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By Deborah Tamakloe, MSW, Child Welfare Advocate

About this guide

This guide is designed to support newcomer parents in Canada by providing essential information 
about the child welfare system and how to navigate it. It highlights the importance of cultural 
awareness and aims to empower families to protect their children and maintain their cultural identity 
while adjusting to a new environment.

Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only and should not be considered legal advice. 
Please consult with a qualified professional for specific legal guidance.

Key Areas Covered

Understanding Canadian Child Welfare Laws
Recognizing subtle warning signs that may 
attract the system's attention
Cultural differences in parenting practices
Your rights and responsibilities as a parent
How to access support services

Communication Strategies
Building strong family relationships
Navigating cultural adjustments
Protecting your family's privacy
Advocacy and empowerment

Why This Guide Matters

The transition to a new country can be challenging, and understanding the child welfare system is 
crucial for newcomer parents. This guide offers a proactive approach, equipping you with the 
knowledge and resources to protect your family from unnecessary system involvement and ensure 
your children's well-being.



THE QUIET BEFORE THE STORM

Understanding "Subtle" Red Flags

In Canada, a knock on the door from a social worker is rarely the first step. 
Usually, there is a trail of "quiet warnings" that parents miss because they 
don't know what to look for.

Because of the cultural gap, behaviors we see as normal, like a child being 
quiet and respectful, can be misinterpreted by teachers as a child being 
"withdrawn" or "fearful."

This guide helps you spot those early triggers in three specific areas: School, 
Community, and Home. Recognizing these signs today can save your family 
from an investigation tomorrow.



RED FLAGS AT SCHOOL

The Eyes of the Mandatory Reporter

Teachers are the #1 source of calls to the system. They are trained to look for 
changes in your child’s behavior.

1. The "Hunger" Misunderstanding

  The Sign: Your child is asking others for food or complaining they are 
hungry.
 The Risk: In Canada, if a child says "I’m hungry," the teacher doesn't just 
think they have a high metabolism; they suspect Neglect.
  The Fix: Ensure your child has a consistent, visible snack and lunch. If 
they are a big eater, tell the teacher: "Kofi has a huge appetite; please 
let me know if he needs more food packed."

2. Hygiene and Presentation

 The Sign: Sending a child to school in clothes that are wrinkled, 
unwashed, or not "weather-appropriate" (e.g., no gloves in winter).
  The Risk: This is the fastest way to get a "Neglect" report.
  The Fix: Prioritize "The Canadian Look" for school, layers, winter gear, 
and clean uniforms/clothes.

3. "The Quiet Child" vs. "The Withdrawn Child"

  The Sign: Your child stops participating or becomes very timid.
  The Risk: Teachers may suspect "Trauma" or "Abuse at Home."
 The Fix: If your child is shy, communicate this to the teacher early. Use 
the phrase: "In our culture, we teach children to be quiet and listen to 
elders. It is a sign of respect, not fear."



 RED FLAGS IN THE COMMUNITY

The Neighbor’s Lens

Your neighbors are your unofficial "Supervisors."

1. The Unsupervised Walk

 The Sign: A child under 10 playing in the park or walking to the store 
without an adult.
 The Risk: A neighbor may call the police for "Abandonment."
  The Fix: Follow the "Sight-Line Rule." If you can’t see them, they aren't 
supervised. 

2. The "Loud Home"

  The Sign: Frequent shouting or loud discipline heard through apartment 
walls.
  The Risk: Neighbors often mistake loud cultural correction for domestic 
violence.
 The Fix: Be mindful of "Wall-Thinness." Keep the volume of correction 
low. If things get heated, step away rather than raising your voice.



RED FLAGS AT THE CLINIC

The Medical Paper Trail

Doctors are trained to look for patterns of "Medical Neglect."

1. Missed Appointments

  The Sign: Skipping vaccinations or follow-up checks because you feel 
the child is healthy.
  The Risk: A pattern of missed appointments is a major red flag for 
"Medical Neglect."
  The Fix: Never "No-Show." If you can't make it, call and reschedule. This 
creates a paper trail of a "responsible parent."

2. Unexplained Marks

  The Sign: Birthmarks, rashes, or marks from traditional treatments.
  The Risk: A doctor may assume these are "Non-Accidental Injuries" 
(physical abuse).
  The Fix: Point them out first. Say: "I noticed this mark on Kofi’s back; it’s 
a birthmark/traditional treatment. I wanted to make sure you have it in 
your notes."



THE 5-STEP EARLY ACTION PLAN

What to do if you spot a Red Flag

If you feel the school or a doctor is "watching" you, don't wait for the knock. 
Take these steps:

  Initiate Contact: Don't avoid the teacher; email them. Ask: "How is Kofi 
adjusting? We want to ensure we are supporting his success at home."
  Audit the Home: Use the Fridge Checklist. Ensure the house is "System-
Ready" today.
  Correct the Narrative: If a misunderstanding happens, use "The 
Translator" language. Explain the cultural context immediately and 
calmly.
  Start Your Binder: Even if there is no investigation, start collecting 
school newsletters, doctor’s notes, and positive feedback now.
  Seek Expert Advice: Do not wait until CPS is at your door. Early 
intervention is the only way to stay in control.



Is the "System" already watching?

If you’ve recognized any of these signs, a teacher asking strange questions, a 
neighbor making comments, or a doctor looking closely at your child, do not 
ignore the warning.

The difference between a family that stays together and a family that is torn 
apart is often a single conversation.



Don't Just Navigate the System, Master It.

The "Free Kit" gives you the rules, but a Strategy Session gives you the win.

The system can be intimidating, but you have a "Dual-Lens" partner on your 
side. Whether you are currently facing an investigation or you want to "system-
proof" your family before a misunderstanding happens, I am here to help.

BOOK YOUR 1:1 ‘TWO SYSTEMS’ STRATEGY SESSION TODAY (Visit 
www.dzifahtamakloe.com)



My name is Deborah Difah Tamakloe. I am a Master of Social Work (MSW) 
professional who moved from Ghana to Canada with a single mission: to 
protect and empower our community.

I have seen too many good families struggle because they didn't know the 
"unwritten rules" of the Canadian system. My job is to bridge that gap.

I don’t just understand the system, I have mastered it from the inside. I know 
exactly how social workers think, what they look for, and the language they 
use in their reports. I take the complexity of Canadian child welfare and turn it 
into simple, actionable strategies for parents like you.

I am here to make sure your family stays together, stays safe, and stays proud 
of our heritage. You don’t have to navigate this system alone.


