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When Patrick Chappell was released from Solano State Prison earlier this year, he had a
far from exemplary record as the father of two children.

"It was jobs here, jobs there, incarceration here, incarceration there," he recalls. "I didn't
make enough to support myself, let alone my children."

This time, he was determined to do it differently. And this time, he had help.

Alameda County's Family Support Division, a child-support collection agency housed in
the district attorney's office, has been quietly transforming itself into a branch of a new
statewide child-support services agency mandated to work cooperatively with families and
noncustodial parents -- 85 percent of them fathers.

IMAGE 1 OF 2
Lawrence Loeffler crosses a little-used railroad bridge with his son, Jesse. Loeffler, of Healdsburg is one of a
growing number of noncustodial dads getting help through state or other parenting classes. He has ... more
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Rather than just receiving a menacing
letter notifying him how much he owed
in child support -- or a court order
attaching his wages or suspending his
driver's license for nonpayment --
Chappell received referrals to services
that helped him become a functioning
father.

He enrolled in an anger management
program and completed a seven-week
parenting class run by the Malachi Project at Oakland's Allen Baptist Temple. He went to
school with the help of a grant from Oakland's Private Industry Council. He worked with
the Family Support Division to set up a realistic payment schedule for the more than
$60,000 in child support that had accumulated during his incarceration.

And he has just landed a job as a computer technician with a software company in
Alameda.

REFORMED SYSTEM
Chappell is a large, soft-spoken man with a huge task before him. Although he hadn't seen
his 10-year-old son, Divanne, in more than three years, he was recently awarded full
custody of him by Alameda County's Child Protection Services. Had the system not
changed during the time he was incarcerated, Chappell isn't sure that he would have
changed either.

"In the past, there was no face to the child support system, just a statement that said, 'Pay
this.' But now they'll work with you," he said. 'If your support payments are too much
because you lost a job or you've been incarcerated, they'll adjust your payments. They're
not interested in just the money anymore. They're interested in you being involved with
your children."

These changes in California reflect the growing awareness of the importance of fathers in
children's lives. A recent report by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
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showed that children raised without fathers are at greater risk for a variety of problems.
Boys without fathers, for example, are almost 40 percent more likely to abuse drugs. Girls
are 2 times more likely to get pregnant and 53 percent more likely to commit suicide.

THE RESULTS
Men seem to be getting the message. Nationwide, the fastest growing category of
parenting is single fathers -- up 50 percent since 1990, to 2 million fathers. In California,
officials expect to collect a record $2.3 billion in child support next year. More fathers than
ever are striving to be part of their children's lives. And the system is beginning to
accommodate them.

"Most fathers come to me interested in visitation and not child support," said Judy
McCann, legal advocate for the Parent Involvement Employment Program in Santa Rosa.
"For the vast majority, their main beef is, 'She won't let me see the kids.' They feel
manipulated by their ex and by the system . . . so they run."

Lawrence Loeffler, a Healdsburg father locked in a three-year custody battle over his son
Jesse, 10, hasn't run. He pays $452 in monthly child support. He also sat through six 3-
hour parenting classes in a stuffy room at the California Parenting Institute, primarily to
impress the judge in his custody case.

"The classes taught me that there's more than fighting with your ex," he said during lunch
at his job with the Rohnert Park Public Works Department. "It helped to keep everything
positive . . . how to focus on my kids. But it's in the courts where custody issues get
decided, and the system isn't nearly as good at helping with that."

"Most fathers really do want to help," said Cindy Moore, director of Sonoma County's
Family Support Division. "They just don't know where to turn. We've gone from a law
enforcement approach to saying, 'You can get something out of this.' "

According to Moore, child support payments increased more than 110 percent among
those who took parenting classes at the California Parenting Institute in Santa Rosa.
"They're being helped, not hounded . . . and it works," she said.
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All 58 California counties must switch to a new Department of Child Support Services
(DCSS) by July, replacing a system that most say did not serve parents or children
effectively. Transition is going slowly -- not surprising for the largest child support system
in the nation, involving more than 2 million families. In smaller counties such as Sonoma
and San Mateo, child support is the single largest social program in the budget.

DEAD-BROKE DADS
The impetus for change came from the 1996 Welfare Reform. "All the services used to go
to the custodial parent, but we realized that parenthood involves two people," said Jennifer
Kennedy, program manager of Alameda County's Family Support Division.

This new attitude constitutes a veritable sea change. Child support workers no longer refer
to deadbeat dads but dead-broke dads. "They need job training, drug treatment and social
services just as much as women (do)," says Larry Tolbert, a consultant for the Hewlett
Foundation, which has funded more than 15 fatherhood projects in the Bay Area.

"It's kind of a no-brainer: If they're unable to pay, then we have to help them."

To see Chappell with his children is to truly appreciate the impact of these changes. When
he talks with his 5-year-old daughter, Patricia, he retracts his 6-foot-2 frame and lowers his
face to her level.

"The classes, the referrals -- it's helped a lot," he said. "I came to appreciate my kids more,
to communicate more. Sometimes I have to be 5 and look at things from her perspective."

FIGHTING FOR TIME
Despite these reforms, serious challenges remain, the most serious being the continuing
gap between child support and child custody. While California spends millions trying to
collect money from fathers for child support, fathers struggling to spend time with their
children are virtually on their own.

Loeffler, for example, has spent thousands of dollars on legal fees to win more time with
his son, whom he sees about 20 percent of the time. In the war that is divorce, children are
often collateral damage. Diagnosed as "high- functioning autistic," Jesse Loeffler has been
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in special education classes for the past several years, and next semester is scheduled to
start mainstream classes for the first time. As to why Lawrence hasn't given up the battle,
as so many noncustodial parents do, he said simply, "My son needs me."

OTHER OPTIONS
Legal help is available to those unable to afford it, though it's hardly a dream team.
Sonoma County, with more than 16,000 active child custody cases, has one family law
facilitator to help parents represent themselves in court. Parents unable to sign up at the
Hall of Justice before 8 a.m. often spend the entire day waiting to see the facilitator.

San Mateo County may have found a solution to this problem. In 1998, its Family Support
Division received a federal demonstration grant to provide mediation services for child
support clients having custody disputes.

Peggy Jensen, director of the division, said, 'Our proposal was based on the theory that if
you removed the barriers to noncustodial parents seeing their children, you would increase
child support."

The results, she said, have been "eye-popping. We've seen a 30 to 40 percent increase in
child support payments, which is really dramatic for us."

This is consistent with recent Census Bureau figures showing that 90 percent of men with
joint custody and 79 percent with visitation privileges pay their entire child support
obligation on time.

San Mateo is the only California county to offer this service, though Jensen hopes its
success will convince the state to fund similar projects elsewhere.

Directors of California's child support system, many of them women, are looking to
continue the positive changes they've begun by turning to a surprising source: fathers.

"I'm picking up the same energy in the fatherhood movement that I saw in the women's
movement 30 years ago," Jensen said. 'They're picking up momentum as they find more
men who empathize and support what they're doing."
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KEEPING IN TOUCH
The following are tips for becoming a functional father:

-- Know your rights. Get adequate legal help, negotiate a parenting plan.

-- Build positive relationships. Set up a case with your local office of Child Support
Services. If unmarried, establish paternity. If you owe child support, pay it.

-- Ask for help. Programs for employment, substance abuse, mediation, parenting skills are
available.

-- Create a child-friendly life. Establish a stable home, a flexible job so you can take the
kids to school (and the doctor), and reliable child care.

-- Be involved. Take a parenting class. Know your child's teacher. Volunteer wherever
possible.

-- Keep your cool. The child support and custody systems aren't perfect. Neither is your
ex. Keep your eye on the prize -- a continuous, supportive relationship with your children.
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