Recommendations
for Anti-Racist
Legal Representation

The Family Justice Initiative (FJI) developed these recommendations by gathering
insights from youth and parents with lived experience and members of multidisciplinary
teams focused on client interactions with the legal system. Through these interviews, Fl
identified six key recommendations for anti-racist legal representation. Each
recommendation is paired with powerful quotes that illustrate the impact of anti-racist
practices in action. We invite you to explore these insights and consider how these

recommendations can be integrated into your practice to uphold anti-racist principles
effectively.

For additional resources and information, including the Anti-Racist Lawyering_in Practice

webpage, visit the FJl website.
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Special acknowledgement goes to Phyllis Stricklan and Alex Cinney for conducting interviews, the FJl executive team

for transcribing qualitative data, and Joyce McMillan and Louie Gasper, consultants to FJI, for their support in co-

design and copy-editing, as well as supporting graphic design.
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#1 RESPOND TO PARENT, YOUTH AND FAMILY NEEDS
AS WE DEFINE THEM

Perspectives from Lived Experience
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#1 RESPOND TO PARENT, YOUTH AND FAMILY NEEDS
AS WE DEFINE THEM

e Be mindful of identity, intersectionality and experiences of oppression
that a client may express facing throughout engagement with the system.

e Focus on understanding the reasons behind a family’s circumstances
rather than just the events themselves to better support their actual
needs and goals.

e Communicate with honesty and transparency, even when the truth may
be difficult, and explain the law and legal process in plain language so
families are fully informed and understand their rights.

e Advocate zealously for families, centering legal representation on their
expressed needs and perspectives. This includes recognizing that poverty
is not neglect and, when appropriate, challenging agency
recommendations.

e Remain aware that family needs and perspectives may evolve over time,
and be attuned to each client’s identity, lived experiences, and any
systemic oppression they may face throughout their engagement with the
system.
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#2 MODEL PATIENCE AND KINDNESS

Perspectives from Lived Experience
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#2 MODEL PATIENCE AND KINDNESS

Recommendations

e Treat all families with patience, kindness, and respect, regardless of race,
culture, or ethnicity, recognizing the disparate harm often experienced by
youth and families of color.

 Avoid forming judgments based on reports or hearsay—take time to get to
know parents and children as individuals.

e Actively listen to children about their needs and wants while in care and
demonstrate that their voices are being heard and considered.

e Understand that parents and children are watching how you interact with
others.

e Practice with cultural humility by committing to ongoing self-reflection,
recognizing intersectional identities, and fostering inclusion and
belonging in every interaction.
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#3 ENSURE CLIENT COMMUNICATION MEETS
OUR CLIENT NEEDS

Perspectives from Lived Experience
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#3 ENSURE CLIENT COMMUNICATION MEETS
OUR CLIENT NEEDS

e Give more time to parent clients.

e Communicate regularly with clients—not just when you need information—
and take the time to build trust and show respect for their perspectives,
even when case outcomes may not align with their wishes.

e Tailor communication to each client's needs by establishing clear
expectations around contact methods, responsiveness, and any
limitations, while avoiding judgment about how clients express
themselves.

 Prioritize genuine listening over rushing or dominating conversations;
demonstrate compassion, authenticity, and a willingness to understand
what clients have experienced.

e Create safe, respectful environments for communication. For example,
avoid interviewing children in settings like schools where it may cause
embarrassment or unwanted attention.

o Take time to build rapport with clients. Trust building is important and
understanding what a youth or parent has been through takes time
before they will open up and talk with you.

o Listen. Listen. Listen! Instead of focusing on just being heard or asking
certain questions, make sure to listen to your client. It is so clear when an
attorney is in a rush and not really listening to what their client is saying.
Make sure to have compassion for your client and make space to build a
genuine connection and be authentic with your client.
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#U RECOGNIZE MY VOICE AND IDENTITY
AND DON’T TAKE MY POWER

Perspectives from Lived Experience
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#U RECOGNIZE MY VOICE AND IDENTITY
AND DON’T TAKE MY POWER

e Support clients in expressing themselves fully, even if they are not
“polished.” Don't get in the way of them using their voice to say what they
need to say, to feel heard.

* Acknowledge on the record all the ways that parents are trying and
ensure to ask the right questions to clients to elicit the most accurate and
full amount of information.

e Recognize that being in foster care has its own identity implications and
can be used as a label by others in unfair ways.

e Actively challenge and correct racist or biased language,
microaggressions, and harmful labels used by others when referring to
your client; language matters, and advocacy includes pushing back
against stigma.

o Confront derogatory terms, labels, racist inferences, and denials or
invalidation of experiences.

e Help empower clients to exercise their rights within the system—such as
speaking in court, citing legal protections, filing motions, or accessing

tools like an agency ombudsman—to build their confidence and agency.
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#5 SEEK AND RESPOND TO OUR INPUT ON
HOME PREFERENCES AND FAMILY CONNECTION

6
‘Taking my opinion intfo account makes me feel validated, that my opinion

is valued.

|t was so important to have some form of relationship with my family,
even if it was just through visits. Otherwise you get lost and lose your

connection to your roots.

| am eternally grateful that my own family stepped up for me. It made a
huge difference that those caring for my children never made me feel
bad and they had faith that | would get my children back.

¢ After my case closed, | was introduced to various family members and

realized that one of my foster homes was on the same block as a relative.

6 Everyone has some kind of village or support surrounding them. It may not

look like your village or what you think a village ought to look like, but |

have the support systems in place.
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#5 SEEK AND RESPOND TO OUR INPUT ON
HOME PREFERENCES AND FAMILY CONNECTION

Recommendations

e If a removal has occurred, ask youth clients who they feel most
comfortable at home with and why (without presenting any preconceived
notions or biases) and remain open to changing preferences over time.

e Don't be afraid to ask them questions about how it would feel to live in a
home with strangers who have a different ethnicity, cultural background,
or religious preference. Recognize the importance of this information as
a key part of meeting their needs.

e Be honest about placement limitations while still showing that every effort
is being made to honor the child's preferences and find the most suitable,
supportive home environment.

e Prioritize meaningful placement preferences by first considering parents
for custody, followed by kin, then foster homes—avoiding group homes
whenever possible.

o Consistently pursue family finding and connection efforts, including
exploring placements with relatives or fictive kin, and recognize the
potential in parents to grow and reunify.
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#6 HOLD GOUERNMENT AGENCIES ACCOUNTABLE
TO US AND OUR FAMILIES

Perspectives from Lived Experience
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#6 HOLD GOUERNMENT AGENCIES ACCOUNTABLE
TO US AND OUR FAMILIES

| there is a housing shortage, a job shortage, all these different things,
why are we still holding individuals accountable for systemic failures? |
grew up in deep, deep poverty, in one of the worst projects in the city.
How is it my mother’s fault that there is zero generational wealth in our
family? How is it her fault that | will be one of the first in my family to go

to college? Is that not the system’s failure?

% |n the future, the system will be looked at as completely racist.
Regardless of whether you have Black people at the helm and Black

professionals in the system, you're still perpetuating this racism.

e Note on the record when agency professionals fail to fulfill their duties,
cause harm, or are absent or unprepared in court.

e Ensure that services—such as therapy and treatment—are truly supportive
and tailored to each client's needs, taking into account financial
limitations, cultural background, and accessibility.

e |dentify and challenge the ways structural issues of poverty, cultural
customs, and racism play out in individual cases.

e Confront racism, white supremacy, and institutional bias directly,
regardless of the source. These conversations may be uncomfortable, but
they are essential.

e Consider the impact this may have. Acknowledge that government
agencies often operate within structurally racist systems and practices,
and consider how those dynamics may harm clients.

e Hold agencies accountable to a mission of prevention and calling out
when poverty is confused as neglect by government agencies.
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We hope this resource has supported your ongoing journey toward stronger
anti-racist practice. For continued growth and reflection, we encourage you
to explore the tool Raising Awareness of Bias and Racism: Questions for

Attorneys.

You can also find additional materials on the FJI Website, including the Anti-
Racist Lawyering in Practice resource collection. We invite you to engage

deeply, reflect critically, and keep building toward more just and equitable
advocacy.
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