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Abstract  

The study interrogates the ways in which child support cooperation requirements 

contribute to the education debt by structuring poverty and facilitating the criminalization and 

incarceration of low-income, unmarried Black mothers, fathers. Federal law created the IV-D 

child support enforcement system which generally requires that low-income families applying 

for certain public assistance programs cooperate with the local child support enforcement 

agency (CSEA); this cooperation is intended to establish paternity (when the parents are not 

married) and child support orders and to collect on those orders. Cooperation requirements are 

masked requirements that bind families to complex and punitive systems with elaborate and 

life-altering enforcement mechanisms. Cooperation requirements are also essential tools to 

minimize welfare expenditures which is the legislated mandate of the IV-D child support 

enforcement system.  

The limited, existing literature criminalizes mothers’/custodial parents’ behavior and 

bypasses the significance of cooperation for fathers/custodial parents and families. This critical 

policy analysis speaks into that paucity of research by mapping and contextualizing cooperation 

and related policies and practices. It also explores the unique experiences of custodial and 

noncustodial parents as they work to provide for their children. .  

This critical policy analysis centers child support cooperation requirements and utilizes 

stakeholder interviews (mothers, fathers, service providers, former child support and public 

assistance program staff), state and federal data, related policies and political discourse to 
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create a deep and contextualized understanding of the operationalization and impacts of 

cooperation.  

In mapping the circuitous policy systems bound through cooperation, many themes 

emerged and four are discussed: Discretion, Learning and Access to Knowledge, Economic 

(In)stability and The Carceral State. These themes detail: 1) the ways in which discretion at all 

levels creates opportunities for injustice, 2) how current modes of teaching and learning about 

child support cooperation further mask its significance, empower the state’s enforcement 

efforts, fuel discretionary powers and confuse parents, and 3) the ways that cooperation 

structures economic instability for families in both the short-term and long-term. Findings 

suggest that the nation invests in cooperation and related systems that criminalize and 

incarcerate Black families rather than operating in the best interests of children. This misguided 

investment furthers the nation’s education debt. Implications for children, families, policy and 

practice and future research are considered.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
 The “education debt” (Ladson-Billings, 2006) is a concepted used to challenge 

educational researchers to push against the deficit language and thinking of “academic 

achievement gaps.” Ladson-Billings posited that the individual measures of achievement 

typically used to identify those disparities serve to shift our gaze away from the primary cause 

which is the lack of investment in the nation’s Black and Brown children. This study responds to 

that challenge by examining a powerful federal requirement which ensnares unmarried, low-

income mothers and fathers into powerful state systems that ultimately put the family under 

the gaze of the carceral state, incarcerate parents, further economic instability and create 

barriers to academic achievement of children. 

As a graduate student, I was exposed to Critical Race Theory (CRT), methods of policy 

analysis and the importance of historical, political, and cultural contexts for understanding. 

Learning about CRT through the lens of education transformed my understanding of my own K-

12 schooling experiences and started me on a journey of examining many aspects of society 

through that lens. As a student, teacher and parent, I sometimes unknowingly learned how 

individuals, policies, and systems perpetuated gaps throughout PK-16 schooling. As a policy 

analyst for an organization focused on the economic security of the nation’s lowest income 

families, I began to understand how CRT operated within public benefits and welfare, child 

support and economic systems in society. In that role, I studied IV-D (public) child support 

policy and interrogated the ways in which child support policy and practice caused harm by 

further structuring white supremacy and entangling families in systems that often caused harm.  



2 
 

I worked with a team that conducted listening sessions with parents and other stakeholders 

involved in the child support enforcement system. In those spaces, I started to learn about child 

support cooperation requirements. This confluence of experiences and thinking led me to 

connect disciplines and fields that are not typically in conversation with one another and to 

consider the ways in which child support cooperation requirements link to the education debt.  

Broadly speaking, federal child support cooperation requires custodial parents 

(CPs)/mothers applying for certain public assistance/welfare programs to cooperate with the 

child support enforcement agency (CSEA) to establish paternity, establish a child support order 

and collect on that order.1 This study explores the ways in which child support cooperation 

furthers the education debt by facilitating the criminalization and incarceration of low-income 

Black parents and further undermining their economic instability. These impacts create barriers 

to the academic success of children in impacted families.  

In part, this study contributes to cooperation literature by utilizing the tool of 

intersectionality to make visible families’ experiences as child support cooperation 

requirements are activated. This study highlights both mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs 

experiences and considers what those mean for their children. The story of Sylvia and Derek 

introduces the concept of child support cooperation.  

 
1 “Custodial parent” and “noncustodial parent” are the legal terms assigned to each parent within the 
IV-D child support enforcement system. Within a heterosexual marriage, the law presumes that the 
husband is the father. When a child is born outside of a heterosexual marriage, and the family has 
resources, custody and parenting time agreements can be established through the courts. When the 
parents do not have resources and apply for public assistance, the mother is structured as the custodial 
parent and paternity must be established before the law can assign the father the status of 
“noncustodial parent.” The language and thinking of these systems is gendered and heteronormative. 
This is problematic and throughout the paper I intentionally tie custodial parent to mother and 
noncustodial parent to father to highlight the ways in which the law and serves to perpetuate white 
supremacist notions of families and parenting.  
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* 

On a blustery winter day in the Midwest in the midst of the Coronavirus pandemic, 

Sylvia, a mother of three moved herself into the garage to find sanctuary and privacy to protect 

her family during our phone call. She explained her geographic choice as necessary because our 

conversation “was not to be heard by my children,” and did not need to be re-lived by her 

husband, Derek.  It was a traumatic story.  

During her first pregnancy about ten years earlier, Sylvia learned a lot about insurance 

and health care systems. She had insurance through her job, but it did not cover much. After 

conception, her doctor’s resident helped connect her with the federal Special Supplemental 

Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children, more commonly known as “WIC.” It quickly 

became clear that the insurance she had would not cover much of the standard care practices 

throughout pregnancy and, with her high deductibles, high co-pays and minimal coverage, she 

would incur significant medical debt throughout pregnancy and the beginning of her baby’s 

life.    

With that information and knowing that pregnant women were expected to see doctors 

often, she switched to a program offered through the City. It was free, but she felt regularly 

looked down upon by doctors, treated as less-than, and did not feel she received quality care. 

During her first pregnancy, Sylvia had a male doctor who often dismissed her pain as “in her 

head.” As a Black woman, this was not a new experience for Sylvia, but it was more concerning 

during a pregnancy. At the time, that doctor had a resident, a “white woman who took up for 

me.” She supported Sylvia in ways that other physicians had not. The resident shared 

information about resources to support a healthy pregnancy, including the state’s health 
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insurance program. Ultimately, Sylvia switched to the state’s version of Medicaid which, from 

her understanding, would minimize debt. The resident listened to Sylvia’s experiences and 

concerns, and advocated for services. Sylvia developed trust in her. Ultimately, Sylvia was able 

to name her as the family’s primary care physician and that doctor went on to deliver the 

family’s other two children.    

In concert with Derek and her doctor, Sylvia developed a birthing plan and shared that 

with the hospital. This was especially important for Sylvia as she knew the frequency of 

problematic health outcomes for Black women and babies. The well-developed birthing plan and 

sharing it with the doctors and the hospital did not prevent circumstances beyond her wildest 

dreams from becoming reality in the first day of her son’s life. She recalled waking up in a 

hospital room after giving birth and the baby’s father (they were not yet married) wasn’t there 

because he wasn’t able to get off work. Derek had been there for the birth and then had to 

report for his shift. Sylvia woke up and wanted to hold her newborn and continue working on 

breastfeeding. She looked around and the baby was not in the room. She pushed the call button. 

The nurse checked in and clearly had no idea where the baby was. A staff person went to the 

nursery and could not locate him.2 It took 40 minutes for someone to find her baby, during 

which time, Sylvia was sure that someone had kidnapped him. “I told every nurse...I stayed up at 

the beginning of every shift and told the new nurse that I wanted the baby in the room with me. 

They took the one opportunity, when I was asleep, to take my baby out the room.” What Sylvia 

came to learn is that after Derek left for work and while she was asleep, a nurse came and 

 
2 This birth happened before some of the current stringent protocols around access to hospital nurseries 
and birthing areas. 
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“snuck my baby out the room” to give him a bottle which went against Sylvia’s clearly stated 

and documented plan to breast feed.     

For those 40 minutes, the new mom thought someone had kidnapped her baby. “That 

was a lifetime.” She panicked and was terrified. When her baby was finally returned, she was so 

relieved to hold him and at the same time so angry that, not only had a nurse taken him and not 

documented that fact anywhere, but she entirely disregarded Sylvia’s intention to breastfeed. 

Sharing this story almost 10 years later, the hurt, frustration, anger, and terror still emanated in 

Sylvia’s voice. Belittling her concerns and overruling her mothering decisions, the nurse then told 

her, “Black people don’t breastfeed.” The nurse then tried to justify her decision by saying, 

“There weren’t any bottles, so clearly you weren’t feeding the baby.” Sylvia’s physician (the 

resident) had none of that. She advocated for Sylvia, noting that the mother clearly 

communicated her intention to breastfeed and expected that nurses were there to help her 

learn how to do so and to honor her desire to keep her baby in her room, not in the nursery. 

From the nursing staff, the closest Sylvia got to breastfeeding support and education was a 

Black nurse who told her that she “needed to eat to be able to breastfeed” and ordered food for 

her. The hospital had become a place this new mom couldn’t trust and found minimal support. 

Because of these experiences, this new mom committed to never sleeping in the hospital, 

especially after giving birth. “I stayed woke until the day I was discharged. I never closed my 

eyes....I slept in the car on the way home.” Because of these experiences, Derek committed to 

taking off work, even if he had to take vacation without pay to protect his family while they 

were hospitalized.   
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Sylvia went on to describe her intense feelings as she finally got to hold her baby and 

explain to Derek what happened. Then another hospital worker came in and started asking 

questions while filling out a form. One of the questions directed at Sylvia was, “Who’s the baby’s 

father?” Thinking that was horribly disrespectful, she looked at Derek, turned her gaze back to 

the staff person, and said, “Umm, the man who is standing here holding our child, who was here 

throughout the labor and delivery, and then cut the umbilical cord. He’s the father.” The 

hospital worker then looked at Derek and asked him if he wanted a DNA test to make sure. 

Logically, Derek looked at Sylvia, with worry and a little fire in his eyes, and asked, “Do I need 

to?”  

That was the birth of their first child, but these questions were posed at the birth of the 

second child and the third. Sylvia described that as “very disrespectful, because he was right 

there, holding my hand. He cut the umbilical cord. Right in front of me, all three pregnancies, all 

three births, they asked if he wanted a DNA test to make sure these children was his.” He was 

upset for the first one, but because they weren’t married, he could sort of understand. “But for 

the third one, he didn't understand why. He was like, ‘This is my wife!’ They was like, ‘Well, do 

you or do you not want to make sure this is your child?’ And he told them to get out.”    

Sylvia gave birth to her two other children with the same doctor, in the same hospital 

and did not sleep during the time she was there. Derek, who by the second birth, was her 

husband, took off work without pay for the subsequent births. Even as a married couple, Sylvia 

and Derek were questioned in the same hospital about paternity testing at the birth of their 

second child. After explaining that they were husband and wife, the hospital worker said, “Well, 

are you really married?” Her experiences as a Black woman in the United States prepared Sylvia 



7 
 

to instinctively jump in to defend her husband, the babies’ father, and their marriage. In 

response to the question, Sylvia immediately pointed out to the hospital staffer that if she 

looked at the names in her chart, they would have seen that she and Derek shared a last name, 

and she would not have legally changed her name without getting “state married.”   

As Sylvia continued, the clarity and intensity around the next part of her story was 

evident. It wasn’t until she had two children that the state pursued child support. Sylvia did not 

pursue child support. “I didn’t want him (Derek) in the system. I didn’t want them making it 

seem like he wasn’t around.” Neither Sylvia nor Derek knew why the State decided to pay 

attention at that moment, but on the phone, the child support staff person tried to convince 

Sylvia that Derek was “a deadbeat” as she had two kids with him and he wasn’t paying child 

support. “I asked the lady, how was he a deadbeat when he was at every birth, and we both 

work? When I'm at work, he had the kids. The kids do not go to daycare. She was like, well, by 

state law, he has to pay.”   

“They did start garnishing his checks and all that kind of stuff. But it was crazy because 

when they did that, they would take like $400 from every paycheck (every two weeks), and we 

would only receive $112 each month.” Of the $800 garnished from Derek’s checks every month, 

his wife received $112 in child support. The State took $688. During each of those months, the 

state took 86% of Derek’s income. The couple never understood why so much was taken out. 

When Sylvia questioned the child support enforcement agency, they’d just say, “That’s the way 

it goes.” This siphoning of money stopped and started for months, and Sylvia and Derek had no 

idea when it would happen, when it would stop or why.    
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Beyond the questions in the hospital, Sylvia didn’t recall the involvement of the child 

support enforcement agency until much later. It appears that when Sylvia had a second child 

with Derek, the agency’s interest was triggered.   

Trying to detach Derek from the hands of the child support system was no easy feat for 

the couple and required significant support from their networks. “I was blessed to have a doctor 

that actually knew us and got to see us, because she even wrote a letter stating that during her 

medical school, as well as now, throughout the whole pregnancy, he (Derek) brought me to my 

doctor's appointments, he was there through labor. If something happened during tests, they 

would call him. They wouldn't call my phone, they would call him, because I wouldn't answer my 

phone too much. At that time, my phone was janky, so they would contact him. He was under 

emergency contacts with the doctor. When they (the children) started school, he was on 

emergency contacts at school. We had teachers…Luckily, we had teachers that would be like, 

‘We see Dad more than Mom, because Mom works first shift and Dad works second. They do 

that so somebody can pick up and drop off the kids. We see Mom dropping off one child, but 

Dad picks up that child, and drops off and picks up the other child.’ My youngest was going half 

days. They (the school officials) had to write, well, we had the principal of the school, at the 

time, write letters stating that they see him more. They talk to him more. Mom is at work. Dad 

works third shift. They even wrote that one time, that Dad came on a field trip, and he started 

working third shift, and he went to both of his kids' field trips in the same week. They said that 

Dad had worked third shift and got off at 7:00 and came on the field trip at 8:00, and stayed 

woke through the whole field trip. He chaperoned both field trips, two different field trips during 

the week and stayed woke the whole time, chaperoning and helping other parents and teachers 
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with their kids, while he had his.” This (battle with the child support enforcement agency) went 

on for three years. “They took our medical insurance and then they’d snatch our food stamps 

and our child care. We had to work extra hours. The school gave us a discount because we were 

fighting the child support system, because I never wanted him to be seen or looked at as a 

deadbeat.” Ultimately, “they (the child support enforcement agency) put Derek's name on the 

children's case and said, ‘As of right now, he would be on the case as these two children's 

father-- biological father, no child support.’ That's it. We called and asked, none of the case 

workers had anything to say afterwards, so we let it be. He wasn’t on child support because I 

wanted him on it. He was on child support because they (the child support enforcement agency) 

wanted to make him seem like a father that wasn’t around.”    

While there was a tremendous sense of relief in her voice as Sylvia shared that outcome, 

there was also a good dose of apprehension. She described not really trusting that it was all 

over and not understanding why it was ending. “I don't know if it's because I told them he buys 

diapers, clothes, shoes, but he didn't have to go through the system anymore. But it took us a 

while. It took us a while.” It took Sylvia and Derek three years and a lot of support, resources, 

and angst to get disentangled from the child support enforcement agency.   

During those three years of what she described as “tug-of-war,” Sylvia and Derek grew 

very tired. They paid $900 in rent, $550 per month for the kids’ health insurance, and then co-

pays. Their doctor tried to give them free care or care at reduced costs until she started getting 

in trouble. Reflecting back, seemingly with a sense of exasperation and pride, Sylvia explained, 

“We were paying for food. We had the rent, light bill, car insurance. We stopped paying car 

insurance. There were times when we wouldn’t eat, but the kids would. We were trying to make 
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sure we had enough money to get to our next pay checks. We were working minimum wage. 

Not full-time either. We never got kicked out. Our lights stayed on. It’s just Mom and Dad 

wouldn’t eat. And then Derek started working at a restaurant. They gave him extra food, and 

we would eat that, but the kids would have a home cooked meal. The kids have allergies and we 

don’t eat pork. They always have home cooked meals.”  

The tug-of-war Sylvia and Derek experienced during this time reinforced for her that “the 

system does not want families to succeed, especially low-income, two-parent families.” During 

the months they received Food Stamps, they were granted $250 per month, which wasn’t 

enough to feed a family of five the nutritious foods that she wanted and that “the system” 

expected. Her commitment to her kids’ health and nutrition also led her to start a garden. She 

grows fresh fruits and vegetables, and cans them for use throughout the year. She avoids 

processed foods and makes her own chicken strips and pizza. Many decisions Sylvia makes as a 

parent are informed by her first pregnancy and birthing experience, and her own childhood 

experiences as her family navigated public benefits systems. One very strong childhood memory 

involved the state “threatening to take us from my mom because she fed us canned fruits and 

vegetables.” She lives with the fear of the state looking for reasons to take the kids away from 

them.  “I struggle to give my kids a life where the system won’t look down on us. They can’t say 

my kid is underweight and use that as a reason to take them away”—another fear growing 

from childhood experiences.    

Sylvia’s decision to sit in her car in the garage on this cold afternoon was a decision to 

protect her children from the generational trauma that grew from state intervention throughout 

the life of this loving, hard-working, strong Black woman. Sylvia and Derek work to protect the 
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lives, childhoods, and dreams of their children from systems that hinder their abilities to care for 

themselves and their children. Their children’s dreams include becoming a doctor, a lawyer and 

the youngest wants to be Superman.   

*  

Federal law makes child support funding to states contingent upon a state requiring 

parent applicants to its Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and/or Medicaid 

programs to 

cooperate with local 

child support 

enforcement 

agencies (42USC § 

654(29)(B)&(C), 

(42USC § 433.147(b)) 

(represented in 

Figure 1.1  Federal Cooperation Requirements and State Discretion by a dotted line). The 

federal government granted discretionary power to states to also require the cooperation of 

parent applicants to its state Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), SNAP food stamps 

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), and/or child care subsidies through the Child 

Care Development Fund (CCDF).  

 This dissertation study more closely examines implementation in one state, Wisconsin. 

It is one of only a few states that has passed laws requiring cooperation for all the optional 

programs: the state Children’s Health Insurance Program (BadgerCare), CCDF child care 

Figure 1.1 Federal Cooperation Requirements and State Discretion
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subsidies (Wisconsin Shares and Milwaukee Early Care Assistance), and the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (FoodShare).3 

Although individual states can each develop more detailed cooperation requirements, 

each state must incorporate the following components. In TANF, cooperation must be “in good 

faith” and include: 

1) Appearing at interviews, hearings, and legal proceedings and 
2) Submitting to genetic testing (for paternity establishment) (42 USC 

§654(29)(B)&(C)). 
 

The minimum requirements for Medicaid cooperation include: 

1) Providing relevant information or evidence 
2) Appearing as a witness at hearings 
3) Attesting to lack of information under penalty of perjury (if deemed 

necessary) 
4) Paying the Medicaid agency any monies collected by the individual that are 

covered by the assignment and 
5) Taking any other reasonable steps to establish paternity and secure medical 

support (42 CFR §433.147(b)). 
 

Federal requirements put an emphasis on paternity establishment. In the United States, a 

husband is presumed to be the father of a child born during marriage. If two parents are not 

married, then paternity4 must be established before the father has any legal rights or 

 
3 In 2017, the federal government encouraged states to require cooperation for SNAP benefits. 
Wisconsin passed a law requiring cooperation. Enactment required a federal waiver that was not 
granted, so in practice, Wisconsin requires cooperation for 4 of the 5 possible programs. 
 
4 Cooperation requirements were established before the US legalized gay marriage. Therefore, the law 
uses the term “paternity” and not “parentage.”  
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responsibilities for the child. Therefore, in practice, the parents required to cooperate have low 

incomes5, are not married (at the time of application) and are typically mothers. 

Continuing, child support enforcement agencies (CSEAs) are not required to report and 

disseminate racial demographic information about their caseloads. In the absence of that data, 

welfare program data and existing cooperation research offer some additional insights into who 

is required to cooperate.  In 2019, the Administration for Children and Families reported that 

nationwide, 64.7% of TANF recipients were classified as Black and Brown, with 29% listed as 

Black, 35.7% as Hispanic and 26.7% as White. Although nationwide sanction data disaggregated 

by race is not available, one study from the state of Maryland indicates that the “typical” payee 

sanctioned by child support is a never-married African American woman (Hall et al., 2015).  In 

the absence of CSEA data, other available information suggests that the cooperation 

requirement disproportionately impacts low-income Black and Brown mothers.  

  Unmarried parent applicants for TANF benefits must also assign their rights to receive 

support to the state (42 USC §608 (a)(3), (42 USC §1396k(a)(1)(A)). This assigning of rights gives 

the state authority to pursue paternity establishment and child support orders, and the option 

to pass some of the money through to families.6 If states do not require cooperation, then they 

do not receive federal funding. If the mother does not cooperate with the state, then she will 

 
5 TANF is the nation’s welfare program which uses the Federal Poverty Index to cap eligibility 
requirements. Medicare is an entitlement program which also uses income caps for eligibility 
determination.  
 
6 The amount or percentage of each payment varies by state. For more information about “the 
assignment” and pass-through policies see (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2019).  
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be sanctioned and, depending on the state in which she lives, she may be denied the full 

benefit(s). These processes help the CSEAs meet their legislated goal of minimizing welfare 

expenditures (1974 Child Support Enforcement Amendments).  

For some readers of Sylvia and Derek’s story, it may seem clear and simple—when 

applying, Sylvia agreed to cooperate, so, while the implementation may seem disjointed, it is 

logical and what she agreed to. This study maps the policy contexts, interrogates 

implementation issues and the impacts on families. Clearly, Sylvia sees it as complex and 

traumatic. Child support cooperation requirements generally operate behind the scenes. They 

are masked, intersect with multiple systems, and are implemented by various stakeholders. It 

took years of studying child support policy and practice, learning from experts, and observing 

family court around the country for me to understand the ways that this complex policy 

operated in Sylvia and Derek’s story. This study offers a critical analysis of child support 

cooperation, and the ways in which race and racism operate in its evolution, implementation, 

and subsequent impacts. It also illuminates this generally masked policy by bridging the systems 

to which it binds some of the nation’s lowest income families, who are disproportionately Black 

and Brown, and by illuminating the impacts on stakeholders, including mothers, fathers, and 

therefore, children.  

Ultimately, this study speaks into Professor Ladson-Billings’ challenge to researchers to 

examine the nation’s “education debt” or lack of investment in the children, families, and 

communities that are underachieving in traditional individual measures of academic success. By 

engaging with that challenge, this information is used to explain how child support cooperation 

undergirds Ladson-Billings’ “education debt” by furthering economic instability, limiting access 
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to knowledge about the policy, and allowing unchecked discretion. Consequently, this study will 

demonstrate that child support cooperation and its implementation threaten parental freedom 

and create barriers to resources necessary for the health and well-being of low-income Black 

and Brown children. Therefore, child support cooperation helps structure the nation’s 

education debt.   

 

Framing the Study 
 

Sylvia’s decision-making as she began the journey of motherhood was impacted by 

immediate needs and circumstances, as well as long-term ones. Her decisions were informed by 

the recommendations of trusted professionals (i.e., her doctor) and the personal experiences of 

herself, and her friends and family. Her journey was also influenced by state and federal laws 

related to both child support policy and welfare/public benefits policy. This section begins to 

describe ways that families enter the child support enforcement system and how policies 

establish who is required to cooperate.    

 

Understanding systems of child support  
 
 In 2019, the Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) reported a caseload of 

13,604,791 of which 6,846,444 (approximately 49.7%) had never received public assistance. 

These numbers speak to the two systems of child support with which families in the United 

States interact. The way that parents enter the system impacts the experiences they have and 

requirements that apply (see Figure 1.2 Paths to Enter the Child Support Enforcement System). 

Those numbers explain that the court cases of 49.7% of those families were initiated by one  
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parent and the cases are identified 

by the names of the parents, Parent 

1 v Parent 2. These parents are 

typically divorcing and have “never 

received public assistance.” These 

Group 1 parents establish child 

support orders and parenting time 

agreements through the courts.  For 

these families, the collection of child support is an administrative process and is implemented 

through local CSEA. The CSEA coordinates the garnishing of paychecks through the payor’s 

employer. If issues arise with this process, they are often addressed by attorneys before the 

parents ever enter a courtroom. These families typically have the means to get “state married” 

and have the means to divorce, oftentimes with legal representation or mediators. This is one 

system of child support enforcement.  

 The other 6,846,444 parents that are part of OCSE’s caseload (approximately 50.3%), are 

part of cases brought forth by the government against the (alleged) father.  In those cases the 

state is the petitioner and the (alleged) father is the respondent (i.e., In Re the Paternity of 

Child’s Initials, Child Support Enforcement v Father’s Name, State of Wisconsin v. Father’s 

Name) In this branch of the CSE system known as “IV-D” or the public side (Group 2 above), the 

state initiates the case. This system was established through Section IV-D, an amendment to 

the Social Security Act of 1935 and is the system that Sylvia and Derek navigated. Families enter 

their local CSEA’s IV-D system in the following ways: 

Figure 1.2 
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1) When an unmarried custodial parent (typically a mother) applies for a welfare or 
public benefits program that requires cooperation with the child support 
enforcement agency, and/or, 
 

2) When the child welfare system removes a child from a parents’ home, 
oftentimes that parent will have to pay child support to the state in order to 
reimburse the state for foster care payments7 and/or, 
 

3) When a parent who is supposed to receive child support through the first system 
is not receiving consistent or full payments, then that parent can hire an 
attorney for assistance or she can seek the assistance of the local CSEA to pursue 
collection of the child support order (Social Security Act, Section IV-D).  

 
This study centers on child support cooperation policies, practices, and impacts resulting when 

a family enters the IV-D system through welfare/public benefits programs (the first of the three 

categories). It is not clear what percentage of families enter the IV-D system through each of 

those methods.  

To achieve the mandate of minimizing welfare expenditures, child support enforcement 

agencies need a laser focus on establishing paternity. Without paternity establishment, the 

(alleged) father has no legal rights or responsibilities to the child, and child support cannot be 

established. Paternity establishment is one essential step in the state’s efforts to recoup 

welfare expenditures from him. Also, the policy logic is that if the father continues to pay child 

support, then the mother’s household income will rise above eligibility for welfare and public 

benefits. Consequently, the state intends to use child support payments to seek reimbursement 

for welfare/public assistance and ultimately limit welfare expenditures because child support 

 
7 For in-depth analysis of this child welfare component of the child support enforcement system, see 
Hatcher, 2016; D. E. Roberts, 2002.  
.  
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payments will help raise her household income above eligibility levels for welfare/public 

assistance.  

 

Reconnecting to education 
 
 In part, this study interrogates the varied impacts that child support cooperation has on 

low-income, unmarried, Black families. When they turn to the state for assistance, child support 

cooperation binds these families to complex, interconnected and powerful systems of 

surveillance and enforcement. These systems structure some of students’ and parents’ lives 

outside the classroom but also impact their experiences in the classroom and school building. 

This study illuminates the ways that intersectionality and racism operating in systems outside of 

schools structure circumstances that are widely known to build barriers to student success - 

parental incarceration and poverty. Maybe more importantly in today’s context, this study 

further arms education professionals who believe in the humanity and potential of every 

person as we navigate a political terrain that is working to deny race and racism.   

 

 

Mapping cooperation policy onto Sylvia and Derek’s story 
 

Sylvia followed the logical advice of her physician to utilize the more cost-effective 

insurance option that was expected to lead to better care during pregnancy. That insurance was 

Wisconsin’s Medicaid insurance program, commonly referred to as “BadgerCare.”  The 

physician recommending BadgerCare was likely not aware of the other consequences of that 

seemingly logical decision. Sylvia did not recall being asked to cooperate with the child support 
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agency when she applied. It is unclear whether there was discussion of cooperation. If asked, 

the question likely seemed irrelevant because Derek was involved, and they did not yet have a 

baby in their arms.8 Applying for BadgerCare was a logical decision for her because the 

insurance through her job was costly and would have created debt by attending the 

recommended medical appointments during pregnancy. Sylvia did not remember agreeing to 

cooperate with the CSEA at the time of application. The questions about paternity came in the 

hospital just after birth.  

Once an unmarried parent completes an application for a program requiring 

cooperation, one of two things happens. If she agreed to cooperate, then the CSEA initiates a 

process with the family court and turns to the mother as an informant for information used to 

establish paternity and the child support order. Cooperation is required throughout the period 

that she is 

receiving the 

benefit. If she is 

deemed 

noncooperative, 

then the child 

support 

 
8 Cooperation was eventually considered a barrier to a woman seeking medical care during pregnancy 
and now is only required after she gives birth (P. Roberts, 2005). With the summer 2022 overturning of 
Roe v Wade and the debates about when life begins, states are beginning to pursue legal changes 
allowing them to also pursue paternity establishment, medical support costs and child support during 
the pregnancy whereas currently this does not happen until after the birth is completed. 
 

Figure 1.3 Cooperation Policy Map: Mothers’/Custodial Parents’ Path 
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enforcement agency notifies the welfare/ assistance program, and she will be sanctioned and 

lose all or a portion of the benefit(s).9 See Figure 1.3 Cooperation Policy Map: Mothers’/ 

Custodial Parents’ Path. Federal law requires that states sanction a minimum of 25% reduction 

in benefits, up to 100% reduction of the benefit(s) (42 US Code § 608(2)(b)). Wisconsin takes 

the most extreme position and terminates the benefit(s). The mother can attempt to reactivate 

the benefits by returning to the CSEA and cooperating with the agency’s requests.  

When a pregnant woman is married, the law presumes the husband is the father. State 

interest in them is generated only if they divorce, child support payments become delinquent, 

and the mother/CP turns to the state for welfare/public assistance. Otherwise, because the 

goal is to minimize welfare expenditures, cooperation really only applies to unmarried 

parents.10 Any current paternal involvement (financial or otherwise) in raising the child is 

irrelevant. Nothing about Sylvia’s story suggests that her physician had any knowledge of these 

consequences of applying for BadgerCare. The conversations between Sylvia and her physician 

were about cost-effective insurance coverage for the pregnancy and birth of the child. There 

was no way for Sylvia to know that the state would begin efforts to establish paternity, charge 

 
9 There is one exception. Applicants who fear abuse from the other parent can apply for a “good cause 
exemption” from child support cooperation requirements. While an essential component of child 
support policy, these exemptions are rarely granted (Hall et al, 2015). Nationwide, only 2% of applicants 
were granted an exemption in 2015. Between 2014 and 2018, the number of good cause determinations 
for five consecutive years ranged from 8,301 to 9,940. In Wisconsin, the range was 51 to 69 during the 
same period (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2019). Research is needed to understand the 
reasons behind these exemption numbers.  
 
10 Eligibility requirements for welfare/public assistance make it rare for a married couple to be eligible. 
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Derek birth costs, and establish a child support order. In all likelihood, the physician did not 

either.11 

In this study, I map the varied impacts of child support cooperation with special 

attention to both parents and the lives that they are creating for their children. Centering both 

mothers and fathers is unique and illuminates the ways in which child support cooperation 

policies and practices undermine and build barriers to the academic success of children growing 

up in unmarried families with low incomes who are disproportionately Black. In other words, 

this study interrogates the ways in which child support cooperation helps structure the nation’s 

education debt.

 
11 While it may appear that I am holding the individual physician responsible for the situation that Sylvia 
and Derek faced, that is not my intention. Although I did not interview the physician, it was clear that 
Sylvia saw this person as an ally and an advocate. I have no reason to doubt that and the roles of these 
well-intentioned and unaware stakeholders are a problematic part of the systems which also needs 
further consideration.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 

Creating a better future means we must contextualize the struggles of 
communities of color within the structural realities in which they live. 

 (Stovall, 2013) 
 
In part, this project examines the on-the-ground realities of child support cooperation 

requirements in the lives of the nation’s low income, unmarried families. Child support 

cooperation binds many systems together including: welfare and public assistance, child 

support, family court, and law enforcement. This study seeks to understand the ways that child 

support cooperation links to the education debt by interrogating cooperation through the eyes 

of various stakeholders and its links to systems that cooperation binds together. This requires 

bridging literatures that are not typically in conversation with one another. Consequently, this 

literature review uses the education debt to begin building a bridge between aspects of student 

achievement and impacts of child support cooperation and the carceral state. The small body of 

existing child support cooperation literature is considered and some of the current gaps are 

identified. Subsequent chapters further construct the bridge between child support 

cooperation and the education debt by analyzing data collected.  

 

The education debt and student achievement 
 
 Some of the data used to measure and articulate achievement gaps include: high school 

graduation rates, Advanced Placement courses offered and taken, and standardized test scores. 

These items measure the individual success of students, and that data is then reviewed to 

identify high and low-achieving groups. Ladson-Billings challenged educational researchers to 

look beyond those isolated measures of individual achievement to understand why groups of K-
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12 students persistently underachieve and consider what is happening at all levels of society 

that might inform those outcomes. In part, this study unmasks the ways in which child support 

cooperation requirements activate systems that put low-income, unmarried, Black parents and 

children into the gaze of the state which ultimately furthers economic instability and parental 

incarceration. 

Various school-related responses to the challenges of poverty have been generated over 

many decades (i.e., school lunch programs, programs to address “summer slide,” incorporating 

ACT testing into a school day). Parental incarceration is a newer area of research. It is 

commonly defined as removal and imprisonment of a parent for more than one night, either in 

jail or prison (Wang & Sheikh‐Khalil, 2014). It can negatively impact students’ emotional well-

being, as well as their connections to, participation in, and achievement in school (Eddy & 

Poehlmann, 2010; Travis &Waul, 2003; Nichols, Loper, & Meyer, 2016). The disproportionate 

and disparate impacts of incarceration policies and practices on African American, Latinx, and 

Native American people are well-documented (Alexander, 2010; Boggess, 2017), which 

indicates that Black, Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) students, families and 

communities are incarcerated at disproportionate rates and therefore their children are more 

likely to suffer the adverse consequences. This study identifies specific policies that criminalize 

and incarcerate parents and create a debt anchor for the family, two factors that act as barriers 

to student success.  

 Some of the data used to measure and articulate achievement gaps include: high school 

graduation rates, Advanced Placement courses offered and taken, and standardized test scores. 

These items measure the individual success of students and that data is then reviewed in ways 
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that identify high and low-achieving groups. Ladson-Billings challenged educational researchers 

to look beyond those measures of individual achievement to understand why groups of K-12 

students persistently underachieve and consider what is happening at all levels of society that 

might inform those outcomes . This study starts with families who have low-incomes and 

examines how the experiences of child support cooperation both further poverty and create 

paths to incarceration. These are two factors that education literature shows as barriers to 

student achievement.  

Since the United States started disaggregating student academic achievement 

measures, the nation has documented achievement gaps between Black, Brown, and white 

students and between children from low-income families and those from higher socioeconomic 

backgrounds. These are typically highlighted through differences in graduation rates, 

standardized test scores, registration for Advanced Placement (AP) courses, and even school 

readiness. These measures of individual student performance are also compiled to evaluate the 

success of state, districts, schools, and individual teachers.  

Various large- and small-scale attempts have been made to close or at least “interrupt” 

those gaps. Those efforts, like Head Start and year-round schooling initiatives attempt to 

improve the school readiness of young children or prevent summer learning loss. Efforts like 

these are often directed at families with low incomes, many of whom are Black or Brown 

families. While these efforts (and others) help many individual students, overall, 

achievement disparities across the nation persist.   

In her call to educational researchers, Ladson-Billings suggested that assessing measures 

of individual achievement will continue to produce the same results because of the nation’s 
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lack of investment in the lives and communities of the student groups found to be 

underachieving.  She purported that identifying and examining the lack of investments would 

lead to different questions, answers, and solutions.  

Parental incarceration and poverty are two experiences that are widely accepted as 

creating significant barriers to the academic achievement of students. Responses to the 

challenges of poverty have been generated over many decades (i.e., school lunch programs, 

programs to address “summer slide,” incorporating ACT testing into a school day). Parental 

incarceration is a newer area of research. It is commonly defined as removal and imprisonment 

of a parent for more than one night, either in jail or prison (Wang & Sheikh‐Khalil, 2014). It can 

negatively impact students’ emotional well-being, as well as their connections to, participation 

in, and achievement in school (Eddy & Poehlmann, 2010; Travis &Waul, 2003; Nichols, Loper, & 

Meyer, 2016). The disproportionate and disparate impacts of incarceration policies and 

practices on African American, Latinx, and Native American people are well-documented 

(Alexander, 2010; Boggess, 2017), which indicates that Black, Indigenous and People of Color 

(BIPOC) students, families and communities are more likely to experience the negative impacts 

of parental incarceration than white students. Connections between child support cooperation, 

poverty, and parental incarceration are examined throughout this study. 

 

Child support cooperation literature 
 

Child support cooperation policy is complex. It sits at the intersection of multiple 

government agencies and academic disciplines including child support, welfare and public 

assistance, family court, and law enforcement. It only applies to the lowest income, unmarried 
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families, the majority of whom are Black or Brown. These complexities help inform why it is an 

understudied area.  Boggess (2017) explained that the journey of parents in the IV-D child 

support system is through “a space where two systems – family court and child support – 

intersect. This territory is co-managed by judicial actors and a government agency, and is not 

widely known or understood by people who are outside it” (ibid, p. 112). Key actors at that 

point of intersection are family court officials, child support staff, and very low-income parents. 

Because the judicial actors are less likely to know the experiences of poverty, they are less able, 

or aware of the need, to think creatively to address related challenges. Parents connected to 

the IV-D system rarely have legal representation to navigate this complex terrain where many 

of the policies were designed for divorcing families where the father is working full-time 

(Sorensen & Lerman, 1998).  Many factors combine to limit the likelihood of critical research. 

Those include the general lack of understanding, absence of legal representation of IV-D 

parents, and the dominant culture’s general acceptance of the child support enforcement 

system’s narrative of universally acting in the best interests of children.  

 

Perspectives of mothers/CPs about the child support enforcement system 
 

The experiences of new mothers vary and there is much evidence to show that engaging 

with the CSE system is not something they typically desire. After giving birth, many unmarried 

mothers are immediately pulled between feeling positive and/or hopeful about the father’s 

current support and involvement in the child’s life and her need for stable resources that the 

dad is not able to provide (Kelly, 1994). Many unmarried low-income parents prefer to 

negotiate private agreements for child support and not pursue formal child support orders 
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(Edin, 1997; Huang & Han, 2012; Pate, 2003). Mothers’ reasons vary and include: still being in a 

romantic relationship with the father who is providing informal support (Nepomnyaschy & 

Garfinkel, 2010) and believing that informal support provides greater economic benefits (Edin, 

1997). Sometimes a mother knows that the father’s financial situation is as bad as (or worse 

than) hers and that a child support order will not put more money in her pocket (Harris, 2015).  

There is a common perception that engaging with the child support enforcement system will 

detract from their child’s well-being and may harm poor fathers (Hopkins & Poulson, 2014). 

Finally, some evidence demonstrates that child support and welfare/public benefits policies 

disrupt relationships between mothers and fathers, position them as adversaries, and push 

those families further into poverty (Hatcher, 2007; Kelly, 1994). 

That significant body of research explains the reasons that many families try to avoid the 

CSE system. A study specifically about child support cooperation did not ask parents’ 

perspectives, but instead turned to child support caseworkers and welfare office caseworkers 

to understand why custodial parents did not cooperate (Hall et al., 2015). Those reasons 

included: 1) protection of the noncustodial parent, 2) fear of losing the informal support 

received from the custodial parent and 3) fear of domestic violence.  

This evidence suggests that the cooperation requirement positions mothers so that 

there are no reasonable choices. Mothers apply for benefits because additional resources are 

needed. Sometimes fathers are contributing and there are still not enough resources. Existing 

research indicates that many families view engaging with the CSEA, and therefore the 

cooperation requirement, as problematic for their families. Furthermore, these are families that 



29 
 

need additional resources provided through public benefits programs to care for themselves 

and their children.  

 While there is a significant amount of evidence to indicate that many mothers are 

apprehensive to engage in the CSE system, there is a gap in the literature about if, how, what, 

and when mothers learn about this complex cooperation requirement. The applications 

themselves and interactions with public assistance caseworkers are likely sources of learning 

about cooperation. Wisconsin’s most extensive application is for Medicaid/BadgerCare. In that 

61-page application packet (see Appendix A BadgerCare Plus Application Packet), this is the 

information provided about cooperation: 

In some situations, you must cooperate with the Child Support 
Agency to establish paternity. This means you must help the 
agency locate an absent parent, legally name the absent parent 
and/or enforce medical support liability orders. If you do not 
cooperate with the Child Support Agency and do not have a good 
reason to not cooperate, your benefits may end if you are an 
adult and are not pregnant (p. 2). 
 

 TANF workers interviewed in a six-state study noted challenges in quickly gaining trust during 

initial interviews to collect information about alleged fathers (to forward to the child support 

enforcement agency) (Brown, 2000). Analyzing the experiences of women applying for TANF, 

Bridges (2020) finds that the interviews can be dehumanizing and violent and an invasion of 

privacy. It does not seem likely that these are opportunities for meaningful learning about the 

implications of cooperation requirements.  

 

Cooperation: legal meanings and practical applications 
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Definitions of cooperation outlined in federal and state laws can differ by state and 

program. In reality, “the multitude and complexity of child support and welfare rules interfere 

in ways that make it difficult for parents to comply, even when they want to” (Waller & 

Plotnick, 2001, p. 90).  

Looking solely at the cooperation description in the BadgerCare application listed above, 

the implications are not clear. Aid for Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) is the 

entitlement welfare program that predates the current Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF) block grant program. Under AFDC, there were a few legal challenges to 

cooperation which is more than have been initiated under TANF. One case in particular sheds 

light on cooperation’s implementation by emphasizing the unstated behavioral expectations 

related to cooperation, as well as the discretion of the state in deeming someone 

noncooperative.  Testimony of child support administrators in Tomas v. Rubin (1991) offered a 

practice-based description of both cooperation and non-cooperation. Cooperation was 

described as including, but not limited to:  

a willingness to talk and provide information, giving complete 
answers, maintaining a pleasant, conversational tone of voice and 
demeanor during the interview, acting friendly, interested/sincere 
in wanting paternity established, maintaining eye contact, 
furnishing names of possible witnesses, friends and acquaintances 
who might know the possible father.  

 
Conversely, noncooperation was described in the following ways:  

evasive/inconsistent answers, nervous/distrustful/hostile 
attitude, defensive demeanor, antagonistic behavior from start of 
interview, no eye contact, no attempt to describe possible father 
in any way, cannot recall any information regarding possible 
father, the way they met, where they went, how many times did 
they meet what friends or acquaintances were involved, 
furnishing conflicting information furnished (Tomas v. Rubin, 926 
F. 2d 906 - Court of Appeals, 9th Circuit, 1991).  
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Rubin highlights the tremendous discretion granted to case workers in determining 

noncooperation. Those definitions also suggest that personality, attitude, life experiences, 

human interaction, race, ethnicity, and culture are some of the variables that can be used to 

deem someone noncooperative.  

 
Sanctions 

Once a parent is deemed noncooperative, sanctions take effect. Federal law requires 

that sanctions be a minimum 25% reduction in benefits, but depending on the state, the 

sanction can be termination of the benefits. Although sanctions vary by state and can also vary 

by program, the “shifting and increasing regulations which carry severe sanctions that affect 

the well-being of the children of women who do not comply are extremely threatening to 

welfare recipients” (Shaw, 2003, p. 73). Depending on where they live and the programs 

utilized, a family could lose health insurance, child care subsidies, cash assistance and food 

stamps.  

The limited child support cooperation research was primarily done through university 

partnerships with CSEAs and addressed concerns of interest to the state. Typically, the focus of 

these studies was the effectiveness of the cooperation requirement in generating compliance 

(Gleason & Passarella, 2017; Hall et al., 2015).  In other words, the literature focuses on the 

effectiveness of sanctions resulting in a mother cooperating. 

A child support agency-university partnership in Maryland studied cooperation by 

looking at characteristics of “cases” that were sanctioned in that state, specifically whether the 

noncooperative caregiver complied after the sanction and the “recidivism” rate where a case is 



32 
 

reopened within one year of a sanction for noncooperation (Hall et al., 2015). The use of the 

term recidivism speaks to the construction of people who access public assistance programs as 

also being criminals. “Recidivism” generally refers to a criminal who reoffends and not a parent 

who is seeking assistance in caring for a child. 

The Maryland study identified a 53.5% recidivism rate. This was described in a positive 

light by suggesting that mothers were choosing to cooperate. Maryland is one of 31 states (like 

Wisconsin) that terminates cash assistance when the mother does not comply with the 

cooperation requirement (ibid). This seems to suggest that when a mother is sanctioned for 

noncooperation that she has real options, a real choice. The context in which these moms come 

to request cash assistance (e.g., little formal education in a highly credentialed society, Black in 

a society with documented and persistent discrimination in hiring processes, and one or more 

children that need food or clothing and shelter) suggests that these moms are forced into 

compliance not that they have a reasonable “choice.” Secondly, the closed cases that reopened 

in one year included “churners,” cases that closed and reopened within one month. The 

authors suggest that those probably result from missing an agency appointment or failure to 

submit required paperwork on time. Therefore, from an agency perspective, the child support 

cooperation requirement is effective because it is generating compliance. The Maryland study 

did not address the circumstances that led to a noncooperation sanction, the experiences of 

families when benefits were terminated or the decision to comply. There is a general lack of 

understanding about how cooperation requirements impact children and families (Selekman & 

Holcomb, 2018; Hopkins & Poulson, 2014).  
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Who is sanctioned 
 

Very little has been written about which mothers/custodial parents are sanctioned. The 

Maryland study did identify that the typical “payee” receiving a child support sanction in the 

state’s TANF program was a never married, African American woman in her early 30s who 

finished high school. And “Payees who received child support sanctions (as opposed to 

sanctions related to work requirements) were more likely to be African American” (Hall et al., 

2015, p. 4).  Most of the women sanctioned through the child support cooperation requirement 

had children under the age of three and were work-exempt cases. Clearly, there is a significant 

gap about who is sanctioned for noncooperation.  

 Presumably, the mothers’ tenuous circumstances (e.g., income instability, housing 

instability, child care instability), which are amplified by the cooperation requirement, help 

ensure that mothers will not challenge these systems. Child support cooperation sits at the 

intersection of systems and as noted, the court experiences of mothers and fathers effected by 

it are masked and unfamiliar to many outside those systems (Boggess, 2017). Involved families 

lack legal representation. Although there is a significant body of evidence indicating that 

families believe that engaging with the CSE system will cause financial harm to the family and 

hinder the emotional well-being of the children, cooperation is required when families attempt 

to utilize the nation’s safety net.  

Evidence suggests that the enforcement of the cooperation requirement and 

interactions with the CSEA heightens the stress and increases the responsibilities these mothers 

face. Faced with unreasonable choices: don’t cooperate and don’t get the resources needed to 

care for themselves and their children or comply with caseworker expectations and, according 
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to Tomas, comply in a pleasant manner.  The state justifies management of her behavior 

because she is not married and is asking to use the government’s welfare/public assistance 

programs. The requirement limits the parents’ abilities to make decisions about roles they will 

play in raising the child. There are significant gaps in the literature about how families learn 

about the requirement and navigate its consequences.  
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Chapter 3 Theoretical Framework 
 

In a perfectly just society, we would not discuss race because it would not exist and 

there would be no need for it. That is not the world in which we live. In “We Were 8 Years in 

Power,” Ta-Nehisi Coates (2017) described two theories related to justice. He explained that 

non-ideal theory asks, “When injustice has been so central to the development of the nation, 

how do we move toward justice?” Conversely, ideal theory operates without acknowledging 

the historical and current environment by instead considering what justice demands in a 

perfectly just society. Critical Race Theory (CRT) is premised on the reality that (racial) injustice 

has been central to the development of the nation and is grounded in the understanding that 

when scholarship and action ignore the history and current situation, they will perpetuate 

injustice. CRT is a movement, a collection of activists and scholars that examine and work to 

alter the relationships between race, racism, and power in society and attempt to provide 

redress for historically and intentionally marginalized communities. The movement challenges 

the theoretical foundations and thinking that undergird the organization of society.  

My introduction to Critical Race Theory was through a graduate course taught by 

Professor Gloria Ladson-Billings, who is one of the scholars credited with extending CRT into the 

field of education. I remember the energy that I felt as I applied the theory to my own 

educational experiences as a K-12 student in the Milwaukee Public Schools as that system 

navigated court-ordered desegregation. It simultaneously made so much sense and challenged 

so much of the societal understandings that I breathed into my psyche every day. At that time, 
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CRT was still very young and its founders and followers were (and continue to) uniquely 

challenging systems of power during unsettling times. 

The writings of legal scholars Derek Bell and Alan Freeman in the 1970s formed the basis 

for Critical Race Theory. Within a decade of the tremendous civil rights gains of the 1960s, Bell, 

Freeman, and other lawyers, activists, and legal scholars understood those gains as being 

stalled at best and rolled back at worst (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Initially, Critical Legal 

Studies seemed to be a reasonable academic home for these scholars as it was populated with 

neo-Marxists challenging some of the foundations of legal education and thinking. Ultimately, 

the voices of white neo-Marxists did not see and allow for analysis related to racial inequity 

(Brown & Jackson, 2013). It is in this context that Critical Race Theory was founded.  

Recognizing that responses to legal changes around race and racism and responses to 

social movements around equity and justice were creating a new context, these leaders saw a 

need for new theories and strategies moving forward. These founders framed the legal system 

as unable to consider the circumstances of individuals who were historically viewed as property 

and not as people. Building on critical legal studies and radical feminism, CRT borrowed the 

idea of legal indeterminency (not every legal case has one correct outcome) and built on 

insights into the relationships between power and the construction of social roles and invisible 

patterns of dominance (Delgado, 2017). These theorists understood that the law was structured 

to respond to some issues facing communities of color, but there was no precedent or even 

language allowing for a race-based critique of the legal institutions or reasoning within them. 

This is where CRT began its work. CRT has expanded beyond the law into other disciplines and 

fields, and into many regions of the world.  For example, Ladson-Billings and Tate applied CRT 
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to the field of education where it is now used extensively by researchers in K-12 education, 

higher education, policy, and finance.  

While the use of CRT has blossomed across many fields, it has been underutilized in 

relation to child support and social welfare policies. In The Racial Contract, Charles Mills (1997) 

offered insights about the underutilization of CRT in his area of philosophy, which also seems 

relevant for the fields of social work and social welfare, and the child support system.   

The fact that this racial structure, clearly political in character, and 
the struggle against it equally so, have not for the most part been 
deemed appropriate subject matter for mainstream Anglo-
American political philosophy and the fact that the very concepts 
hegemonic in the discipline are refractory to an understanding of 
these realities (Mills, 1997, p. 31). 

  

The political acceptability of studying race, the obstacles created through the ways of thinking 

within disciplines, and the dominant make-up of the researchers have likely limited the use of 

CRT in various fields. Therefore, researchers in disciplines that continue to be dominated by 

positivist research and mainstream Anglo-American thinking are not likely to find support (i.e., 

intellectual, financial) to diversify their fields and disciplines by utilizing CRT or other theories 

that challenge existing power structures. As a review of the literature suggests (see Chapter 2), 

examination of child support cooperation has typically been positivist in nature, funded by the 

state, and seemed to focus primarily on the policies’ successes in compelling mothers to 

cooperate.  

The research and thinking of critical race theorists asks different questions, examines 

through lenses of power, and forces consideration of the past, present and future. Sometimes 

those efforts highlight the need to examine a policy from lenses that have not yet been 
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considered or developed. Those new perspectives can generate different kinds of questions 

that require access to information that has not been collected or disseminated. Therefore, 

questions posited by critical race theorists sometimes necessitate new approaches or call for 

new information. The creation of these new approaches is sometimes met with resistance as 

they may challenge the master narratives that govern society’s thinking.  

Critical race theorists must be intentional when calling into question master narratives 

as they are engrained in the culture’s policies and practices that inform daily living. Identifying 

those narratives is an ongoing process at the individual, group, and societal levels and can be 

particularly challenging for beneficiaries of the narratives, but also sometimes for those 

enslaved by them. Awareness and understanding of those narratives can inform all aspects of 

research. One relevant master narrative that pervades U.S. social welfare and child support 

policy constructs the definition of family as having a husband, a wife, and one or more 

children.12 In Wisconsin, many social welfare programs are only available to custodial parents. 

For unmarried parents, paternity must be established as an initial step in the child support and 

custody processes. By focusing on the experiences of students as children in a family, this study 

recognizes that each child has two parents and that both matter in the life of the child.  

 

Tenets 
Although there are not a strict set of beliefs or doctrines that all CRT scholars must 

follow, there are ideologically identifiable positions that many maintain and tools of actions 

 
12 Although recent legalization of gay marriage challenges the construct of two-parent families consisting 
of husband and wife, prior to 2015, social welfare policy promoted marriage as a union between two-
people, a man, and a woman.   



39 
 

that many utilize. The following tenets and tools of action that ground Critical Race Theory are 

discussed: permanence of racism, race and racism are social constructions, intersectionality, 

interest convergence, majoritarian narratives and counters to them, and critiques of liberalism. 

 
Permanence of racism 
 

While Mills’ “The Racial Contract” (1997) spoke to white supremacy in worldwide 

context, CRT Scholar Derrick Bell (Bell, 1991) spoke to its prominence and permanence in the 

United States. For some, the idea that racism is permanent and built into the structure of 

society may be the hardest aspect of CRT to digest. When acknowledged, racism is often 

constructed as something enacted by individuals (who are outliers) and something that is 

uncommon. CRT examines all the manifestations of racism and suggests that it is foundational 

to the systems and policies that shape society.  

Consequently, Bell (1992) described large scale systemic reform as an essential aspect of 

real change and recognized that the likelihood of that is minimal. In the absence of real change, 

activists’ efforts may be usurped within the larger system that ensures racism’s permanence. 

Although there are moments in history that mark seemingly significant progress toward ending 

racism, CRT identifies those simply as disruptions that are then followed by regression or 

retrenchment (Delgado, 2017). Rothstein (2017) documented governmental policies and 

practices (i.e., GI Bills, Federal Housing Authority loans) that have structured generational 

wealth-building for white families while structuring Black families out of those opportunities. In 

the midst of those efforts to structure wealth out of Black communities, activists have resisted 

and fought against those initiatives. Carson Gulley, a former chef at my graduate institution, 
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sought to creatively challenge laws that prevented him from purchasing a home hear the 

university. Today, although they do not appear to be actively used, some of those 

neighborhoods still have race restrictions on record for real estate ownership. Race remains 

built into that system.  

 Truth-telling about the experiences and impacts of racism or “racial realism” is a tool of 

CRT and yet, it can create further risk for minoritized and oppressed peoples. This harm may 

come to the individual speaking up13 and/or groups of people. Doing no harm is a very real 

concern when engaging with racial realism around child support cooperation and the child 

support system in general. Detailing the context and experiences of individuals, families, and 

groups who are navigating oppressive and, in many ways, discretionary systems (i.e., the court 

system, social welfare systems, child support system), can lead to worsening conditions or 

further entrenching injustices. This is significant for low-income Black parents navigating these 

systems without legal representation. If individuals with discretionary power are able to make 

decisions about access to resources, access to their children, and ultimately parental freedom 

or incarceration. These are some of the challenges of trying to dismantle self-perpetuating 

systems.  

  

Race and racism are social constructions  
 

While the history of the United States shows that by law, Black people were structured 

as property, exploring race in relation to economic status deepens the understanding of how 

race was and continues to be used as a tool to divide and establish hierarchies of value to 

 
13 For more context, see (Crenshaw, 2001)  
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human life. During slavery, even though poor whites remained economically subordinate to 

wealthy whites, “Slavery also provided mainly property-less whites with a property in their 

whiteness” (Bell in Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 75). In other words, whiteness gave the 

potential for someone to own property and never be property. Owning property has always 

been a central concept for citizenship and rights in the United States. For example, originally 

only landowners were allowed to vote. Policies and practices that ensure that people are seen 

as “other,” “less than” or “not human” are baked into the culture of the United States. While 

some policies and practices that categorize individuals and groups as deserving or worthy shift 

over time (e.g., immigration laws target different groups for exclusion from the United States at 

different points in history), The Racial Contract endures and ensures that only white people will 

remain at the top of the hierarchy.  

  For whiteness to remain synonymous with property, policy and perception must 

continually adapt. Lipsitz (2006) described this as “possessive investment in whiteness,” where 

“possessive” is meant to  

Stress the relationship between whiteness and asset 
accumulation in our society, to connect attitudes and interests, to 
demonstrate that White supremacy is usually less a matter of 
direct, referential, and snarling contempt than a system of 
protecting the privileges of whites by denying communities of 
color opportunities for asset accumulation and upward mobility. 
Whiteness is invested in, like property, but it is also a means of 
accumulating property and keeping it from others (p. vii).  
 

This reasoning also highlights the ways in which whiteness is systemic and compounds over 

time. The approach is a two-pronged strategy: increase the wealth of whites while actively 

suppressing the income and wealth accumulation of Blacks. The nation’s use of marriage laws 

portrays this strategy. As enslaved people, Black Americans were outlawed from marrying. 
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Demonstrating commitment to family, love, and resistance, Black people still married, but were 

not “state married.” In post-World War I and II, the state excluded Black war veterans and their 

families (married or unmarried) from receiving the resources and supports offered to white U.S. 

war veterans, including the GI Bill and Federal Housing Authority loans, tools used to gain 

economic security and build families (Rothstein, 2017). Additionally, Professor Dorothy Brown 

(2021) also documented ways that the US Tax Code furthers this possessive investment in 

whiteness through laws that have the impact of financially punishing Black people who are 

“state married.” By adopting laws to allow or deny access to these properties of whiteness, 

white elites construct and reconstruct whiteness.  

CRT helps illuminate the ways in which whiteness and possessing whiteness invoke the 

figure of human and, conversely, how possessing whiteness requires the dispossession of 

anyone who is not white. Efforts to maintain property values of whiteness have generated the 

“one drop rule” and an emphasis on “passing” to gain the privileges of whites or simply to be 

safe.14 Consequently, as the definition of white shifts throughout U.S. history, various 

oppressed groups experience the dispossession of whiteness at different moments in the 

nation’s story. This investment in the possession of whiteness is about property and the figure 

of “human” envisioned as white. Both rely on the dispossession of people of color. Mills (1997)  

speaks to white people’s efforts to perpetuate these privileges through adaptation of The Racial 

Contract.  

One could say then, as a general rule that white misunderstanding, 
misrepresentation, evasion, and self-deception on matters related 
to race are among the most pervasive mental phenomena of the 

 
14 For further discussion of significance of skin hue toward and within African American communities, 
see (Hughes & Hertel, 1990)  
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past few hundred years, a cognitive and moral economy psychically 
required for conquest, colonization, and enslavement. And these 
phenomena are in no way accidental, but prescribed by the terms 
of the Racial Contract, which requires a certain schedule of 
structured blindnesses and opacities in order to establish and 
maintain the white polity (p. 19).  
 

 The commitment to whiteness as property requires significant mental gymnastics. 

 

Intersectionality  
 

Critical race theorists challenge the theoretical foundations and thinking that underlie 

the organization of society, in part making visible what has typically been invisible (e.g., 

permanence of racism). An aspect of that includes an intersectional analysis or consideration of 

“How the structures of a society make certain identities vehicles for vulnerability” (Crenshaw, 

2017). While Crenshaw is credited with coining the term “intersectionality” and applying it to 

law, conversations about the problems of not being seen as embodying all of one’s identities 

was not new. In the 1960s and 70s, the Combahee River Collective engaged and wrote about 

the ways in which the world seemed to operate as if they could only embody one of their 

identities and live into all of them. For example, they were not heard or seen fully as Black 

women or queer Black women, but instead seen soley as women (Taylor, 2017). A century 

earlier, the women’s suffrage movement(s) could not reconcile the shared concern for suffrage 

amongst Black women and white women. White leaders ultimately prioritized their whiteness 

above suffrage for all women (Watkins, 2016). Although the concept was not new, CRT 

incorporated the need for intersectional analysis into its framework.  
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Yet, Harris compels us to not essentialize people by “Reduce(ing) the lives of people 

who experience multiple forms of oppression into addition problems: racism + sexism= straight 

black women’s experiences” (Harris in Roberts, 1991, p. 1424-5). Contexts are essential to 

understanding power, identity, and domination. Without contextual (and continuous) 

examination, it is easily assumed that everyone is similarly situated with regard to the laws, 

policies, and practices. Yet, within and across each of those groups, there is variation. CRT 

works in the complex space of not overgeneralizing, while utilizing intersectionality to explore 

strategic approaches.  

Consequently, CRT contextualizes issues of identity, domination, and story. CRT scholar 

Kimberlé Crenshaw continues educating us about how “structures make certain identities the 

consequence of and the vehicle for vulnerability.” For example, “far more for black women than 

white experience of the self is precisely that of being unable to disentangle the web of race and 

gender—of being enmeshed always in multiple, often contradictory discourses of sexuality and 

color.” (Harris in Roberts, 1991, p. 1426) . A commitment of CRT scholars is to understand that 

these sites of oppression require examination of policies and institutional structures, and the 

roles they play in contributing to the oppression of some and not others.  

 

Interest convergence  
 

Interest convergence is the idea that movements to advance the concerns of 

intentionally marginalized people will happen when those interests converge with the interests 

of white elites. Yet, often these changes are material in nature (e.g., profits, status of a nation) 

and actually serve to perpetuate white dominance (Crenshaw, 1995). Another challenge in 
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finding remedies to racial injustice is that dramatic moves toward justice will not be tolerated 

by the structure, and any costs will be felt by people of color and working-class whites. 

Brown v Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas of 1954 is a commonly utilized to 

exemplify the concept of interest convergence. The violence of discrimination and segregation 

in the United States was being shared around the world and became a weapon for communist 

nations to use to further mar the United States’ reputation amongst developing nations. Only 

white war veterans and their families were given access to life-changing resources and 

opportunities, and Black heroes were being excluded from those opportunities. At the same 

time, the southern economy was being destabilized and segregation was understood to be a 

limiting factor. This powerful combination of factors pushed the nation into Brown I and II 

decisions gave the illusion of movement toward justice, equality, and opportunity. This image 

was needed to promote a better image of the nation across the world. Yet, almost immediately 

after the decision, Black teachers were fired as school districts desegregated and prioritized 

white staffing. Resources followed wealthy white families into suburban school districts, 

furthering the disparities between their children and students of color and low-income whites. 

Brown’s timeline of “all deliberate speed” to desegregate took decades to come to fruition in 

some school districts (i.e., Milwaukee, Wisconsin).  

 CRT illuminates and understands that the illusion of significant movement toward 

justice comes when the interests of white elites converge with the needs of minoritized and 

oppressed people. That illusion will also be followed by new realities of white supremacy that 

will be felt by people of color and low-income white people.  
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Majoritarian narratives and counters to them 
 

United States’ history is dominated by stories that hold a “comforting majoritarian 

interpretation of events” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 25) and therefore often disregard 

and/or whitewash the experiences of oppressed and minoritized people. These interpretations 

contribute to the master narratives and promote the psychic aspects of whiteness as property 

needed to perpetuate white supremacy through The Racial Contract. Revisionist interpretations 

seek to “reexamine America’s historical record, replacing comforting majoritarian narratives 

with ones that square more accurately with minorities’ experiences” (ibid, p. 25). These efforts 

help detail a more complete and robust understanding of history. 

Oftentimes, revisionist efforts highlight the importance of storytelling to Critical Race 

Theory. “Powerfully written stories and narratives may begin a process of correction in our 

system of beliefs and categories by calling attention to neglected evidence and reminding 

readers of our common humanity” (ibid, p. 51). Because race is a social construction and racism 

is permanent, people of color endure the impacts of race and racism every day and must be key 

voices in telling the nation’s stories.  

Oftentimes, critical race theorists utilize counter-narratives and counter-storytelling to 

highlight embedded preconceptions that marginalize people or conceal their humanity. The 

U.S. form of democracy suggests that each person is entitled to her/his “day in court,” an 

opportunity to tell “my story.” Many parents engaged in family court through welfare and 

public assistance programs seem to anticipate the courtroom as a space where their counter 

narratives will be heard and impact outcomes. The testimonies of these Black fathers in 

courtrooms often fall on deaf ears or are silenced by the judges as their attempts to counter 
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the courts’ majoritarian narratives about who they are (Brito et al., 2014; Price et al., 2014; 

Rodriguez, 2016). Although counter narratives are not likely to change outcomes, the mental 

release for oppressed individuals and communities that comes with sharing them may help shift 

responsibility to the systems (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  

Critical race theorists sometimes create counter-stories to help readers grasp 

complexities and experiences, and also to create new realities (Smith, Yosso, & Solorzano, 

2007). This technique can make racialized power and systems more easily visible for some while 

also challenging that which is often presumed to be neutral. Critical race theorists believe that 

the impacts of counter-narratives and counter-storytelling are at least twofold. Firstly, once 

those stories are told, they can educate people. They might begin “a process of correction in 

our system of beliefs and categories by calling attention to neglected evidence and reminding 

readers of our common humanity” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 51). Secondly, they can serve 

to support and empower others that have similar stories. Counter-storytelling can be a useful 

tool to build awareness and question current and past injustices. 

 

Critiques of liberalism  
 

Two mainstays of liberal thinking include colorblindness and the concept of rights. 

Grounded in the truth of racism as a continuous and permanent aspect of U.S. society, CRT 

identifies colorblindness as an obstruction to change. Colorblindness describes an avoidance of 

discussing race. Justifications include: “Race doesn’t matter,” and “We live in a post-racial 

society” (commonly used after Barack Obama was elected President). Yet, because racism is 

“embedded in our thought processes and social structures……the routines, practices and 
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institutions we rely on to do the world’s work will keep minorities in subordinate positions” 

(ibid, 2017, p. 27) 

Rich (2016) explains that by the early 2000s, the idea of the welfare queen as a poor, 

Black or brown, single, promiscuous woman was so entrenched in the thinking around welfare 

reform that the descriptors were no longer needed.15 The image of her was powerfully created 

simply by invoking the term “welfare queen” and racial descriptors were no longer needed.  

This imagery has also served to mask the reality that while TANF participants remain 

disproportionately Black and Brown, the largest group of recipients nationwide has historically 

been white women. Consequently, white women could continue to benefit from assistance 

programs and minimize social stigma. In the racial hierarchy, they retained footing above Black 

women who were constructed as welfare queens. This portrays the “evasion and self-

deception” that Mills  noted as necessary to uphold The Racial Contract.  

Additionally, some critical race theorists believe that liberals’ commitment to the 

concept of “rights” has focused on individuals rather than groups. They suggest that that 

emphasis has ignored substantive rights (a group’s experience) and prioritized procedural ones 

(an individual’s experience). This thinking prevents an understanding of the differential impacts 

on people who embody oppressed identities and allows society to bypass consideration of the 

perpetuation of white supremacy. This also positions us to think of assessment through an 

equality of “opportunity” lens (rather than equality of “outcome”), and then we bypass the 

context of the history of injustice and uphold The Racial Contract.   

 
15 Rich argues that “welfare queen” has achieved “advanced hegemonic status” meaning that she has 
become so engrained in the American cultural landscape that she is no longer a clear referent for people 
born after the 1980s. 
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Since CRT’s inception, the challenges posed by liberalism have persisted. Yet, more 

recent iterations of conservativism pose a more imminent threat to families and communities 

of color. This project is evolving as the United States is tearing babies, children, and teenagers 

from their parents at the U.S.-Mexican border (and not keeping records to allow for 

reunification), and experiencing horrific murders of Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, and Black Christians 

exercising their religious freedoms. It remains common practice for systems to uphold police 

killings of Black and Brown men, women, youth, and children. At the same time, welfare 

programs are continually reworked in ways that structure people out of them (e.g, an 

increasing number of states are requiring drug testing for SNAP recipients at the same time that 

marijuana for health and recreational purposes is legalized). The messages of wealthy white 

lives being valued over the lives of people of color with limited resources (and other groups) are 

constant. Access to food, shelter, medical care, employment, housing, and freedom are 

systematically limited for families and communities of color through this flavor of 

conservativism. The threat to life, liberty, and family comes from many directions. Even though 

the challenges of colorblindness persist, these direct attacks on life and liberty also command 

the attention of the CRT movement.  

 

A current challenge within the movement 
 
The expansion and evolution of CRT beyond law has helped highlight the interplay of power and 

authority within and across nondominant and minoritized communities. For example, two 

concepts have evolved through that: politics of respectability, and politics of identification. 

Politics of respectability thinking purports that there is value in supporting individuals (some of 
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whom may have some aspect of black criminality) as long as they are young, redeemable and a 

potential asset to the community” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 62). This way of thinking 

implies that dads/NCPs who are pulled into the IV-D child support enforcement system are 

individuals who are not currently, but have the potential, to become contributing members of 

society. Others perceive the politics of respectability as working within the rules of a racist 

society that maintains white supremacy.  

The politics of identification provides another way of thinking. This perspective 

promotes cultural and ethnic understanding, and pride as essential to justice and equity. 

Approaches to justice and rectifying the history of injustice may conflict between and within 

these realms of thinking. 

*** 

Critical Race Theory uses historical context to interrogate what is. It engages with the 

realities of systems that perpetuate white supremacy, while also challenging the mind to 

imagine and work toward a just world. It offers tools of thought and understanding to hold race 

and racism as central to the evolution of the nation, the welfare system, and the child support 

system. Impacts of policies are impacted by implementation of them. To develop that 

understanding, I examine policy, numeric data and engage various stakeholders, including 

mothers and fathers.  This allows for intersectional analyses that makes the differing 

experiences and consequences of both mothers and fathers visible and valued. 

Although the nation as a whole continues to suffer the generational impacts of its 

education debt, the harsh consequences are endured by Black and Brown children and families 

that are unmarried and have low incomes.  As a theory of action, CRT requires interrogation of 
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child support cooperation requirements through both the policy systems they connect and 

through the lenses of stakeholders impacted by it.  
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Chapter 4 Methodological Issues and Research Design 
 

Policy is understood to “embody intentions, to express the prevailing political 
groups’ ideas of what should be, to make explicit and implicit statements of value 

through allocation of resources, including and excluding segments of society, 
ordering priorities and setting goals. Continuing, policy encapsulates a notion of 

what ought to be according to the values of the body generating the policy” 
(Grimley, 1986).  

 
 
 In part, this project uses child support cooperation requirements to explore the nation’s 

values of what should be. It also illuminates the complex terrain in which child support 

cooperation policies are situated. This chapter provides background about critical policy 

analysis (CPA) and describes the research plan which centered child support cooperation as a 

case study. Cooperation is fully activated when an unmarried mother applies for TANF or 

Medicaid, and, depending on the state in which she lives, cooperation may also apply to CHIP, 

SNAP, and CCDF child care subsidies. Consequently, cooperation’s real power is derived through 

its role in connecting parents to multiple systems. A study which discerns the impacts of 

cooperation must also consider the complex systems it connects and the experiences of parents 

navigating those systems. 

 
Moving cooperation from traditional policy analysis to CPA 
 

The decision to engage with critical policy analysis was, in part, informed by the existing 

literature about child support cooperation. Harold Lasswell, the founder of policy analysis, 

envisioned policy analysis “as a means for exploring policy problems in all their complexity” 

(Diem et al., 2014, p. 1069). Yet, existing child support cooperation literature embodies three 

common critiques of traditional policy analysis. Firstly, it “focuses on outcomes that are 
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important to the state” (Shaw, 2003, p. 1069) . Secondly, because the premises for the policy 

are never questioned, the research “analyses and plans are neutral and objective when they are 

actually tied to prevailing relations of power” (Marshall, 1997, p. 3).16 Finally, that emphasis on 

compliance means that cooperation’s weaknesses cannot be discerned because a supportive 

mode of analysis is applied. “Such analysis would be confined to cosmetic fine tuning, with no 

questioning of the basic premises on which the policy was based” (ibid, p. 23). Cooperation’s 

position as the link between continuously evolving welfare/public assistance programs and IV-D 

child support policy suggests that its research must be contextualized. Otherwise, policy 

analysis will remain a “symbolic and rhetorical activity in which politicians engage in a self-

sufficient and self-perpetuating activity” (Grimley, 1986, p. 19).  

Critical policy analysis (CPA) is typically categorized within deconstructivist or critical 

realms and embodies an activist orientation intending “to enfranchise and to disrupt and 

dismantle oppressive policy directions” (Marshall, 1997). To that end, critical policy analyses 

must pay attention to both decisions and non-decisions. It must consider the ways that 

premises are built into decisions, and the ways in which individuals do and do not act politically. 

CPA is most commonly used in educational policy studies and tends to focus on: 

1-The difference between policy rhetoric and practiced reality 
(and is concerned with the spaces between policy development 
and implementation), 
2- How the policy emerged, what problems it was intended to 
solve and how it changed and developed over time, and its role in 
reinforcing the dominant culture, 
3-The distribution of power, resources and knowledge and the 
creation of winners and losers, 

 
16 Although Kelly (1994) pointed to mothers’ more narrative experiences, other research focused 
narrowly on maternal compliance. 



54 
 

4- Social stratification which focuses on the broader effect a given 
policy has on the relationships of inequality and privilege, 
5-Members of non-dominant groups who resist processes of 
domination and oppression and who engage in activism and use 
of participatory methods to employ agency, 
6-Paying significant attention to the complex systems and 
environments in which policy is made and implemented, 
7-Utilizing qualitative rather than quantitative research 
approaches in their work---often discourse analysis, critical policy 
ethnography, historical approaches and policy archaeology (Diem 
et al., 2014).    

  
CPA is also used as a means to discover the complexity, subjectivity and equity of policy and to 

illuminate intended and unintended consequences of the implementation process (ibid, 2014).  

 

Methods of CPA 

CPA emphasizes the connection between theory and method. Because CPA is rooted in 

the understanding that policies are complex and honors the potential for analysis to tell 

multiple truths, one single method is not prescribed by or even associated with CPA. Various 

methods can be used, but they typically encompass more qualitative approaches and case 

studies are one of them (Diem et al., 2014; Young & Diem, 2017).  

As CPA reflects an interest in varied ways of knowing, the analysis and connection 

between method and theory are central. Oftentimes, the method used flows from the 

framework utilized by the researcher. Extending CRT Scholar Ladson-Billings’ (2006) charge to 

examine achievement gaps as an outgrowth of the nation’s lack of investment in minoritized 

and oppressed communities, Pillow (2017) considers the ways that theoretical absences and 

blind spots have created a policy debt despite a wealth of data detailing school inequity. 

Similarly, the existing cooperation literature also has blind spots and theoretical absences. The 
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implementation processes and impacts of child support cooperation are largely unknown. 

While there is a growing body of literature about the experiences of mothers and fathers with 

very low incomes in the child support enforcement system and some use critical approaches  

(Boggess & Roulet, 1998; Brito, 2012; Edin, 1997; Jr, 2016; Rodriguez, 2016), blind spots exist 

related to cooperation. CPA does not promote one theory and does not invite researchers to 

ask, “’Which theory is best to use with CPA?’ but rather, ‘What happens to CPA when it is 

rethought with ___ theory?’ ‘What becomes possible?’  ‘What becomes visible?’” (Pillow, 2017, 

p. 267).  

Emphasizing the relationship between theory and method, CPA creates space to 

examine child support cooperation as a link to evolving systems through the lens of Critical 

Race Theory.  The question of impacts of the cooperation requirement necessitates an 

openness to varied data and a willingness to follow the data. A case study affords those 

opportunities.  

 
Research Design 
 
Case study approach and evidence 
 

 “Case study is the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to 

understand its activity within important circumstances” (Stake, 1995, p. xi). This study is 

bounded by time and place (Creswell, 2013). Centering child support cooperation as the case to 

be studied requires evidence that considers the policy from the perspectives of various 

stakeholders, including the state and parents. It allows for consideration of child support 

cooperation’s intricate connections to political, social, and historical contexts. At the same time, 
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centering child support cooperation as the case also centers what can be competing goals of 

minimizing welfare costs and the best interests of the child.  

Case studies are not typically utilized to address “what” questions. Yin (2009) indicated 

that “what” questions are a form of “how many” or “how much,” and therefore survey or 

archival methods would be more appropriate than a case study. A question addressing the links 

between child support cooperation and the education debt is different. Initially, one might see 

this question as encompassing a goal of “describing the incidence or prevalence of a 

phenomenon and therefore not an appropriate question for a case study” (ibid, p. 10, 2009). 

CPA expects that cooperation would be considered from multiple lenses and utilize multiple 

forms of data. Case study allows for the “multiple realities” of stakeholders to be present in the 

policy analysis and the researcher is then tasked with preserving them (Stake, 1995).  

Those multiple realities are uncovered by accessing a variety of evidence. This is a 

unique strength of case study research that often includes combinations of documents, 

artifacts, interviews, and observations (Gillham, 2000; Yin, 2009). Because child support 

cooperation is under-examined, this study considers its development and implementation in 

addition to the impacts on families and the state. Evidence includes document analysis of 

cooperation’s evolution within the systems it connects, quantitative state and federal level 

data, and semi-structured interviews of various stakeholders.  

Designing case study research also requires the identification of the major concerns or 

issues to be addressed (Stake, 1995). Issues were identified, in part, through the Critical Race 

Theory framework (i.e., intersectionality, racism as continuous), and also informed by 

knowledge I generated while working for a national organization focused on the economic 
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security of low-income parents. That knowledge also informed the development of topical 

information questions (ibid, 1995) (see Appendix B Topical Information Questions).  

 

Why Wisconsin 
 

Child support cooperation originates through federal law, and both states and locales 

are responsible for implementation. Before detailing the data used in this study, this section 

explains some of the reasons Wisconsin made an interesting focus state for closer examination 

of child support cooperation in relation to the education debt.  

According to the American Community Survey, Wisconsin’s overall population in 2019 

included the following racial breakouts:  

• White: 85.59%;  
• Black or African American: 6.38%;  
• Asian: 2.76%;  
• Two or more races: 2.35%;  
• Other race: 2.01%;  
• Native American: 0.87%; 
• Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander: 0.03%  

. 
 

While 6.38% of Wisconsin’s total population identified as Black, more than 31% of the people 

living below the poverty level were categorized as Black (ibid). Also highlighting the 

disproportionality of poverty amongst Black Wisconsinites, 2019 TANF data indicate that in 

Wisconsin, 42% of recipients were identified as Black (Goehring et al., 2019).  

Echoing disparities in racial wealth gaps, Wisconsin consistently earns high rankings on 

lists describing “the worst achievement gaps in the nation”  (Becker, 2015),  “the worst place to 

raise a Black child”, or “the worst unemployment rates amongst Black men in the nation” 
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(Cornelius, 2018) and “worst incarceration rates of Black people” (Joseph, 2016). Wisconsin also 

has some of the highest rates of incarceration of Black men in the nation that incarcerates more 

people than any nation in the world. Wisconsin leads the nation with the highest black male 

incarceration rate, being nearly double that of the nation at large. In Milwaukee County, over 

half of African American men in their 30s had served time in state prison (Pawasarat & Quinn, 

2013).   

Another factor making Wisconsin a particularly interesting focus is the state’s use of 

discretion around cooperation requirements. The federal government granted states 

discretionary power in the following four areas:  

1) Extending cooperation to a state’s Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) and Child Care Development Fund (CCDF),  
2) Extending who is required to cooperate,  
3) Adding to the definition of cooperation, and  
4) Increasing the sanctions for noncooperation.  
 

Wisconsin has acted on three of them. Wisconsin is one of only a few states that has extended 

cooperation laws to include all allowable programs:17 BadgerCarePlus (CHIP and Medicaid 

combined)18, Wisconsin Shares (CCDF), and FoodShare (SNAP) (Roberts, 2005). 

 
17 Although Wisconsin law requires cooperation for FoodShare, the law cannot be implemented. In 
2017, the federal government encouraged states to require cooperation for SNAP benefits. Wisconsin 
passed a law requiring cooperation. Enactment required a federal waiver that was not granted, so in 
practice, Wisconsin requires cooperation for four of the five possible programs. 
 
18 Interestingly, Wisconsin has folded SCHIP into its Medicaid program known as BadgerCare or 
BadgerCare Plus. That decision allows Wisconsin to require cooperation for SCHIP. So, in practice, if a 
parent applies for insurance for her child and refuses to cooperate with child support, then she can be 
deemed noncooperative. Yet, because Medicaid only drops the adult and not the child for 
noncooperation, there really is no significant sanction for noncooperation in the state’s Children’s 
Health Insurance Program.  
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Wisconsin has also further defined what it means to cooperate. The state’s Department 

of Children and Families indicates that to receive benefits from the applicable programs, a 

parent must: 

• Give the child support agency the information they ask for about 
your child's other parent, 

• Keep your appointments with your child support worker, 
• Attend any required court hearings about your child support case,  
• Report any child support paid directly to you by the other parent 

to your benefit case worker, and 
• Appear with your child for scheduled genetic tests (Wisconsin 

Department of Children and Families, 2022).  

Finally, states have some flexibility in defining the sanction for noncooperation19 and 

Wisconsin adopted the most extreme sanctions. While the federal government requires a 

minimum 25% cut, Wisconsin terminates the benefit. When a Wisconsin mother/CP in the IV-D 

system is deemed noncooperative, then benefits are terminated. Consequently, she may lose 

medical insurance for herself, cash assistance, child care subsidies, and food stamps.  

 

Pragmatic reasons for focusing on Wisconsin 
 

Wisconsin’s stark policy contexts made it a logical choice, but there were also practical 

considerations. My personal, professional, and academic history in the state generated a 

network of people able to bridge access to key stakeholders. I also resided in the state at the 

time of the study. In the preceding seven years, I interacted with stakeholders while working on 

 
19 Federal law requires the following: a minimum 25% cut to the TANF benefit, the mother to lose 
Medicaid coverage when the baby turns two months old (Wisconsin Department of Children and 
Families, 2022), and termination of SNAP benefits for the parent deemed noncooperative (if a state 
requires cooperation). The child retains the benefit. 
 



60 
 

research and evaluation in the areas of violence prevention, education, child support and public 

benefits policy, and family economic security in Wisconsin and other states. These experiences 

deepened my understanding of federal policy, state implementation, and family and 

community experiences, especially at the intersections of race, ethnicity, class, marital status, 

language, gender, and sexual orientation. Given that this study was primarily researcher-

funded, these networks and understandings were not only fiscally necessary to support access 

to information, but also to deepen qualitative understandings.  

 

Data sources, IRB, and the pandemic 
 

Data used in this study is derived from three categories: document review to map the 

policy terrain, semi-structured interviews of various stakeholders, and quantitative data 

provided through the federal Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) and Wisconsin’s 

Department of Children and Families. Navigating the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval 

process was complex as the proposal seemed to challenge prescribed narratives and 

assumptions about parent participants. Approval was ultimately granted and then the 

pandemic shut down in-person research. The lives, experiences, and identities of stakeholders 

informed an adjusted research plan. Because these experiences speak to the nation’s 

understandings of the lives and experiences of low-income Black families, the following section 

shares more details of the IRB process and reworking of the research plan than is typical.  

 
Quantitative data 
 

Both nationwide and state data were used to inform this study. Data was pulled from 

federal reports from the Office of Child Support Enforcement (OSCE) and the Administration for 
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Children and Families. Additional requests for state-specific data were made to the State of 

Wisconsin’s Department of Children and Families. Requests and clarifications for Wisconsin’s 

state-specific IV-D data were made between October of 2020 and January of 2021. The initial 

request in October of 2020 included:  

1-The number of parents currently in the IV-D child support 
system, 
2-Demographics of those parents (specifically, gender, race, and 
ethnicity, and, if available, income level and age), 
3-The law requires applicants/recipients for 
BadgerCare/BadgerCare Plus, W-2, and Wisconsin Shares to 
cooperate with the child support agency to establish paternity 
and establish and collect on the child support order(s). During the 
most recent year available, how many of those parents were 
sanctioned for non-cooperation around child support? How many 
times were each sanctioned?, and  
4-Demographics of those who were sanctioned-specifically, race 
and ethnicity, gender, and age. 

 
There were subsequent email communications to clarify the data that was shared and to 

pose an additional question. The second request was: 

As I understand it, there are two ways that people enter the IV-D 
child support system. One is a parent seeking assistance with 
establishing paternity or establishing/ collecting/modifying a child 
support order. The second is when a parent applies for a public 
benefits program (i.e., BadgerCare, Wisconsin Shares) that 
requires cooperation with child support as an eligibility 
requirement. Can you delineate how many custodial and 
noncustodial parents enter the IV-D system through each 
mechanism? (personal email communication, February 2021). 
 

 
Qualitative data sources 
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 The qualitative component of this study included semi-structured interviews of key 

stakeholders related to cooperation. Through the policy research component, I determined 

those stakeholders to include:  

• fathers or mothers connected to benefits programs requiring cooperation,  

• fathers or mothers connected to the IV-D CSE system (court-ordered to pay or 

receive), 

• local CSEA staff, 

• family court judges and/or court commissioners, and/or 

• staff at community agencies working with the parents noted above.  

Both the pandemic and the IRB approval process had dramatic impacts on the design 

and implementation of the qualitative component of this research. I found both factors to be 

significant enough for this study and for future research about low-income Black families to 

describe here.  

I utilized my policy knowledge and professional network to recruit key stakeholders, 

including: fathers, mothers, family support program staff, and personnel from CSEAs and 

related public benefits programs to participate in semi-structured interviews. Implementation 

of cooperation varies across states, but also within states. In Wisconsin, it varies across the 

state’s 72 counties. Interviews for this study focused exclusively on residents of Milwaukee 

County where approximately 57% of the state’s W-2 recipients reside (Hannah, 2017) and 

approximately 70% of the state’s African American residents (African Americans in Wisconsin, 

2014). Snowball sampling was utilized in an effort to incorporate all the stakeholder groups 

identified above (Huberman & Miles, 2002).  
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Throughout the 18 months preceding study implementation, I developed connections 

through my job with lead staff of a community organization working with parents. I attended 

many Family Community Organization 1 (FCO1)20 activities and developed strong relationships 

with staff and some parents. I also gained preliminary permission to conduct research and 

furthered contextual understandings of families. The parent inclusion criteria were: 

• had at least one child under the age of 18, 
• had a connection to the child support system—court-ordered to pay or 

receive child support, and/or  
• considered applying or applied for W-2 (TANF), a Quest card (SNAP), 

BadgerCare Plus (Medicare) and/or WI Shares (CCDF child care subsidies), 
• spoke English, and 
• not incarcerated at the time of the interview. 

 
Exclusion criteria for the study were:  

• Adults who are not parents, 
• Parents with only adult children, and  
• Non-English speakers.  

 
The initial research design also included focus groups with eligible parents with the 

potential for one to two follow-up individual interviews. By coordinating the focus groups and 

interviews with the community organizations, child care needs could be addressed through the 

organization’s child programming.  

In the IRB approval process, the expertise of parents with very low incomes was 

perceived to be too greatly influenced by gift cards valued at more than $25. Even with travel 

time, a one-hour focus group and/or interview, bus fares, and the knowledge that only these 

 
20 Staff at FCO1 eventually introduced me to staff at what became a second community partner that 
worked with parents, Family Community Organization 2 (FCO2).  
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parents would have, IRB approval was not granted as $25 was perceived as coercive.21 

Ultimately, the stipend remained at $25 and I planned to schedule interviews at overlapping 

times with parents’ planned activities with the FCO1 to mitigate transportation and child care 

costs to participants. This process raised many questions about the monetary value placed on 

information from some groups and the origins of IRB as providing protection for research 

participants.  

Continuing, IRB approval was earned in March 2019, which holds great significance. 

Within 10 days, my university (and many others) responded to the pandemic by halting in-

person research.  The approved plans for recruitment, consent, focus groups, and interviews 

were no longer viable.  

Additionally, the community organizations with whom I worked were regrouping and 

assessing how they could maintain connections with families. Logically, neither the 

organizations nor the families with whom they worked were prepared to instantly pivot from 

high-touch, in-person work to a new world of “virtual-only.” The focus and implementation of 

their work had to shift as families whose limited economic means and technological access 

resulted in extreme isolation. Families were navigating school in a virtual world with limited 

internet and technology access, and often limited technological skills.  

It took time to access resources to establish internet connections, obtain the technology 

to use it, and, in some cases, teach the parents to use the technology. Some parents were 

homeschooling, and others remained mostly in-person. Some parents were working and many 

 
21 I brought forth information about higher compensation offered by other researchers currently 
working with similar populations. Additionally, I offered an example of a $25 stipend offered to the 
same population 20 years earlier and argued for a cost-of-living increase. 
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lost their jobs. All were enduring the uncertainties of Covid exposures. As these realities took 

hold, FCO1 and 2 remained supportive of my proposed research and collaborated with me to 

envision new data collection plans. It became clear that the way forward for this dissertation 

project was likely going to be through telephone or video conferencing.  

 I submitted many revisions to again seek IRB approval. Videoconferencing posed a 

challenge as it required having protocols in place in case I observed child abuse during the 

interviews. Parents would have to be notified of the concern in the consent process. As a 

qualitative researcher, I faced a dilemma. Even though, from a qualitative research lens, 

videoconferencing would have provided even richer data collection, I am aware of the fear of 

the state/child protective services that many low-income Black and Brown people endure, and 

of the consequences of a child being removed from the home. Ultimately, I decided to conduct 

only audio interviews for two reasons: 1) I believed that a middleclass, white female PhD 

student having to read child abuse protocols in the oral consent process would have adverse 

impacts on the trust-building process (especially during the pandemic), and 2) Participating in 

the FCO1’s weekly virtual parent groups, I learned that the likelihood of both myself and the 

parents having strong enough internet connections to allow for uninterrupted interviews was 

very low. Consequently, all interviews were conducted by telephone or through an IRB-

approved software program that allowed parents to speak on their phones and me to record 

the interviews (after consent was given).  

 Additionally, by participating in the organization’s virtual parent group meetings, I 

decided that the technology issues would greatly limit the effectiveness of focus groups for 

data collection. As a result, I dropped the parent focus group component.   
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 The recruitment plan for other stakeholders also shifted during the pandemic. 

Originally, I intended to observe IV-D child support cases (identified through Consolidated Court 

Automation Program-CCAP) in the Milwaukee County Courthouse. Between proceedings, I 

intended to approach child support attorneys and family court personnel about participating in 

interviews; an approach that was effective in other projects. Whether or not interviews grew 

from the observations, the process itself would have afforded a deeper understanding of the 

court experiences of families. Early in the pandemic, court proceedings moved to virtual. I 

attempted to log on to the YouTube channels of some family court judges and explored other 

mechanisms to gain access to child support staff. I was very uncomfortable as the process felt 

like an invasion of parents’ privacy but also important as court observers are an essential 

element of accountability. Regardless, it was not a reasonable way to access child support staff.  

Instead, I attempted to call the local CSEA on three different occasions. I started with 

the main number and spent about thirty minutes each time working my way through the entire 

phone tree. I was never able to talk with a human being or leave a message. (A later interview 

with a former child support staff person affirmed that that would likely happen.) Ultimately, I 

decided to utilize snowball sampling (Merriam, 2002) in the other interviews with the hope of 

finding child support or family court staff to interview. 

 Parent recruitment also shifted because of the pandemic. Previously, I planned to make 

announcements and share recruiting fliers at FCO1 events inviting parents to sign-up for a focus 

group, earn a $25 gift card, and the opportunity to participate in a separate interview to earn 

another $25 gift card. Approved consent fliers were to be shared at the time of scheduling and 

signed before the focus group.  
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With permission of the staff and IRB approval, I created a flier (see Appendix C 

Recruitment Flier) that was posted on the FCO1’s private social media group and placed on the 

screen during virtual gatherings over a two-week period. I also attended FCO1’s virtual sessions 

in the weeks leading up to scheduling interviews to introduce the project, share my contact 

information to schedule interviews, and answer any questions. If I was not present, staff read 

the flier and invited interested people to reach out using contact information listed on the flier. 

Parents scheduled interviews via email or telephone calls. At the beginning of each interview, I 

read the approved consent form, obtained oral consent, and sent a copy of the oral consent 

form electronically or through U.S. mail, whichever the parent preferred.  

Utilizing snowball sampling (ibid), at the end of each interview, I also asked if there was 

anyone else the person might recommend. FCO1 staff also understood the importance of both 

mothers’ and fathers’ voices being included in the study. Participants in the groups with which I 

worked were primarily mothers and grandmothers. Fathers, as expected, did not respond 

immediately to the call for interviews. Before the pandemic, when meeting with FCO1 staff 

about this project, a staff contact who worked mostly with females raising children immediately 

connected me with colleagues within and beyond FCO1 that more commonly worked with 

fathers. She also reached out electronically and shared the previously- mentioned flier and a 

message from me which acknowledged that allowing a white woman access to their fathers, 

especially Black fathers, was a significant ask and one that I did not take lightly. These efforts 

led to partnering with FCO2 and interviewing more fathers. Because of FCO2’s regulations, one 

service provider participant was not allowed to share the study with the fathers with whom he 
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worked, but he agreed to be interviewed and reflect on the experiences of his program’s 

fathers.   

The consent process also shifted dramatically from written to oral. Written consent 

during the pandemic would have required the complexities of using the U.S. mail or the 

technological issues of virtual signing. Oral consent was the most reasonable consent option 

during the pandemic. When an interview was scheduled, I shared that our conversation would 

include an oral consent process. Oral consent forms were read to participants in the research 

study (see Appendix D Oral Consent). Each participant was asked if they fully understood the 

contents of the consent form and the activity in which they were about to engage. I addressed 

any questions before proceeding. Parents were offered a $25 Walmart gift card for their time 

and expertise and choose to have it sent via email or the U.S. mail. People who were 

interviewed in their professional capacity were not offered additional financial compensation. 

Each interviewee chose to have a copy of the oral consent sent via email or the U.S. mail.  

It is also noteworthy that child support policy structures oral consent as a best practice 

to protect parent participants. Oral consent helps minimize records of stipends received by 

parents which is significant for parents utilizing public benefits programs and for those 

connected to the child support enforcement system. Participation in the study could adversely 

impact their child support circumstances or public assistance/welfare eligibility.22  

 
22 Child support payors are expected to report all income to the state, and welfare and public assistance 
eligibility are impacted by income level. Additionally, if a custodial parent chose not to report this 
income, then the law allows the state to charge her with fraud.  For a parent court-ordered to pay child 
support, compensation must be reported to the child support agency or the noncustodial parent can be 
held in contempt of court. Oral consent adds a layer of protection for parents utilizing welfare/public 
assistance or connected to IV-D child support system so that parents’ access to services or liberty was 
not put at risk for agreeing to participate in the study and receiving a $25 gift card.  
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 With all the necessary protocols in place, interviews could begin. From October-

December 2020, 15 interviews were conducted. The broad purpose of semi-structured 

interviews was to explore implementation and impacts of child support cooperation. A set of 

initial questions was generated for each category of interviewees: mothers and fathers, staff of 

family community programs, and state actors. Subsequent questions depended on answers 

given. The semi-structured protocols included in Appendix E Interview Protocols reflect an 

effort to highlight the topics the researcher expected to delve into.   

Centering child support cooperation as the case requires examination of the policy from 

the perspectives of varied stakeholders. Stakeholder voices also served to triangulate and 

strengthen the reliability of findings across stakeholders and across data sets. Interviews were 

transcribed by the researcher or using an IRB approved software transcription program (e.g., 

freeconferencecall.com, rev.com). Both transcriptions and audio files were uploaded into 

Dedoose and Box, both password-protected programs. Every effort was made to maintain the 

anonymity and confidentiality of all participants. Again, the goal was to develop a deep 

understanding of child support cooperation from multiple lenses, not of any individual 

stakeholder.  

 
Researcher identity, trust-building and member checks 
 

I entered into these interviews keenly aware that as a white woman, I may be seen as 

representing the state, the systems that I was examining. Additionally, I entered the space 

knowing that although my focus was on understanding how a policy was enacted and its 
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impacts, which also necessitated asking about some personal details of people’s lives. These 

realities and understandings amplified the need for trust–building and me owning the 

significance of race and racism (and their permanence), and of being a white woman asking 

those questions. Developing relationships within community organizations over the preceding 

two years helped create avenues of trust as the staff introduced me to the colleagues and 

parents who were ultimately interviewed. Additionally, as I earned the trust of interviewees, 

some of them offered to reach out to other prospective interviewees.  

 Gendered differences in scheduling interviews and trust-building were expected and 

immediately evident.23 Women responded quickly to the FCO1’s group request for interviews. I 

had already met many of them through my work with FCO1. Because these interviews were 

voice-only, many of the verbal cues that inform relationship building in person were not 

available. Even so, in the interviews with Black and Brown women, I could often feel a tinge of 

apprehension (i.e., answers given, but brief). This contrasted with women identifying as white 

that quickly shared in-depth details related to topics and/or asked clarifying questions. I read 

this as logical uncertainty related to my identities and my goals, and also just generally how 

much they wanted to share. I recognized that I was a white woman academic who was asking 

some of the same questions as state workers. For some, this may have triggered thoughts of 

negative interactions in welfare offices (Bridges, 2017) and even more significantly, fear of the 

ultimate risk of losing their children to child protective services or additional reporting to child 

 
23 In the years preceding data collection, my work with FCO1 was primarily with women, so I was familiar 
to more women. Also, as Chapter 5 details, the impacts of noncustodial parents/fathers in the related 
policy systems creates significant incentives for them to pursue some level of invisibility in society. 
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support and/or law enforcement (an experience one mother had and shared with me during 

her interview). 

 At some point in each interview, I could hear a shift in tone or the ease of laughter 

and/or recognized that questions yielded longer responses or more depth, or it would start to 

feel more like a conversation than a question-and-answer session. A layer of trust was 

established that allowed for more sharing of information. In a couple of sessions, I heard the 

interviewee shift into Black colloquialisms that I interpreted as a level of comfort and/or trust. 

Many of the women commented about how much they enjoyed the conversation, which I, in 

part attributed to the isolation of the coronavirus pandemic.  

A commonality between the men and women interviewed was a willingness to continue 

talking beyond the scheduled time. At the 45-minute mark of each interview, I noted the time 

and acknowledged that we used the time that they had committed to. Twelve of the 15 

interviewees expressed an interest in continuing beyond the allotted time. Many offered 

gratitude for asking about their experiences, noting that the systems have problems and no one 

had asked them before.  

As a white woman studying policies and systems through the lens of Critical Race 

Theory, I constantly work to become aware of what I don’t know and what I need to see. 

Bonilla-Silva & Zuberi (2008) amplify the ways in which capitalism, white supremacy and 

heteropatriarchy are worldviews. I work daily to dissect the ways in which those worldviews 

that I inhale every day in US society create normative biases about the systems and lives 

described in this study. Continuing, I constantly remind myself that my personal, professional, 

and research experiences continually contradict the nation’s narratives about Black mothers, 
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fathers, families, and communities. I often see the passion and commitment of Black men to 

their children and the juggle of Black women working and raising children. Some of the 

obstacles that white supremacy creates to their joy and happiness are visible to me.  

I turned to Black and Brown academic colleagues and friends to check my 

understandings and provide “member checks” (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Although race is 

central to construction and experience of child support cooperation, additional identities and 

variables also matter. The individuals I turned to also reflected variations in gender, income and 

wealth levels, marital status, sexual orientation, gender identity, language, and national origin. I 

also relied on former colleagues who have expertise in the IV-D CSE system to confirm and 

clarify. 

Analysis of the data was aided by Dedoose, a qualitative and mixed-methods software 

program and also Microsoft Excel. The interviews were transcribed and coded, and then 

listened to multiple times. More than 50 inductive and deductive codes were generated.  

 The combination of evidence (documents, interviews, quantitative data) helped protect 

against threats to validity and created an opportunity to investigate and test rival explanations 

(Yin, 2009).  Additionally, as critical policy analysis “straddles the line between theory-based 

analysis and interpretation,” the varied evidence helps ensure that the researcher is “getting it 

mostly right” as opposed to traditional policy analysis whose positivistic underpinnings suggest 

that there is one right answer (Young & Diem, 2017, p. 15) . It also helps minimize the concern 

of “subjectivity” that is sometimes associated with case study research. In this study, the 

evidence was collected and incorporated “with how people understand themselves and their 
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settings, what is behind the more objective evidence, the underlying reasons that often come 

through people’s feelings or perceptions” (Gillham, 2000, p.7).  

Continuing, the utility of merging case study with critical policy analysis (CPA) serves to 

minimize limitations specific to case study research which include: rigor, generalizability, and 

establishing causal relationships. Rigor was promoted by utilizing varied sources to understand 

the overall impacts of cooperation and their specific impacts on families and communities. The 

evidence was followed, and conflicting pieces were explored. The goal of this study is not 

generalization in the statistical sense, but in the analytic sense related to future policy 

development (Yin, 2009, p. 15).  

 

Addressing limitations of this study  
 

There are three significant limitations of this study. First, child support cooperation 

originates as federal law, but states and, to some extent, localities are granted much discretion 

both in terms of which public benefits programs require cooperation and also around 

implementation issues. So, while examination of an individual state is useful, a holistic look at 

the practices of more states and locales is also important. That said, studies that speak into 

policy discretion issues are important regardless of the number of states or communities 

considered. 

Secondly, although this study attempts to incorporate families’ voices into discussions of 

the impact of the cooperation requirement, the perspectives and experiences of children and 

extended family are missing. This initial study begins to name the impacts that the cooperation 

requirement has on many aspects of the stability of family life.  After those impacts are 
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understood, it may be logical to incorporate the voices of children and youth to clarify the ways 

that cooperation impacts the academic lives of affected students. This study takes the first step 

in mapping the policy evolution and identifying the ways the policy helps position impacted 

children within the system of schooling.  Additionally, this study does not include the voices of 

mothers and fathers in the same family. While that was not part of the research design, some 

interviewees initiated asking the other parents to participate. Those efforts did not produce 

additional interviews but would be a valuable way to interrogate the ways cooperation impacts 

each parent in a family and the family unit.  

Finally, family court officials are central to families’ experiences within the child support 

system. Interviews and/or observations of theses stakeholders afford more depth of 

understanding to child support cooperation. Before the pandemic, the intention was to include 

court officials, beginning with court room observations. Even during the pandemic, efforts were 

made to incorporate them starting with YouTube court observations, but their absence from 

the study is notable.  

 

Background of stakeholder interviewees 
 

The planning detailed above resulted in the completion of 15 semi-structured telephone 

interviews completed between October and December of 2020. Table 1 highlights the 

stakeholder identities represented by each interviewee. The table below reflects the 

stakeholder categories that each interviewee represented or some of the lenses from which 

they spoke.  
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Table 4.1 Interviewees by Stakeholder Category 
 Mother (or 

father) who 
was eligible for 
one of the 
targeted 
benefits 
programs 

Father (or 
mother) who 
was part of IV-D 
child support 
system 

Family 
service 
provider 

State 
worker in 
public 
benefits 
office 

Child support 
enforcement 
agency staff 
person 

Alanda x     
Alesha     x 
Andrea x   x  
Anthony  x x   
Donita   x   
Erika x     
James   x   
Lena x     
Maritza     x 
Monica   x x  
Rachelle x     
Rebecca   x x  
Reggie  x x   
Sherry x     
Sylvia x     

 
 

A short biography of each interviewee is included below. They are not intended as 

comprehensive descriptions, but instead to highlight the varied backgrounds, identities, 

experiences, and knowledge bases of stakeholders in this study.  

Alanda was a self-proclaimed “wild child” and she happily admitted, “I love being a mom.” 

Explaining that becoming a mom was transformative, she explained, “Not only do they need 

me, but I need them. Now I have something to lose.” She has four children and describes them 

using phrases like, “loves reading books,” “has quite the imagination,” “is a sweetheart, and “he 

loves his teachers and they love him.”  She is not currently with either of the men who are 
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fathers to her children. One is incarcerated and the other is “around” and sometimes provides 

time and resources. Although the father who is incarcerated would like the child to visit him in 

prison, Alanda chooses not to introduce her son to that reality. As an African American woman, 

her mother taught her to work hard, to “be a hustler,” so in addition to working as a certified 

nursing assistant (CNA), she also does hair, make-up, and nails out of her home to help make 

ends meet. She utilizes FoodShare and for a short time, utilized the W-2 program.  

 

Alesha is the mother of a 13-year-old and a two-year old. Her dreams for her children include 

financial stability, “living out their dreams and desires and not having to worry about food and 

housing.” She has some exposure to the private side of child support as she is divorced and a 

child support order was established during that process. She was also employed as an income 

maintenance worker for the state to determine eligibility for FoodShare, BadgerCare, and 

Wisconsin Shares. Reflecting on the child support cooperation application question, Alesha 

explained, “I would have said, ‘No’ if I was applying. Child support is a whole ‘nother can of 

worms when it comes to men and women placed in the child support system….it puts a whole 

‘nother layer of bondage on them.” Alesha identifies as African American.  

 

Andrea is a single mother of one son, age six. She explained that the father has essentially 

chosen to “not be involved in his son’s life.” She explained that he “missed the birth,” and 

although he works full-time in his field, he is paid under-the-table. Consequently, his child 

support order was set very low, $25 per month. Currently, he owes $2000 in child support and 
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more in birth costs.  She identifies as white and describes her son as biracial. During her son’s 

life, Andrea has utilized the W-2 program as well as BadgerCare Plus and FoodShare.  

 

Anthony teaches parenting classes through FCO1 and is a father who has navigated the CSE 

system. His girlfriend, who eventually became his wife was central to his child support story 

(detailed in Chapter 5). He was incarcerated when he became a father and believes that 

without her support, persistence, and advocacy, he would be in a much worse financial 

position. He identifies as African American.  

 

Donita works at, FCO1 has multiple degrees, and a decade of hands-on experience working 

with children and parents from very low-income communities. Also, identifying as a mother, a 

wife, and as African American, she has strong relationships with mothers and fathers in her 

community organization who are navigating the CSEA and public benefits policies, and has an 

“insider” understanding of the racism that these parents endure every day. Another African 

American woman interviewed initiated that Donita provides “a safe space for Black mommies.” 

 

Erika has four adult children that she raised in a southern state. Her experiences using public 

assistance in two states afforded her unique insights.  Erika spent time incarcerated in 

Wisconsin and after release found it a great state to start a new life. She has utilized the 

FoodShare program and child care subsidies. When raising children in the South, she never 

wanted to pursue child support. Although money was tight, she had various kinds of support 

both from the father’s family and the father himself. She believed that putting that support in 
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jeopardy to pursue child support would not be beneficial for anyone. She noted that to this day, 

if their (now adult) children need help, she can call the father and he will step up if he can. After 

fostering many children over almost a decade, she recently adopted one of her foster children 

who is 14. Erika, who identifies as African American, accessed FCO1 to find support for herself 

and her daughter who is “slow in school,” and loves basketball and reading. 

 

James works at FCO2. He focuses primarily on fathers as they develop further parenting skills, 

support one another, and learn about the child support system and public benefits that are 

available to them. He speaks very passionately about the essential and unique value of both 

mothers and fathers in the raising of children and envisions a future where policy and practice 

value fathers as parents and not narrowly as financial providers. He strongly encourages fathers 

with whom he works to establish paternity as soon as possible because, without it, they have 

no legal rights or responsibilities to their children. Currently, he says that “fear of Child Support 

and incarceration are preventing access to care and services” for fathers. James identifies as 

Black.  

 

Lena, through the support and encouragement of mothers in FCO1, returned to school to earn 

an associate’s degree as a stepping stone to a career in her chosen profession. She is also 

parenting her five-year old and started homeschooling him before the pandemic. When Lena 

became pregnant, she was still on her father’s health insurance and was in the process of 

switching to state insurance as her employer did not provide that benefit. Lena and her baby’s 

father live together and have throughout the child’s life. They would like to be married and 
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have come close on multiple occasions, but the money they budgeted for the license and 

related costs had to be redirected to some other priority. Lena was not using state insurance at 

the time of her son’s birth and when she was asked in the hospital if she wanted to put the 

father on child support, her definitive “no” was heard. To this day, they are concerned about 

child support “coming after” him because of the stories they hear and are especially concerned 

as they consider having a second child while she is utilizing BadgerCare for herself and their 

son. Lena identifies as white.  

 

Maritza was referred to the study by her mother, Rebecca. Maritza used to work at a local CSEA 

and described her role as “tracking income for noncustodial parents and trying to obtain 

payments.” She and her ten colleagues in that role shared “Thousands upon thousands upon 

thousands of cases.” Her background in customer service made her qualified for her position. 

Overall, she described the role of local CSEAs as trying to “help you do what is best for your 

child.” Sometimes that means imputing income or warrants for contempt of court, because: “If 

you aren’t communicating (with CSEA) then we have to follow the laws. You’re (parents are) are 

not expected to know (the system/laws) but we can’t help you if we don’t know you need 

help.” She left her job a few years ago and is a mother.  

 

Monica works at a community agency where her focus is on helping people apply for public 

benefits programs. She identifies as Latina and seems to be a very valuable resource, both 

because of her Spanish-English language skills and cultural background, but also because of her 

employment history in welfare benefits offices. Her depth of understanding about the steps in 
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processing benefits applications, as well as the policy requirements, affords her a clearer 

understanding of how to best advocate for people and when applicants are not getting the 

necessary information.  This also makes her a resource for colleagues learning how to advocate 

in the public benefits systems. As we talked about her current work, she teared up as she 

shared the gratitude she received from an elderly man who was “able to provide Thanksgiving 

dinner to my family” because of her work with him. She explained, “So stories like that, every 

day, I like what I'm doing. So it makes me do my job more and more and more.” 

 

Rachelle is a 39-year-old mother of four whose children range in age from six to 22. The history 

she shared included rape, domestic violence, and police presence. It also included resilience as 

she earned her GED and accessed community resources in efforts to become a more consistent 

parent. Both she and two of the three fathers of her children have spent time in jail and/or 

prison. Rachelle identifies as white. She has interacted with the CSEA and family courts and 

utilized BadgerCare and FoodShare. 

 

Rebecca has work experience in both a community organization supporting families applying 

for benefits and for the state public benefits programs. She explained that, “knowing all of the 

questions that were asked by the state workers and knowing a little bit more about the way 

they would process applications and do things like that, it really helped me in informing clients 

about their rights and about the way the application process works.” Working as a translator, 

she had special insights into the experiences of some families navigating public benefits and 

child support systems. She described the angst of mothers who had an agreement with the 
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father and did not want to jeopardize that when questions about cooperating with the CSEA 

were asked. It was scary for many parents to interact with the state worker, who was 

“perceived as the person who is going to deny the benefits they need.” When I asked Rebecca if 

she knew anyone in the CSEA that I might reach out to, she offered to contact her daughter, 

Maritza, who used to work there. A few hours later, she called and shared that her daughter 

would like to schedule an interview.  

 

Reggie is a father of four children with two mothers and is also a grandfather. One of his many 

hats is that of community educator in a program for fathers. He is very passionate about 

reforming the child support and public benefits systems, as they have created many challenges 

in his life. Reggie became a father while still in high school, but the mother told him the baby 

was not his. When the child was seven years old, Reggie’s mom saw him and based on 

appearance, told Reggie, “That is your child.” He could not bear the idea of a child of having a 

child in the world and not being a part of his life, so Reggie did a blood test to establish 

paternity. The state “made me pay for it and automatically put me on child support.” 

Retroactive child support was immediately initiated (as the law allows) and overnight, Reggie 

was $55,000 in arrears. Today, his oldest child is 28 and Reggie still owes more than $100,000 

arrears. Despite the payments that he makes, interest accrues much faster than he can pay off 

the principle. His own experience, in addition to years of working with fathers, gives him deep 

knowledge about how fathers experience and navigate child support and public benefits 

systems. 

 



82 
 

Sherry is a 30-year-old mother of three and currently lives with one of her children. She utilized 

BadgerCare and FoodShare. In their interviews, multiple Black mothers alluded to the fear of 

state involvement in their lives because “Child Welfare can label me a bad parent and take my 

babies.” Sherry lived/lives that nightmare. Her oldest two children were “taken” by the state 

and one of the benefits was transferred to her other child. Sherry explained that she reported 

the error to the state, and it was not changed. A few years later, the state acted on its mistake 

and charged Sherry with thousands of dollars of debt to repay. Every month, a significant 

portion of her allotted benefits are withdrawn from her benefits card to rectify the state’s 

overpayment that she reported initially. She does not know if child support was or is being 

charged to the father.  

 

Sylvia, whose story is detailed further in Chapter 1 has three children. She and her husband, 

Derek, both identify as African American. They consciously work every day to fight both the 

stereotypes of Black families in the United States and intentionally build lives that minimize 

opportunity for state systems and workers to “take my babies away” and label us as “bad 

parents.” For Sylvia, this included always making homemade food for her kids. Sometimes it 

meant she and her husband ate the leftover, “less nutritious food” he brings home from work 

or the two of them going without food so the kids have enough to eat. It also includes being 

very active parents at school and prioritizing Derek’s involvement to fight back against the 

narrative of Black men as deadbeat dads and growing fresh vegetables in a community garden 

they started. Through volunteer work, Sylvia also supports other Black parents in these 

endeavors.  
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 This eclectic group of stakeholders provided a wealth of insights into the 

implementation and impacts of child support cooperation requirements.  

 
* 

 

This critical policy analysis centers child support cooperation as the case to be studied. 

Centering power in the analysis, this approach allows use of multiple types of data, including 

policies and political discourse, semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders, and 

quantitative data from the federal and Wisconsin state governments. It also allows 

consideration of the data from multiple lenses, including both the mothers and fathers. This 

web of data and perspectives triangulates the data and helps validate the study itself. It also 

helps to illuminate the ways in which the evolution of child support cooperation and related 

policy systems embody policy makers’ values and visions of what society should be.  
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Chapter 5 Findings 
 

The power of child support cooperation is generated through binding families to 

multiple governmental systems - CSE, family court, law enforcement and social welfare 

programs that surveil, coerce, and manage behavior. This study is grounded in the 

understanding that social welfare policy historically constructs low-income families as inclusive 

of single (Black) mothers/CPs with children (i.e., welfare queens). Therefore, policy analysis 

often focuses strictly on mothers and constructs fathers as “absent.” Bringing both parents into 

the analyses highlights the ways in which cooperation and related policy systems push low-

income Black mothers/CPs and Black fathers/NCPs into the narratives of welfare queens and 

deadbeat dads. Cooperation and related policies and practices create a web that ensnares 

families and generates both short- and long-term barriers to families’ health and well-being 

and, therefore, to children’s academic success. In a nation grounded in the enslavement and 

destruction of Black families (including making marriage of Black people illegal) and the 

construction of cooperation requirements only applying to under-resourced, unmarried parents 

furthers the possessive investment in whiteness. 

In this study, I mapped the evolution of policy systems, listened to voices of 

stakeholders, and analyzed quantitative data that generated more than 50 themes. The three 

themes explored here individually and collectively illuminate the power of child support 

cooperation, challenges to making meaningful change, and the significant impacts of 

cooperation on families, both mothers and fathers, and therefore on children. The themes of 

discretion, learning and access to knowledge, and economic (in)stability inform how child 

support cooperation helps structure and perpetuate the criminalization of Black children and 
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families by undermining low-income, unmarried Black families’ efforts and abilities to 

effectively provide for and parent their children. Consequently, these policies serve to further 

the majoritarian narratives around deadbeat dads and welfare queens.   

 Discretion, which is discussed in the first finding, is sometimes granted through laws and 

policies, and is sometimes garnered by individual stakeholders. Federal law grants states 

discretion around many aspects of cooperation. Consequently, the experiences of families vary 

by address. Individual stakeholders operating in cooperation-related systems also have some 

discretion, the significance of which is considered. The varied levels and types of discretion 

have long-term impacts. The impacts of discretion are experienced disproportionately by 

various identity groups and can have life-altering consequences across generations. Explanation 

of the theme of learning and access to knowledge relies primarily on CSEA documents and 

stakeholder interviews to describe who has access to knowledge about cooperation policies 

and practices, how they learn, and how they use that knowledge to inform decision making. 

Those themes are tied to the economic (in)stability of children and their parents.  

Although the policy systems mapped through cooperation have significant impacts on 

the whole family, the consequences for the mother/custodial parent (CP) are fairly 

straightforward: cooperate or lose all or a portion of the benefit (depending on the state in 

which she resides). The impacts on the father/noncustodial parent (NCP) are quite convoluted 

and the system persists, whether or not he is an active and engaged parent or is willing to 

engage with the CSEA.  In the last finding, the experiences of fathers are detailed where the 

data shows that child support cooperation activates related systems and enforcement 

measures that further economic instability amongst these already under-resourced families and 
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threaten the freedom of alleged fathers and fathers/NCPs. In the context of the education debt, 

this becomes more significant as both poverty and parental incarceration are widely 

understood to create barriers to children’s academic success and furthers state interest in 

prioritizing investments in the carceral state over investments in schooling and family supports. 

Examination of cooperation requirements as powerful tools that tie racialized and punitive 

policy systems together to put what a former public assistance program staff person described 

as “A whole ‘nother level of bondage on them (IV-D families)” points to the child support 

cooperation requirements’ work to put low-income Black children and families into cradle to 

prison nexus. 

Finding 1: Discretion 
 

The general problems of discretion give rise to additional concerns 
when responsibility for implementing a federal policy is parceled 
out to the fifty states or when responsibility for a state policy is 
given to county or city governments. In these cases, local 
bureaucratic discretion may work to undermine the goals of 
legislators at a higher level of government. In addition, if the 
factors that shape administrative choice vary across locales, then 
citizens in some places may have access to benefits that are 
denied to their neighbors in other political jurisdictions (Keiser & 
Soss, 1998, p. 1134) 

 
 The Oxford Dictionary defines discretion as the freedom to decide what should be done 

in a particular situation. The presence and power of discretion related to cooperation were 

immediately evident at all levels of implementation of child support cooperation - state, local, 

and individual. This section considers the significance of discretion in the implementation of 

child support cooperation as it positions unmarried mothers as informants to bind mother, 
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father, and child to the welfare/public assistance, child support enforcement (CSE), and related 

systems.  

The discretion granted by the federal government to states informs state policies and 

practices and significantly impacts unmarried families utilizing public benefits requiring 

cooperation. This study also considers some aspects of discretion utilized by state workers and 

the impacts of that discretion. Also, this study examines the implementation of cooperation 

requirement and impacts of parents’ agency and why that agency does not equate to 

discretion. Overall, this section uses state policies, data, and stakeholder voices to demonstrate 

how discretion not only creates disparate experiences based on residence, but also further 

fuels unique state control over the lives of unmarried families with low incomes and helps 

ensure the perpetuation of generational poverty and parental incarceration within Black 

communities.  

 

Discretion between states 
 

The federal government requires that states require cooperation as an eligibility 

requirement for parents utilizing Medicaid and TANF, but states are granted discretion to 

require cooperation for state Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP)24, child care subsidies 

through the Child Care Development Fund, and/or SNAP. This means that whether or not a 

mother/CP is required to cooperate depends both on the benefit that she is receiving and the 

 
24 Practically speaking, the discretion granted to states to require cooperation for state CHIP was 
rescinded. Federal law says that a child utilizing CHIP will not be denied coverage because a parent is 
deemed noncooperative. That sanction only applies to the parent and therefore, in practice, 
cooperation is not required for state CHIP.  
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state in which she resides. As of 2017, only five states passed laws requiring cooperation for all 

programs. Those states were: Mississippi, Nebraska, North Carolina, South Dakota, and 

Wisconsin (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2017).  

The power of a state’s discretion is highlighted through Wisconsin’s decision to require 

cooperation for its Medicaid program known as BadgerCare. Wisconsin is one of only a few 

states that actively pursues “Birth Cost Recovery” (ABC for Health, 2022) sometimes referred to 

as “lying-in fees” or “birth costs.” When an unmarried mother who utilizes BadgerCare gives 

birth, the state of Wisconsin charges the unmarried father for the medical costs of the birth. 

Paternity must be established by court order for birth costs to be charged and therefore, 

paternity establishment requires the cooperation of the mother.  

Wisconsin pursues Birth Cost Recovery (BCR) even though in 1990 Congress exempted 

pregnant women from medical support (Medicaid/BadgerCare) cooperation requirements, 

because cooperation was understood to discourage women from seeking access to prenatal 

care, which ran counter to the public health goal of reducing infant mortality (P. Roberts, 2005). 

A loophole was identified, and birth cost collections could legally continue:  

Nevertheless, a number of state and county child support 
enforcement agencies continue to require women to cooperate in 
obtaining medical support for prenatal and birth costs. They can 
do this legally if they do not require the woman to cooperate until 
after the baby is born (Paradise et al., 2015, p. 20).  
 

This loophole created the space for states to individually decide how to navigate the 

majoritarian narrative of being a nation that cares for pregnant women and children. Most 

states decided that BCR did not serve that narrative and abandoned the practice of pursuing 

Birth Cost Recovery. Wisconsin was not one of them. 
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Nearly 90% of all states abandoned Birth Cost Recovery (BCR), 
some states determining that it is not in the best interests of 
infants, children or families. Infamously, Wisconsin leads a small 
numbers of states that continues to pursue this policy and takes 
the most aggressive enforcement posture in the nation, collecting 
over $16 million from some parents in 2016….. none of the 
recovered dollars go directly to support the children and families. 
It is all directed to reimburse/incentivize child support offices or 
the government at the federal and state level (ABC for Health, 
2022b).    

 

The cooperation requirement is an essential tool for charging birth costs. In Wisconsin, when an 

unmarried mother utilizing Medicaid gives birth, the cooperation requirement is activated and 

the paternity establishment process begins so that the state can charge birth costs to the father 

and, ultimately, so that child support can be collected.  

Paternity establishes a legal link between the child and father that means he will have a 

legal right to participate in making decisions that require this legal connection (i.e., medical and 

educational decisions). Whether or not a father is involved in the life of the child is irrelevant to 

this legal process. If he and the mother were not married when the child was born and she 

utilized BadgerCare, then he will be charged for birth costs and child support.25   

As Sylvia described in Chapter 1, families often experience the IV-D CSE system as smoke 

and mirrors that punishes some families and works to construct low-income Black fathers into 

deadbeat dads. Wisconsin follows federal law by not requiring cooperation during pregnancy 

for women utilizing Medicaid. Yet, as soon as she gives birth, the state activates the 

cooperation requirement that leads to not only establishing child support orders, but also the 

 
25 Federal policy recently changed so that at the time that a child support order is established, the 
judge/court commissioner must also establish “parenting time” expectations for the family.  
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recovery of birth costs. In Sylvia and Derek’s situation, she was still in the hospital with Derek by 

her side when a hospital staff person trying to complete a form, asked who the father was. The 

new mother was angry at the person asking. And the new father was shocked and angry and 

looked to the mother to explain why someone would ask that question. Although that person 

was likely completing a hospital voluntary acknowledgement form to begin the paternity 

establishment process,26 for Sylvia and Derek, this was a key moment in the state’s efforts to 

make him into a deadbeat dad and construct this new Black family as underserving. The long-

term implications for low-income, unmarried parents entering this system are described in 

subsequent sections, and some were highlighted in Sylvia and Derek’s story in Chapter 1. For 

the State of Wisconsin, this is a cost-effective and efficient mechanism to ensure that paternity 

is established very quickly after a baby is born to an unmarried mother who utilizes Medicaid. 

Establishing paternity is the first step for Wisconsin to establish a child support order and to 

recover Birth Costs. The discretion utilized by states has significant impacts on families in the IV-

D system.  

 

 
26 The 1993 federal Omnibus Reconciliation Act requires “States to have laws and procedures for simple 
civil process for voluntary acknowledgment of paternity, which explains the rights and responsibilities of 
acknowledging paternity and includes due process safeguards.” One of those procedures is a “Hospital-
based program for voluntary acknowledgment of paternity around the time of the child's birth.”   
Initiating paternity establishment during this “golden hour” is a cost-effective and efficiency mechanism 
in helping CSEAs to meet their required paternity establishment rates (initiated through the Family 
Support Act of 1988and increased in 1996 through the Personal Responsibility and Workforce 
Opportunity and Reconciliation Act). The significance of voluntary acknowledgement laws and 
procedures is discussed in Finding 3.  
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Discretion within a state  
   

Parents’ cooperation-related experiences vary. Because each state legislates whether 

child support enforcement activities are handled at the state or county/parish level, there are 

variations between states and sometimes within states. In Wisconsin, child support 

enforcement activities are handled at the county level, of which there are 72. Although 

stakeholder interviews in this study focused only on the state of Wisconsin and one county 

(Milwaukee), quantitative data collected from the state spanned all 72 counties. The statewide 

data highlighted significant discrepancies between counties that pointed to discretionary 

powers at the county/local level.  

Although Wisconsin state law establishes its sanction for noncooperation as the 

termination of benefits, data from the State of Wisconsin also shows significant variation in the 

rate of sanctioning within the state. Comparison of the 2019 sanction data from across 

Wisconsin’s 72 counties reveals some significant discrepancies by county of residence, gender, 

age, and race/ethnicity. 

The Office of Child Support Enforcement’s Annual Preliminary Report indicates that in 

2019, Wisconsin’s overall sanction rate was 3.7%, which was more than 4.5 times the 

nationwide average of 0.8%. Data reported from all 72 counties and seven Tribal nations 

indicate significant variations across key areas.  As we consider sanction rates, it is important to 

remember that this data is not disaggregated by the parents’ path into the IV-D system (i.e., 

public benefits requiring cooperation, child welfare system, divorced parent seeking state 

assistance in collecting child support as described in Chapter 1) or even by who is eligible for 

sanctions (parents cannot be sanctioned for noncooperation is their only connection to the 
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state is asking for help collecting support). Consequently, the sanction rates of parents applying 

for welfare/public assistance is likely much higher as this data includes parents in all categories 

of the IV-D system and not just that subset of custodial parents. Additionally, without more 

nuanced data sets that also consider the intersections of peoples’ identities (i.e., Latino men 

compared to white women), analyses are limited. These gaps in data may mask varied impacts 

of child support cooperation requirements on subgroups. Also, in wanting to understand the 

impacts the policy is having on families, the current State data system does not allow tracking 

to see: 

• the ways in which noncooperation sanctions impact paternity establishment 
rates, 

• whether sanctions for noncooperation have contributed to a specific 
noncustodial parent making regular child support payments,  

• whether any IV-D child support payors impacted by cooperation can achieve a 
sense of economic stability 

• whether fathers paying child support continue engaging in the life of his child, or  
• the ways that noncooperation contributes to contempt of court charges and the 

arrest of fathers/NCPs.  
 

Despite those limitations, the State data does provide some helpful information. Of the 

Wisconsin parents sanctioned in 2019, more than 96% 

were listed as female. Yet, statewide, mothers were 

sanctioned at more than three times the rate of 

fathers, 3.8% compared to 1.2% respectively. The 

statewide rate of 3.8% is anchored by Milwaukee 

County at 3.7%. Amongst the most populous counties 

in the state, Racine and Dane stand out, sanctioning 

women custodial parents at nearly double the 

Key Wisconsin findings related to 
noncooperation and gender 
(2019): 

• 96% of sanctioned parents 
were mothers 

• Custodial mothers 
sanctioned for 
noncooperation at three 
times the rate of custodial 
fathers 

• Dane and Racine Counties 
sanction mothers at nearly 
double the statewide rate 
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statewide rate, 6.4% and 6% respectively. A few less populous counties sanctioned mother/CP 

at even higher rates, but, because they were more-populous counties, Racine and Dane stand 

out as affecting more families. See Appendix F Wisconsin Non-Cooperation Sanctions-Gender.  

  The county level sanction patterns described above also held true for sanctions by age. 

Racine and Dane counties stood out among more-populous counties. Racine sanctioned 

custodial parents aged 21-40 at an especially high rate of 9.5%, while Dane County's rate was 

7.8%. Statewide, the sanction rate of custodial parents aged 21-40 years old was significantly 

lower at 4.7%, anchored by Milwaukee County at 5.1%. In general, it appears that sanctions 

against custodial parents aged 21-40 years old drove overall rates of sanctions by age group. 

This age group has the most custodial parents and the most sanctions. See Appendix G 

Wisconsin Non-Cooperation Sanctions-Age.  The 

relatively high rates of sanctions in the 21–40-year-old 

category (common age range for conceiving and giving 

birth) suggests that Wisconsin’s local CSEAs use the 

power to sanction in an effort to establish paternity 

and child support and BCR orders early on. These practices were incentivized in 1996 through 

PRWORA and remain efficient and effective measures for minimizing welfare expenditures. The 

pernicious effects of the 1996 Performance Incentive Funding Structure on families are detailed 

in Finding 3.  

  Statewide, Hispanic custodial parents and American Indian custodial parents were 

sanctioned at the highest rates, 6.5% and 6.2% respectively. Discrepancies were also evident 

Key Wisconsin findings related to 
noncooperation and age (2019): 

• 21–40-year-olds 
sanctioned most often 

• Racine and Dane Counties 
sanction 21-40-year-olds at 
highest rates in state 
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between counties in the race/ethnicity data. Amongst more populous counties, Dane stands 

Figure 5.1 Wisconsin Sanction Rate Percentages by Race/Ethnicity*, 2019** 

 
 American 

Indian 
Black Hispanic Pacific 

Islander 
White Race 

unknown 
Wisconsin 6.2 5.2 6.5 4.9 3.1 0.7 
Milwaukee 4.8 4.1 5.3 4.2 2.2% 0.6 
Dane 6.8 9.9 11.2 5.3 5.1 1% 
Racine 6.4 8.7 9.1 6.5 3.5 1.1 
*No reportable data was available for Asian parents (i.e., Hmong, Chinese, Laotian)  
**Wisconsin’s most populous counties 
 
out for sanctioning both Black and Hispanic custodial parents at nearly double the statewide 

rate, 9.9% and 11.2% respectively. Racine also sanctioned Black custodial parents at rate of 9%, 

nearly double the statewide rate. It is noteworthy that Dane, Milwaukee and Racine counties 

include the largest number of Black residents in Wisconsin and some of the highest numbers of 

Hispanic/Latino residents. For an overview of related data, see Appendix H Wisconsin Non-

Cooperation Sanctions-Race and Ethnicity.   

The State of Wisconsin did not satisfy the request for “reasons for sanctions,” but other 

data sources illuminated possible reasons. Federal law empowers child support enforcement 

agencies to deem someone “noncooperative” and then notify the welfare/public assistance 

agency who is responsible for administering the sanction. Maritza was a former child support 

enforcement agency staff person. Although her role in the local CSEA was to “track down 

income from the noncustodial parent,” she offered this context around sanctioning someone 

for noncooperation. In part, she spent time “in the lobby area” of the CSEA offices where 

parents would come to address many issues, including why their benefits were terminated. In 

her role, Maritza, did not make determinations of “noncooperation,” but she had to clarify for 
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parents why they were sanctioned. Maritza explained reasons why people in Milwaukee County 

were typically sanctioned for noncooperation. 

A lot of the time it’s because that person wasn’t cooperating, so 
we had to explain that they’ve been called by a paralegal, they’ve 
been sent letters. They knew they had to come in and they’re 
choosing to ignore coming in.  
  
 So, it wasn’t generally paperwork. Most of the time it’s they have 
to sit down for an interview with a paralegal. So, the way it works 
is you (mother or father) go apply for benefits for the child, 
whether it be medical or child care. Generally, Foodshare 
(Wisconsin’s version of SNAP) doesn’t get you a referred kicked 
over. But medical will or child care or W-2…We’d send a letter 
saying, “You need to come talk to a paralegal so that we can go 
over your case or we can establish paternity for the child.” We 
also try to call you. If you ignore the first letter, you ignore the 
second letter, you ignore that third letter, you’re not returning 
the calls form the paralegal or the lawyer then they’ll sanction you 
in order to get your attention. That generally immediately gets 
someone’s attention, when their benefits are sanctioned. They 
either call or come down and they do what they can to correct it. 
 

Maritza indicated that CSEAs have a series of steps that are followed (i.e., letters sent, 

phone calls) and if parents do not respond to those automated systems, then they are 

sanctioned. Even so, law and precedent indicate that reasons for sanctioning is a very gray area. 

In Tomas v Rubin (1991) the courts empowered the CSEA to deem parents as noncooperative 

for a very broad range of behaviors and communication styles, including: 

- evasive/inconsistent answers,  
- nervous/distrustful/hostile attitude,  
- defensive demeanor,  
- antagonistic behavior from start of an interview, and  
- no eye contact.  
 

It is unclear if the automated approach that Maritza described was typical within Wisconsin 

and/or across the country, or if reasons for sanctions were broader and more subjective as 
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allowed through Tomas v Rubin. Further research is needed to understand reasons for 

determinations of noncooperation. Yet, Tomas v Rubin institutionalizes racism by legitimizing 

sanction for cultural differences and racist notions of “appropriate and inappropriate behavior.” 

 

Individual discretion  
 
 Discretion in the implementation of cooperation is evident between and within states.  

Interviews with service providers, child support staff, and parents suggest that there is 

significant discretion at the individual level as well.  

 When a mother or a pregnant woman applies for a welfare/public assistance program 

requiring cooperation, it is likely her first opportunity for formal learning about cooperation 

requirements. Wisconsin applicants can begin the application process with a paper copy, 

through an online portal, on the telephone, or in person. The method of application impacts 

the speed with which an application is processed27 and likely impacts the information shared 

about cooperation requirements. For example, Wisconsin’s 61-page application for 

Medicaid/BadgerCare and SNAP/FoodShare (See Appendix A) includes the following 

information about cooperating with the CSEA.  

In some situations, you must cooperate with the Child Support 
Agency to establish paternity. This means you must help the 
agency locate an absent parent, legally name the absent parent 
and/or enforce medical support liability orders. If you do not 
cooperate with the Child Support Agency and do not have a good 
reason to not cooperate, your benefits may end if you are an 
adult and are not pregnant (p. 2). 

 
 

27 Multiple phone calls to state and county benefits offices in Wisconsin helped clarify that when 
applicants apply in-person or on the telephone, the application is processed immediately. If someone 
applies online or through the mail, the processing and approval processes take longer. 
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Given the complex web of related issues and policies and the length of the application, it may 

be reasonable that the explanation provided is vague. Yet, it is unclear if the State makes any 

other efforts to inform mothers/CPs or pregnant women. And one can reasonably say that the 

paragraph above does not fully inform an applicant of the significance or breadth of impacts of 

cooperation requirements.  

Continuing, interviews with stakeholders indicated that if a person applies for a benefit 

program in-person or on the telephone, she may receive even less information about 

cooperation requirements than if completing a hard copy or an online version of the 

application. Monica, a former state public assistance staff person who processed applications 

explained: 

Let me tell you something, everything is worker decision, worker 
discretion. Working for the state in the past, you don’t have to ask 
that question (about the applicant’s willingness to cooperate with 
the child support enforcement agency). I mean, you brush that 
question. You only say, “Does the father of your children live with 
you? Does the father of your children help you with any 
payments?” And they say, “No.” If they say no, they right away 
submit a referral to Child Support and that’s it. They don’t explain 
too much, they don’t ….Not even ask the right question about 
cooperating, they submit the referral to Child Support and that’s 
it. They don’t explain. They submit the referral and that’s it. If you 
apply only for medical and you’re not married, and the father of 
the unborn child is not listed in the case because they’re not 
married, they’re referred right away, that person to Child Support. 
Because they’re not living together and they don’t have any 
children yet, so the father of the unborn baby will be referred 
right away to Child Support. 

 
Consequently, in practice, if an applicant applies in-person or on the telephone for a 

program requiring cooperation, whether she is told about the requirement depends on the 

individual worker. Caseworkers have much discretion and are central to the implementation of 



98 
 

the child support cooperation requirement. They are considered street-level bureaucrats 

(Lipsky, 2010). In the context of cooperation, welfare and public assistance caseworkers are 

positioned as gatekeepers to protect the state’s resources, more so than resources to support 

and assist Black and Brown mothers/CPs who are navigating these complex systems (Kelly, 

1994; Shaw, 2003). Stories of violence toward applicants in welfare offices is not uncommon 

(Farzan, 2018; Gay & Goldberg, 2019).  Yet, within that complex terrain, Monica also suggested 

that the massive caseloads of state benefits workers present a real time constraint that may 

inform decisions to share information about cooperation requirements. Bureaucratic 

constraints impacting worker discretion is a well-documented issue (Keiser & Soss, 1998; Lipsky, 

2010).  

State/county workers’ discretion to share information about cooperation holds great 

significance in the lives of low-income unmarried mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs. These parents 

rarely have legal representation in child support-related matters (Boggess, 2017), so much of 

their access to formal information is tied to the workers with whom they interact. (A discussion 

of learning and access to knowledge about cooperation follows.) 

Clearly, applicants should be informed of the federal requirement to cooperate and the 

significance of the requirement. Yet, even if parent applicants are told about child support 

cooperation requirements, the decision to cooperate or not is not real. Lipsky (2010) explains, 

“Potential welfare recipients in a sense ‘volunteer’ to apply for welfare, for example, but their 

participation in the welfare system is hardly voluntary if they have no income alternatives” (p. 

54). As evidenced in Sylvia and Derek’s story, pregnant women and parents apply for benefits 

because there are not enough resources to care for themselves and/or their families. At that 
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point, the (alleged) father’s role typically falls into one of two categories. First, if he is already 

participating in the financial, socio-emotional and/or physical care of the mother and child, 

then paternity will be established, and he will be charged with child support and maybe birth 

costs. So, if he is already involved in the raising of the child and the family still needs resources, 

then because the family used benefits requiring cooperation, the state reimbursement efforts 

actually extract his financial contributions out of the family.28 As described by many parents, 

cooperation also creates or increases tension between the mother/CP and father/NCP as he 

becomes ensnared in the CSE and related systems. If the mother/CP chooses to mask the 

father’s/NCP’s involvement from the state to obtain the needed resources, then the household 

is at risk of losing benefits and she could be charged with fraud. Again, these are processes that 

parents typically navigate without legal representation. Secondly, if the father/NCP has not 

been involved in the care of the child, then her cooperation awards her the financial resources 

of the public benefits program and a portion of any child support collected.29 In this case, 

cooperation can also create or exacerbate any tension between the mother and father.   

  Author and journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates’ questioned, “When injustice has been so central 

to the development of a nation, how do we move toward justice?” Cooperation is bound to the 

welfare/public assistance system. Research has documented the centrality of race to the 

construction of TANF and in states where whites express more negative racial views toward 

 
28 In Chapter 1, Sylvia described the realities of the state siphoning Derek’s income from their tightly 
managed budget. The 1984 Child Support Enforcement Amendments created automatic withholding 
mechanisms to increase child support collections.  
 
29 The amount she receives depends on the amount paid, the state and locale in which she resides, and 
the benefit program(s) utilized.  
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Black people in particular, the distribution of TANF cash assistance is adversely impacted 

(Fusaro, 2021). In response to Coates’ question, when systems are grounded in injustice, these 

significant layers of discretion (i.e., between states, within states, and by individual street-level 

bureaucrats) limit the potential of a system and a nation to move toward justice. In practice, 

the requirement of cooperation really only applies to unmarried families who turn to the state 

for assistance. Wisconsin’s enactment of cooperation further limits the potential for justice by 

actively entrenching injustice. In practice, discretion perpetuates injustices tied to parents’ 

identities, including: gender, age, race, ethnicity, legal parenting status and even residential 

address. These outcomes are informed by bureaucratic processes, systems, and individuals. The 

discretion allotted through cooperation then serves to structure low-income, unmarried Black 

mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs into racialized notions of welfare queens and deadbeat dads. 

Cooperation requirements demonstrate how anti-Blackness and white supremacy are 

permanently ingrained into US society through law and policy. 

 

*** 

 

Finding 2: Learning and Access to Knowledge 
 
 The IV-D CSE system is largely unfamiliar to many who are outside of it and therefore 

operates separately from the consciousness of the public and many other stakeholders 

(Boggess, 2017). Interviews with parents, service providers, and street-level bureaucrats 

support that claim. More specifically, the data suggest that across stakeholder groups (i.e., 

street-level bureaucrats, mothers/CPs, fathers/NCPs, community workers), the impacts of the 
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masked systems impact stakeholder groups differently, but overall, learning and access to 

knowledge are limited is limited across groups. Combined with the discretion described earlier, 

this creates significant opportunity for injustice.  

Interviews suggest that these mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs have some parallel 

experiences and some unique ones as they navigate the CSE system. Mothers/CPs described a 

system that happened to them, not something in which they had any sense of agency. Like 

Sylvia, many other mothers/CPs described CSE as something that just seemed to start 

happening. They did not ask for child support to be initiated. Andrea, mother of one who 

utilized W-2 and BadgerCare, explained,  

I just feel like I didn’t get much information about what I could do. 
I was ushered places. You know, ‘Here do this, here do that,’ 
instead of them giving me information so I could figure out what I 
wanted to do. 

 

Fathers/NCPs described being controlled by the system. Reggie, who works with many fathers 

through Family Community Organization 1 (FCO1), explained:  

We don’t have a choice in what we do when it comes to child 
support. They (the CSEA agency) just do it. They just take it. We 
don’t have a choice. We don’t have a say-so.  
 

Although both mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs described not understanding cooperation and 

the IV-D CSE system, and not having any agency, at times their limited access to knowledge 

almost made it seem as though they were describing entirely different systems. From the 

fathers’ vantage point, the mothers were “putting me on child support and messing with our 

situation.” That incomplete understanding can create friction between the parents. Anthony, 

another FCO1 staff person who worked with fathers, explained:  
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One of the situations that I find myself probably explaining to the 
dads the most when it comes to child support is that because the 
mom and the child are on Medicaid or W-2 or BadgerCare or need 
child care, et cetera, that’s what forces the dad to have to pay 
child support. What dads are angry or upset about is, they’re 
under the impression that the girl placed them on child support 
and, ‘Here it is, she got me on child support and I’m at the house 
and I take care of the bills. I do everything anyway, why she taking 
child support?” And so I have to explain to them, it’s not that 
she’s taking child support from you, but when the state and the 
county is giving her any assistance, they want to be reimbursed or 
paid back for that. In order to get reimbursed or paid back they 
place you on child support. 
 

Both mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs described a system that prevents them from operating in 

the best interests of their children. 

 Yet the narrative expressed by former child support workers in this study reflected the 

outcomes touted in reports, webinars, and videos by the National Child Support Enforcement 

Agency (NCSEA) about “lifting children out of poverty” and operating in the “best interests of 

children.” Former CSEA staff who were interviewed echoed those narratives. This narrative 

positions children as needing the protection of the state and implies that parents are not 

operating in the best interests of their children. Yet the experiences described by both custodial 

and noncustodial parents consistently suggested that the child support cooperation 

requirement and subsequent interactions with the Agency actually further economic instability 

for the family rather than “lifting children out of poverty.”  

While issues of furthering economic instability are discussed later in the chapter, this 

section examines how stakeholders learn about cooperation and its impacts, and who has 

access to that knowledge. As the Chapter 1 story of Sylvia and Derek highlights, cooperation 

requirements can have serious consequences for families. This section considers four 
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stakeholder groups: 1) street-level bureaucrats (i.e., child support staff, welfare, and public 

assistance staff), 2) mothers/CPs, 3) fathers/NCPs, and 4) community members that refer 

mothers/CPs to public assistance programs. In this policy realm, public assistance and welfare 

staff hold some responsibility around notifying mothers of cooperation requirements30 (and 

sanctioning for noncooperation). Child support staff determine noncooperation and notify the 

public assistance/welfare program when the sanction is actually implemented.  

  
 
Street-level bureaucrats: Silos and automation limit learning 
 

As discussed in Finding 1: Discretion, when an unmarried mother/CP applies for a 

program requiring cooperation, the information she obtains about cooperation requirements 

depends on the method of application used and the worker who provides assistance.  

Examination of the policy systems and interviews with former child support and public 

assistance staff indicate that street-level bureaucrats’ knowledge of cooperation policy, 

implementation, and impacts are constrained by their positions. In Wisconsin, learning and 

access to knowledge is also impacted by the state’s automated system.  

Alesha worked as a case manager for BadgerCare, Milwaukee Early Care Assistance 

(MECA, Milwaukee’s version of Wisconsin Shares), and FoodShare. She primarily did telephone 

interviews for those programs. Alesha described an automated system where “as soon as a 

parent said they weren’t married, you’d push that button, and they were automatically referred 

to Child Support.” The State of Wisconsin W-2 (TANF) Policy Manual (2022) also indicated that 

 
30 Access to information about cooperation may happen through the language in the application for 
benefits or through the interactions with the state benefits/welfare staff. For additional information, see 
Finding 1: Discretion.  
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“An automated referral is sent via CARES screen APGI when W-2 eligibility is confirmed.”  That 

policy suggests that once that unmarried applicant is deemed eligible for benefits requiring 

cooperation, the IV-D Child Support case is automatically activated.  

Interviews with street-level bureaucrats highlighted that these workers were trained 

and operated in silos. On the public assistance side, many workers spoke openly about 

application and eligibility processes related to Medicaid, FoodShare, and/or child care subsidies, 

but TANF/W-2 was its own special entity. Monica, for example, explained, “I worked with 

FoodShare and healthcare (Medicaid/BadgerCare) and child care (Wisconsin Shares/Milwaukee 

Early Care Assistance), not W-2 at all. W-2 is a different program from the state, and it was 

managed by another organization.” Operating in that silo informed how Monica worked with 

parents applying for assistance:  

When I submit the application or enter the person for FoodShare 
and healthcare, and I see that the mom is working and they have 
children, I ask them, “Are the children in school?” If she says, 
“Yes,” I don’t ask anything about child care. We don’t work with 
W-2 neither, so I don’t ask anything about W-2, but, I refer the 
client if they need more information about W-2. They can go 
home and use ACCESS (online portal) or look for W-2 program 
because now you can submit an application for W-2 and Energy 
Assistance online. 

 
Yet Monica was clear that cooperation was required for W-2. She explained:  

I know if you receive W-2 and you don’t comply with Child 
Support, I think they also sanction you. But, like I said, I don’t have 
too much information about W-2, because I don’t work with W-2, 
I do not, but I know that they are sanctioning people with W-2 
cases.31  

 

 
31 W-2 has two broad categories for sanction: noncooperation with CSE and work-related. 
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W-2 staff were not interviewed in this study. Because W-2 operates as a separate entity, public 

assistance staff working with other programs were uncertain what information was shared with 

those parent applicants. 

Silos also exist between those programs and the CSEA. These county and state workers 

also described having limited knowledge about what cooperation meant or what an unmarried 

parent would experience at the CSEA. When responding to clients’ questions about 

cooperation, Alesha, a former public assistance case manager, explained: 

I would just tell them…They’ll get this information that you know, 
will initiate a process where they’ll try to figure out what the 
salary is or things of that nature, but I would always tell them, I 
don’t know the extent of that because honestly, I just know that it 
would initiate a process on the Child Support end. 
 

For public benefits staff, the workings of the CSEA were a mystery. For example, Monica, a 

former state public assistance staff person who processed applications, talked about CSE as 

something that happened in another section of the building and literally “behind closed doors.” 

These barriers help ensure that the system and its impacts are not fully understood by anyone, 

even child support staff.  

Even within the local CSEA, the staff seemed to operate in silos. Maritza, a former CSEA 

staff person whose role was to “track income for noncustodial parents and try to obtain 

payments,” spoke in tremendous detail about the work that she did, but she also had very clear 

lines when questions would move beyond her silo of Child Support knowledge. Here are some 

of the references Maritza made during the interview: 

- “Then I would send a parent upstairs (to other CSEA staff) to get in line to address 

that,” 



106 
 

- “That is something that would be discussed with the paralegal or the attorney,”  

- “They would have to talk with the legal clinic about that,” and 

- “That is something they would have to go in front of the commissioner for.” 

With those siloes of understanding, it was hard to filter who in these systems would fully 

understand how cooperation was enacted and the full significance for individual parents or 

families.  

Even though Maritza spoke clearly about some of the steps that parents would have to 

follow and the need for “parents to communicate with us or we can’t help them,” she was also 

very clear about impacts and the harsh realities of unmarried and under-resourced families 

engaging with the child support enforcement system. She noted, “People who don’t have the 

wealth, it’s hard to collect. They just don’t have it but the state has to collect it.” Alesha, as a 

former public assistance case manager, elaborated on these realities. She described parents 

calling her in tears because of the financial strain and increased tension caused by engaging 

with the CSEA. Alesha reflected,  

Given what I know, I would have said, ‘No’ (to cooperating with 
the CSEA) if I was applying for myself…Child Support (system) is a 
whole ‘nother can of worms. Men and women placed in child 
support system puts a whole ‘nother level of bondage on them.  
 

The state workers (CSEA and public assistance program staff) were well versed in their roles and 

interactions with parents but lacked a clear sense of other parts of the systems. Even so, they 

each described an overall sense that when low-income, unmarried parents (are required to) 

engage with the CSEA, the family will suffer. 
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Mothers’/CPs’ learning about child support cooperation 
 
 Mothers’ access to knowledge about cooperation appears to come from two realms: the 

state (formal) and personal networks (informal). As described in Finding 1: Discretion, the 

states determines what information about cooperation requirements to include in its 

applications. In Wisconsin, the information shared with mothers is dependent on the method of 

application for benefits used and the discretion of the individual workers. Wisconsin’s short, 

vague description is one paragraph which is buried in its 61-page BadgerCare Plus Application, 

For a mother /CP who is looking for help to feed her children or to access medical care, that 

paragraph likely blends in to the rest of the text.  The description’s substance and position 

mean the policy’s significance likely goes undetected.32 Yet, for a researcher reviewing the 

application, that language begs for follow-up questions such as, “What’s a ‘good reason’ and 

who gets to decide?”, “What’s an ‘absent parent’”? “What happens when the state finds the 

parent?” Also, depending on the method of application she uses, that limited information may 

not be shared at all (see Finding 1: Discretion). And, for a woman who has not yet given birth, 

cooperation does not yet apply and this information likely feels irrelevant.33  

 After applying for the public benefit program, the mother/CP will meet with a CSEA 

representative as part of the cooperation process. In that meeting, she may learn more about 

cooperation. Because CSEA staff who conducted those initial meetings were not part of the 

 
32 See Appendix A for full BadgerCare Plus Application Packet, F-10182application. 
 
33 With the Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (June 2022) overturning of Roe v. Wade, 
questions about when life begins are getting renewed attention and questions are being raised about 
when fatherhood and the related fiscal responsibilities should begin. If paternity establishment is done 
during the pregnancy, then cooperation requirements for pregnant women applying for 
Medicaid/BadgerCare will begin earlier.  



108 
 

stakeholder interviews, the State lens on this aspect of learning and access to cooperation 

information is absent from this study.  

Learning about the concept of cooperation during the application and eligibility process 

is one important layer, but the experiential learning of being sanctioned for noncooperation is 

another separate layer. Monica, who worked for the state for almost 15 years helping parents 

apply for benefits, shared what she was able to understand about the CSEA sanction process: 

Child Support sends a letter saying, “We need more information 
about the absent father. “So, I guess they send them a paper that 
you have to fill out and provide information about the absent 
parent. So they send you that form. If you don’t send it back with 
the information that means you did not comply or if you did not 
return a call from Child Support.  
 
If you don’t comply with that, that’s when the sanctions come. 
Child Support is somehow connected with DHS (Wisconsin’s 
Department of Human Services), and DHS needs to sanction that 
person. Child Support notifies DHS, and DHS goes and sanctions 
the person. A letter goes out saying, “You need to comply with 
this. You’re not eligible for healthcare because you did not comply 
with the Child Support.” So many people do not pay attention to 
those letters either, so they don’t know they don’t have 
healthcare because they didn’t comply with Child Support. They 
figure it out when they need to go to the doctor or they need to 
go pick up a prescription. When they (the medical receptionist) 
tells the (public assistance/welfare staff) person, “You don’t have 
medical,” That’s how they become aware they don’t have 
medical, and they go back to the state and say, “I want to know 
why I don’t have medical.” When the worker checks they tell the 
clients, “You did not comply with Child Support, and that’s the 
reason you don’t have medical.” So then they are referred back to 
Child Support.  

 
The experiences of mothers learning they have been sanctioned can be shocking and fraught 

with intensity, frustration, and fear. At one point, Alanda, mother of four children, applied for 

TANF/W-2 and SNAP/FoodShare was sanctioned for noncooperation:  
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I stopped receiving benefits. It would be like I’d miss an 
appointment. They would send me things on email and then, for a 
while, I didn‘t have a phone so I didn’t know they were sending 
me stuff. Then they’d send a letter (in the US mail) but it was too 
late. 
 

The benefits were cut. Alanda’s economic circumstances led to a period when she did not have 

a phone. Her phone gave her access to the internet, email communications, and her public 

assistance portal account. By the time she received a hard copy of the letter notifying her of the 

sanctions, her benefits were cut. The tenuous economic circumstances that bring parents to the 

public assistance programs are further undermined when a mother/noncustodial parent is 

sanctioned and are amplified when she tries to buy groceries, take her son to child care, or take 

her sick daughter to the doctor, and finds that she cannot. When parents utilize the public 

assistance programs requiring cooperation, they are also put under the gaze of the carceral 

state as they struggle to care for themselves and their children and come into contact with 

mandatory reporters (i.e., teachers, medical professionals). This serves to re-entrench the 

notion of Black bodies (parents) as unworthy and undeserving. Each of the Findings points to 

disincentives for mother/CPs and fathers/NCPs to engage with the CSEA.  

There also appears to be a significant disconnect in the way the State communicates its 

expectations and sanctions, and the way that these mothers are learning about them. Maritza, 

a former Child Support worker, often talked with parents whose benefits were terminated for 

noncooperation when she “worked the hallway,” where parents gathered outside the child 

support offices seeking information. Maritza explained, “Moms would come in with their kids 

yelling because their benefits were cut. Most of the time they said they didn’t do anything, so I 

would explain that they didn’t cooperate, and I would send them to the paralegal.”  
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When sanctioned, the mother/CP typically has to meet with someone at the CSEA 

before the sanction can be removed. That is a complex project for any parent and is impacted 

by many factors including employment status, employer flexibility and hours, child care and/or 

child responsibilities, and transportation options. For a mother/CP who learned about the 

sanction when she was trying to use the benefit, setting this meeting is even more time-

sensitive and stress-inducing. Martiza shared more information about why parents struggle to 

access information and schedule appointments:  

The problem is that the top of the Child Support letters have our 
Child Support Customer Service line right away and you have to 
read all the way towards the bottom to get the direct number (to 
your assigned caseworker). So, people didn’t read that far; they 
just saw the number on top and that’s the one they called.  
 

When looking for child support staff to interview, I called the Customer Service line three times. 

In those calls, I intentionally attempted to navigate each “branch” of the Milwaukee CSEA’s 

phone tree. After three attempts that lasted 20-30 minutes each, I was not able to talk with a 

human being or leave a message for someone to return my call. It seems that even if people 

who are sanctioned call the Customer Service number, they will also likely have to physically go 

to the agency and wait in the hallway to find out the next step.  

 
The current processes of learning and access to knowledge through the CSEA have some 

significant gaps that seem to create more tension, stress, uncertainty, and economic instability 

for mothers/CPs, children, and families. There appears to be a mismatch in the ways that the 

CSEA communicates with parents and the realities of life in under-resourced families. Many 

mothers/CPs found support and insights about Child Support from their friends and families. 
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Mothers’/CPs’ informal learning and access to knowledge 
 

In addition to the access to formal knowledge described earlier, some mothers in the 

study described their friends and female relatives as sources of knowledge and information 

about the CSEA. They described more general conversations about staying away from the CSE 

system and not specifically about cooperation. Erika, mother of five, recalled strong messages 

from her female relatives about avoiding the CSEA. They were pragmatic in their advice. She 

explained: 

You have your momma in one ear and your auntie or your 
grandmother in the other ear saying, “Girl, leave him (the father) 
alone. He’s sticking by you. He’s not doing nothing. He picks up 
them kids whenever you call. He is doing what he can. So why you 
gonna go and cause all this calamity and do this (tie him to the 
CSEA)?” 
 
I didn’t want to mess with that because I could go over to his 
mom’s house and eat; they would keep my kids anytime. There 
was never a stressful conversation over there. All the stresses 
came from my mom.  
 

The insights shared by her female relatives helped make Erika more conscious of all the 

parenting support she received through the good relationships with the father and his family. 

Even though the father struggled financially and they were not married, she believed that any 

benefits of engaging the CSEA were outweighed by the significant and ongoing support offered 

by the father’s family.34 Although mothers’ relationships with fathers and their families varied, 

mothers’ friends and relatives taught them that engaging with the CSEA meant harming the 

 
34 The father was not interviewed for this study, so his views about establishing paternity and child 
support are not represented here. 
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father and/or her relationship with him and his family.35 Yet, if the mother pursues an 

assistance program, then she will be required to cooperate. Overall, the experiences of friends 

and relatives teaches unmarried, low-income Black parents that the problems created for the 

families by engaging with the CSEA outweigh the benefits of public assistance/welfare. This is 

especially significant when the resources address basic needs through cash, food, health 

insurance and child care.  

 

Fathers’/NCPs’ learning about child support cooperation 
 
 Fathers’/NCPs’ learning seems to also reflect informal and formal ways of knowing. 

There was consensus amongst service providers working with dads that fathers come to their 

programs mad at the moms because, “She put me on child support.” The service providers 

working with them knew that “the state starts to press him for child support when she applies 

for benefits,” and they described spending a lot of time explaining fathers/NCPs that “the state 

is making her do this.”  

The fathers/NCPs clearly had some awareness of the CSE system before coming to the 

community programs. Given the relatively small percentage of fathers/NCPs served by 

programs, further research about the informal ways that fathers learn about the CSE system 

would be helpful.  Like mothers/CPs, the fathers’/NCPs’ friends and family members within and 

 
35 It is noteworthy that this guidance was consistent within Black mothers interviewed but varied across 
white mothers. While some White mothers received similar guidance from friends and family, others 
found significant financial support from their own parents because, as Andrea explained, “He’s absent 
and his parents, I’ve never met them. Never met anyone else in his family. Without help from my 
parents, Medicare, and FoodShare, I wouldn’t be able to parent.” Further research might explore the 
advice that racially and ethnically diverse mothers receive from friends and family about child support 
and also incorporate class analyses.  
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beyond the community groups are likely sources of information. Additionally, child support is a 

common topic in Black social media, music, and television.36 These sources construct powerful 

messages that inform fathers’/NCPs’ understandings of the CSE system, how it impacts their 

ways of parenting, their relationships with the mothers/CPs and their understandings of the 

state and its systems. Examination of these sources of knowledge would contribute to a better 

understanding of fathers’/NCPs’ learning about the CSE system. 

Maritza, a former child support staff person, explained that in Milwaukee, the first 

formal communication initiated by the CSEA is a letter sent through the US mail requiring 

fathers to come in for paternity testing. I was not able to obtain a copy of one of those letters 

for this study,37 but the fathers’/NCPs’ lack of awareness of cooperation suggests that if those 

letters are received and read, then they likely do not explain that paternity establishment is 

initiated by the CSEA when an unmarried mother seeks benefits. [The CSEA’s communications 

with (alleged) fathers are further discussed in Finding 3].  

 
The learning of other stakeholders 
 
 Interviews with parents made it very apparent that people outside the CSEA and public 

assistance/welfare systems play key roles in referring parents to the programs that require 

 
36 Some examples include: “Child Support” by Ice Cube, “Child Support” by Greg Gutty, “Child Support 
Lyrics” by BMT Hustlers, “Beat the Child Support Court Game” by Billion Dollar Worth of Game, and 
“Golddigger” by Kanye West, as well as television shows like “Child Support Court with Judge Vonda,” 
and “Love and Hip Hop.” 
 
37 As explained in Chapter 4, efforts were made to contact the CSEA to interview legal staff and request 
sample documents. These efforts were unsuccessful in part because of the Covid-19 pandemic and in 
part because the Milwaukee County CSEA telephone tree did not lead to an opportunity to leave a 
message or talk with a human being.  
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cooperation. Some of the people referring parents include: staff at community organizations 

working with parents, medical professionals, social workers in various settings, and interested 

community members.  

In the introductory story of Sylvia and Derek, one of those trusted individuals was 

Sylvia’s medical resident during pregnancy who became her family physician. When she learned 

of Sylvia’s limited and costly health insurance, the physician encouraged Sylvia to apply for the 

state Medicaid/BadgerCare program. Nothing about Sylvia’s experience with that medical 

professional suggested that the person had any understanding of the cooperation requirement 

and the financial impacts the family would endure by applying for BadgerCare. Understandably, 

the primary concerns of that physician were the health of her patient and that the coverage 

provided through BadgerCare was better and more cost-effective than the coverage provided 

through Sylvia’s insurance. Other mothers shared that they were offered a brochure about 

BadgerCare when visiting Planned Parenthood and another when talking with a librarian at her 

local public library. The broad lack of awareness and understanding of the IV-D child support 

system as a whole (caused in part by lack of legal representation) (Boggess, 2017) and 

specifically child support cooperation requirements help ensure that policies and practices that 

perpetuate the majoritarian narratives of public assistance/welfare programs benefitting 

families and CSEAs operating “in the best interests of children” will not be questioned.  

The masking of the CSE system also means that mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs will not 

be able to effectively advocate for their children and family as they navigate the CSEA. This is 

not to imply that health providers, librarians, teachers, or social workers should be expected to 

know the nuances of CSE policy. Yet, the broad lack of awareness, the siloed knowledge within 



115 
 

systems, and the minimal and inconsistent sharing of information with parents furthers the 

opportunities for injustice within these racialized policy systems. The lack of awareness also 

means that discretion can more easily go unchecked and create greater potential for power to 

be abused.  

Yet, increased awareness and access to knowledge alone will not dismantle racism. The 

next finding interrogates the ways that policies and practices grounded in racialized notions of 

low-income mothers and fathers serve to perpetuate economic instability amongst unmarried 

families.  

 

 

*** 

 

 

Finding 3: Economic (in)stability 
 
 When families are divorcing, the adversaries in the court case are the parents. The 

subsequent role of the CSEA is administrative, simply moving money from one parent to the 

other. The child support orders are established through court-approved parenting 

arrangements. Beyond that, the state is not involved or invested in parenting roles, decision- 

making or families’ finances. If payors in these families fail to make the expected payments, 

then for a relatively small fee, payees can seek the assistance of the CSEA in procuring those 

payments. On this “private side” of child support, the CSEA can utilize a wide range of 

enforcement tools described below.  
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 The experiences of low-income, unmarried families is significantly different. These 

families typically engage with the CSEA as a result of cooperation requirements in public 

assistance/welfare programs. In this realm, the adversaries in the legal proceedings are the 

state and the (alleged) father. The court case to establish paternity and child support is initiated 

by the state and against the (alleged) father. This points to a system that presumes that every 

low-incomes, unwed father and mother match the racialized stereotypes of deadbeat dads and 

welfare queens.38 The mother’s/CP’s interests are not represented unless she hires a separate 

attorney.39 As the plaintiff in the case, the state’s interests are in establishing paternity and in 

establishing and collecting on child support orders to meet the Agency’s legislative mandate to 

limit welfare expenditures (i.e., either by limiting the mothers’/CPs’ need for public assistance 

because child support is paid or by reimburse the state for assistance already disbursed to the 

mother). The federal Performance Incentive Structure created through the Child Support 

Performance and Incentive Act of 1998 established five measures used to assess funding 

support:  Paternity Establishment Percentage (PEP), Child Support Collections Score, Child 

Support Collections Score, Child Support Arrearage Cases Score and Cost-Effectiveness Score. 

The addition of paternity establishment or the PEP measure directed the attention of CSEAs to 

a group that previously was not considered valuable, the lowest income alleged fathers. 

Previously, they were not useful to the CSEA in meeting its performance goals because they 

only mattered if they paid child support and/or arrears and in a way that was cost-effective for 

 
38 Although not the primary focus of this study clearly the system also presumes that there are two parents and 
that one is male, and one is female. The problematic nature of those assumptions calls for critical examination.  
 
39 According to Wisconsin law, unmarried mothers are CPs and have sole legal custody of her child until a 
court orders otherwise (2005 Wisconsin Act 443). 
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the Agency. As Maritza, a former child support enforcement agency staff person, explained, 

“People who don’t have the wealth….It’s hard to collect because they just don’t have it.”  

Yet, that reality was addressed through a carceral lens of surveillance and punishment 

of the alleged fathers/NCPs with the addition of the PEP measure, every unmarried and 

(alleged) father instantly represented a source of funding for the state/CSEA. The 

fathers’/NCPs’ ability to pay child support was irrelevant. Consequently, each state CSEA had a 

fiscal incentive to prioritize paternity establishment and enforcement efforts.  

 
The focus of this study is the segment of IV-D unmarried families where the state brings 

suit against the (alleged) father through cooperation requirements. The IV-D side of CSE 

structures the mother/CP primarily as caregiver (and sometimes financial provider) and the 

father/NCP as financial provider. When the state pursues actions against the father/NCP, both 

parents lose their right to make decisions about their roles and responsibilities, and about how 

they can best operate as a parenting unit to support the health and well-being of their child. His 

involvement in the life of the child is not relevant to the court proceedings and in many ways is 

discouraged as the state constructs the definition of a responsible father as one who pays child 

support. The primary concerns for the state are establishing paternity and a child support order 

and making sure the father/NCP pays.   

Engaging in separate discussions with mothers, fathers, and child support workers about 

their experiences in the IV-D child support system made it seem as though they were describing 

entirely different systems. Mothers/CPs described a system happening around them, but they 

were not informed or part of decision-making processes. Many described having no idea how 

the child support system operated and noted that they did not “ask for child support.” 
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Fathers‘/NCPs’ positionality and limited understandings of the policy systems suggest that 

mothers/CPs, not the state, are responsible for “putting me on child support and messing with 

our situation.”40 CSEA staff described “just wanting to help.” None of the stakeholder groups 

noted a sense of economic security or stability derived from engaging with the CSEA and 

practically speaking, they described more instability. This economic (in)stability finding 

contextualizes the experiences of key stakeholders in the child support cooperation system by 

situating their voices within the current policy systems.  

Even though these assistance programs are available to parents whose economic 

circumstances leave them unable to make ends meet, this section will describe how seeking 

support from the state actually helps perpetuate further economic instability and structure 

enduring poverty for involved families. This finding begins by mapping the policy evolution of 

the child support enforcement system. Laying a foundation about the evolution of the policy 

systems as elements of the carceral state helps contextualize parents’ experiences. The 

experiences and impacts on mothers’/CPs’ financial circumstances follows. Lastly, consideration 

is given to fathers/NCPs, who are affected very differently by the policy systems that have been 

created.  

 

Evolution of policy systems connected through cooperation 
 

 
40 Many fathers logically presume that mothers initiate child support orders as it appears that they 
would be the only ones with a vested interest. That understanding is reinforced for many when they 
enter a courtroom as the mother is positioned next to the CSEA attorney on the plaintiff’s side. Yet, the 
cooperation requirements activate the process, and the Performance Incentive Funding Structure 
ensures that the process continues.  
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This section does not offer a full history of child support policy. It is intended to weave 

together and introduce: 1) the significance of cooperation requirements binding together 

welfare/public assistance and CSE systems, 2) the beginnings of CSE in the US, 3) the initial and 

continued links between welfare/public assistance and Child Support policy and practice, and 4) 

the impacts of child support policy at the intersections of race, class, gender, and place. 

Additional policies and practices are contextualized in subsequent sections detailing the 

experiences and impacts of policy and practice on families, including both mothers/CPs and 

fathers/NCPs.  

Although it was not yet a federal matter, the federal government started to invest in 

child support enforcement as early as 1935 through the establishment of Aid to Dependent 

Children (Title IV-A of the Social Security Act), which was public child support granted to 

mothers and widows (typically when the father died).41 In 1950, the federal government 

established procedures to notify law enforcement officials that a child was receiving aid 

because the child was deserted or abandoned (Uniform Reciprocal Enforcement of Support Act 

of 1950). This allowed for interstate enforcement of states’ efforts to collect child support.  

The 1950s is also when the nation started to see an increase in the number of 

unmarried mothers utilizing public assistance programs and specifically in the number of single, 

Black mothers accessing those benefits. The rising costs of welfare benefits were untenable. At 

the same time, the divorce rates were rising and the (white) women’s movement was seeking 

much-needed reforms of the family court system to help ensure that divorcing fathers 

 
41 ADC was later replaced with Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) that was commonly 
referred to as “welfare.” In 1996, President Clinton ended this entitlement and replaced AFDC with a 
work program known as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families or TANF.  



120 
 

maintained a financial commitment to their children. Within this confluence of issues, the 

nation’s Child Support System was born. The Social Service Amendments of 1974 (enacted in 

1975), formalized child support as a federal matter with enforcement responsibilities primarily 

at the state level. The evolution of the system over the next few decades emphasized 

efficiencies and enforcement.  

The legislative mandate of the Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) was to 

minimize welfare expenditures (Social Service Amendments of 1974). To address that mandate, 

an efficient and effective system had to be developed. Chart 5.1 Some Key Policy Ideas in the 

Evolution of an Efficient Child Support Enforcement System, 1950-2004 highlights some of the 

key steps in building an efficient system that uses the power of the government to build 

federal, state, and interstate approaches to efficiently identify fathers, to quickly track their 

employment status, and efficiently collect and disburse child support payments. The policy logic 

seems to be that the father/NCP paying child support will also minimize the mother’s/CP’s need 

for public assistance and/or she will be ineligible. In the case of TANF, the state can also keep a 

portion of child support payments as reimbursement for its welfare expenditures. 

In 1974 and 1975, when OCSE was created and child support became a federal matter, 

states were also required to have a unit charged with establishing paternity and collecting on 

child support orders for families receiving AFDC (the welfare program preceding TANF) (Cahn & 

Murphy, 2000). Establishing paternity early on is efficient, is likely clearer for families, and is 

seen as having the best potential for limiting new mothers’ need for public assistance. Some of 

the policy nuances and the significance of paternity establishment will be discussed later in the 

chapter. 
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 Once paternity is established and child support orders are generated, then the orders 

have to be enforced. To that end, the federal government generated a variety of enforcement 

tools available to state government agencies at all levels - federal, state and local. The following 

enforcement measures are available to make sure the father/NCP pays:  

✓ Revoking/denying licenses (i.e., drivers’, fishing, medical, boating) 
✓ Taking liens against property (i.e., houses, boats, cars) 

CHART 5.1 
SOME KEY POLICY IDEAS IN THE EVOLUTION OF AN EFFICIENT CHILD SUPPORT 

ENFORCEMENT SYSTEM, 1950-2004 
 

• Inter- and intra- state systems created to find NCPs 
• Employers required to submit information about new employees (within 60 days) for 

a New Hire Directory 
• Created a centralized disbursement and collection of child support (and birth costs in 

Wisconsin) 
• Created system of automated income withholding 
• Federal government encouraged state/local CSEAs to partner with law enforcement 

and family court systems to improve efficiencies and enforcement 
• Child support obligation became a judgment by operation of law so:  

o father NCP does not have to be present in court for order or subsequent 
sanctions to be established and  

o prevents child support obligors’ debts from being retroactively reduced or 
forgiven after debt (arrears) have been incurred 

• Federal law encouraged states to create a voluntary acknowledgement process 
(including hospital-based version during “golden hour”) allowing father’s name to 
appear on birth certificate 

• When state deducts child support from wages, it pays “family first” but only a portion 
of the child support order, the rest goes to the state as reimbursement for benefits 

• When unmarried parents live together, it adversely impacts the family’s eligibility for 
(most) public assistance programs because their household income rises 

 (Adapted from Josephson, 1997; Pate, 2003) 
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✓ Intercepting tax returns 
✓ Reporting arrears to consumer protection agencies 
✓ Pursuing contempt of court charges (and jail accordingly) 
✓ Pursuing incarceration (arrears will continue to accrue while incarcerated unless CP 

requests suspension and the request is granted) 
✓ Intercepting pandemic stimulus checks 

While some of those tools are reasonable responses to a family court system that was not 

sensitive to the realities of women divorcing (i.e., wage gaps and disparities, no employment 

supports for working mothers). Yet, for unmarried, low-income parents who are required to 

cooperate, the enforcement measures further engrained the nation’s construction of Black 

parents as deadbeat dads and welfare queens, images created and normalized through the 

leadership of President Reagan in the 1980s.  

Additionally, the system of enforcement also structured mothers/CPs as agents of the 

state in that process. Any money or resources from the father/NCP to the mother/CP must be 

reported to the CSEA or the mother/CP can lose benefits and be charged with fraud. This 

includes cash or items of monetary value (i.e., diapers, shoes, groceries).  

The enforcement measures above help ensure that if the father/NCP has income, 

wealth, or savings, the government will find it and use it as payment for child support. For 

example, within 60 days of hiring someone, employers must notify the federal government, and 

if applicable, child support deductions will begin. The child support payor’s property can be 

confiscated. Any financial stream from the government to the payor will be intercepted. The 

tools of enforcement seem to close every possible loophole to a father having money and not 

paying child support. Loss of freedom is one of those and is detailed later in the chapter.  
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The enforcement policy systems described above undergird the experiences of families 

in the IV-D CSE system. The enforcement mechanisms (i.e., revocation and denial of licenses, 

incarceration) are activated even if the father/NCP has absolutely no money.  Again, the system 

is designed in response to the notion that every unmarried father/NCP has money, is hiding it 

from the family and is not an engaged parent. The experiences of these families are described 

below by incorporating the voices of child support staff, public assistance program staff, service 

providers, and mothers and fathers themselves.  

 

Mapping the ways that cooperation-related laws, policies, and practices impact mothers/CPs 
 

When an unmarried, pregnant woman or an unmarried mother needs additional 

resources to provide for herself and her child, she can go to the state to access programs that 

offer assistance. While there are many public benefits afforded to residents and citizens, the 

focus here is on the ones that require cooperation with the CSEA. In the case of Sylvia and 

Derek, the limitations of her insurance during the pregnancy were going to create significant 

financial debt. So, at her physician’s recommendation, she applied for BadgerCare/Medicaid. In 

addition to health insurance, other programs offer cash assistance to supplement incomes or to 

support educational endeavors, and to provide child care assistance so the parent can work. 

Because of racial and gender wealth gaps, employment discrimination, and other systems of 

racial inequity, minoritized families are more likely to need public assistance even if both 

parents are working. Yet, incomes requirements for public assistance/welfare programs are set 

low enough that households with two incomes are likely ineligible.  
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Continuing, before cooperation requirements are fully implemented, the state is 

invested in structuring and fathers/NCPs as “financial providers.” When the parents are not 

married, the father’s/NCPs residential address is of interest to the state for the purpose of 

determining eligibility and/or amounts of public assistance to be awarded. Residing in the same 

household will have adverse impacts on the mother’s/CP’s access to some programs as it 

impacts household income calculations. If the father/NCP is living with them, then for eligibility 

purposes, the state includes his income or imputes income as part of the household total.42 If 

he is providing financially for the child, his contributions can also be used to calculate the 

mothers’/CPs’ income/eligibility. So, the father’s/NCP’s address holds great significance.  

As Findings 1 and 2 highlight, discretion also plays an important role in parent learning 

and access to information about cooperation. Even if she is aware of the range of cooperation’s 

consequences, the mother/CP/applicant still needs resources to care for herself and her family. 

The state is not invested in whether the unmarried father/NCP is present during the pregnancy 

or is involved in the life of the child; he is structured as the financial provider. Although the 

address and involvement of the alleged father/father/NCP can impact the mother’s/CP’s public 

assistance eligibility, they are irrelevant to the child support process. Because they are not 

married and she applied for a program requiring cooperation, the state processes of 

establishing paternity, and establishing and collecting on the child support orders will continue. 

Consequently, three scenarios are created: 1) the mother/CP, may have to accept that it makes 

 
42 Because Medicaid/Badgercare is an entitlement program, the mother/CP and the child will have 
access to that health insurance as long as she cooperates with the CSEA. Even if the mother does not 
cooperate with the CSEA, Medicaid law only denies her access to health insurance. The child will remain 
eligible. (Roberts, 2005)    
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them ineligible for some programs, or 2) have to misrepresent the living arrangement to the 

state (and risk sanctions, including fraud), or 3) the father/NCP will have to seek out a different 

living arrangement.  

Each option will have adverse and significant financial implications for the family (and 

likely serious relationship implications for the mother/father and the father/child). If the family 

does not pursue the public assistance program, then the financial needs will remain. Some 

mothers expressed fear that going to the State’s for assistance will draw the attention of Child 

Welfare. Sherry, mother of two, articulated mothers’ fears in saying that Child Welfare is 

“Lookin’ for reasons to take my babies away.” This fear was very real for Sherry who still carries 

the trauma of having her child removed from her home by the local child welfare agency.43  

Continuing, if the unmarried mother misrepresents the living arrangement to the state, 

then she risks not only losing the assistance, but also risks being charged with fraud and 

subsequent penalties (Headworth, 2021). And finally, if the parents separate to gain access to 

the benefits, then they are increasing the family’s financial burden as he would need separate 

living arrangements that may limit his parenting contributions (i.e., financial, socio-emotional, 

and day-to-day responsibilities that parents share). If the father is present and involved in the 

life of the child, each choice will have consequences that also go well beyond the adverse 

financial ones. There is not an ideal choice, or even a reasonable one, for an unmarried family 

with limited means.  

 Yet, financial considerations are the impetus for parents to come to public assistance 

programs. If the mother/CP continues applying for TANF, Medicaid, or another program 

 
43 For a discussion about race in the child welfare system, see Alan J. Dettlaff, 2021. 
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requiring cooperation, then she will be required to cooperate with the state’s efforts to 

establish paternity and collect child support throughout the time that she is receiving the 

benefit.  

In spite of the nuances related to program eligibility and cooperation that impact the 

family’s economic circumstances, the policy map for mothers/CPs appears fairly clear. It is 

outlined in Figure 5.2 Cooperation Policy Map: Mothers’/Custodial Parents’ Experiences. If she 

applies for benefits, is eligible (which can include signing her rights to child support and medical 

orders to the state), and cooperates, then she will receive benefits. She must cooperate 

throughout the time she is receiving the benefits, or she will be sanctioned 25%-100% cut of 

benefit depending on the state in which she resides. Even though that policy map is fairly clear, 

mothers did not describe their experiences with any clarity of understanding.  

Figure 5.2 Cooperation Policy Map: Mothers’/Custodial Parents’ Experiences 
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Presumably, utilizing public assistance programs can create some financial stability, but 

mothers/CPs described being entrenched in a system that they did not understand, was not 

explained, and resulted in sanctions that were swift, severe, and ultimately created further 

economic instability.  Andrea, a mother of one who utilized child care subsidies (Wisconsin 

 Shares), described the frustration of needing information, and the time and energy that it took 

to find it:  

Child care (subsidies) are the worst experience ever. I have been on 
the phone with them for six hours! You can’t understand the 
system because you ask questions and they say, “The screen says 
__ and that’s the law.” No one explains things.  
 

At the same time, the consequences for not taking the right steps in a timely fashion are 

enacted swiftly and oftentimes mothers/CPs learn their benefits are terminated in ways that 

create more instability. Alanda, a mother of four children, said: 

I would find out (benefits were cut) because I stopped receiving 
benefits. It would be like I’d miss an appointment…They would send 
me things on email and then, for a while, I didn’t have a phone so I 
didn’t know they were sending me stuff until I’d try to pay for 
something and couldn’t. 

 
Alanda recalled grocery shopping with a friend, waiting in line, and when it was her turn, she 

tried to pay for groceries with her EBT card and it was declined. She said her friend, “Kicked it 

into gear and started putting food back and took me to the clearance aisle to see what I could 

do with the little money on my card.” 

When Alanda returned home, she started to call the FoodShare program to find out 

what happened. That process involved multiple phone calls and hours on hold as the FoodShare 

people told her she had to talk with the CSEA. Paralleling my experiences calling the CSEA, 
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Alanda said, “I couldn’t talk to anyone, so I had to go down there (to the CSEA) and found out 

they cut me off ‘cause I missed some appointment.” 

Another mother, Erika, recalled two friends (also unmarried, Black women) who brought 

their kids to daycare on their way to work and got turned away.  

They walked in with their babies and the staff said, “We couldn’t 
run your card. Go talk to Child Support.” They had no place to 
take their kids that day. And they were supposed to work! 

 
Erika was close to one of those moms and recalled, “She was too scared about something 

happening and Child Welfare getting involved, so she didn’t go to work. She lost her job.” The 

real fears about drawing attention from the state meant this low-income, unmarried Black 

mother had two unreasonable options: leave her child in an unsafe situation and keep her job 

or stay with her child and lose her job.  

 The termination of benefits had dramatic impacts on these families that turned to the 

state for assistance. The ways they learned about the sanctions amplified their fragile economic 

circumstances. Whether spending hours on the phone trying to learn and navigate systems, or 

having to choose between going to work and leaving their children in unsafe child care 

situations with fear of Child Protective Services looming, when mothers seek assistance from 

the state, they are also opening the door to additional layers of stress, uncertainty and 

economic instability, incarceration and tearing their families apart.  

 

 Mapping the ways that cooperation-related laws, policies, and practices impact fathers/NCPs 
 

As described earlier, IV-D CSE policies construct fathers/NCPs as financial providers, 

regardless of their income levels and parenting behavior. This patriarchal notion of fathering 
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helps frame the CSEA’s approach to working with fathers. Stakeholder interviews highlighted 

that while this approach establishes the father’s/NCP’s legal connection to the child, it also 

further destabilizes the family’s economic circumstances and undermines the parents’ decision-

making authority. Stakeholder voices also suggest that the policies and practices converge to 

threaten fathers’/NCPs’ freedom, their masculinity, and their relationships with their children 

and their children’s mothers.  All of these impacts disproportionately impact low-income, 

unmarried Black fathers/NCPs and make the realities of their lives invisible while perpetuating 

the debunked myths of Black fathers as deadbeat dads. These impacts are amplified in under-

resourced families and minoritized families that are over-represented in the CSE system.44 This 

section incorporates policies, practices, and the voices of stakeholders to describe the impacts 

on fathers/NCPs when cooperation is activated.  

 

Paternity establishment  
 

When the federal government noticed the increase in unmarried mothers applying for 

programs requiring cooperation, it incentivized paternity establishment for state CSEAs (1984 

Child Support Amendments). Consequently, it became essential for states to prioritize 

establishing paternity and a child support order as quickly and efficiently as possible to achieve 

its goal of minimizing welfare expenditures. Paternity also establishes a legal connection 

between the unmarried father and child. In this system, establishing this connection 

 
44 The OSCE does not report demographic information about mothers and fathers that enter the IV-D 
system through cooperation requirements. Similarly, the state of Wisconsin did not satisfy the request 
for that data.  
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simultaneously empowers the father by giving him legal rights and also undermines his ability 

to be an active and engaged father. Three key policy steps are discussed here: charging alleged 

fathers for paternity testing, incentivizing state’s efforts to establish paternity, and hospital 

voluntary acknowledgement. 

 Charging alleged fathers for paternity testing - One step taken by the federal 

government to save money in the paternity establishment process came in 1988. The Family 

Support Act of 1988 required unmarried parents in a contested paternity case (where an 

unmarried parent is utilizing programs that require cooperation) to take a genetic test to 

establish paternity and charge the (alleged) father for the test. For an alleged father with 

resources, who is denying any responsibility for his children, this may be reasonable. For an 

alleged father who has limited resources (and may be engaged in the lives of his children), the 

impacts of the state’s actions are felt more severely.  When the mother/CP is uncertain who the 

father is, the state can initiate paternity testing with any possible fathers until the biological 

parent is established.  

Incentivizing state’s efforts to establish paternity - A second effort of the federal 

government to prioritize paternity establishment was to create financial incentives for states to 

establish paternity (1984 Child Support Amendments). Initially, that included a 75% paternity 

establishment rate that was ultimately increased to 90% by 1996 (Personal Responsibility and 

Workforce Opportunity Act, PRWORA). Meeting such high goals would require a highly efficient 

system in which “voluntary acknowledgement” was a key tool. 

Hospital voluntary acknowledgement - A third effort of the federal government to 

prioritize paternity establishment came in 1993 through the Omnibus Reconciliation Act which 
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required states to develop a system for “hospital-based voluntary acknowledgement,” which 

would put the father’s name on the birth certificate and establish parentage with very little 

effort. This allows paternity to be established through the completion of a form during the 

mother’s/CP’s hospital stay after giving birth. If the mother/CP is not married and is utilizing 

Medicaid/BadgerCare at the time of birth, then she will be asked to name a father while in the 

hospital. As described by Sylvia, she and Derek did not understand that child support could be 

established as a result of answering those questions and signing the form. According to the 

Wisconsin Volunteer Paternity Acknowledgement Handbook (2014), when the form is signed by 

both parents and notarized, then both parents will be listed on the birth certificate and 

paternity will be established. A child support order will follow. If paternity is not established 

through this hospital-based process, then the CSEA can continue to pursue paternity 

establishment, which may lead to sanctions against the mother/CP for noncooperation. 

Hospital-based voluntary acknowledgement is clearly faster and more efficient for the state.  

Sylvia and Derek experienced significant financial harm as a result of the hospital-based 

voluntary acknowledgement process. Although they were not aware of the consequences of 

answering the questions the hospital worker posed years before, the document they completed 

established legal paternity for Derek and activated the child support processes. The staff person 

did not give context for her questions, explain the significance of Sylvia’s answers, or explain 

the legal nature of the document that they were signing. The immediate consequences of this 

were to create tension and frustration for the new parents. The longer-term consequences 

were to further destabilize their already tenuous financial situation and create further stress 

and tension by needing to cut parent meals and having to defend Derek’s integrity as a father 
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whenever the state challenged their lives. To this day, their questions about why the CSEA 

started to collect more than two years after the birth of their first son remain unanswered. 

They stopped seeking answers because of the harms that resulted from the state’s attention on 

Derek and their lives. The emotional turmoil was still felt seven years later as Sylvia completed 

our interview in her car in the garage, out of earshot of Derek, a move to protect his well-

being.) Their experience highlights legal concerns around due process and legal representation 

for the nation to consider in pursuit of just policy and practice. Additionally, without continued 

examination of policies and practices at the sites of these intersecting and oppressed identities, 

cooperation requirements will continue to contribute to the oppression of unmarried Black 

families that utilize a public assistance program requiring cooperation. 

 In addition to pulling the father/NCP into the CSE system, establishing paternity also 

creates a legal connection between the father/NCP and child. Without that, he has no legal 

authority for decision making around the child’s education, medical issues, or living 

circumstances. Anthony teaches classes at FCO1 specifically for men who are fathering. He 

explained why he encourages (alleged) fathers to establish paternity:  

What I try to tell the dads, especially if they get into the class 
before the child is born, I tell the dads right away, “You establish 
paternity right away.” I tell them that because the way that the 
Wisconsin law is, if you aren’t married and you don’t establish 
paternity, you have no rights concerning that child. 
 

Although paternity establishment formalizes a man’s position as father/NCP to the child, it does 

not expand the state’s interest in him beyond that of financial provider.  

Figure 5.3 IV-D Paternity Establishment for Unmarried, Alleged Fathers/NCPs in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin subsequent maps were constructed by triangulating the CSE and welfare 
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policies detailed earlier with the voices of former child support and public assistance program 

staff, service providers, fathers, and mothers. Their voices are utilized to describe and give 

context to Figure 5.3 below.  

 

Many fathers/NCPs logically presume that the mother/CP initiates paternity and child 

support processes. As shown through the diagram, her requirement to cooperate with the CSEA 

is masked.  Anthony, FCO1 staff person who works with fathers explained:  

That’s one of the situations that I find myself probably explaining 
to the dads the most when it comes to child support, is that 
because the mom and the child are on Medicaid or W-2 or 
Badgercare or need child care, et cetera, that’s what forces the 
dad to have to pay child support. What dads are angry or upset 
about is, they’re under the impression that the girl placed them 

Figure 5.3   IV-D Paternity Establishment for Unmarried, Alleged Fathers (Milwaukee 
County, Wisconsin) 
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on child support and, “Here is it, she got me on child support and 
I’m at that house and I take care of all of the bills. I do everything 
anyway, why she taking child support?” And so I have to explain 
to them, it’s not that she’s taking child support from you, but 
when the state and the county is giving her any assistance, they 
want to be reimbursed or paid back for that. In order to get 
reimbursed or paid back, they place you on child support to have 
you pay part of the bill. 

 

Fathers/NCPs described frustration with the insertion of the CSE system into their lives 

and the criminalization it includes. Sometimes both parents are doing what they can to raise 

the child and he feels attacked by the initiation of a child support order, especially when it 

appears to be initiated by the mother. Other fathers say they would have helped if the mother 

had asked. Other times, fathers have no money to give, but care for the child while the mother 

works or goes to school. There are many configurations of these families and of parenting 

responsibilities, but, when the CSEA is involved, the focus has to be paying child support. 

The information gathered from the mother/CP during her application for assistance and 

interviews with the CSEA are used to identify alleged father(s). According to Maria, a former 

CSEA worker, the Agency typically notifies the (alleged) father(s) about paternity testing in a 

letter sent through the US Postal Service. When an alleged father receives the letter, reads it, 

and comes in to the CSEA for paternity testing at his own volition, if he is found to be the 

father, then he may be charged for the cost of the paternity test (Family Support Act of 1988) 

and the family court processes to establish a child support order and a medical support order 

will ensue. If BadgerCare is being utilized, then BCR will follow. (See Figure 5.3 IV-D Paternity 

Establishment for Unmarried, Alleged Fathers in Milwaukee, Wisconsin). 
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In Milwaukee County, if an alleged father does not submit to paternity testing in a 

timely fashion, then a body warrant can be issued.  Maritza, a former CSEA worker, explained: 

For the DNA testing, they are told (in a letter mailed to the last 
known address) that if you don’t show up, they can get a warrant 
for you and bring you in. You’re not going to jail. They’re going to 
pick you up, process you, put you in, most of the time it was 
Milwaukee County, the courthouse (Milwaukee Secure Detention 
Facility). And then they bring you over once we open and DNA 
swab you. And then you get processed out. It just sucks if you get 
caught on Friday. The DNA test will happen after you’re processed 
as long as Child Support’s open. If you get arrested on a Friday 
afternoon and Child Support’s not open on the weekends, you’re 
going to spend the weekend there until Monday, because it’s a 
body warrant. So, it means you have to bring your body…Once the 
DNA is done, they’ll process them out, as long as that’s the only 
warrant they have. Now if you have a search warrant for 
something completely different….well. 
 

In practice, alleged fathers can be incarcerated for not coming in for paternity testing. If 

detained, the alleged father will not be released until he submits to a DNA test, which will also 

activate the family court-CSEA processes to establish a child support order.  

Maritza’s description highlights the importance of and the power in the relationships 

between CSEA, family courts and law enforcement in promoting the efficiencies and 

enforcements (i.e., partnerships with law enforcement) detailed earlier. These processes insert 

some men into the child support and law enforcement systems through the paternity 

establishment process. These practices criminalize unmarried fatherhood for poor men through 

police surveillance and loss of freedom.  These practices also contribute to the unique burden 

that Black men in this study described as “setting us up to not be good fathers” (Reggie, father 

of four). The nation’s history of disproportionate criminalization of people of color makes this a 

significant burden for Black and Brown men, especially those with low-incomes and wealth. The 
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subsequent sections detail the unique ways that cooperation related systems impact the lives 

of low-income, unmarried fathers. The impacts of child support policy and practice at the 

intersection of these oppressed identities is both a consequence of racism and further 

structures it.  

 

Paternity establishment also activates enforcement efforts 
 

The power of state and local discretion was highlighted earlier. It helps limit mothers’ 

and fathers’ learning and access to knowledge about cooperation and the CSE system. Once 

paternity is established, the state courts have tremendous power to create and enforce orders. 

Some research speaks to the processes and issues related to establishing orders. (Brito et al., 

2014; Pate, 2016; Pate, 2003). Stakeholder interviews in this study highlighted that 

enforcement measures are a key source of the CSEA’s power. The immediate and long-term 

impacts of these policies on the lives of children and their parents are considered through the 

stories of two families.  

Sylvia and Derek’s cooperation experiences were introduced in Chapter 1. Unmarried at 

the time of their first child’s birth and utilizing BadgerCare at the recommendation of her 

physician, they completed the hospital-based voluntary acknowledgement process without a 

clear understanding of its significance. It became evident a few years later when the CSEA 

started withholding child support payments and what seemed to be payments for BCR and 

arrears (although it was never clear to them). Sylvia then received child support payments 

through the state which constituted a small portion of what was deducted from Derek’s pay 

checks. Consequently, the CSEA took money out of the family budget and gave it to the state 
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which sent the family into turmoil. Years later, they still do not understand why the CSEA 

enforcement measures started or stopped. Although the financial burden around paying child 

support has eased, Sylvia says that she is always prepared to defend the incredible father that 

Derek is against these systems that are trying to “make Derek a deadbeat dad.” As a Black 

woman partnered with a Black man, it is a burden that Sylvia knows she carries every day.  

 Reggie is 47 years old, a father of four, a grandfather, and also a staff person at FCO1. 

His story of CSE and navigating these masked systems highlighted some of the consequences of 

requiring cooperation as part of public assistance programs. His paternity and child support 

establishment story is shocking. The financial implications have been devastating and never-

ending. Reggie explained: 

To be honest with you, by the time I was 22 years old, I already 
had three children. I think I got hooked up on child support before 
I even had my first job. So, I was…I had my first son at 18 years 
old. Then I had another child by the time I was 20. By the time I 
was 20 years old, I was already on child support for the two-year-
old, and I didn’t know!  
 

Reggie and the mother were not together, and he did not know he was a father. Years later, at 

the encouragement of his own mother, Reggie pursued paternity testing:  

I had a son who my child’s mom told me that he wasn’t mine. So, I 
didn’t find out until he was seven years old that he was mine. I did 
that because I had to literally go down to court myself and 
demand a blood test, and things like that. The state made me pay 
for the blood test, out of my own pocket, they made me pay. But, 
when I paid and the results came back, and they found out he was 
mine, they automatically put me on child support for the past 
seven years back to the day he was born.  
 
First you made me pay for the whole test and things like that. But 
it’s not right that I’m seven years in arrears when I didn’t even 
know that he was my child. Like, nobody….She told me he wasn’t 
mine, and things like that. And she had another guy’s name on the 
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birth certificate. What made me go down there was my mom had 
seen my child and said, “This is your child. You might want to get 
tested.” I always said that I don’t want any kids out there that I 
don’t know about, so it’s worth the test. So, I was willing to go 
and do all of that. But I didn’t know that doing all that was going 
to make me seven years in arrears on child support already. It 
makes me think, if I had known that, would I have did that (gotten 
the DNA test)? 
Seven years of child support being behind, I was already…When I 
found out the kid was mine, I was already $55,000 behind on child 
support.  
 

Federal and state child support enforcement policies and practices structured the system that 

led to Reggie incurring significant and immediate arrears totaling $55,000. The state sought 

retroactive establishment of child support. (In Wisconsin, the law was changed to end this 

horribly punitive practice, but the retroactive orders of fathers/NCPs charged before the law 

changed remain). Reggie looks back on the recommendation of his mother with disbelief: 

So that’s my personal experience. It seemed like I never was able 
to catch up from there. Here I am, like I said, I’m 47. My kids are 
grown and I’m still playing catch up. That 55,000 is over 100,000 
now (because of interest).  
 

Once paternity is established, a child support order must also be established. As demonstrated 

through Reggie’s story, this can happen as soon as the state is able to establish legal 

fatherhood.  

The court experiences of fathers in the IV-D system has been described as frustrating 

and even devastating. Many fathers experience the courts as uninterested in their parenting 

efforts and solely focused on establishing and paying child support. Research suggests that 

fathers experience these courtrooms as places where “race was highly visible, but rarely 

acknowledged in child support enforcement actions” (Brito et al., 2014, p. 3036)The question of 
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“’right-sized’ orders” based on the fathers’/NCPs’ “ability to pay” remains unresolved.45 In 

2019, millions of noncustodial parents across the United States owed over $115 billion in child 

support debt. A more nuanced analysis of child support debt was generated in 2007 through a 

study of nine states. It found that “Nearly three quarters of the high debtors (who owed over 

$30,000 in arrears) had either no reported income (44 percent) or reported income of $10,000 

a year or less (30 percent)” (Sorensen et al., 2007, p. 19). The financial consequences for 

nonpayment are severe and enduring. And the data suggests that it is an insurmountable issue 

for a significant majority of fathers/NCPs. 

Yet, once the order is set, payments must begin. When the mother/CP assigns her rights 

to child support to the state (a requirement to access some public assistance benefits), states 

have the option to pass-through a portion of each child support payment to her and the rest 

goes to the state.46 The amount varies by state.  

Continuing, it is rare to see a mother or father navigate the IV-D system with legal 

representation. Not only are unmarried, low-income mothers and fathers left to navigate the 

systems on their own, the systems of siloed learning and access to knowledge described in 

Finding 2 create more opportunity for parental stress, frustration and overall confusion. For 

example, when a father/NCP claims that he paid child support in full and she receives a smaller 

 
45 Many hoped that Turner v Rogers would require judges to fully consider a father’s/NCP’s “ability to 
pay” when establishing/modifying a child support order, but there is no evidence that the court holding 
is being followed by courts and child support agencies. Research is needed about the implementation of 
Turner.  
 
46 “Pass-through” is a contentious issue and has changed over time. The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 
gave states the option to pass a portion of child support payments through to the family. This changed 
through PRWORA in 1995 which ended the first $50 pass-through to the family, and then again through 
the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 where, the federal government gave states the option to pass through 
some of the money. 
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amount, distrust is fueled between them, especially if they are not together. She may not 

believe that he paid and he may think that she is lying about the amount she received. It is not 

apparent to them that the system is designed to only support her request for assistance to care 

for herself and the child if she agrees to give the state information to pursue child support. 

Continuing, it was not clear to parents that if the father/NCP pays, then the mother/CP likely 

will not receive the full amount. Because they lived together and shared financial information, 

Sylvia and Derek could see that the state took more out of his checks than she received in child 

support.  

Continuing, when fathers/NCPs do not pay child support or do not make full payments, 

arrears accrue and interest is charged. Once a father/NCP has child support debt, the arrears 

will continue to accrue until either they are paid in full or the father/NCP dies. (While declaring 

bankruptcy allows a fresh start for people with other kinds of debt, the 1986 Bradley 

Amendment prevents NCPs from declaring bankruptcy for arrears.) Particularly frustrating to 

some parents is that when he has paid all the child support that is owed to the mother, then all 

the money is retained by the state and the interest continues to accrue. Reggie is one of those 

frustrated fathers/NCPs:  

The mom’s not getting anything. It’s all in arrears. Everything I pay 
is going to the state. I got a bonus from my check of $1,800.  
When I got the check, it was $700, because child support took 
$1,100 of my bonus. 
 

  Reggie continued:  

Even when my child is 18 years old, an adult, the child is no longer 
a kid and I still owe back child support. So, my child could be 36 
years old and I’m still paying child support out of all my checks 
because I couldn’t catch up from when they was five and six. I just 
don’t think that it’s….like, at what point do….I mean, you’ve got 
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some people out here in the world right now on $250,000 worth 
of back child support. That’s just ridiculous. How do you expect a 
person to pay $250,000 worth of back child support? Some of the 
amounts that I had bringing in, it’s just ridiculous what they on. I 
just feel, when do it stop? It never stops for the dad to pay that 
money. It never stops. You have 76-year-old men whose kids are 
40 years old and grandkids is 20 years old who’s still paying child 
support, as long as they working. I just don’t see the justification 
in that.  
 

As Reggie alluded to, “Seventy percent of the arrears were owed by obligors who had either no 

reported income or reported income of $10,000 a year or less” (Sorensen et al., 2007) .  

These scenarios reflect the idea that child support becomes a “debt anchor.”47 As 

described above, it continues to increase and does not go away. The father remains indebted to 

the state. The interest continues to accrue. The efficiencies and enforcements make it virtually 

impossible for him to survive or be a good father whether using the state definition of financial 

provider or more common societal expectations or his own definition of a good father.  

 The debt anchor combined with enforcement tools make it virtually impossible to break 

free from the cycle. Even when a father finds what is considered a “living wage job,” the laws 

and policies seem relentless. Reggie explained:  

Like a lot of people, most of the people who are really on child 
support, especially on back child support (arrears), are low- 
income people. And if I finally get a job that’s substantial. And 
let’s just say if I’m finally getting a job that’s making $22 an hour 
and my child support order is $500 a month, and I be paying every 
two weeks, that’s still almost 250, 300 dollars a paycheck that’s 
coming out of my paycheck along with other things, along with my 
state taxes, along with my insurance. Because, now, especially 
when you pay child support like that, you definitely have to pay 
for your insurance. So, you’ve got three kids. You’ve got to carry 
all three of your kids on your medical insurance….So, now you’re 

 
47 Personal communications with Professor David Pate and Anne Price, former President of the Insight 
Center (October, 2018).  
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taking child support out of my check as well as the insurance. I 
have to cover medical, dental, vision. I have to cover all of that. 
And if it’s a copay or if there’s anything like that, it could be a bad 
situation for just that male. Most of the time, he is actually 
somewhere else trying to pay bills to maintain another household, 
and still dealing with all these deductions out of his check from a 
previous household. So, it’s definitely hard for him to maintain it, 
and the children fall back on that, because there’s certain things 
that he can’t do for his kids because there’s so much deductions 
and so much money is coming out of his checks that he don’t have 
that extra money. Even if he wanted to, he just don’t have it. 
 

  

That debt anchor impacts fathers’ abilities to care for themselves and parent their 

children. Reggie shares what fathers he works with experience in this way: 

Some of the ways I’ve seen it impacts the kids is you have some 
parents who feel like because the state is getting so much in child 
support, that they’re taking care of them that way, and personally 
won’t do anything else for them, because they’re taking so much 
of the money from child support. Like I’ve seen it where, like I 
said, in my job, they was taking $500 a month from me. It I was 
getting paid every week, my checks wasn’t bigger than 300, 400 
dollars. They taking $125 for each one of those checks. So, then 
when my kids call and say, “Dad, I need some extra money this 
week because I want to go to this dance,” or “Dad, can you give 
me some extra money because I need these shoes,” things like 
that- and if you budgeting, you have barely enough money to get 
from this Friday to this Friday, to the next paycheck, you don’t 
have that extra money.  That’s one of the ways the kids suffers, 
because they take so much of one person’s paycheck that they 
don’t have the extra of the anything like that do even do with 
their kid if they wanted to. Then you have another example, 
where people just feel like because I’m paying so much in child 
support that should be enough.  

 
In many ways, Reggie has learned throughout his life that a man’s job is to provide for 

his family financially. He strives to be much more than that, but his sense of self is also 

connected to providing for his family. One painful memory was when his daughter asked him 
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for $10 for the ticket to her school dance. He pulled out his wallet and she could see $20. Yet, 

he could not give it to her, because that was all he had until his next paycheck. He needed that 

money for gas to get to his job and food until he was paid again. The realities of his arrears 

weighed heavily, but that was not a reality he could explain to his daughter. He felt the impact 

of how this made his daughter view him. That financial reality impacted how his daughter and 

threatened his masculinity.  

 
Incarceration (i.e., jail, prison)  
 
 This section about fathers’/NCP’s experiences begins and ends with a discussion of 

incarceration, because it is a powerful tool of enforcement with conflicting messages. As 

described earlier, in some counties, alleged fathers who do not complete paternity testing 

within a specified amount of time can be charged with contempt and arrest, which can 

potentially lead to being locked up for an evening or a weekend.   

Ultimately, if a father/NCP incurs arrears, the federal government allows states to 

prosecute parents. For example, when a father/NCP incurs arrears, Wisconsin law allows the 

state discretion to pursue criminal misdemeanor or felony charges. Wisconsin Statute 948.22(2) 

indicates that:  

Any person who intentionally fails for 120 or more consecutive 
days to provide spousal, grandchild or child support which the 
person knows or reasonably should know the person is legally 
obligated to provide is guilty of a Class E felony. A prosecutor may 
charge a person with multiple counts for a violation under this 
subsection if each count covers a period of at least 120 
consecutive days and there is no overlap between periods.  
 

And, Wisconsin Statute 948.22(3) explains that: 
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Any person who intentionally fails for less than 120 consecutive 
days to provide spousal, grandchild or child support which the 
person knows or reasonably should know the person is legally 
obligated to provide is guilty of a Class A misdemeanor. 

 

Wisconsin’s state and local CSEAs indicate that they pursue incarceration for criminal 

non-payment for only a small number of fathers/NCPs who are in arrears. Yet, laws and policies 

are in place so that fathers/NCPs who are in arrears can automatically be charged with civil 

(rather than criminal) contempt of court that can also lead to incarceration. And, before 

paternity is even established, an alleged father can be picked up by the police based on a court-

ordered warrant for his arrest. Practically speaking, the policy systems that families encounter 

as a result of cooperation structure surveillance by law enforcement and increase the likelihood 

of fathers’/NCPs’ incarceration for contempt of court, an outgrowth of child support debt and 

other infractions. Families in this system know that being on the radar of the CSEA can and does 

lead to incarceration. Music videos portray the CSEA and the police as one in the same. Social 

media and newspapers still print headlines and pictures of fathers who owe large sums of child 

support or are being incarcerated for arrears. So, although the CSEA may pursue criminal 

prosecution for only a small number of its cases, these realities of the carceral state are what 

unmarried, low-income alleged fathers and fathers/NCPs and their families navigate every day.  

Also, the realities of mass incarceration in the US and the disproportionate incarceration 

of Black and Brown people indicate that minoritized, unmarried fathers, especially those with 

low incomes, carry a reasonable fear of engaging with the CSEA. As James, who works with 

fathers through FCO 2 explained, “The sheer fact that it can be a felony is a deterrent to 

engaging with Child Support.” The ultimate example of these impacts comes through the story 
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of Walter Scott who was shot in the back by Officer Michael Slager and killed in South Carolina 

in April 2017. He was pulled over for a non-functioning brake light and ran away from the 

police. His family later explained that they believe he ran away because he did not want to go 

back to jail for arrears. Mr. Scott was engaged to be married and was a 50-year-old father of 

four children, two of whom were in their twenties at the time he was killed. He had accrued 

about $18,000 in child support debt and interest. He had been incarcerated multiple times for 

failure to pay child support or for failure to appear in court for child support proceedings. The 

last time he was incarcerated, he lost his job. When the police stopped Mr. Scott in April of 

2017, his family believes he ran because he was afraid of being incarcerated again for 

nonpayment of child support. When he ran, Officer Slager shot him in the back and killed him 

(Mincy, 2015). This reality highlights the impacts of living, and dying, under the threat of 

incarceration for nonpayment of child support.  

Although criminal convictions may be a small percentage, no published reports share 

data about the frequency of civil contempt charges issued or the number of warrants for 

alleged fathers and fathers/NCPs that are picked up by police and “held” for one night or more. 

That is likely a much higher percentage and will provide deeper insight into the number of 

children that are impacted by child support cooperation and the related systems.  

Figure 5.4 Full Map of IV-D Child Support Cooperation Requirement shows the circular 

path the system of policies and practices creates. It is a compilation of the previous maps to 

which more fully outlines the cooperation-initiated experiences of unmarried, low-income 

mothers and fathers. These systems are not activated if unmarried mothers and fathers have 

enough income and wealth that they do not seek state assistance. Policy history combined with 
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the voices of mothers, fathers, service providers, and child support staff highlight two primary 

paths that are created through the cooperation requirement. One path includes the mother/CP 

not cooperating to establish paternity and a child support order. On that path, she is denied the 

public assistance that she needs, and the unmarried (alleged) father has no legal rights to the 

child, because paternity is not established through the state. 

The second path is when the mother/CP cooperates and receives the assistance. This 

path generates two primary journeys. The only way for fathers/NCPs to avoid the 

entanglements (i.e., child support arrears, family court, contempt of court, jail, prison) in the 

middle of the diagram is to make regular and full child support payments and, in Wisconsin, 

that may also include birth costs. His ability to make full and regular payments is influenced 

 

Figure 5.4  Full Map of IV-D Child Support Cooperation Requirement  
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by living in a society rooted in structural racism (i.e., barriers to academic achievement, 

discrimination in hiring and retention, access to generational wealth). The Racial Contract and 

white supremacy prevail and touch all aspects of life as unmarried Black mothers and fathers 

seek support to care for themselves and their children.   These racialized structures create 

clear, persistent barriers to employment, housing, and education for these fathers and their 

families. They also extend to influence the wages offered, jobs available, accessible 

transportation, language skills, criminal record or lack thereof, having a phone number and 

address to even apply for jobs, his own housing payments and utilities, and cost of food.   

Whether or not a father/NCP can pay child support, he will be pulled into the middle 

section of the map. If he can pay, he will likely experience the system as less punitive and harsh. 

If he cannot pay, the enforcement systems (i.e., CSE, family court, law enforcement) ensnare 

the family as the state seeks to establish paternity and child support. The consequences further 

undermine the family’s economic stability by creating a debt anchor and threatening the 

father’s/NCP’s freedom. The vulnerability of unmarried Black mothers, fathers and children 

with limited financial means in these pernicious and racialized systems is extreme and 

enduring. The web ensnares minoritized fathers/NCPs further structures poverty, police 

surveillance and incarceration. Consequently, the systems activated through cooperation create 

insurmountable obstacles to fathers fulfilling their roles as adults who support the social, 

psychological, educational, and financial well-being of their children.  

Furthermore, these policies combine to suggest that the nation is supporting debtors’ 

prisons for unmarried, low-income fathers. As described in Finding 2, learning about 

cooperation and IV-D systems happens in silos and the system as a whole is masked from the 
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public and many actors within it (Boggess, 2017). Whatever information is shared, mothers and 

fathers do not have a clear understanding of the significance or consequences of cooperation 

requirements and related systems. 

 Continuing, by the state imposing its narrow definition of father as financial provider, it 

usurps the responsibility of parents to decide the parenting roles that best fit their 

circumstances. The policy systems persist in ways that perpetuate injustice and further the 

nation’s education debt by structuring barriers to success, including furthering poverty and 

parental incarceration.  

The systems generated through these laws and polices reflected a commitment to 

efficiently identifying fathers (i.e., asking mothers and alleged fathers to “voluntarily 

acknowledge” paternity in the “golden hour” after giving birth), engaging the support of other 

government agencies (i.e., establishing local partnerships with family courts and law 

enforcement to make processes efficient), and utilizing the full force of the federal government 

(i.e., requiring employers to report new hires within the first 60 days of employment) to ensure 

that fathers/NCPs  connected to the IV-D system are pursued relentlessly to pay child support 

and any related costs.  

The challenges of being enmeshed in a system that not only takes money out of the 

family finances and punishes the father/NCP for not providing, threatens his masculinity, 

relationships, and freedom make it very reasonable that “A lot of men feel that child support is 

dedicated to stop us from being that family man instead of trying to help us” (Reggie, a service 

provider and father). Moreover, the term “unmarried” is used frequently throughout this study 

to highlight the ways in which cooperation requirements adversely impact unmarried, low-
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income parents. The intersection of those identities within this race-based system may lead 

some to conclude that the clear solution is for the couple to get married. None of the parents 

interviewed were opposed to marriage as a construct. In fact, some were planning their 

weddings and others hoped to one day have enough savings designated for a marriage license. 

Others were not in relationships with the other parent and marriage was not a reasonable 

choice. Even so, parents’ thoughts about marriage bypass cannot be a distraction from the 

reality that the US created and uses policy systems that incarcerate parents because they have 

low-incomes and are not married.  

*** 

Finding 4: Cooperation as a tool of the carceral state 
  

This section does not introduce new data. Instead, it takes information introduced in 

previous findings and further explores the ways in which child support cooperation acts as part 

of “a commitment across institutions to maintain order through surveillance, coercion and 

punishment” (Annamma, 2016, p. 121). In other words, it further explores how child support 

cooperation structures the criminalization and incarceration of Black parents. The carceral state 

reflects “the totality of this spatially concentrated, more punitive, surveillance and punishment-

oriented system of governance” (Weaver & Lerman, 2010, p. 818). The cooperation system 

mapped in Figure 5.4 Full Map of IV-D Child Support Cooperation Requirement as well as the 

enforcement tools undergirding it embody the carceral state. The human beings that are 

ensnared in the carceral state become its “custodial citizens” (ibid). In this context, that 

includes mothers/CPs, fathers/NCPs, and their children.  Although the custodial citizens 
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experience the systems activated by cooperation differently, the consequences of the 

surveillance and punishments (i.e., economic sanctions, child support enforcement 

mechanisms, incarceration) are shared by all members of the family.  

The systems activated through cooperation reflect the carceral state by incorporating 

various government agencies in the surveillance and tracking of low-income, unmarried, Black 

parents (i.e., law enforcement, CESA, family court). These mechanisms seem to target parents 

when their actions allow the state to construct them as deadbeat dads and welfare queens. 

Through the legislated mandate of minimizing welfare expenditures, the state positions and 

empowers the CSEA to see these parents as deadbeat dads and welfare queens and put them in 

the gaze of the carceral state. Punishments include sanctioning benefits, separating the family 

by removing children from their homes and/or incarcerating the parents.  

When multiple systems are involved in surveillance and punishment, there are many 

paths to the incarceration of low-income, unmarried, Black parents. At the point of application 

for benefits requiring cooperation, if the unmarried mother misrepresents the living 

arrangement to the state, then she risks not only losing the assistance, but also risks being 

charged with fraud and subsequent penalties (Headworth, 2021). And, if the parents co-

habitate and then separate to gain access to the benefits, they are increasing the family’s 

financial burden as he would need separate living arrangements that may limit his parenting 

contributions (i.e., financial, socio-emotional, and day-to-day responsibilities that parents 

share). If the father is present and involved in the life of the child, each choice will have 

consequences that also go well beyond the adverse financial ones. There is not an ideal choice, 

or even a reasonable one, for an unmarried family with limited means. 
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Continuing, if a mother/CP is sanctioned for noncooperation, she is at greater risk for a 

teacher, social worker, medical professional, or other mandatory reporter to deem her as an 

unfit parent. As noted in Finding 3, some mothers, like Sherry expressed fear that cooperating 

brings the family under the gaze of the carceral state, specifically the attention of Child Welfare 

who are mandatory reporters. If the mother/CP is punished and incarcerated, then she may 

become the NCP to her children and enter the CSE system as a child support payor (for the 

foster parents caring for her children while incarcerated). These concerns are amplified in a 

nation where “Over half (58%) of all women in U.S. prisons are mothers, as are 80% of women 

in jails, including many who are incarcerated awaiting trial simply because they can’t afford 

bail,” (Sawyer and Bertram, 2022).  

Similarly, when a father/NCP does not respond to the CSEA’s request for paternity 

establishment in a timely fashion and a body warrant is issued, he is at greater risk for being 

picked up by law enforcement (or in the case of Walter Scott, being shot and killed). As Maritza, 

a former CSEA worker explained, depending on the day of the week and the time of the day the 

father/NCP is picked up he can become part of the system of over-incarceration of Black men 

and fathers and will suffer the short- and long- term consequences associated with 

incarceration and reentry.  

The elaborate and powerful system of surveillance of low-income, unmarried Black 

mothers/CPs and fathers/NCPs connected to child support cooperation requirements explain 

why Alesha, a former income maintenance worker described the CSE system “puts a ‘whole 

nother layer of bondage on them.” Research is needed to understand the ways in which this 
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monitoring and surveillance as a result of cooperation is understood and experienced by 

children in impacted families.  
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Chapter 6 Implications and Conclusions  
 

During the time of this study, Professor Gloria Ladson-Billings described the 

convergence of four pandemics: COVID-19, racism, the threat of economic collapse and 

impending environmental catastrophe (Ladson-Billings, 2021). Citing the US Constitution’s 

commitment to the welfare of the nation’s people, she argued that centering our work on 

“justice” is the way out of these pandemics. The Oxford Dictionary of Languages defines justice 

as “the quality of being fair and reasonable.” In the context of schooling, Ladson-Billings noted, 

“As long as we avoid demanding justice, we will continue to divorce student achievement from 

justice. In other words, when we look at which kids are not doing well, we almost never have a 

conversation about the lack of justice that makes that possible,” (Bowen, 2021). This injustice is 

reflected in the examination of the ways that child support cooperation requirements structure 

anti-blackness and white supremacy for the family as a whole and for each individual. 

Cooperation requirements put the lives and decisions of unmarried, low-income Black families 

in the gaze of the carceral state which has short- and long-term consequences for their lives, 

well-being, freedom, economic security, and academic success.  

This study utilized CPA to interrogate the ways in which cooperation requirements help 

structure the education debt. This process helped unmask the impacts of cooperation and the 

systems it binds. In part, simply mapping federal and state laws and policies highlighted that 

these systems structure poverty and criminalize and incarcerate parents. These are significant 

barriers to student achievement. Incorporating the voices of mothers, fathers, child support 

staff, public assistance staff, and service providers ultimately triangulated the policy data and 

offered a more textured understanding about state and local implementation issues and the 
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impacts of policies and practices on the lives of children, their mothers/CPs and their 

fathers/NCPs. The families impacted by these systems have low incomes, have parents that are 

not married and a disproportionate number are minortized. Evidence highlighted that these 

elaborate enforcement systems were designed in response to Black citizens use of welfare 

programs and impending racist stereotypes. 

 Continuing, CPA interrogates policies and policy systems through lenses of power. In this 

case, that analysis is grounded in an historical examination of the evolution of policy systems. 

These systems begin by structuring unmarried mothers and fathers as welfare queens and 

deadbeat dads and not seeing them as two parents looking for support in caring for their 

children. Simply mapping cooperation requirements into the systems they connect (i.e., 

welfare/public assistance and child support enforcement, family court and law 

enforcement/incarceration), made it apparent that the systems are structured to punish, 

criminalize and incarcerate families for not being state-married and having low-incomes.  

Continuing, state level policy discretion highlighted disparities in access to benefits, in 

cooperation requirements themselves, in sanctions for noncooperation and other economic 

consequences determined by the state/locale in which mothers and fathers reside (i.e., BCR). 

Across states, policy systems and incentives position low-income unmarried mothers and 

fathers as adversaries, require mothers/CPs to act as agents of the state against their children’s 

fathers/NCPs, and pursue, identify, charge and surveil every unmarried father whose child is 

connected to public assistance programs requiring cooperation. At first glance, the focus of 

these systems appear to be simply getting resources to mothers/CPs. A closer look details the 
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dire and long-term consequences of accessing those benefits, ones that impact mothers, 

fathers, and children.  

 Triangulating the policy maps with numeric data from the state of Wisconsin highlighted 

disparities in termination of benefits based on age, gender, race/ethnicity and county of 

residence.  Continuing, triangulating the policies and state data with the voices of mothers, 

fathers, service providers, public assistance program staff and CSE staff further emphasized the 

dire consequences for families (mothers, fathers and children) when a mother/NCP is required 

to cooperate. Those begin with the state imposition of traditionally white, middle class, 

gendered parenting roles onto low-income, unmarried disproportionately minoritized families. 

Other factors include: taking limited resources out of the family (i.e., charging child support-and 

the state keeping a portion, charging birth costs, sanctioning for noncooperation, arresting for 

contempt of court), inserting the state into their lives and decision-making, implementing swift 

and severe sanctions, promoting police surveillance and incarceration of low-income, 

unmarried Black mothers and fathers.  

Justice demands that we stop creating policy systems that help ensure that unmarried, 

low-income Black and Brown families will experience additional and ongoing surveillance and 

incarceration. Justice demands that we stop creating policy systems that structure poverty for 

low-income, unmarried families. Justice demands that we end these laws and practices that 

criminalize low-income, unmarried fathers. “Rather than build more prisons in response to 

overcrowded prisons, abolitionists would reevaluate and change laws and policies that have 

created the world’s largest prison population” (Bullock and Meiners, 2019, p. 342). And finally, 

justice demands that we take action to rectify the injustices created through these systems. 
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Understanding our collective responsibility for creating and perpetuating systems that 

consistently generate these disparities helps illuminate the multitude of transactions that 

create the education debt, may empower those children and families, and helps generate an 

approach to dismantling oppressive systems that prevent fruitful investments in historically 

minoritized and oppressed children, families and communities.  

 Although the mapping of policies in historical context highlights systems of injustice, 

CRT demonstrates a variety of reasons that systemic change will not happen. If interests 

converge, change may come to create an illusion of progress, but beneath the surface, policy 

and perception will continually adapt to increase the wealth of whites while suppressing the 

income and wealth accumulation of Blacks. The intersectional lens of CRT also highlights that 

the unique experiences of unmarried, low-income Black mothers/CPs and unmarried, low-

income Black fathers/NCPs make the political will to end the system and allow redress is highly 

unlikely.  

  Yet, there is value in pursuing progress and research can be a part of that. The value to 

mothers and fathers in doing this research was evident in almost every interview as parents 

thanked me for doing the study and for asking about their experiences. Research ideas may 

focus on developing further understanding of the current system and others may explore 

alternative systems. For example, research that clarifies who is in the IV-D CSE system and how 

they enter, including racial/ethnic and socio-economic details would be informative. We 

continue to operate as if fathers/NCPs whose children are connected to public assistance 

programs requiring cooperation have money and are hiding it. Yet, we have developed 
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enforcement systems designed to give the government access to every penny these parents 

earn and make them targets of law enforcement.  

Continuing, although we know that poverty and parental incarceration adversely impact 

children’s development and schooling experiences, there may be value in connecting data 

points to understand how many children are navigating these consequences of the IV-D system 

and learning through their experiences to identify needed supports and services. While 

additional research may provide helpful information, simply mapping the policies tell us that 

the system must change. Linking discussions of cooperation requirements to the education 

debt may also support those change efforts. 

This study alludes to various opportunities for further research, many of which can 

make the systems that families navigate a little less unjust (i.e., What are effective ways to 

communicate with applicants to welfare/public assistance programs about the impacts of 

cooperating with the CSEA?, Why are Black people in Dane, Racine and Milwaukee County 

more likely to be sanctioned than Black people living in other counties in Wisconsin?, What 

changes can be made to communications with alleged fathers that promote paternity 

establishment while not criminalizing a lack of response to letters from the local CSEA?). Yet, if 

we return to the question posed by Coates earlier, “When injustice has been so central to the 

development of the nation, how do we move toward justice?,” we must look at the polices of 

the nation as a reflection of the values of the prevailing political group that generated them 

(Grimley, 1986). As the maps that triangulate the policies themselves with the voices of varied 

stakeholders suggest, the nation has created systems that (de)value and incarcerate people 

based on their income, wealth, race, ethnicity, skin color, marital status, sexual orientation and 
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their intersections. We criminalize unmarried Black mothers and fathers with low incomes. We 

position the parents of families who attempt to access the nation’s safety net against one 

another so the state can minimize welfare costs.  

Additionally, although historically the focus on incarceration has primarily been on men, 

specifically Black men, there is increase in criminalization of Black women overall. Currently, 

58% of women who are currently incarcerated are mothers. Not only do they and their children 

face the related socio-emotional challenges and the barriers to academic success, but the 

mothers’ legal parenting status may shift to ”noncustodial parent” and she may have to pay 

child support to the father or to foster parents. Research is needed to dissect how these 

changes are impacting low-income, unmarried Black families, the related policies and practices 

of the carceral state and ways to effectively invest in these families rather than systems that 

harm them. 

Utilizing research to envision alternative child support systems that support both 

parents and their children and minimize barriers will likely create something that looks very 

different. Calls have been made for entirely separate child support services that center the lives 

and needs of low-income families (Boggess, 2017). Those could continue to define and position 

fathers solely as financial providers or they could truly center the child and allow for broader 

definitions of mothering/fathering/parenting as is afforded to families with greater income and 

wealth. Similar to wealthier parents, some lower-income parents would continue to choose to 

not be present in their lives of their children and a strong system would have to be in place to 

protect those who fear interpersonal violence, but a system could be created that would 

perpetuate injustice.  
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A more immediate step could include ending cooperation as a requirement for public 

assistance. It could remain as an option for public assistance applicants who would like the 

state’s assistance in establishing and collecting child support orders. James, staff person at 

FCO2 centers why cooperation requirements need to end. He posited,  

Instead of asking people that we consider at-risk, that we consider 
poor, that we consider the most vulnerable to be able to provide 
that for themselves….I feel like if they could provide it for 
themselves, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Why are we 
asking poor people to pay for things we’re saying that they can’t 
afford to pay for? Let’s just provide it. It would save us more 
money. It would save us less harm. Fathers would feel encouraged 
to engage with their children because they knew they wouldn’t 
get a bill from the state the second they are legally considered a 
father.  

 

By shifting our focus from punishing those who are lacking in resources to offering some 

support, we create potential to challenge The Racial Contract (white supremacy) and stop 

perpetuating injustice by creating barriers to the academic success of children in those families.  

Just as child support debt weighed heavily on Walter Scott and is a daily and 

insurmountable burden for Reggie and millions of other fathers and mothers, we also know 

that the related poverty and parental incarceration creates obstacles to their children’s 

academic success. Sylvia clearly articulated the burdens that she carries as a Black woman 

fighting to ensure that systems to construct Derek as a deadbeat dad. As a family unit, they put 

much energy and effort into protecting one another from the daily burdens of race and racism 

while still meeting all their needs. Although the burdens of race and racism can affect the 

mothers, fathers and children in unique ways, all are punished when low-income, unmarried 

Black mothers/CPs utilize welfare/public assistance programs and are required to cooperate 
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with the CSEA. As a society, if we value a safety net for children and our most vulnerable 

families, then we should not tie its use to systems that further injustice, by criminalizing and 

incarcerating unmarried parents who have limited resources. 

 

Cooperation and schools 
 

The American Federation of Teachers estimates that in K-12 schools, between 1 in 14 

and 1 in 28 students have an incarcerated parent. A disproportionate number of those children 

live in urban areas and/or are Black (Turney, 2020). Parental incarceration further exacerbates 

the financial instability of these children and families. Education research shows that the 

incarceration of a parent for even one night has adverse effects on the well-being and academic 

achievement of children. Many teachers and school staff, likely unknowingly, experience the 

impacts of cooperation on the lives of their students every day.  

Additional research is needed to fully understand cooperation’s impacts on the cradle-

to-prison-nexus, yet it is clear that cooperation is another lever in that mechanism. As 

mandated reporters, teachers are an important aspect of that mechanism. The realities of 

poverty and parental incarceration touch students, classrooms and teachers every day. 

Cooperation requirements play a role in structuring the education debt by creating systems 

that promote criminality and carcerality amongst low-income, Black parents and further 

economic instability in those families.  Knowledge of these systems can inform teacher 

decision-making and advocacy.  
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Appendix B Topical Information Questions 
 
1- What problems was the child support cooperation requirement intended to address and why 
has it evolved in the way it has? 

a-The cooperation requirement sits at the intersection of child support policy and public 
benefits policies. Under what conditions (i.e., political, economic, social) has the child 
support cooperation requirement developed/evolved at the federal level and in 
Wisconsin?  
b-How did the evolution of the child support enforcement system intersect with the 
child support cooperation requirement?   

 
2- Which families are affected by the cooperation requirement and how are they impacted?  

a-Who has to cooperate? Data: subset of IV-d caseload (only parents who applied for 
public benefits) numbers and demographics of parents (race, gender, age, marital 
status) who are applicants/recipients of public benefits that require cooperation? 
Sources: Child support agencies-federal, state (WI), county? And/or public benefits 
programs: TANF/W-2, Medicaid, State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), 
Food Stamp program, Child Care Development Fund (CCDF)?  Federal? WI? County?) 
b-What does it mean to be cooperative? Noncooperative? What leads to a parent being 
sanctioned?  
c-How many parents are deemed “noncooperative” and sanctioned? What are the 
demographics of those parents?  
d-How many parents satisfy the requirement and continue receiving public benefits and 
how many do not?  
e-How many and which parents receive multiple sanctions?  
f-What do parents say about the cooperation process, sanctions and returning to or 
leaving the program?  
g-What costs are incurred by the state to enforce the cooperation requirement?  By 
families?  

  
3-What impacts does the cooperation requirement have on families?   

a-How are custodial parents impacted by the cooperation requirement? 
b-How are noncustodial parents impacted by the cooperation requirement?  
c-How does the enactment of the cooperation requirement impact children’s lives?  

  
4-How does the cooperation requirement impact the state?  

a-How much money does the state save as a result of imposing sanctions?  
b-How much money is not distributed/saved in public benefits as a result of sanctions?  
c-How much child support money is collected from families that are connected to the 
child support system and the public benefits programs requiring cooperation? How 
much of that money goes to the state?  
d-What are the financial benefits to the state when IV-d child support cases are opened, 
collected upon, and not collected on?   
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Appendix D Consent Protocol 
 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON 
Research Participant (Parent) Information and Consent Script for  

“Structuring the Education Debt: The Story of the Child Support Cooperation 
Requirement” 

My name is Sue Stanton and I am a student at UW-Madison. I am studying the child 
support cooperation requirement which is a federal mandating states to require parent 
applicants for certain public benefits programs to cooperate with the child support 
agency to establish paternity and to establish, modify and/or collect on a child support 
order. I am trying to understand it by learning what it means, how it is implemented and 
the impacts that it has on the government and on families. You are here for that last 

part, to help me understand what it means in your lives.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH 

You have been invited to participate because you: 
- are a parent or legal guardian of a child under the age of 18, and  
-you have a connection to the child support system--court-ordered to pay 

or receive child  
support, and  

-you have considered applying or applied for W-2, FoodShare, BadgerCare 
and/or Wisconsin  

Shares and 
-you speak English and 
-you are not incarcerated. 

Do each of those describe you? 

I am also talking with workers in the child support system, public benefits programs and 
staff that work with parents in community settings. Specifically, I will ask questions 
about your experiences applying and staying eligible for these public benefits programs 
and your experiences working with the child support agency to establish paternity and to 
establish, modify or collect on a child support order. I will ask if and how these programs 
are helping you be a good parent, move toward economic security and make the 
dreams you have for your child(ren) become reality. 

I will conduct focus groups like this one and also some interviews of parents at 
community meeting spaces or public libraries. 

I would like to audio record our conversation. Only approved members of the research 
team will hear this recording and the audio files will be stored securely on UW Box for 7 
years before they are deleted. 
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WHAT WILL MY PARTICIPATION INVOLVE? 

If you decide to participate we will have this 60 minute small group conversation with 4-
10 other parents. You can skip any questions at any point and if you need to leave the 
focus group at any time, you will not be penalized. I may also ask some of you to do a 
one-on-one interview with me. If you agree to an interview that will mean one more 30-
60 minute conversation.  

ARE THERE ANY RISKS OR BENEFITS TO ME? 

Steps have been taken to minimize the risks of participating in this project. Yet, 
confidentiality and anonymity also depend on the other participants in the group, so 
there is always a little risk. 

You may benefit from hearing and sharing stories of people's experiences navigating 
the public benefits and child support systems. Researchers in this study are mandatory 
reporters, so you should refrain from sharing personal or highly sensitive information 
(i.e., child abuse) in order to minimize the potential that we would have to report any 
information. 

WILL I BE COMPENSATED FOR MY PARTICIPATION? 

You will be offered a $25 gift card for today’s focus group and if we do an interview, 
then you will be offered another $25 gift card. If you do not complete the session today, 
you will still be offered the gift card. You choose whether or not to accept the gift card 
(e.g., if the accepting the gift card will make you ineligible for a public benefit program, 
you may not want to accept it).   

HOW WILL MY CONFIDENTIALITY BE PROTECTED? 

The study team will not share your data with the program, community organization, or 
staff members. Program staff will not be present during the focus groups or interviews. 
Given the nature of focus groups, the study team cannot guarantee your confidentiality. 
Although I hope that no one does, it is possible that people could share things they 
learn in the focus group with others outside the group. While there will probably be 
publications as a result of this study, only group characteristics will be published. 

If you participate in this study, we would like to be able to quote you directly without 
using your name. In a minute, I will ask if you consent to participate in the study. I will 
ask a separate question to see if you agree to being quoted in publications without 
using your name. 

Identifiers will be removed from the private information you share. After such removal, 
the information could be used for future research studies or distributed to another 
investigator for future research studies without additional informed consent from you or 
a legally authorized representative. 
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Do you have any other questions you would like to ask? 
Do you agree to participate in this study? 
Do you give permission to be quoted directly in publications without using your name? 
 
 
 
This information will be written on board/large post it note and highlighted for 
participants: 
 
WHOM SHOULD I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

If you have questions about the research after you leave today you should contact the 
Principal Investigator: Carl Grant OR me, the Student Researcher: Susan 
Stanton (phone: 608.xxx.xxxx) (email: smstanton@wisc.edu) 

If you are not satisfied with response of the research team, have more questions, or 
want to talk with someone about your rights as a research participant, you should 
contact the Education and Social/Behavioral Science IRB Office at 608-263-2320. 

 
 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON 
Research Participant Information and Consent Form-Staff 

Title of the Study: Structuring the Education Debt: The Story of the Child Support 
Cooperation Requirement 

Principal Investigator: Carl Grant  

Student Researcher: Susan Stanton (phone: 608.xxx.xxxx) (email: 
smstanton@wisc.edu) 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH 

You are invited to participate in a research study with a purpose of understanding the 
impacts of the child support cooperation requirement on families, communities and the 
government.  

You have been asked to participate because you interact with families impacted by the 
child support cooperation requirement through the court system, child support, a public 
benefits program or a community organization.  

This study will include: people working in the court system, child support system, public 
benefits offices and in programs that work with parents and parents themselves. 

mailto:smstanton@wisc.edu
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Questions vary based on roles. For example, I may ask you to reflect on parents who 
were deemed noncooperative and the circumstances in which that happened, how often 
it happens and how you see parents navigate sanctions for noncooperation. If you work 
to establish, set or modify placement orders, I may ask about the roles you ask 
custodial parents to play in those processes and how they respond to those 
expectations. If you work directly with parents, I may ask how you see fathers and 
mothers navigate the child support system and/or the public benefits systems and the 
impacts you see these programs having on families. 

Audio interviews will be conducted utilizing Freeconferencecall.com or Microsoft Teams 
and because those are third party apps, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. 

Audio tapes will be made of your participation. Only approved members of the research 
team will hear this recording and the audio files will be stored securely on UW Box for 7 
years before they are deleted. 

WHAT WILL MY PARTICIPATION INVOLVE? 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a one-on-one 
semi-structured interview with Sue. Your participation will last 30-60 minutes per 
session and will include 1 session. You can skip any questions and at any point, you 
can choose to end the interview without penalty. 

ARE THERE ANY RISKS TO ME? 

There are minimal risks to your participation in this study. Every precaution will be taken 
to reduce the possibility of physical, psychological, social, economic or legal risks for 
participation. You may be upset by some aspects of the research, and participants may 
reveal personal information when responding to open-ended questions. Because 
Freeconferencecall.com and Microsoft Teams are third party apps, confidentiality 
cannot be guaranteed. 

 

 

ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS TO ME? 

There are no direct benefits to participation in this study. 

WILL I BE COMPENSATED FOR MY PARTICIPATION? 

No.  

HOW WILL MY CONFIDENTIALITY BE PROTECTED? 
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Only approved members of the team will have access to the data.  

While there will probably be publications as a result of this study, pseudonyms will be 
used and any information that would identify you will be removed. If you participate in 
this study, we would like to be able to quote you directly without using your name. If you 
agree to allow us to quote you in publications, please initial the statement at the bottom 
of this form. 

Identifiers might be removed from the private information. After such removal, the 
information could be used for future research studies or distributed to another 
investigator for future research studies without additional informed consent from you or 
a legally authorized representative. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you decide not to participate or to withdraw 
from the study, it will have no effect on you. 

I am going to ask a few questions to assess your interest in this research study and ask 
your voluntary consent to participate. Would you prefer that I email or text you a copy of 
this information right now? 
 
Do you have any other questions you would like to ask? 
Do you agree to participate in this study? 
Do you give permission to be quoted directly in publications without using your name? 

WHOM SHOULD I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

You may ask any questions about the research at any time. If you have questions about 
the research after our conversation today you should contact the Principal Investigator 
Carl Grant or the student researcher, Susan Stanton at 608.xxx.xxxx. 

If you are not satisfied with the response of the research team, have more questions, or 
want to talk with someone about your rights as a research participant, you should 
contact the Education and Social/Behavioral Science Institutional Review Board Office 
at 608-263-2320. 

  



199 
 

Appendix E Interview Protocols 
Semi-structured interview protocol: parents 
Thank you for talking with me today. As you may recall, my name is Sue Stanton. I am a 
graduate student at UW-Madison in the School of Education. Today I want to spend our time 
together learning more about your specific story related to the child support and public 
benefits. I will continue to do everything I can to maintain your anonymity and confidentiality. I 
will use a pseudonym, not use your kids’ names or ages or name how many kids you have or 
anything that I think would identify you. Ultimately, I hope that this study could be used to ease 
some of the pressure that parents face, but at the very least, I want to make sure to not create 
more challenges for any parent.   
Do you have any questions? 
With all that in mind, are you still interested in participating today? If you have changed your 
mind, that is fine and there are no penalties. I will not be upset and the program will not 
penalize you.  
Is it alright if I record our conversation to help me remember and interpret later?  Also, I will 
take some notes, just because it helps my brain think things through. 
 
1-How many children do you have? What do you imagine them being when they grow up? 
 
Will you tell me about them and things they like to do at their age?  
 If school age or near, ask about child’s thoughts about school, experiences, academic 
interests. 
 
2-Is your children’s other parent involved in the life of the kids? Why did that happen that way? 
 --listen for any issues related to good cause, possible follow-up: Did you want to put the 
other parent on child support  
 
3-I’m interested in your experiences applying for and/or receiving W-2, BadgerCare and/or 
Wisconsin Shares, child care subsidies. What was happening in your life that led you to apply 
and what was the process like? 
 
4- Would you say that applying for public benefits is….easy 
    ….complex 
    ….difficult 
    ….reasonable 
    ….a nightmare 

“What makes you say that?” 
 
5-Do you recall your benefits ever being cut-partially or fully? If so, what happened and how did 
you find out? 
 
6- How does it impact you to have these public benefits? 

-What would make it better? 
 -If there is uncertainty about what is coming, then ask… how does that impact your life? 
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7-Do you have contact with the child support system? Do you remember how that started? Tell 
me about that experience.  
 (-it was the only way to force my child’s other parent to step up 
 -the public benefits office told me to 

-neither of us has enough and it seemed like the best way to make sure we would get 
what we needed to take care of the baby) 
 
Has getting involved with the child support agency increased the economic security of 
you and your child? 

 
8-Have you heard of the child support cooperation requirement? If so, what do you think the 
purpose of the cooperation requirement is? If not, then explain that it is a federal law that 
requires unmarried parents in Wisconsin who are applying for W-2/TANF, Badgercare/Medicaid  
or child care vouchers to cooperate with the child support agency to establish paternity and 
establish/modify/collect on a child support order. What would you guess is the purpose of 
requiring parents to cooperate?  
 
9-How do you think cooperation is impacting mothers? Fathers? Kids?  
 
10- How much schooling have you completed? 

High school 
   Some college 
   A bachelor’s degree 
   Beyond a bachelor’s degree 
 
11-How do you describe your racial and ethnic background? 
 
General discussion questions 
12-What is one word you would use to describe the experience of going to the public benefits 
office and why? 
13-How did you get connected to the child support agency? 
14-What did you have to do to get the child support process started? 
15-What are the interactions with the child support enforcement agency like? 
16-Is there anything else you would like to share with me today? 
 

Final question: Is there anything else you think I should ask or you would like to say about the 
cooperation requirement? 
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Semi-structured interview protocol: service providers 
Thank you for signing the consent form. Just to highlights a few aspects…..My name is Sue 
Stanton. I am a graduate student at UW-Madison in the School of Education. I am studying the 
child support cooperation requirement and how it impacts children and families. Thanks for 
talking with me today. I am trying to understand cooperation from multiple perspectives like 
parents, child support workers, and people like you that work with parents of children that 
might be impacted by the child support cooperation requirement. I am not really interested in 
what any individual says, but instead I am interested compiling the thoughts of all the people I 
speak with to develop a deep understanding of the law and the impacts it has on people. That 
said, I will do everything I can to maintain your anonymity and confidentiality. In my writing and 
presentations, I will use a pseudonym. I will not identify the name or role or geographical scope 
of your work, etc. With all that in mind, is it alright if I record our conversation to help me 
remember and interpret later?  Also, I will take some notes, just because it helps my brain think 
things through. 
 
1-Tell me about your work with this program and how you interact with parents.  
 
2-Tell me about your family. (Some service providers will talk about their own experiences and 
the parents with whom they work) 
 
3-Overall, does W-2, BadgerCare, etc. help families?  
 
4-What is your understanding of parents’ experiences accessing public benefits and/or the child 
support system-what it means, how it works, etc.  
 
5-Are you aware of parents getting dropped from these programs and/or their benefits getting 
cut? If so, why and what do they do then? 
 
6-What have you learned about noncustodial parents experiences with the child support 
system?  
 
7-Have you heard of the child support cooperation requirement? If so, what do you think the 
purpose of the cooperation requirement is? If not, then explain that it is a federal law that 
requires unmarried parents who are applying for W-2/TANF, BadgerCare/Medicaid and in 
Wisconsin, also child care subsidies to cooperate with the child support agency to establish 
paternity and establish/modify/collect on a child support order. What would you guess is the 
purpose of requiring parents to cooperate?  
 
8-How do you think cooperation is impacting mothers? Fathers? Kids?  
 
9-Is there anything else you think I should ask or you would like to say about how you see public 
benefits, the child support system and/or the cooperation requirement impacting parents?  
Thank you for your time!  
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Semi-structured interview protocol: State actors 
Thank you for signing the consent form. Just to highlights a few aspects…..My name is Sue 
Stanton. I am a graduate student at UW-Madison in the School of Education. I am studying the 
child support cooperation requirement and its impacts. Thanks for talking with me today. I am 
trying to understand cooperation from multiple perspectives like parents, child support 
workers, etc. I am not really interested in __name of person__ said _____, but instead 
compiling the thoughts of all the people I speak with to develop a deep understanding of the 
law and the impacts it has. That said, I will do everything I can to maintain your anonymity and 
confidentiality. I will use a pseudonym, not identify the name and geographical scope of your 
office, etc. With all that in mind, is it alright if I record our conversation to help me remember 
and interpret later?  Also, I will take some notes, just because it helps my brain think things 
through. 
 
1-What is your role here and how long have you worked here? 
2-What is your understanding of the cooperation requirement-what it means, how it works, 
etc. (If interviewee doesn’t know what it is, say, “It is a federal law implemented by the state 
that says if a parent wants to receive TANF/W-2 then she/he needs to cooperate with the child 
support enforcement agency to establish paternity and a child support order and to modify and 
enforce that order.” Does that sound familiar?) 
 
3-What is your role at the child support/W-2/Medicaid office or the courts? 
 a-How does your role connect to the cooperation requirement? 
  If “I determine noncoop…” then ask how it works and how they decide if 
someone is not cooperating? How often does this happen? How are parents notified? 
 
4-What do you think the purpose of the cooperation requirement is? 
 
5-Are you familiar with parents who were deemed noncooperative? Can you recall the reasons 
why?  
 
6-How do you think cooperation is impacting parents and kids? What makes you say so? 
 
7-Is there anything else you think I should ask or you would like to say about the cooperation 
requirement?  
  



203 
 

Appendix F  Wisconsin Non-Cooperation Sanctions-Gender

 



204 
 

 



205 
 

See Appendix G  Wisconsin Non-Cooperation Sanctions-Age
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Appendix H  Wisconsin Non-Cooperation Sanctions-Race and Ethnicity  

 



208 
 

 



209 
 

 



210 
 

 
  



211 
 

Bibliography 

 

ABC for Health. (2022). Merchants of Death: Wisconsin Counties and the Birth Tax. 

https://www.safetyweb.org/pdfs/Merchants_of_Debt.pdf 

ABC for Health. (2022b). Birth Cost Recovery: “It’s Not Child Support.”  
 

https://www.safetyweb.org/projects.html 
 

African Americans in Wisconsin: Overview. (2014, August 12). Wisconsin Department of Health 

Services. https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/minority-health/population/afriamer-pop.htm 

Dettlaff, A.J. Editor. (2021). Racial disproportionality and disparities in the child welfare system. 

Springer Nature, [2021] ©2021. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9913279562702121 

Alexander, M. (2010). The New Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of colorblindness. New 

York : New Press, 2010. [Jackson, Tennessee] : Distributed by Perseus Distribution. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9910095136402121 

Annamma, S. (2016). Disrupting the carceral state through education journey mapping,  

 International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 29:9, 1210-1230, DOI:  

 10.1080/09518398.2016.1214297 

Becker, A. (2015, December 16). Wisconsin’s black-white achievement gap worst in nation 

despite decades of efforts. Wisconsin Watch. 

https://wisconsinwatch.org/2015/12/wisconsins-black-white-achievement-gap-worst-

in-nation/ 

https://www.safetyweb.org/pdfs/Merchants_of_Debt.pdf
https://www.safetyweb.org/projects.html


212 
 

Bell, D. (1991). Racial Realism. Connecticut Law Review, 24(2), 363–380. 

https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/conlr24&i=383 

Boggess, J. L. (2017). Low-Income and Never-Married Families: Service and Support at the 

Intersection of Family Court and Child Support Agency Systems. Family Court Review, 

55(1), 107–119. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12266 

Boggess, J. L., & Roulet, M. (1998). Welfare Reform and Family Conflict Among Low-Income, 

Never-Married Parents. CFFPP. https://cffpp.org/our_publication/welfare-reform-and-

family-conflict-among-low-income-never-married-parents/ 

Bowen, J. (2021, March 25). ‘I Want to Hold Our Feet to the Fire Around Justice:’ Gloria Ladson-

Billings Discusses Education After COVID, Civil Unrest During Don C. Locke 

Multiculturalism and Social Justice Symposium. (2021). College of Education News. 

Retrieved April 12, 2023, from https://ced.ncsu.edu/news/2021/03/25/i-want-to-hold-

our-feet-to-the-fire-around-justice-gloria-ladson-billings-discusses-education-after-

covid-civil-unrest-during-don-c-locke-multiculturalism-and-social-justice-sympo/ 

Bridges, K. M. author. (2017). The poverty of privacy rights. Stanford Law Books, an imprint of 

Stanford University Press, [2017]. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9912338960602121 

Brito, T. L. (2012). Fathers Behind Bars: Rethinking Child Support Policy Toward Low-Income 

Noncustodial Fathers and Their Families. Journal of Gender, Race & Justice, 15(3), 617–

673. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,uid&db=lft&AN=992

53415&site=ehost-live&scope=site 



213 
 

Brito, T. L., Pate, D. J. Jr., & Wong, J.-H. S. (2014). I Do for My Kids: Negotiating Race and Racial 

Inequality in Family Court Symposium: Critical Race Theory and Empirical Methods 

Conference. Fordham Law Review, 83, 3027–3052. 

Bullock, E.C.  & Meiners, E.R. (2019). Abolition by the Numbers Mathematics as a Tool to  

Dismantle the Carceral State (and Build Alternatives), Theory Into Practice, 58:4, 338-

346, DOI: 10.1080/00405841.2019.1626614 

Cahn, N. R., & Murphy, J. C. (2000). Collecting Child Support: A History of Federal and State 

Initiatives. Clearinghouse Review, 34(Issues 3-4), 165–181. 

https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/clear34&i=171 

Cornelius, T. (n.d.). Wisconsin Budget: The Black-White Unemployment Gap. Urban Milwaukee. 

Retrieved April 12, 2023, from https://urbanmilwaukee.com/2018/03/29/wisconsin-

budget-the-black-white-unemployment-gap/ 

Crenshaw, K. (2017, August 17). Kimberle Crenshaw Intersectionality NOT identity—Bing video. 

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=you+tube+crenshaw+intersectionality&view=d

etail&mid=01DF3983670720E2062C01DF3983670720E2062C&FORM=VIRE 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five approaches. 

SAGE Publications, [2013] ©2013. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9910114920202121 

Delgado, R., author. (2017). Critical race theory: An introduction. New York University Press, 

[2017]. https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9912352063402121 

Delgado, R., & Stefanic, J. (2017). Critical race theory: An introduction. New York University 

Press, [2017]. https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9912352063402121 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/10.1080/00405841.2019.1626614


214 
 

Diem, S., Young, M. D., Welton, A. D., Mansfield, K. C., & Lee, P.-L. (2014). The intellectual 

landscape of critical policy analysis. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 

Education, 27(9), 1068–1090. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2014.916007 

Edin, K. (1997). Making ends meet: How single mothers survive welfare and low-wage work. 

Russell Sage Foundation, [1997] ©1997. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/999809495802121 

Fusaro, V. A. (2021). State Politics, Race, and “Welfare” as a Funding Stream: Cash Assistance 

Spending Under Temporary Assistance for Needy Families. Policy Studies Journal, 49(3), 

811–834. https://doi.org/10.1111/psj.12390 

Gillham, B. (2000). Case study research methods. Continuum. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/999954176902121 

Gleason, E., & Passarella, L. L. (2017). Caseload Exits at the Local Level: October 2015 Through 

September 2016. University of Maryland Schooll of Social Work, Ruth Young Center for 

Families and Children. http://www.familywelfare.umaryland.edu/reports1/macro20.pdf 

Goehring, B., Heffernan, C., Minton, S., & Giannarelli, L. (2019). Welfare Rules Databook: State 

TANF Policies as of July 2018 (p. 298). The Urban Institute. 

https://wrd.urban.org/wrd/data/databooks/2018%20Welfare%20Rules%20Databook%

20(final%2008%2007%202019).pdf 

Grimley, J. (1986). Critical Educational Policy Analysis: A Discussion of Perspectives. Australian 

Journal of Teacher Education, 11(2), 19–26. 

http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/10.14221/ajte.1986v11n2.2 



215 
 

Hall, L., Passarella, L. L., & Nicoli, L. T. (2015). Welfare Cases with Child Support Sanctions: 

Characteristics and Outcomes (pp. 1–12). University of Maryland School of Social Work. 

http://www.familywelfare.umaryland.edu/reports1/CSsanctions.pdf 

Hannah, B. (2017). Wisconsin Works (W-2) and Other Economic Support Programs, 

Informational Paper 43 (No. 43; p. 89). 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/informational_papers/january_2017/0043_wi

sconsin_works_w_2_and_other_economic_support_programs_informational_paper_43

.pdf 

Harris, D. A. (2015). “You Just Have to Look at It as a Gift”: Low-Income Single Mothers’ 

Experiences of the Child Support System. Journal of Poverty, 19(1), 88–108. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10875549.2014.979460 

Headworth, S. (2021). Policing welfare: Punitive adversarialism in public assistance. The 

University of Chicago Press, 2021. ©2021. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9913302582302121 

Hopkins, R.W. and Poulson, R.N. (2014). Food Stamp Cooperation Study. University of Utah,  

College of Social Work, Social Research Institute. 

https://le.utah.gov/interim/2014/pdf/00005534.pdf 

How Wisconsin Became the Home of Black Incarceration. (2016, August 17). Bloomberg.Com. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-08-17/how-wisconsin-became-the-

home-of-black-incarceration 



216 
 

Huang, C.-C., & Han, K.-Q. (2012). Child support enforcement in the United States: Has policy 

made a difference? Children and Youth Services Review, 34(4), 622–627. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.12.006 

Huberman, A. M., & Miles, M. B. (2002). The qualitative researcher’s companion. Sage 

Publications, [2002] ©2002. https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/999934328402121 

Hughes, M., & Hertel, B. R. (1990). The Significance of Color Remains: A Study of Life Chances, 

Mate Selection, and Ethnic Consciousness Among Black Americans. Social Forces, 68(4), 

1105–1120. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/68.4.1105 

Josephson, J. J. (1997). Gender, families, and state: Child support policy in the United States. 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, [1997] ©1997. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/999807509002121 

Keiser, L. R., & Soss, J. (1998). With good cause: Bureaucratic discretion and the politics of child 

support enforcement. American Journal of Political Science, 42(4), 1133–1156. 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/docview/196816406?accountid=4

65 

Kelly, L. (1994). If Anybody Asks You Who I Am: An Outsider’s Story of the Duty to Establish 

Paternity. Yale Journal of Law and Feminism, 6(2), 297–312. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2006). From the achievement gap to the education debt: Understanding 

achievement in US schools. Educational Researcher, 35(7), 3–12. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2021). Stanford Graduate School of Education. (2021, May 18). 2021 

Cubberley Lecture with Gloria Ladson-Billings, PhD ’84. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CG94fBA-lO0 



217 
 

Lipsitz, G. (2006). The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from 

Identity Politics, Revised and Expanded Edition. Temple University Press. 

Lipsky, M. (2010). Street-Level Bureaucracy, 30th Anniversary Edition: Dilemmas of the 

Individual in Public Service. Russell Sage Foundation. 

http://muse.jhu.edu/pub/207/monograph/book/15024 

Merriam, S. B. (2002). Qualitative research in practice: Examples for discussion and analysis. 

Jossey-Bass, [2002] ©2002. https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/999928097002121 

Mincy, R. B. (2015, April 28). The crisis revealed by the killing of Walter Scott: How we’re failing 

vulnerable fathers. The Conversation. http://theconversation.com/the-crisis-revealed-

by-the-killing-of-walter-scott-how-were-failing-vulnerable-fathers-40610 

National Conference of State Legislatures. (2019). Child Support Pass-Through and Disregard 

Policies for Public Assistance Recipients. http://www.ncsl.org/research/human-

services/state-policy-pass-through-disregard-child-support.aspx 

Nepomnyaschy, L., & Garfinkel, I. (2010). Child Support Enforcement and Fathers’ Contributions 

to Their Nonmarital Children. The Social Service Review, 84(3), 341–380. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3060035/ 

Pate, D. J. (2003). Documenting the perspectives of fathers with children on welfare in the post-

entitlement era: The life experiences of thirty-six African American fathers in Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin [Ph.D., The University of Wisconsin - Madison]. https://search-proquest-

com.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/pqdtglobal/docview/305284135/abstract/46AA05702264

4076PQ/1 



218 
 

Pate, Jr, D. J. (2016). The Color of Debt: An Examination of Social Networks, Sanctions, and Child 

Support Enforcement Policy. Race and Social Problems, 8(1), 116–135. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12552-016-9167-8 

Pawasarat, J. (2013). Wisconsin’s Mass Incarceration of African American Males: Workforce 

Challenges for 2013. 

Price, A., Boggess, J. L., & Rodriguez, N. (2014). What We Want to Give Our Kids: How Child 

Support Debt Can Diminish Wealth-Building Opportunities for Struggling Black Fathers 

and Their Families. Center for Family Policy and Practice. https://cffpp.org/wp-

content/uploads/whatwewanttogiveourkids.pdf 

Roberts, D. (1991). Punishing Drug Addicts Who Have Babies: Women of Color, Equality, and 

the Right of Privacy. Harvard Law Review, 104(7), 1419–1482. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1341597 

Roberts, P. (2005). Child Support Cooperation Requirements and Public Benefits Programs: An 

Overview of Issues and Recommendations for Change. Center for Law and Social Policy. 

http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/files/0252.pdf 

Rodriguez, N. (2016). If I Had Money: Black Fathers and Children, Child Support Debt, and 

Economic Security in Mississippi. CFFPP. https://cffpp.org/our_publication/if-i-had-

money-black-fathers-and-children-child-support-debt-and-economic-security-in-

mississippi/ 

Rothstein, R., author. (2017). The color of law: A forgotten history of how our government 

segregated America. Liveright Publishing Corporation, [2017]. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9912286243202121 



219 
 

Sawyer, W. & Bertram, W.  (2022). Prisons and jails will separate millions of mothers from their  

children in 2022. Prison Policy Initiative.  

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2022/05/04/mothers_day/ 
 

Selekman, R., & Holcomb, P. (2018). Child Support Cooperation Requirements in Child Care 

Subsidy Programs and SNAP: Key Policy Considerations (p. 12). Mathematica Policy 

Research, Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation. 

https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/260046/EMPOWERED_Child_Support_Cooperati

on_Issue_Brief.pdf 

Shaw, K. M. (2003). Using Feminist Critical Policy Analysis in the Realm of Higher Education: The 

Case of Welfare Reform as Gendered Educational Policy. The Journal of Higher 

Education, 75(1), 56–79. https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2003.0053 

Sorensen, E., & Lerman, R. (1998). Welfare Reform and Low-Income Noncustodial Fathers. 

Challenge, 41(4), 101–116. https://doi.org/10.1080/05775132.1998.11472046 

Sorensen, E., Sousa, L., & Schaner, S. (2007). Assessing Child Support Arrears in Nine Large 

States and the Nation. The Urban Institute. 

http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29736/1001242-Assessing-Child-

Support-Arrears-in-Nine-Large-States-and-the-Nation.PDF 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage Publications, [1995] ©1995. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/999758189502121 

Stovall, D. (2013). Against the politics of desperation: Educational justice, critical race theory, 

and Chicago school reform. Critical Studies in Education, 54(1), 33–43. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2013.739192 



220 
 

Wang, M., & Sheikh‐Khalil, S. (2014). Does Parental Involvement Matter for Student 

Achievement and Mental Health in High School? Child Development, 85(2), 610–625. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12153 

Weaver, V., & Lerman, A. (2010). Political Consequences of the Carceral  
 

State. American Political Science Review, 104(4), 817-833.  
 
doi:10.1017/S0003055410000456 

 
Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods. Sage Publications, [2009] ©2009. 

https://search.library.wisc.edu/catalog/9910080043502121 

Young, M. D., & Diem, S. (2017). Critical Approaches to Education Policy Analysis. Springer, 

Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-39643-9_2 

 

 

 

Formatted: Bibliography


