 
complete my own doctoral degree requirements, and I 
eventually took a leave of absence, just short of completing my 
doctorate.  I still haven’t finished, but I am committed to 
going back and completing my degree. 

It was during what was supposed to be a short break in 
my doctoral process that I “accidentally” started my career 
work in child welfare (I previously worked part-time as a 
counselor in an independent living program).  My good friend 
and former professor Dr. Jaiya John was doing some 
consulting work at a newly formed center that was being 
housed under the umbrella of the Howard University School 
of Social Work.  This new center was the National Center on 
Permanency for African American Children (NCPAAC).  This 
center had recently been formed by a group of African 
American foster care and adoption experts, with the goal of 
identifying and resolving barriers to permanency for African 
American children in foster care. 

The first big work effort of the NCPAAC was to develop 
a national database of waiting African American families.  
Because of the Center’s collective expertise, it was highly 
sought out for guidance by other organizations and agencies 
throughout the country.  One of the larger projects the 
NCPAAC committed to was a partnership with the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services to develop a local 
“success model” for recruiting and retaining adoptive families 
to care for African American children in foster care.  To help 
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develop an infrastructure to support the Center’s evolving 
work, Jaiya assumed the role of Associate Director for the 
National Center, and hired me as a research associate to 
support the Center’s research and data-related work.  I had no 
idea at that time that I would quickly find myself involved in 
work that would help me to more fully understand who I am 
and the significance of my own personal life experiences and 
journey. 

Given the composition of the NCPAAC advisory council 
I had an opportunity to interview and learn from the elders, as 
it were, of this nation’s African American adoption and child 
welfare movement.  I learned a great deal about the politics 
(economic, racial and cultural) of child welfare practice and 
policy, and more importantly about the role of racism and 
cultural oppression in shaping the experiences of African 
American children and families involved with this nation’s 
child welfare system.  It was a great and (as I appreciate more 
and more) truly unique environment in which to learn about 
child welfare. 

Also during this early period, I learned that one of the 
pioneering adoption agencies represented on the NCPAAC's 
advisory council (Homes for Black Children in Detroit, 
Michigan) was the actual adoption agency that brought my 
brother and me from Ohio and placed us in our adoptive 
family.  I was soon informed that the NCPAAC's staff (very 
small at the time) would be traveling to participate in the 
agency's thirty-year anniversary conference, during which I 
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would have the opportunity to meet the founding executive 
director, Ms. Sydney Duncan.  To this day, the moment in that 
hotel ballroom during which I met Sydney Duncan and her 
staff for the first time has been the most memorable 
experience I have had since being professionally involved in 
this work.  The integrity-filled work of that adoption agency 
and its staff forever changed my life (and my brother's), and 
set me upon a life course I continue to travel.  While my love 
and appreciation for my birth mother and father grows 
stronger every day, it was through the work and service of 
Homes for Black Children that my brother and I received the 
gift of family.  That gift has been priceless. 

Given my personal experience and the way I was 
introduced to child welfare practice and policy, I was very 
skeptical and distrustful of the professionals working in the 
child welfare system in general and public child welfare 
agencies in particular.  I make a distinction between the actual 
public child welfare agency (which is the state and/or local 
government’s decision-making entity that handles child 
protective services and foster care) and the larger child welfare 
system, which includes the public child welfare agency, as well 
as the courts, attorneys, child advocates, private community-
based organizations that provide supports and services to 
families, mandatory reporters, therapists, and others.  The 
work of the NCPAAC was largely focused on identifying the 
historic shortcomings of the child welfare system, and 
highlighting the ways in which these pioneering African 
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American adoption agencies pushed through some of the 
barriers within these monstrous and bureaucratic systems. 

As I gained more experience working for other local and 
national organizations and child welfare foundations, I 
continued to learn about the system's complexities, how the 
system has evolved over time, and the integrity and 
commitment of a great number of people working within 
these systems.  There are a large number of people working to 
make a difference in these systems throughout the country, 
within very challenging environments.  These individuals must 
be celebrated and honored for what in many cases is truly 
heroic work on behalf of children and their families.  I also 
realize that commitment and good intentions among 
individuals working within these systems has not been enough 
for too many of our children and families. 

I’ve been fortunate to have had the opportunity to work 
directly for, and alongside, a number of leading national 
organizations, foundations and child welfare experts.  
Throughout these experiences my interest in and commitment 
to this work has always been centered around understanding 
and responding to the dynamics and experiences of African 
American children and families, and making this country’s 
child welfare systems more effective and humane in doing the 
same.  In doing so I've gained a greater appreciation for the 
similar struggles of Native American / Indian and Latino 
individuals and organizations that are likewise working toward 
equitable treatment and improved outcomes for children and 
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families in their respective communities.  Many of the ideas 
included in this book's essays are consistent with those 
advocated by individuals in these various racial and cultural 
communities. 

My professional experiences related to understanding and 
resolving the inequities experienced by African American 
children and families involved with our child welfare systems 
remind me a great deal of the cumulative experiences I had 
growing up, during my undergraduate years and also during my 
graduate school years at Howard University.  The majority of 
this nation’s child welfare systems (including the public 
agencies and their partners and stakeholders) are still reluctant 
to deal with the hard and complex dynamics of race and 
culture in the shaping of American society, the influence of 
race and culture in shaping their institutional structures and 
practices, as well as the relevance of race and culture in 
shaping the experiences of children and families involved with 
their systems.  The same can be said of many of the national 
organizations and foundations they look to for guidance and 
advice. 

If this field is to realize its full potential and effectiveness, 
the people working within it will have to more fully 
understand and appreciate the racial and cultural 
underpinnings of its origins and present operations, as well as 
the deeper meaning and implications of race and culture in 
shaping the developmental experiences of the children, 
families and communities they serve.  If the field does this in a 
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meaningful way, it is my expectation and hope that it can more 
fully embrace the proactive “helping” and supporting role it is 
poised to play, reducing the need for the predominant and 
punitive “saving” (or protecting) role it tends to 
overwhelmingly embrace today. 

My experiences working in the field thus far give me 
greater hope that this kind of transformation of child welfare 
is indeed possible.  It will increasingly depend, however, on 
child welfare professionals and social work educators opening 
up their training and decision-making processes to additional 
and previously marginalized perspectives on the work of child 
welfare in particular, and ideas of family and child well-being 
more generally.  It will depend on child welfare organizations 
and systems opening up their doors, conference rooms, board 
rooms, court rooms, as well as court chambers to the children, 
families and communities that have been most directly 
impacted by their practices and policies.  It will require an 
increased level of critically reflective practice, creative thinking 
and courageous risk-taking among the professionals most 
committed to this transformation to help move this massive 
system in a different direction. 

The essays in this book are my way of sharing brief 
reflections and perspectives as I continue to engage in this 
work.  My hope is that the various topics, perspectives and 
ideas shared in these essays serve as departure points, if you 
will, for you to dialogue more with your colleagues, classmates, 
friends and relatives about different aspects of African 
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American family and child well-being in general, and the ways 
in which our society can more effectively support improved 
outcomes for children and families.  Ultimately, these essays 
are but one example of how each of us can find a way of 
reflecting on our experiences and raising our voices in the 
interest of improving the life experiences of children and 
families.  I thank you for your interest in this book, and hope 
that you find value in the ideas and perspectives contained 
within. 

The essays that follow have not been thematically 
organized, although some of the essays are more closely 
aligned in topic and content than others.  The ordering of the 
essays in this book follows that in which they were originally 
published.  The final essay, Why I Write What I Like... And Why 
You Should Too!, is the only essay included that was previously 
unpublished.
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Director of Strategic Consulting for Casey Family Programs; 
Senior Research Assistant at the Child Welfare League of 
America; Research Associate for the National Center on 
Permanency for African American Children; and as Chief of 
Staff for the Maryland Department of Human Resources 
(Maryland's Human Services Agency). 
 
An educator and psychologist by training, Oronde has a 
particular interest in family dynamics, schooling and education, 
and the reclamation of traditional African methods of 
character formation and development among children and 
adolescents. 
 
Oronde and his brother briefly experienced foster care as 
young children, before being adopted and raised in a 
wonderful African American family in Detroit, Michigan.   
 
Oronde currently lives in Prince Georges County, Maryland, 
just outside of Washington, DC. 
 
Oronde is available for select readings and lectures.  To inquire 
about potential participation in an event, please visit 
www.ifcwb.org, or email Oronde directly: omiller@ifcwb.org.  
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