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Greetings, and thank you for reading this first issue 
of what will be an ongoing analysis and commentary 
publication, Perspectives on Our Work. 

In this first essay, we issue a call for a renewed 
sense of activism in the work of child welfare and 
other family and community-oriented human service 
professionals.  We will take some time in this analysis 
to explore the various forms this activism might take, 
including the importance of consistency between our 
professional occupations and our personal lives. 

But first, let us say a word or two about this call for 
increased activism.  Any casual review of statistics 
would suggest a continuing state of crisis with respect 
to the day-to-day lived experiences of African Ameri-
can children, families and communities.  Indeed our 
families continue to struggle against tremendous odds, 
and are making the most of what many people agree 
are very difficult times... financially and with respect 
to the availability of basic support services and re-
sources from both the public and private sector. 

Ironically, the gen-
eral impression one 
gets when casually 
observing the news 
(print and visual me-
dia) and listening to 
the radio (particularly 
the music format sta-
tions) is that things: a) are as they always have been� 
there is no particular cause for alarm today as com-
pared to yesteryear; and b) people have to keep push-
ing on as individuals, so that they can get their own 
piece of the pie.  From all appearances, people  seem to 
be more and more focused on trying to get their hustle 
on, from the street corner to the neighborhood pulpit 
some might argue. 

What we really want to see is a clearer sense of ur-
gency and see greater outreach efforts from those of us 

on the side of working communities, families and their 
children than we do from the side of those that are 
more hostile to progressive community and family 
development as well as support efforts. 

There are serious activists that are hostile to family 
preservation efforts in the child welfare community.  
There are serious activists that are hostile to universal 
health care and child care for poor and working moth-
ers and fathers in need.  There are serious activists that 
are hostile to practices and policies that affirm the in-
tegrity of culture and the importance of cultural conti-
nuity in child welfare placements. 

There must be equally as committed activists on the 
progressive side of policy and practice possibilities for 
working families in this country! 

What would this renewed and stepped-up activist 
orientation look like?  I can think of at least three vital 
forms of activism that have been and continue to be 
extremely useful to the field of child welfare and other 
human service professions.  These are not new by any 

means.  These are the 
activist values that 
have always under-
girded segments of the 
child welfare profes-
sion as well as other 
f a m i l y - o r i e n t e d 
�helping professions.� 

One vital form of activism we would like to see 
more of is that of the �Activist Intellectual.� The Ac-
tivist Intellectual is focused on studying and commu-
nicating about the progressive needs of children and 
families in this country.  They must also be actively 
involved in challenging the arguments of those that 
work against the progressive needs and interests of 
our poor and working families.  Activist intellectuals 
will not be found exclusively in the colleges and uni-
versities.  These will and must be the individuals do-
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ing and supporting the work with families in commu-
nities across this country.  These critically reflective 
professionals are the real experts that we should be 
listening to and engaging. 

Another vital form of activism we must see more of 
is that of the �Activist Professional.�  These profes-
sionals are committed to meeting the needs of chil-
dren, families and their communities, even if it means 
being unorthodox in terms of approach or going 
against the status quo.  For these professionals families 
come before bureaucracies, institutional barriers and 
stumbling blocks.  Activist professionals make it their 
responsibility to resolve institutional challenges when 
doing such is necessary to meet the needs of families.  
They find the resources families really need, even 
when not readily available.  They create the programs 
and structures necessary to do progressive work. 

It is also possible that these professionals might not 
be in the trenches if you will.  They might work for na-
tional non-profits, foundations or other organizations, 
but are committed in their roles to supporting the pro-
gressive interests, and meeting the real needs, of chil-
dren and families.  These individuals are often the 
�gatekeepers� if you will of financial and other re-
sources that are desperately needed by individuals 
that are in fact in the trenches doing the work. 

A final vital form of activism can be described as 
that of the �Activist Leader and/or Policy Maker.�  
These are the individuals that are responsible for se-
curing the essential resources needed to support our 
priorities. They make policies that affirm and protect 
the real needs and interests of children, families and 
communities.  They speak truth to power.  They stand 
tall and represent the progressive interests of our fami-
lies and communities.  They pro-actively trouble-shoot 
and problem-solve so that others can be more effective 
in their work.  They observe, listen and reflect.  Only 
then do they begin to offer their ideas. 

One thing all of these activist individuals have in 
common is their commitment and passion for making 
a positive difference.  They all are committed to doing 
everything possible (not only things convenient and 
�permitted�) to meet the needs of families and com-
munities.  They make a way when there is no way.  
They think outside of the box.  They challenge the 
status quo.  By definition, they tend not to be conserva-
tive when problem-solving.  They support what works 
best in meeting the real needs of children, families and 
communities today. 

The ideas I have mentioned in this essay are not 
new ideas.  These ideas and the kinds of people de-
scribed above have always existed in relationship to 
this work, and do today as well.  They are the exam-
ples� the Exemplars� that we must make ourselves 
familiar with.  We stand to learn a lot from their work, 
experiences and reflections. 

We need to see evidence of more of these types of 
individuals and a renewed sense of urgency when it 
comes to our families.  This cannot only be the work 
we do in our �professional� lives� or in our �spare� 
time.  I would argue that it must be our focus in both 
our �professional� and �personal� lives. 

We must see more progressive and explicit support 
for the issues and causes that highlight and respond to 
the lived realities of our families that continue strug-
gle.  Moreover, we are calling for increased support 
(financially and other forms) for organizations that 
fight hard every day to improve the lives of our chil-
dren and families. 

The need is great.  We must be clear about the great 
sense of urgency.  I hope these words have meant 
something to you, and that they have encouraged you 
to reflect critically about these issues.  As many of you 
know our children and our families continue to strug-
gle.  All of us can do more!  All of us must do more!  
Aluta Continua (The Struggle Continues)!   -   OAM 
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