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2026 National Partnership for Child Safety: Biannual Convening Opening 
Remarks 

 
In September 2026, the National Partnership for Child Safety (NPCS) brought together leaders and professionals from more 

than 40 county, state, and tribal jurisdictions for its 2026 Biannual Convening in Denver. Participants shared lessons, 
examined data and explored ways to strengthen systems, support families and keep children safe. 

 
Dr. Nia Cantey, Managing Director at Casey Family Programs, opened the convening with reflections on courageous 

leadership, learning from difficult moments and the value of jurisdictions learning together. Her remarks are shared below. 

 
Good morning, and welcome to Denver. 

It is an honor to welcome all of you to the 2026 National Partnership for Child Safety convening. 

Forty-two jurisdictions. Tribal partners. Leaders. Practitioners. Researchers. Lived experts. People who have 
committed themselves to one of the most consequential responsibilities we have: keeping children safe while 
strengthening families and communities. 

And I want to begin by acknowledging that this work is happening in a complicated moment. 

There is noise around child welfare. 

There is skepticism. 

There are competing narratives about what safety means, what prevention means, when systems should 
intervene—and when they should not. 

And then there are the moments when all of that conversation suddenly becomes very real: a critical incident. A 
child seriously harmed. A child who dies. 

In those moments, the questions come quickly. 

What happened? Who knew what? What should have happened differently? Who is responsible? 

The media calls. Legislators call. Communities understandably demand answers. Staff are grieving while 
simultaneously being asked to explain. And leaders are expected to make consequential decisions while operating 
under extraordinary scrutiny. 

That is precisely when leadership matters most. 

Courageous leadership in child safety is not leadership without uncertainty. It is the ability to remain steady, 
organized and intentional in the middle of it. 

It means resisting the temptation to allow urgency to become reaction. 

It means using data when anecdotes are louder. 

It means communicating clearly when misinformation travels faster than facts. 

And it means having enough courage to examine our own systems—not simply to determine who made a mistake, 
but to understand what the system made possible. 

And some emerging work within this partnership underscores why that matters. When professionals from the 
same jurisdictions were given the same fatality scenarios, 14 of the 15 jurisdictions with multiple respondents had 
internal disagreement on at least one scenario. 
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Same policy. Same jurisdiction. Same set of facts. Different decisions. 

That tells us that policy matters—but the decision systems we build around people matter, too. 

That is why critical incident review matters. 

That is why safety culture matters. 

That is why communication strategy matters. 

And that is why this partnership matters. 

Because innovation in child welfare rarely happens when everyone already agrees. 

Innovation happens when someone is willing to ask a different question. 

When someone is willing to challenge a long-held assumption. 

When jurisdictions are willing to put their data on the table—not simply to demonstrate success, but to learn. 

When we can say, “This worked.” 

And just as importantly, “This didn’t. Here is what we learned.” 

That kind of transparency requires psychological safety. It requires trust. And it requires courage. 

We have also learned something important in our national conversations about safety: children can be harmed 
when systems act too late, and children and families can also be harmed when systems act unnecessarily. 

We cannot allow ourselves to retreat into the false comfort of choosing one side of that conversation. 

Our responsibility is harder. 

Protection and prevention. 

Safety and family integrity. 

Urgency and disciplined decision-making. 

Holding those things together requires nuance—and nuance can be difficult to maintain when the environment 
around us rewards certainty, simplicity and speed. 

But NPCS was never intended to make complicated things simple. 

It was designed to help us get better at navigating the complexity. 

And over these next few days, that is exactly what we are going to do. 

We will look at critical incident review and safety culture data. We will talk about communication in moments of 
crisis. We will examine workforce retention, leadership, systems mapping, community partnership and 
sustainability. And importantly, we will learn from one another. 

Because perhaps one of the greatest advantages of a partnership like this is that no jurisdiction has to learn 
everything the hard way by itself. 

Forty-two jurisdictions means forty-two laboratories of learning. 

Forty-two opportunities to ask: What are you seeing that we aren’t seeing yet? What have you tried? What have 
you learned? And what might we build together? 

And that learning has to extend beyond child welfare. 

In this recent work, jurisdictions estimated that a median of 47 percent of substantiated child maltreatment 
fatalities involved families with open or recent child welfare involvement. 
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Which means that if our vision for child safety begins and ends with the child welfare agency, our vision is too 
small. 

Safety has to be built with families, communities, health care, public health, education, law enforcement and the 
other systems that encounter children long before—or perhaps instead of—us. 

I also want to acknowledge Dr. David Sanders, Dr. Zeinab Chahine and Dr. Michael Cull. Their leadership and vision 
have helped create the conditions for this partnership to grow—not simply as an initiative, but as a national 
learning community committed to continuously improving how we understand and advance child safety. 

And I want us to remember something as we begin: 

Safety is not simply the absence of harm. It is the presence of protection. 

Protection created through strong families. 

Protection created through communities. 

Protection created through good information, thoughtful decisions, courageous leadership and systems willing to 
learn. 

So my invitation to each of us over these next few days is simple: 

Be curious enough to question. 

Be courageous enough to challenge. 

Be humble enough to learn. 

And be innovative enough to imagine what we have not built yet. 

Because amid the noise, the skepticism, the distractions and even the criticism, there remains a responsibility that 
does not move: 

Children deserve to be safe. 

And our job is to keep getting better at making that true. 

Welcome to Denver. Let’s get to work. 

Source note: Data points are drawn from When Definitions Meet Reality: Policy Brief. 

https://centerforthehelpingprofessions.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/When-Definitions-Meet-Reality-Policy-Brief.pdf

