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ABOUT CCAI
History
The Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute (CCAI) is a non-profit organization that
works to raise awareness about the needs of children without families and to remove policy
barriers that hinder them from knowing the love and support a family provides. CCAI is unique
in that each of our programs brings together policymakers and individuals with direct foster
care or adoption experience. We have found that when policymakers hear direct experiences
of those affected by orphan and child welfare policy, they become engaged in this issue and
work to bring about legislative improvements in an effort to ensure each child has their right
to a family realized.
CCAI was founded in 2001 by advocates of the world’s orphaned and foster youth. In founding
CCAI, these advocates sought to match the commitment of members of Congress’ Adoption
Caucus, the Congressional Coalition on Adoption, with the information and resources needed
to make the dream of a family a reality for every child.

Mission Statement
The Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute is a non-profit, non-partisan
organization dedicated to raising awareness about the millions of children around the
world in need of permanent, safe, and loving homes and to eliminating the barriers that
hinder them children from realizing their basic right of a family.

Foster Youth Internship Program
CCAI's Foster Youth Internship (FYI) Program is a highly esteemed Congressional Internship for young adults who spent time in the United State’s foster care system. The FYI
program began in 2003 as an effort to raise awareness to federal policymakers about
the needs and unique perspectives of those who spent time in foster care. As part
of the program, CCAI organizes retreats, advocacy trainings and various networking
opportunities with experts in the child welfare field. Throughout the summer, the FYI
interns spend time researching about policy issues affecting foster children across the
countr y. These experiences allow them to create a policy report that is presented at a
Congressional briefing and released to child welfare advocates across the countr y.
As a result of the program, federal policymakers are shown firsthand the experiences of youth in foster care, and use their new knowledge to inspire legislative change.
Interns participating in this program benefit both personally and professionally, gaining
experience and skills that will bolster their careers for years to come and possess the
foundation to be lifelong advocates for improving the foster care system.

FOREWORD
“Courage doesn’t always roar.
Sometimes it is the quiet voice at the end of the day saying, “I will try again tomorrow.”
-- Mary Anne Radmacher
When choosing the theme of this year’s report, CCAI’s Foster Youth Interns could not help but
make a reference to the now well-known Verizon Wireless advertisement in which a company
employee is sent all around the world, to the remotest of places, with the sole purpose of testing
for any potential holes in the coverage of the network. His familiar phrase, “can you hear me
now?” is one that immediately brought a smile to every cell phone user’s face as memories of
similar experiences came flooding back.
As I stopped to think more about this connection, it occurred to me that this might very well
be the perfect title for the report you are about to read. In essence, the Verizon commercial is
intended to assure any existing or potential customer that the company cares so much about its
customers that it would go to any length to be sure their voice is heard. So much so, that they
would have an employee whose sole objective is to seek out areas where voices are unable to
be heard or connections are being lost. I could not help but think, isn’t that what the U.S. foster
care system is meant to do for the youth entrusted to its care?
For far too long we have let the voices of those in care go unheard. Left them trapped out in the
outer realms of existence, feeling isolated and alone. Like any of us, all they want is for someone
to call them up and remind them they are loved. They dream about one day having their contacts
full of people they can call in case of an emergency and a camera phone overflowing with happy
memories.
It has been my experience that the voices of foster care alumni are the ones we should be listening to more than any others. When they speak, things actually stand a chance of getting better.
Not because their stories remind us of how far we have yet to go, but because their ingenuity
and passion for making a difference show us just how far we can reach.
Not a day goes by that I am not inspired by the courage and tenacity of these youth. Each and
every day, they use their voice on behalf of those who do not have one. They reveal their scars
in the hope that others won’t have these same wounds inflicted upon them. To honor them, we
need to add our voices to their chorus. We need to join in their call for a better day. And like
them, we must be willing to continue to speak up until someone listens closely enough to make
change.
My dear friends, Michael, Talitha, James, Maurissa, Cristina, Dashun, Cassie, Ashley, Marchelle,
Tawny, RJ, Daryle, Briana and Josh: may they hear you now.

CCAI Executive Director
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Preventing Crossover from Foster Care
into the Criminal Justice System
Harold “R.J.” Sloke
Society is affected in every possible way by how its members treat children. Our children are our
future and society will either benefit or be harmed from what we invest in them.
Preventing Crossover From the Foster Care System to the Juvenile Justice System
Currently there are 408,425 young people in the foster care system, about 61,673 of which lived in
congregate care or group homes at some point while in care (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2010). Studies have found that, compared to their peers in foster care, youth in congregate
care are 58% more likely to cross over into the criminal justice system (Cusik, Courtney, Havlicek &
Hess, 2011). This statistic can be explained by looking at four different factors that affect thousands
of foster youth: lack of stability, congregate care living arrangements, limited access to educational
and extracurricular opportunities, and encountering the foster care bias that is present during juvenile detention decisions. In order to ensure that foster youth do not crossover from foster care into
the criminal justice system, we must not only reform programs that are designed to enhance a foster
youth’s life, but also create and implement more successful initiatives for those foster youth who are
already involved in any type of criminal corrections system.
Lack of Stability
Lack of stability plays a tremendous role in the cross over of foster youth into the juvenile justice
system. Research shows that young people who experience multiple placements also had a higher
rate of arrest than those who did not experience this instability. Results from a 2011 study of 730
youth in the Midwest showed that each additional placement after the first resulted in a 4% increase
in the crossover rate, which is especially concerning since this same study found that more than 50%
of the respondents experienced four or more placements while in care (Cusik, Courtney, Havlicek &
Hess, 2011). I can personally bear witness to this. When I entered the foster care system at the age of
13, I was immediately moved between several placements. I would move from foster home to foster
home, and eventually, there were no more foster homes I could live in. The end result was that I was
forced to live in a group home. With each new placement, I felt more alone. While my peers were in
meaningful relationships with friends and family, my concerns revolved around basic survival. Though
I yearned for such relationships, the system did not allow me to seek these relationships because they
were more concerned with what my next “best” placement would be.
While there is lots of evidence that shows that youth benefit from lasting relationships that help them
mature, the chance of youth in group homes developing such a relationship there is rare due to the
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high turnover rate in these facilities (Courtney, Terao & Bost, 2004). There were times where I would
start to develop a friendship with a staff member, and then they would quit their job or be terminated.
In addition to the high staff turnover rate, I found that it became more difficult to stay in communication with individuals outside the group home, such as family and friends. This was because of the strict
guidelines that these group homes followed. Even making a simple phone call to a family member
had to be approved (and was a privilege based on your behavior) and, at times, supervised. There
was no time and physical space for developing friendships outside of the group home. Most of my
placements prohibited outside contact with people whom I considered to be as close to me, if not
closer, than family members. If they were allowed to communicate with me, they had to be approved
by my social worker and the group home would request a background check for each of them. This
prevented me from attempting to even develop friendships when I could have had the opportunity.
After multiple placements, I no longer attempted to make friends. This was due largely to the fact
that I knew I would have to switch schools soon, so I avoided becoming close to people who I perceived to have temporary roles in my life. However, there was one person who saved me from it all. In
my eleventh high school placement, my teacher became aware of my situation, and from that point
on, became my mentor, friend and advocate. At first, understandably, I was hesitant to trust her. But,
she kept her promises and made sure that I received credit from all my other high schools so I could
graduate. I honestly do not know where I would be today without her. It stands to reason, based on
studies and my personal experience, that stable placements and relationships are an important factor
in preventing foster youth from becoming involved in the juvenile justice system.
Congregate Care
While group homes are designed to benefit foster youth, the way youth are treated when living in
these placements can play a big role in the crossover of foster youth in the juvenile system. Youth living in group homes are more likely to be prescribed unnecessary psychotropic medication and to be
exposed to crime and gangs. At the same time, they are less likely to be able to do normal things that
other kids their age are doing and often live under restrictive rules.
Psychotropic Medication
Behaviors that are the result of emotional instability, lack of support and improper evaluation may
make youth in congregate care vulnerable to unnecessary psychotropic medications (Handwerk,
Smith, Thompson, Spellman, & Daly, 2008). Side effects of these medications may decrease focus and
hinder a foster youth’s potential. Antidepressants such as Prozac, Zoloft, and Lexapro have several
side effects, including agitation and suicidal thoughts. Mood stabilizers such as Lithium and Deparkote
have been known to produce suicidal thoughts, loss of coordination, and hallucinations (Kutz, 2011).
These side effects may cause individuals to misbehave and act violently.
I saw my peers experience the side effects of psychotropic medication while I was in the foster care
system. Despite being held down and having group home staff try to force feed me medications I did
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not need, I refused and after a while they stopped trying to give me these medications. This refusal
benefited me later when I joined the Army, since no one with a history of psychotropic medications is
allowed to enlist (Headquarters Department of the Army, 2007). By addressing the overmedication of
youth in group homes, we can not only help reduce the number of individuals who would cross over
into the juvenile system, but we can also eliminate obstacles that prevent foster youth from living a
successful life after care.
Gangs
In my case and in the case of many other foster youth, being in a group home is what transitioned me
into the juvenile justice system. Instead of placing me in a loving home, my caseworkers had nowhere
else to put me other than a maximum security group home where the majority of my roommates
were juvenile delinquents and the environments were similar to those of a prison. Rooms were magnetically locked, access to basic human needs—such as toiletries—was restricted and, in many cases,
contact to the outside world was very rare. Institutions like the one I lived in are breeding grounds
for delinquent juvenile activity and the formation of gangs. Gangs are not only found on the streets
of our large cities, but can just as easily be found in smaller communities and in congregate care
facilities. At least one quarter of foster youth involved in the juvenile justice system in Los Angeles
are involved in some sort of gang activity (Herz, 2006). In 2003, nearly 40% of suburban counties
reported gang activity and that number is increasing every year (Egley & Major, 2002). Every day I
had to fight to defend myself and my property from gang members.
While joining a gang is a dangerous path, this may not seem to be the case when the opportunity is
presented to foster youth. Studies show that a large amount of youth join gangs because they feel
the gang will provide a family-like structure and protection, which all foster youth yearn for (Peterson, Taylor and Esbensen, 2004). Sooner than I expected, I found myself involved in gang activity for
these reasons. Once involved, I was trapped in a lifestyle that forbade me from pledging my loyalty
to anything else other than my gang. My only options of getting out of that lifestyle were receiving
protection from my caregivers, most of who I had very little connection with, or being relocated to
a placement where gang activity was not present. Group home staff were aware that my peers and I
were involved in gang activity. However, because gangs were relatively new to my geographic area,
staff did not have any experience supporting youth involved with gang activity.
Living Arrangements
While living in congregate care facilities, I was charged with many juvenile offenses including assault
charges from fights that could have been avoided if staff protected and assured me that my aggressors would be placed in separate areas within the home. Furthermore, if staff had properly shown
me how to deal with negative emotions when I did find myself in such situations, the possibility of
my acting aggressively would have been greatly reduced. What I learned from this experience was

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

that group home staff address “typical teenage” behavior in congregate care differently than in a
normal family setting. For example, according to a study conducted by the Congressional Coalition on
Adoption Institute, about 40% of former foster youth had the police called on them regarding their
behavior in their place of residence, compared to only three percent of youth who were not in foster
care. Many times, law enforcement is notified immediately for any potential delinquent incident such
as a small fight, stealing and verbal assaults. This explains why one-third of foster youth placed in
juvenile facilities are there because of “placement crimes” which occurred in their previous foster care
placement (Herz, 2006).
When I lived in group homes, I was far from “free”. Normal privileges such as being able to play
sports, go outside and participate in community events were not an option for me in most of my
placements. Most of these facilities were located in the middle of nowhere, miles from civilization, and
surrounded with tall fences to prevent escape. I had to ask for the most basic human necessities such
as toiletries, hygiene products, and water. Imagine the embarrassment of asking for more toilet paper
because staff handed you only a few small sheets. Many times, I went to bed hungry. This was due
to the small portions of food that were provided. At times, I had to physically defend my food from
group home bullies. This “fight or flight” mentality was present among all of my peers.
Limited Access to Extracurricular Activities and Educational Opportunities
Studies have shown that individuals in group care are more likely to be arrested or convicted and
obtain lower levels of education than individuals in family foster care (Festinger, 1983). Congregate
care regulations on foster youth seem to be more about order and safety and less about wellbeing and success. As such, regulations often prevent foster youth from participating in extracurricular activities such as school sports, youth leadership programs, and normal peer interaction. For
example, many of my group homes were so concerned with my safety that their policy was to pick me
up directly after school, which prevented me from engaging in after-school activities.
Though I would have enjoyed participating in these activities, my main concern was educational stability. From the time I entered care at the age of 13 until I got out of the system at age 18, I had lived
in over 25 placements and attended 12 high schools. One can argue that any child who has been to
12 different high schools would not be provided an adequate education. Furthermore, my caseworkers and schools failed to communicate with each other as I would transfer schools resulting in my not
receiving enough credits to go on to the next grade. I found myself in the ninth grade for the third
time. I was fortunate enough that my high school teacher stepped up and made sure that I received
the proper credits I deserved. With hard work and by being allowed to work on school assignments
after school and during the summers, I eventually graduated high school at age 19.
Sadly, my experience is not that different from other youth in care. My testimony speaks for the onethird of foster youth who have reported more than five school changes while in foster care (Smith-
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gall, Gladden, Howard, Goerge & Courtney, 2004). Research also shows that only 27% of foster
youth living in congregate care in California had school transcripts and only 25% had educational
assessments (Barth, 2002). Not surprisingly, conditions such as these discourage or prevent youth in
care from receiving a good education. Studies show that it takes the average child four to six months
to recover academically from each school move (Burley & Halpern, 2001). Because of the system’s
failure to keep kids in one school, only 50% of foster youth even graduate from high school or obtain
their GED, compared to 85% for non-foster youth (Wertheimer, 2002). The Midwest Study revealed
youth in foster care read on average at a seventh grade level when they were supposed to be reading
at a tenth or eleventh grade level (Courtney, Terao & Bost, 2004).
In some of my congregate care placements, I had to earn the privilege of attending public schools
because they assumed that we had behavioral problems and could not function in a school setting.
These placements provided their own schools which provided me with a very low-level education.
In most of these schools, teachers taught foster youth based on the average grade of the group,
which resulted in being taught curriculum that was several grade levels behind. Some youth could not
even read. Despite the poor education, the fact that we were isolated from society was even more
discouraging. In the same survey by the Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute, 67% of former
foster youth said their most meaningful relationships came from school.
In the midst of all my troubles, there was one program that helped me to persevere. I was first introduced to quasi-military curriculum when I was placed in an alternative school. From there, I enrolled in the Junior Reserve Officers Training Corps (JROTC). JROTC is a federal program sponsored
by the United States Armed Forces in high schools across the United States that helps students
become better citizens by involving them in the community and providing extracurricular activities and leadership opportunities. JROTC gave me everything that foster care failed to provide: role
models, responsibility, structure, a sense of control and belonging. In a series of “Foster Youth Speak
Out” events, where foster youth meet in the Los Angeles and the Bay areas to discuss their experience while in care, foster youth said that they would love outlets such as extracurricular activities
to help them cope with their sadness, loneliness and other emotions (Klitsch, 2010). Involvement in
extracurricular activities such as sports has been proven to decrease delinquent behavior, drug abuse,
and antisocial behavior (Feldman & Matjasko, 2005). Furthermore, such opportunities for youth are
vital because studies show most juvenile and gang activity will occur after school, between three and
six PM (Fox, 2003). Giving foster youth extracurricular activities and educational opportunities will
greatly reduce cross over to the juvenile justice system.
The Foster Care Bias in Juvenile Justice Decisions
Foster youth who are arrested for juvenile offenses are more likely than average youth to be sent to
juvenile detention to await their trials. Studies have shown that foster youth have a 56% chance of
being detained while awaiting a hearing compared to 48% possibility for non-foster youth (Conger
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& Ross, 2001). Judges may feel that youth without a permanent placement have nowhere else to go
but juvenile detention. If the youth was arrested because of an incident that occurred in their group
or foster home, then the foster parents or staff may not want that youth back in the placement. Not
only are foster youth more likely to be involved in the juvenile justice system, but the fact that they
are foster youth can hinder them further in sentencing and detention. This poses a huge problem not
only for the foster youth, but can be costly to taxpayers who will pay for unnecessary incarceration
for minor offenses that could be addressed differently. The average cost to provide services to foster
youth if the state and federal budget was evenly distributed among each foster youth would be about
$40,000 per child annually (Adams, 2006). The average cost to house a juvenile in a facility is about
$241 a day per juvenile, which calculates out to be approximately $88,000 a year per youth (American Correctional Association, 2008).
Policy Recommendations
Lack of Stability
Recommendation #1: Ensure every biological family member who could provide the child
with a healthy, loving environment is contacted once a youth enters care. If there are no family members who can provide this, adoption must be pursued as an option for the child.
One way that the foster care system can create stability is to ensure that every healthy, stable family
member in a child’s life is contacted to determine if they can provide care for that child and if not,
adoption should be pursued as an option. I found out recently that I had family on my father’s side
who were never contacted. These family members could have provided me with a loving, stable home
and I could have avoided foster care, congregate care, and the juvenile justice system altogether.
The Administration for Children and Family Services, along with the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
launched a mission to reunite kids in congregate care with family members or pursue an adoption
plan. In Maine, congregate care placements decreased by 73%. Furthermore, 30% were in kinship
care, compared to 12% within the year prior. The program made an initial $4 million investment, and
the amount of money saved from placing children in kinship care or adoptive families was $10.4 million (Anne E. Casey Foundation, 2010). If neither kinship care nor adoption is an available option, then
caseworkers need to ensure that the child has some type of stability in foster homes and congregate
care by limiting how many times a child is moved between homes. Since each individual case is different, caseworkers should choose the placement based on the child’s unique circumstances and needs.
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Recommendation #2: Pass the Foster Care Mentoring Act to ensure that youth in the foster
care system have a stable mentor they can trust and with whom they can establish a lifelong
connection.
While the system has professionals that are designed to mentor youth, many youth, understandably, do not trust them. Therefore, the system needs more mentors who are trained to connect with
foster youth and who can provide that “outside” role youth desire. The federal government can make
this possible by passing Senate Bill 420: the Foster Care Mentoring Act. This will benefit youth and
the community by providing jobs and raising awareness about foster care. This bill “amends part B
(Child-Welfare Services) of Title IV of the Social Security Act to direct the Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS) to award grants to states to support the establishment or expansion and operation of programs using networks of public and private community entities to provide mentoring for
children in foster care” (S. 420, 2011).
Furthermore, the Secretary of HHS would be authorized to award a competitive grant to an entity that
can design and implement a website or national hotline to provide information to those who might
be interested in mentoring foster youth. The Secretary of HHS would also be instructed to implement
a program that would award student loan forgiveness to eligible mentors (S. 420, 2011). Expanding
mentoring programs and creating mentoring relationships for foster youth can be therapeutic and
reduce the use of psychotropic medications. In return, youth can be eligible for more opportunities
that can help them transition into the real world, such as joining the military. If this bill became law, it
would bring about positive change for both foster youth and the community.
Recommendation #3: Work with Veterans groups to design and implement a mentoring program.
The military provides our service members and veterans with valuable skills that they can use
throughout their life. Sadly, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the unemployment rate for
post-9/11 veterans was 12.7% in May 2012, compared with a national unemployment rate of 8.2%.
For younger veterans, under the age of 24, the unemployment rate has reached 30% within the past
year (2012). I strongly believe, based on my experience, these veterans can provide invaluable advice
and guidance to foster youth. By designing and implementing a mentoring program where qualified
veterans mentor foster youth, we can not only help foster youth, we can also provide veterans with
jobs.
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Congregate Care
Recommendation #4: In order to ensure that our foster youth do not “crossover” into the
juvenile justice system, wherever possible, caseworkers must be sure that they do not place
youth into group homes with delinquents.
Many times, as I have personally witnessed, caseworkers have a hard time placing foster youth in environments that will benefit them. In my situation, I was not a juvenile delinquent until I entered foster
care. I was a “great kid” at my initial entry into care. However, when foster homes were no longer an
option for me, my caseworkers chose horrible group homes that denied me my basic rights. In order
to ensure that our foster youth do not crossover into the juvenile justice system, caseworkers cannot
place youth into group homes with delinquents. Caseworkers need to follow standard operating
procedures to ensure that youth are not harmed in a potential placement and should avoid placements with current juvenile delinquents at all possible costs. They can do this by reviewing and accessing every available home in the area. Supervisors should audit caseworkers and ensure that they
follow through on placing the youth in a safe environment. Many times I believe that caseworkers are
overworked and may place kids in congregate care because caseworkers do not have the capacity to
conduct further research.
Recommendation #5: Create a federal program that educates foster youth and their support
system about gang culture.
In order to prevent youth from joining a gang, education on gang culture is necessary. While many
social service workers may know about gang activity, they are not fully aware of the culture because
foster youth are not educated on the dangers of being involved in a gang. With this noted, it is important that both social service staff and foster youth are fully educated about gangs. Furthermore,
caseworkers need to know if gangs are present in group homes and in the neighborhoods where
foster homes are located. This will reduce the chance of foster youth being associated with gangs and
reduce incidents between foster youth and rival gangs. A lot of times, I was removed from placements
because of my gang activity. The goal was to separate me from that lifestyle. However, I would go to
a different placement and encounter the same problems because my caseworkers were unaware of
such activity in those new placements. Social services should hire a Gang Intervention Officer who
comes to social service offices, foster homes, and congregate care facilities to educate foster youth
and their support systems in the following areas:
•
•
•
•

Explanation and background information on why youth join gangs;
History, characteristics, culture, and signs that point to youth involved in gang activity;
How caregivers can prevent and intervene in gang activity; and
The long-term consequences of joining a gang.
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Currently, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) implements a comprehensive gang model that address these areas in addition to:
•
•
•

Addressing the problem: Before addressing the issue of gang intervention, the community must be
aware that there is a gang problem.
Developing goals: OJJPD has created programs that reach out to youth involved in gang activity to
provide them with job training and educational services.
Encouraging youth accountability: OJJPD believes that while youth are punished for their criminal
activities, they should be given the chance to reform their behavior and be awarded for positive
behaviors (U.S. Department of Justice, 2007).

Social service agencies could work with OJJPD to educate social service staff and foster youth to minimize gang activity within communities and congregate care.
Recommendation #6: Establish standard operating procedures for handling minor juvenile
activity in group homes and assign an Ombudsman at each facility to handle disputes.
When foster youth are charged with minor juvenile crimes that could have been handled in a different way, it is a waste of taxpayer money. Each group home placement could benefit from a set
of standard operating procedures in dealing with minor juvenile activity. As already stated, behavior
is addressed differently in group homes than in a normal family setting. For example, many times
I was assaulted and had to defend myself. The group home notified law enforcement and I was
often arrested. In a normal family setting, if two brothers get into a dispute, they would not face these
harsh consequences. It stands to reason that we could save a lot of money and youth potential by
developing alternative punishments. Each facility could benefit from employing a trained professional
who handles these incidents and disciplinary actions. This professional should have a background in
law enforcement and have experience dealing with juveniles. He or she could be responsible for:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Designing, implementing, and evaluating treatment plans for at-risk youth who reside within the
facility;
Designing extracurricular activities that will harness youth’s emotions;
Rewarding at-risk youth for positive behavior;
Designing the standard operating procedures for misbehavior and design alternative punishments
based on each behavior;
Providing mentoring and counseling to at-risk youth;
Communicating with the youth’s support system on a regular basis to provide awareness in all
parts of the youth’s life; and
If possible, be directly involved in crisis intervention when youth are involved in negative
behaviors.
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Limited Access to Extracurricular Activities and Educational Opportunities
Recommendation #7: Pass the A+ PLUS (Access to Papers Leads to Uninterrupted Scholars)
Act
An unintended result of the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA) was the difficulties it created for social workers to obtain foster youths’ educational records. Therefore, when
foster children moved from placement to placement, many were unable to obtain their records.
If they did obtain them, it was not in a timely fashion. The A+ PLUS Act would address the lack of
communication and effort between schools and caseworkers when a foster youth transfers to a new
school. This bill will ensure that foster youth are enrolled in school in a timely fashion and that they
receive proper credits towards graduation. In return, the youth’s chances of graduating high school
will increase. Furthermore, I believe that foster youth should be given the opportunity to catch up by
staying after school and during the summers. Congress could add an amendment to this bill concerning this (H.R. 5871, 2012).
Recommendation #8: Pass the Youth PROMISE (Prison Reduction through Opportunities,
Mentoring, Intervention, Support, and Education) Act
This bill is designed to prevent crime and save taxpayer money. Not only is the bill an investment in
our youth, it makes good fiscal sense. The legislation will:
•
•

•
•
•
•

Hold communities accountable for their failures or their successes. Eighty-five percent of funding
for communities must be spent directly on programs.
Engage of all the youths’ support systems within their communities such as faith based groups,
parents, teachers, courts, law enforcement, healthcare providers, social services, and nonprofit
organizations to serve on the PROMISE plan board.
Establish research partnerships with colleges and universities to develop a National Research Center for Proven Juvenile Justice Practices.
Provide funding to communities to train and hire youth-orientated law enforcement officers.
Support gang prevention and intervention within communities.
Foster youth and youth in general will be more supervised in their communities. In return, their
chances of becoming involved in juvenile activity will decline (H.R. 2721, 2011).
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Reducing the Foster Care Bias in Juvenile Detention Decisions
Recommendation #9: Introduce a Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) in Juvenile Justice Decisions
CASA volunteers are appointed by judges to be a consistent advocate in a foster youth’s life and to
ensure that the youth is placed in the best care possible. CASA volunteers consistently communicate
with all the foster youth’s support system in order to always have the best understanding in what is
going on in the youth’s life. Then they take all the circumstances they know about in the youth’s life
and they make recommendations on what they believe would be best for the youth. The successes of
the program speak for itself:
•

Foster youth with a CASA volunteer are more likely to find a safe, stable home through adoption
(Siegal, 2001).
• Many are reunited with their families and are half as likely to re-enter foster care (Office of the
Inspector General, 2006).
• Recommendations by CASAs are highly persuasive in court (Caliber Associations, 2004).
Based on these results, foster children could benefit from a CASA early on in care, and could still benefit from one during juvenile justice decisions since the CASA can explain the youth’s history and support system. The Obama Administration’s 2013 fiscal year budget proposes to end funding for CASA
programs. H.R 5326 blocked this proposal, but did cut funding from $12.4 million (2012 funding) to
$4.5 million in 2013 (Stoltzfus, 2012). CASA has proven to be effective and will continue to be effective
if properly funded. Having a CASA inside of the courtroom during juvenile justice decisions may cut
down the bias against foster youth that has proven to be present at these hearings.
Smart Alternatives to Congregate Care
Recommendation #10: Encourage Eligible Foster Youth to Attend the National Guard Youth
ChalleNGe Program
The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program was established to provide youth who are at risk of
not graduating high school with the opportunity to work towards their diploma or GED. Here cadets
between the ages of 16 and 19 participate in an 18-month quasi-military program that focuses on
eight areas: Academic Excellence, Responsible Citizenship, Physical Fitness, Leadership, Job Skills,
Service to the Community, Health and Hygiene, and Life-Coping Skills. All eight of these areas are
vital to foster youth when it comes to transitioning into the real world, and this program has changed
many youths’ lives. General Craig McKinley, chief of the program, said it best: “When youth volunteer
to enter ChalleNGe they are often hurt and angry. They have grown to know failure rather than success. Words of rebuke, disappointment, and admonishment are common; congratulations and words
of praise are rare. They come to the ChalleNGe program recognizing there is a dire need for change
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in their lives but lack the know how to enact the change.” (U.S Army National Guard, 2011).
Fifty-four percent of cadets graduate with their diploma or GED. For those youth who are further
behind in school, this program allows them to earn credentials that will help them towards graduation once they get back to their old schools. The 54% also does not reflect the cadets who are not
old enough to take the GED test by the time they are done with the program. Eighty percent of Youth
Challenge graduates obtain their GED or diploma. Each cadet is personally matched with a trained
mentor who will provide guidance and support during and after the program. Furthermore, each
cadet receives a post-residential plan that will keep him accountable for his success after the leaving
the program (U.S. Army National Guard, 2011). The following table presents the value of community
service that cadets have done based on minimum wage earnings:

(U.S. Army National Guard, 2011)

Each cadet serves 40 mandatory hours. A total of 545, 314 hours of community service was
performed during 2011, with the value of services equaling $11,647,919. The program has proven
cost effective compared to juvenile detention centers and other alternatives:

(U.S. Army National Guard, 2011)
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Furthermore, program graduates are more likely to find a stable placement and/or secure employment. This may have to do with the contact that the youth and the mentor have after the program.
This contact includes meeting in person with each other at least four hours a month, and a large
amount of other communication. Each mentor reports to the program on his progress.
The chart below shows where the graduates were placed within the first month following the program:

The following charts shows placement within one year of graduating the program:
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If at-risk foster youth were involved in the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program, they would be
less likely to be in involved in criminal activity, which in return will lower the probability that they will
enter the juvenile justice system.
Recommendation #11: Expand Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care (MTFC)
Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care is a cost-effective alternative to foster homes and congregate care facilities. One or two foster youth are placed with specially trained foster parents for six to
twelve months. These foster parents are carefully recruited, trained, and closely supervised to ensure
that they can effectively manage these foster youth. Furthermore, the program meets with all of the
youth’s teachers and educates them on the program. From there, each teacher records the youth’s
behavior on a daily basis. If the youth displays negative behaviors, he or she receives consistent and
meaningful consequences, such as removal of privileges. Foster youth are rewarded for positive
behaviors by being granted more privileges. The treatment staff also provide individual therapy for
the youth and teach them how to positively deal with their emotions. One study showed that boys
in MTFC were half as likely to be rearrested, with only 2.6 arrests compared to boys in group homes
with 5.4 arrests. Furthermore, boys in MTFC were six times more successful in avoiding new arrests
than boys in group homes (Chamberlain & Mihalic, 1998).
Though MTFC costs $2,000 more than the average group home, the savings over time are worth
the investment. At risk youth who successfully complete the program and are not rearrested save the
taxpayer the approximately $88,000 annual cost of placement in a juvenile justice facility (Aos, Phipps,
Barnoski & Lieb, 2001). By identifying and training more foster parents for this program, we could prevent more at-risk foster youth from crossing over into the juvenile justice system.
Conclusion
It is the responsibility of society to care for our most vulnerable, disadvantaged children. When youth
are removed from their abusive homes and placed into foster care, it is generally assumed that the
system will take care of them. Sadly, this is not the case. The most vulnerable foster youth, the ones
who cross over into the juvenile justice system, have little chance of living a normal life because of the
factors stacked high against them, including lack of stability, being placed in congregate care, limited
access to extracurricular activities and educational opportunities, and encountering the foster care
bias during juvenile justice decisions. However, society can prevent these obstacles by implementing
these solutions. By helping our children, we can benefit society at large.
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Educating Congress: The Value of Investing in a
Post-Secondary Education for Foster Youth
Maurissa Sorensen
An education is an important tool for any young person in order to gain both employment and independence. An education is perhaps even more crucial for youth aging out of the foster care system.
As such, the Education and Training Vouchers (ETV) program, one of the two programs authorized by
the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Act of 1999, might be characterized as the most meaningful contribution that the federal government has made toward education and the long term success of foster youth. The federal government should not only improve the Chafee Education Training
Voucher Program so that more youth are aware of it and receive the assistance it offers, but Congress
should also consider whether the current allotment of Chafee Program funding properly reflects the
important role an education plays in a youth’s road to independence.
My Story
At the age of 12, I was placed in a group home that had a therapeutic school and I was looking
forward to living without my mother and starting my healing process. At age 14, I expressed to my
school principal and my caseworker that my professional desire was to devote my life to helping other
foster youth. At age 17, when it came time to discuss my plans for aging out of care, I again made
it very clear that I wanted to get a post-secondary education and ultimately become a clinician who
helps other foster youth heal from the trauma they experience. My principal and caseworker knew
that I had the ability and drive to follow through with my goal of attaining a higher education. Yet no
one ever told me that there were Title IV-E Chafee funds available to foster youth to support them in
funding their education. One possible explanation for this is because the Chafee Program only came
into effect in 2002 – the same year I graduated from high school. Regardless, I was not made aware
of the program when it came time for me to plan and fund my college education.
What is interesting to note is that when I started community college, I was asked to fill out the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form, which included checking a box stating that I was a
foster youth. I now understand that the purpose of this box is to separate out youth who will not be
able to comply with the sections of the form that address parental income. I spent more than seven
years in community college and filled out the FAFSA form each year. Unfortunately, during this time,
no one from the federal government ever used this information that I was a foster youth to bring attention to the U.S. Department of Education that I was a student who may need additional resources
and supports. Even without their financial support, I was so determined to reach my educational goal
that I took algebra nine times at community college until I passed the course. This was in part because my high school focused more on my therapy needs rather than preparing me academically for
college. I was also working a full-time job to pay for my living expenses and tuition.
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Every time I started a new semester at school I would fill out the FAFSA form and check box 52.
When I received my award letter, I would go to the financial aid office and ask if there was any way
for me to receive more aid other than the loans I was already approved for. Each time I was told that
I made “too much money” or that there was no money available specifically for youth in foster care. I
would also call my social worker, who gave me the same responses.
Now at 28, after graduating from the prestigious Harvard Graduate School of Education, I have just
been informed that not only does the Chafee Program exist, but that it is a federally funded program.
Sadly, I am too old to benefit from this incredible program. No doubt I could have used this financial
assistance as the tuition for my one-year program at Harvard was $60,000.
It took me over ten years, but I am one of the 3% of youth in foster care who have gone on to pursue higher education (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). Yet my success is not
because of the workers who were in charge of my care, the same ones who knew since I was 14 years
old that I wanted to devote my life to helping other foster youth. If I was informed of the federal
financial support for post-secondary education sooner, the system would have benefited from my
services, as I would have been able to work with youth sooner. I am proof that an education is and
always will be an amazing return on investment that the child welfare system could have made.
Higher Education is Normal and Essential
In society today, more so than ever, young people and adults are pursuing a higher education in
order to secure gainful employment in these hard economic times. Pursuit of a higher education is
both normal and essential for many young people. Successful completion of a college degree increases any young person’s income, which in turn increases the likelihood that they will become financially
independent. According to the U.S. Department of Education, in 2010, young adults ages 25–34 with
a bachelor’s degree earned “114 percent more than young adults without a high school diploma or
its equivalent, 50 percent more than young adult high school completers, and 22 percent more than
young adults with an associate’s degree” (U. S. Department of Education, 2012).
The federal government recognized the importance of higher education when it created the 529 Plan,
which is an incentive for parents to start saving money early on in order to support their children in
pursuing higher education. These plans provide special tax benefits to citizens who begin to save
money early. It has been estimated that since its creation, over 12 million 529 accounts have been
opened (National Association of State Treasures, 2010).
Higher education is so essential that the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) invests heavily in making it an option for its military officers. According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, the G.I.
Bill “seeks to support all of the men and women who serve in the armed forces in higher education
pursuits” (U.S. Code, Title 28, Chapter 33, 2008). This shows that the DOD understands that in order
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for them to be able to better provide for their families, military officers will require additional skills and
training to work in the general population’s workforce. The “GI Bill will pay all tuition and fees directly
to any public institution to students, and will pay up to $18,077 for private institutions” (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs, 2012). Recognizing the importance of education for one’s future in order
to be promoted as an Officer in the armed forces one needs at least a four year degree or higher
(Today’s Military, 2012).
If the federal government has recognized the importance of education for youth in general and for
its military, it stands to reason that the same support is needed for foster youth, our most vulnerable
population of young people, to succeed.
Foster Youth Have the Same Need for a Higher Education, But Are Just Not as Supported in
Attaining One
In 2010, 27,854 foster care youth aged out of the United States child welfare system (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, 2011). These youth become independent at an age much younger
than their peers and often do so without the same sources of support. Without the support of a family, foster youth need a multi-dimensional plan of action to be independent and successful.
When looking at the typical college experience, it is important to keep in mind that many members
of the general population have the option to live at home with their parents during or after college,
an option that can save a student as much as $10,000 a year in educational expenses. According to
a 2011 report from the Department of Education “the average total cost of attendance for first-time,
full-time students living on campus and paying in-state tuition at a public four-year institution was
$20,100, and $39,800 at a private nonprofit four-year institution, while students living with family
were reported to pay $7,900 for in-state tuition at public, two-year institutions, and $12,600 at public,
four-year institutions” (U. S. Department of Education, 2012).
Now consider that foster youth, who do not have the option to save money by living at home, are
only eligible for up to $5,000 per year per youth (Government Accountability Office, 2007). This
means that the maximum amount of aid currently provided by the ETV is not enough to cover instate tuition at a public, two-year institution. With odds like this, it is no wonder that only 3% of youth
in foster care finish their degrees.
Non-foster youth often have access to additional financial assistance that comes through their parents, college saving accounts, or even from merit-based scholarships often awarded to high performing students. Unfortunately these options are not available for youth in care. Youth in care do not
have parents to turn to for support nor have anyone who has been saving for their college education.
Also, due to the rate at which youth get moved from homes and schools, few foster youth can maintain such exemplary grades to earn scholarships for college.
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The Current Federal Investment in Higher Education: Chafee Funds and Education Training
Vouchers
The Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (CFCIP) is a federal program that provides $140
million dollars a year to states in order to help them cover some of the costs of supporting current
and former foster youth in making a successful transition to adulthood by obtaining a post-secondary degree or certificate (Fernandez, 2007). Currently, Chafee funds are available until the age of 21,
but only for youth who are likely to remain in foster care, age out of foster care, or leave foster care.
However, the law does not stipulate a minimum age in which a youth can begin to receive these
federal funds. These funds have quite a bit of flexibility as to how they can help support a youth in
making a successful transition to adulthood. For instance, they can be used to assist youth in obtaining employment, preparing for and entering college, or other post-secondary institutions or training
programs (Government Accountability Office, 2007).
Once youth qualify for CFCIP they are then also eligible to receive a Chafee Education and Training
Voucher (ETV). The ETV Program provides $45.3 million dollars annually for states to help youth
cover some of the costs associated with higher education pursuits (Government Accountability Office,
2007). ETVs can be used for tuition, fees, transportation costs, and other supplies such as books. Under the law, former foster youth can receive these vouchers up until they are 23 years of age, but only
if they are enrolled in a post-secondary program and if they are making satisfactory progress toward
completing their education program (Government Accountability Office, 2007).
Foster Youth are Not Attaining Higher Education
While I could write an entire paper on why foster youth do not graduate from or go beyond high
school, the purpose of this paper is to focus on the barriers that prevent foster youth, who have graduated from high school or gotten their GED, from attaining a higher education. The following are the
barriers to higher education for foster youth: lack of knowledge that federal programs exist to help
them pay higher education costs, ineligibility for these funds due to federal and state eligibility criteria,
and the fact that a lack of sufficient funding limits the amount of eligible youth who actually receive
assistance.
Foster Youth Often Have No Knowledge that these Programs Exist
With the understanding that having higher levels of education will allow youth in foster care to earn
higher salaries, the discussion that follows will outline the factors that contribute to youth not being
able to obtain these degrees. Since the creation of the Chafee and ETV funds in 2002, several factors
have contributed to why these funds are not supporting more youth in their educational pursuits. A
recent report by the Congressional Research Service (CRS), states that not all foster care youth gain
the knowledge of Chafee and ETV funds (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012).
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Another issue with implementing these funds is that many public financial aid agencies do not know
about or fully understand these funding streams, and as such they do not inform eligible youth of
them (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012) (National Foster Care Coalition, 2007). Additionally, federal requirements do not mandate that states discuss Chafee funds with all youth in foster care, even though
the federal government strongly encourages states to do so in the John. H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (Sec. 477. [42 U.S.C. 677, 2002]. However, legislation states that they are supposed
to make every effort to coordinate all available programs in which they receive federal funds for to all
youth in foster care (Sec. 477. [42 U.S.C. 677, 2002]).
I decided to conduct my own research to learn more about outreach efforts in the following states:
Alaska, California, Delaware, Florida, Hawaii, Kentucky, New York, Pennsylvania, Texas, Vermont, and
Wyoming. I constructed a series of three questions and attempted to get answers to them by speaking directly to the states’ designated Independent Living Coordinators. To further illustrate my point,
as an informed foster youth who knew these programs and funds existed, I had trouble accessing
much of this information and/or the people who had the answers to these questions. For multiple
reasons, I was only able to speak to people in five of the ten states.
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Clearly there is a wide spectrum of ways youth can find out about Chafee funding and each state has
different rules and procedures for eligibility. In addition, the uncertainty about the number of youth
who qualify for aid reflects the complexity of the problem with administrating these funds. What this
leads me to conclude is that a big part of the problem is that we currently do not have a system in
place to help states and the federal government in providing consistent and helpful information about
federal financial aid to all foster youth.
Casey Family Programs has conducted research on children and youth in foster care. In 2007, they
conducted a study where they examined Chafee and ETV implementation in six states. The results
of this study revealed that the implementation of the Chafee ETV Program has presented significant
challenges to the six states profiled, especially in relation to “setting up new administrative processes
in the first two years; identifying and informing potential voucher recipients; informing child welfare,
Independent Living, and higher education staff; and expending all of the available funds within the
two-year time limit” (National Foster Care Coalition, 2007).
Little research has been collected on the extent to which foster youth are able to access ETV money
and how, if at all, they hear about this program. Of the few studies that have been done, they have
highlighted that some of the biggest implementation issues for states related to identifying and recruiting eligible youth, and informing child welfare workers as well as independent living and higher
education staff (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012) (National Foster Care Coalition, 2007). Anecdotally, my
personal story highlights how even the most ambitious foster youth do not hear about these well-intentioned programs. As such, we need to strengthen the ability of financial institutions, child welfare
workers and staff, as well as any other individuals who work with foster youth to properly disseminate
this information to all youth in foster care. In a survey of 11 foster youth interns, the ages at which
they were told about these funds were: age 16 (2), age 17 (1), age 18 (3), age 19 (2), and three interns
were told about these funds after they were ineligible due to age requirements.
Foster Youth are Ineligible
One of the reasons that the ETV Program is not effectively serving all youth is because a majority of
students who need it are ineligible because of the programs’ age requirements of 21 and 23 years of
age. CRS has noted that states have encountered difficulties in recruiting and identifying youth who
are eligible for these funds (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012). This difficulty could be explained by the mere
fact that once youth turn 18, the system has no need to get a hold of them since they are deemed
independent at this age. It should be noted that before this age, since they are in the states’ custody,
foster youth are easier to track down. CRS also noted that these programs have often been ineffective
because the age restrictions around when a youth can start and stop receiving financial assistance
are too rigid and do not accurately reflect the ages at which former foster youth will be in the most
need of these services. Once a youth begins receiving assistance through CFCIP, they are then eligible to receive the ETVs. The age restrictions for these funding streams are such that the youth must
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begin receiving them by age 21 and can only receive them up until 23 years of age, as long as they
are enrolled in an institution and making continuous progress on reaching their goal of completion
(Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012).
Besides the federal requirements that prevent some youth from receiving Chafee and ETV funds,
states also have the ability to add additional requirements that could decrease the amount of youth
who are eligible for this much-needed financial assistance in their pursuit of a post-secondary degree.
California, for example, made additional requirements for foster youth to access Chafee and ETV
funds. These requirements were not restrictions per se but instead termed “priorities” in an effort to
provide aid to youth who were most likely to not have support from other adults after they aged out
(National Foster Care Coalition, 2007). The following four priorities were established to better assess
which youth would be in most need of financial assistance in pursuing their higher educational goals:
•
•
•
•

Priority 1: Students who are aging out of the program
Priority 2: Students with dependents
Priority 3: Students who have an unmet need of $5,000 or higher
Priority 4: Submission date of completed application

(National Foster Care Coalition, 2007).
Although these priorities do not necessarily exclude any youth, in reality they often do not allow states
to provide funding to youth beyond these four priority categories.
Funding Limits the Amount of Youth Who Are Eligible
If the federal government was to meet the promise of providing a $5,000 voucher for every youth
who aged out of foster care to use towards a higher education, it would require that the program be
funded at $139,250,000 a year. In the last fiscal year, the ETV program was funded at $45.7 million,
which represents only 30% of the funding needed. It is not surprising then that in many states where
youth are programmatically eligible for the funds, they apply to receive them and are denied. It is
also the reason why most states are forced to hold the amount of assistance provided at an amount
much lower than the promised $5,000. To make matters worse, states are allocated this funding
based—not on the number of children who have aged out of their foster care system—but rather on
their total number of youth in care. This funding formula results in having states, like California, that is
one of ten states with the highest number of youth aging out of care, having to divide its $8 million in
funding among its 5,000 youth. It also results in states, like New York, also among the top ten states
with the highest number of youth aging out of care, having to cover an increased number of youth in
need with a decreased amount of ETV funds (Fernandes, 2007) (McCoy-Roth, 2008).
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Independent Living Programs: Do They Work?
The federal government recently released the results of four evaluations, conducted by the Children’s
Bureau and the Urban Institute and its partners, the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago and the National Opinion Research Center, which are mandated by the Foster Care
Independence Act of 1999. The evaluations focus on Independent Living programs in California and
Massachusetts between September 2001 and September 2010.
One of the programs evaluated was the Life Skills Training Program. This is a five-week curriculum
consisting of 10 three-hour classes, held twice a week, in 19 community college campuses in Los Angeles, California. These courses were intended to support youth in obtaining skills in seven state-adopted competency areas, including educational and employment goals. The findings of this study
showed that there was no effect on the youth in this program on any of the seven competency areas,
and the evaluation concluded this low success rate was mainly due to the fact that all of the skills were
taught in classroom style formats, in which most youth do not effectively learn their independent skills.
This study suggests that youth should instead be supported in learning these skills via foster parents,
mentors, and other adults in natural settings (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011).
Another program, which was part of the recent evaluation was the Early Start to Emancipation Program (ESTEP) in Los Angeles, offered tutoring services to youth ages 14-15 who are one to three
years behind grade level in reading or math. Youth are allotted 65 hours of tutoring services provided
by students attending the community college where the tutoring was held. This program had no
impact on raising the students’ grade levels in either math or English. The findings illustrate that the
particular needs of Los Angeles foster youth may require more highly trained tutors, not time limits.
Furthermore, tutoring is based on the idea that by identifying one’s level of difficulty and then building
skills around these difficulties, these abilities should improve. However, this may not be the case with
youth in foster care (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2008).
Lastly, a study was conducted in Kern County, California of an Independent Living-Employment Services Program (IL-ES), which was based on a work development assistance program and encouragement model. In order to improve the employment rates of foster youth in this county and to prevent
them from using other public assistance programs, this program used weekly newsletters to provide
assistance to youth ages 16 and older. Findings suggest that by merely sending weekly newsletters
and not having rigorous and aggressive methods in working with the youth, there was no significant
increase in the amount of youth who gained employment through this program (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2011).
In summary, the independent living programs evaluated above indicate that although states receive
funds to prepare youth in foster care for independence, the skills that were targeted were not effectively acquired by the youth. In my own experience, as well as my 12 colleagues in CCAI’s Foster Youth
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Internship program this summer, these independent living programs were not effective because they
were taught in classroom settings, used tutors that were not highly trained, and did not aggressively
recruit youth in foster care. The effect of the above independent living programs did not show statistically significant results in providing skills in the lives of youth in foster care. Once again this highlights the need to conduct research on how Chafee funds can be used in ways that will support and
improve intended outcomes in the lives of youth in care. If these independent living programs are not
working, perhaps there is a way that we can reallocate these funds to programs that are effective in
the lives of youth in care.
Can These Funds Be Better Spent?
My time in Washington, D.C. has taught me that effective programs should be invested in and ineffective programs should be reevaluated. The government’s goal when implementing the ETV Program
was to fill the gap in support for youth and young adults who do not have parents to receive support
from. This is a good goal, and as I have demonstrated above, it is one that has benefits not only for
foster youth, but for society. Despite this, the program has never been fully funded, and even if it
were, it would not likely cover all youth in need of the services.
The current federal investment proportion of Chafee dollars suggests that life skills are more meaningful than education, but my experience and analysis say the contrary. I recommend then that we
flip the proportions and have 70% go to funding education and only 30% for ILP. “The discretionary
component of the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program includes $45,174,000 for education
and training vouchers and a $5,000,000 for a new initiative to provide services to disconnected youth”
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012).
As the above studies have shown, Independent Living Programs were found to be ineffective for
youth in foster care. Is there still a need to fund these programs if they do not produce effective
results in the lives of youth in foster care? I believe in order to continue to provide this amount of
funding to independent living programs and services, the federal government should set up measures
and ways of evaluating these programs. But even in doing so, I propose that we flip the budget so
that $45,174,000 are funds for independent living programs or classes and the larger portion of the
investment goes to ETVs. If states find that these courses are benefiting their youth, then they can
pay for them, but the federal government’s funds should be used to support youth in enrolling and
succeeding in higher education.
The investment foster youth receive from the federal government through Education Training Voucher
funds for higher education does not totally replicate the support that youth who grow up in supportive families receive, but the federal government should continue to invest in higher education in the
following ways in order for youth in foster care to benefit from the greater return on investment by
the federal government.
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Recommendations
Congress should enact the following recommendations as policies to ensure that foster youth have
access to higher educations:
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)
•

Congress should amend the Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA), to allow foster youth to receive
information about the existence of Chafee and ETV funds as federal grant programs. Currently the
HEA only allows foster youth to check “yes” to question 52 on the FAFSA form in order to avoid
having to provide the income of their parents. However, it could serve the critical role of alerting
the youth that they may be eligible for Chafee and ETV funds.

•

Congress could require that once a youth checks box 52 on the online edition of the FAFSA’s features, a pop up bubble (like in Turbo Tax) would appear on the screen to inform foster youth that
there are Chafee and ETV federally-funded programs to help with educational costs. Congress
could allocate funding to create and install a new application for the FAFSA Program to allow for
this pop up. Congress could also require that every youth’s award letter from FAFSA would need
to have an added paragraph that would describe these funds and where they can go to get more
information about these funds. Congress could also require training for financial institutions so
that they are able to effectively discuss Chafee and ETV funds with eligible foster youth who apply
at their school.

•

Congress could also allocate funds to create a TurboTax-like commercial to effectively educate
eligible youth and state workers that have the capacity to provide information to youth. The commercial would explain to foster youth in care how Chafee and ETV funds are available and how to
access them in funding their education. This could be done in partnership with the Department of
Education and the Sally Mae and Fannie Mae financial lending institutions.

•

Congress should amend the Higher Education Act of 1965 to state that data can be used by the
Department of Education and Health and Human Services to alert those youth who check box 52
on the FAFSA form that they are eligible to receive Chafee and ETV funds. This is necessary since
FAFSA is its own independent entity and does not share its data with other departments, including
those involved in issues affecting foster youth.

Age Requirements and the Law
•

Congress should remove the age restrictions of the Chafee Program. The start age should encompass youth in high school so that they can benefit from Chafee and ETV funds. While not
having an age in which funds will end may not be a reasonable request, Congress must consider
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the wide age range of youth who may enter higher education at older ages beyond the current
age of 23 due in part to having aged out and becoming independent at age 18. Congress should
consider capping the age at 35. In order to accommodate the older youth in the Title IV laws, we
need to remove the provision that states the start age as 21 and ending at 23.
•

Congress should amend Section 477 of the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Act that
says that states “must make effort to notify youth about available aid,” and instead require that
foster youth must be notified of Chafee and ETV funds.

Reallocating Chafee Funds
•

Congress should reallocate Chafee funds around its most successful programs by flipping the level
of expenditures – decreasing the Independent Living Program budget and providing an increased
level of funding to the more effective Education Training Voucher Program. Congress should also
provide funding based on the total population of youth aging out of care in a state, instead of the
number of youth in care in a state.

Data
•

Congress should require the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) to evaluate this
year’s National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD) data to determine whether it provides information about how foster youth access ETV dollars and the extent to which youth hear about
the program. With the results of this evaluation, HHS should structure awareness campaigns and
interventions at the various places youth could find out about ETV and ILP programs.

Federal Task Force on Higher Education and Foster Youth
•

Congress or the Administration should create a Task Force on Higher Education and Foster Youth
comprised of the Department of Health and Human Services, Department of Education and the
members of the Higher Education Act Team, Members of Congress, and other agencies involved
to work in collaboration, so that foster youth can obtain their higher education goals. Their main
tasks should be providing recommendations for facilitating better communication between federal
agencies, states, and foster youth, and should also provide recommendations for regulating federal funding streams.
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Age of Accountability
Tawny Spinelli
At a 2012 Senate Finance Committee Hearing on Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF),
co-director of the Brookings Center on Children and Families and Budgeting for National Priorities
Project, Ron Haskins, explained to members of Congress that a person must follow three basic rules to
avoid poverty: Rule number one, a person is at least 21 years of age and married before having children; rule number two, a person graduate from high school; and rule number three, a person work
full-time. Haskins says that if a person does each of these, then his/her chance of living in poverty falls
to 2% (Combatting Poverty, 2012).

(Smith, 2011)
Consequences of Aging Out of Foster Care
In 2010, over 27,500 youth aged out of the foster care system in the United States (McCoy-Roth,
DeVooght, & Fletcher, 2010; Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). Many of these youth
are not prepared to live independently as adults and, instead, fall into poverty by disobeying Haskin’s
three rules regarding pregnancy, education, and employment. Focusing on the first rule, more than
50% of females had given birth and received welfare benefits within two to four years of leaving foster
care (Wald & Martinez, 2003). Defying the second rule, only 50% of foster youth complete secondary
education (Wolanin,2005). In regard to the third rule, studies show that foster youth who age out
of care are less likely to be employed and earn lower wages than their peers, including peers from
similar low-income households (Hook & Courtney, 2010). Recent studies show that only 16%-26%
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of former foster youth are consistently connected to the labor market (Hook & Courtney, 2010), and
of those who are connected, 84% make less than $9/hour (Courtney et al., 2007). In fact, 60% of all
emancipated foster youth report living in households at or below poverty level (Courtney et al., 2007).
Any of these factors alone significantly increases a foster youth’s risk of falling into poverty, but when
combined, the negative impacts are exponential. For example, foster youth who are pregnant and/
or parents are two times more likely to drop out of high school and are more likely to be unemployed
(Leathers & Testa, 2002). Under Haskin’s three rules, these statistics demonstrate that the foster care
system is one of the largest producers of poverty.

(Hook & Courtney, 2010)

“A duty dodged is like a debt unpaid; it is only deferred, and we must come back and settle the
account at last.” -Joseph Fort Newton
The federal government has a duty to the youth it takes into its care and also to the taxpayers who
invest in their care. There are two major reasons why the majority of foster youth who age out have
these outcomes: unrealistic timelines and the lack of accountability and transparency in the foster care
system.
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Unrealistic Timelines

(McCoy-Roth, Vooght & Fletcher, 2010)

Permanency Hearings
Unsurprisingly, the longer that a foster youth is in care, the more placements he/she has (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). For children that are in care from 12-24 months, 39%
had two or more placements, but for children in care longer than 24 months, 68% had more than
two placements (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). Such instability in placement,
particularly for older youth, significantly contributes to the flouting of Haskin’s first and second rules.
For instance, studies show that the more placements foster youth have, the less connected they feel
to their parental figures and therefore, the more likely they are to become pregnant (Boonstra, 2011).
In fact, “according to a focus group study of 120 foster youth conducted by the Uhlich Children’s
Advantage Network (UCAN) and the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy,
having a child is a way for some foster youth to create the family they did not have or fill an emotional void” (Boonstra, 2011). In addition, the more placements that a foster youth has, the less likely they
are to graduate high school (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012).
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(Boonstra, 2011)

Although not always upheld, the Adoption and Safe Families Act mandates that states hold a permanency hearing within 12 months from the time that abuse or neglect has been substantiated by the
courts or 60 days after the child enters the foster care system, whichever happens first. This provision
was intended to provide stability for youth, but the fact is that 12 months is too long, and too many
youth have already had more than two placements by that time. Permanency hearings should instead be held within six months of a youth’s entering care, before the youth encounters placement
instability.
Though having a permanency hearing does not always prevent youth from having multiple placements, it engages the court as a checkpoint for accountability and allows the court to advocate for
the best interest of the child. At this hearing, the court should determine the direction of permanency
goals, what data is still needed to fulfill those goals, and which, if any, educational and developmental
assessments are missing. The longer we wait to talk about permanency for our youth, the more they
suffer abstract consequences such as attachment disorders, lack of permanency, and trust issues, as
well as tangible consequences in terms of lost records, missed school, and disorganized belongings.
Establishing permanency for foster youth becomes even more significant if we intend to eliminate
teen pregnancy, high school dropouts, and underemployment.
Transition Plan Hearings
Every year since 1998, transitioning youth, those individuals ages 15-17, represent the largest age
group of all foster youth; one out of every four foster youth fits into this age range (U.S. Department
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of Health and Human Services, 2011). Not only is this the largest group of all foster youth, but also
the size of the group continues to increase. In 2002, only 7% of youth in care reached the age of the
majority, but in 2010, that rate had increased to 11% (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2011).
According to the 2009 Child Welfare Outcomes Report to Congress, a youth in foster care at age
15 or older is most likely to age out. Regrettably, the poor outcomes experienced by former foster
youth indicate that states are not acting early enough to prepare youth for this transition. Under the
Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act, states can postpone, until 90 days
prior to the youth’s emancipation, having to develop a transition plan. The requirements of these
transition plans remain ambiguous, and 90 days does not allow enough time to both identify and
fulfill a youth’s needs. We must work with foster youth long before 90 days prior to emancipation
to ensure they are on a trajectory for success, particularly when the statistics show that older foster
youth will likely transition directly from care into adulthood with no outside support.
Holding a transition plan hearing annually for every youth in care starting at age 15 would ensure that
states are developing a transition plan in an appropriate timeframe. Three years is a sufficient time
to fulfill any needs identified by the transition plan and also give the youth the time he/she needs to
prepare for the inevitable transition. Having the courts involved is an avenue that will help hold states
accountable for the development and implementation of the transition plan. Having this hearing
occur on an annual basis will help to ensure that the transition plan can evolve as the youth’s needs
are changing.
Emancipation Hearings
In addition to a transition plan, the 2012 Senate Caucus Call to Action proposed that states develop
a “permanency pact” to ensure that each emancipated youth is equipped with documents necessary
for transitioning to adulthood such as school transcripts, birth certificates, social security cards, etc..
States like New York have independently mandated that youth receive the same types of documents
before aging out. Again, there is virtually no way to hold states accountable for providing youth with
these necessary items under the current system, and youth continue to leave care without them. To
resolve this issue, the federal government should mandate that states hold an emancipation hearing
before terminating “parental rights” of the child. The emancipation hearing would be a final legal
checkpoint whereby the courts could hold child welfare agencies accountable to meet transition plan
requirements before youth are released from care. Until the hearing is held and the court determines that all youth’s needs have indeed been met, state agencies would remain liable for continuing
services and supporting the youth financially.
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“It is not only what we do, but also what we do not do, for which we are accountable.”
-Moliere
Empowerment
Under the current system, it is difficult for the federal government to hold states accountable for the
permanency and transition outcomes for foster youth. One can see that many laws have been established on the federal level that advance the opportunities for foster youth, but these mandates are
often not implemented within the states. Instead of continuing to pass sound laws that are not properly implemented, the federal government should instead empower local courts to hold child welfare
agencies accountable for meeting requirements. Also, the federal government should empower foster
youth to hold the system accountable for meeting the youth’s needs.
The Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 empowers the courts to hold child welfare agencies
accountable for making permanency decisions within the first 18 months of a child’s time in care.
Federal law also ensures that a parent’s rights cannot be terminated without a state demonstrating to
the court that this decision is in the best interest of the child. However, there is no similar opportunity for the courts to hold child welfare agencies accountable for meeting the needs of emancipating
youth.
In addition, earlier intervention for foster youth must come in the form of holding earlier permanency,
transition plan, and emancipation hearings. Given the current unrealistic timelines, courts are unable
to respond to the needs of foster youth, and often, the systems become overwhelmed. If youth come
before a judge earlier, courts would be able to intervene before youth are lost to teen pregnancy,
high school dropout, and underemployment. Courts could use permanency hearings to address
youth needs regarding permanency, development, and growth. If transition plan hearings were held
sooner, courts would have the power to ensure that state agencies met requirements for transitioning
youth. Finally, if an emancipation hearing was held, the foster care system would be liable for meeting
all components of the transition plan agreement and until the agreement is met, the state must continue to financially support youth.
The federal government should also empower foster youth by giving them better access to their own
files, which would enable youth to be more engaged in deciding the direction of their cases. Because
older youth spend a longer amount of time in the foster care system and have more placements, their
records are more likely to get “lost in the system.” These youth are already experiencing instability at
home and at school. Lost identification (birth certificates, social security cards, etc.) and incomplete
educational records can have an additional detrimental impact on their ability to succeed.
Instead of empowering youth, our current system empowers case workers and makes youth dependent on them to fill the gaps in their case files before emancipation. When gaps are not filled in time,
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it is the youth who pay the price. If we expect youth to live independently as adults, we must give
enough independence back to older foster youth. Many youth are unaware of missing information in
their records because they do not have access to their own information until they age out, and then
it is too late. After transition, a foster youth often loses contact with his/her case manager and is at a
loss for how to request his/her records. Giving age-appropriate youth (15 years and older) access to
their records before emancipation would empower them and promote self-sufficiency and engagement in his/her own case. This way, youth would be able to identify missing records in their file, help
fill in missing information before foster care services end, and advocate on their own behalf.
Accountability and Transparency through Technology
President Obama once said, “A democracy requires accountability, and accountability requires transparency.” The President is correct that accountability and transparency go hand in hand. In order to
increase accountability, we must also increase the transparency of our foster care system across the
nation. One way for the federal government to both empower youth and increase transparency is
to initiate and support an electronic data collection of foster youths’ records. An electronic database
could house objective information about a youth in care, including previous and current address(es),
vaccine/immunization dates, social security numbers, place of birth, allergies, medications, school
transcripts, date of last dental examination, date of last physical examination, address/number of current doctor’s office (dental, physical, and mental health), state license/id number, permanency hearing
date, date of next court hearing, permanency goals, credit reports, copies of blank ETV Fund applications, copies of transitional plan, if applicable, and a place where states could upload other relevant
documents. The military, many employers, and college applications often ask for this information, but
it is very hard to supply due to numerous placements and/or transitions out of care. A database gives
youth a place to turn to for concrete information about themselves, as well as for information about
entitlement programs/opportunities of foster youth (ETV fund applications, applications for student
aid, applications for Medicare, and the Know Your Rights brochure).
The federal government has effectively tackled prior issues with a similar resolution. In 2005, the
Federal Office of Child Support Enforcement implemented the Federal Parental Locator Service, which
uses the Federal Case Registry and the National Directory of New Hires to better facilitate the collection of child support from non-custodial parents. This program uses information in a federal database to increase the speed and amount of child support collections, as well as the savings to states
and employers. In this instance, when the nation’s children needed greater access to information, the
federal government was extremely successful in connecting and empowering agencies to take charge
in an efficient way.
The government has also been successful in using electronic access to meet Veterans’ medical needs
by launching the Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture (VistA) in 1996.
As the Veterans Health Administration manages the largest medical system in the United States, VistA
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has become the most familiar and widely-used healthcare information network (Deegan, 2003). VistA
offers unique advantages both to providers and patients and improves efficiency (Evans, Nichol, &
Perlin, 2006). In fact, the monthly cost of VistA is offset by its capability to eliminate unnecessary tests
or hospital admissions (Evans, Nichol, & Perlin, 2006). This program is such a success, because the
federal government responded to a proven need by creating a user-friendly system that facilitates
interstate compatibility and accountability through transparency.
The United States is not the only country that has used technology to improve the delivery of an
important service. The United Kingdom, Germany, Australia, Canada, Estonia, and Saudi Arabia are
some of the other countries that already utilize electronic data collection and sharing to better administer services. In addition, speaking to the systematic benefits, users of such systems report many
advantages including seamless appointment scheduling, health care reminders, information about
early prevention strategies, and access to view and print lab screening results and other records.
On a state level, the Texas STAR Health Program for Children in Foster Care could also serve as a
program model. The creation of this electronic database was funded by the federal government in
2007. Called the Health Passport, it contains information about foster youth such as name, birth date,
address, Medicaid ID number, name and address of each of the child’s physicians and health care providers, a record of each visit to a physician or other health care provider including routine checkups,
a record of immunizations, identification of the child’s known health problems, and information on all
prescriptions. As suggested above, the STAR Program is required to comply with both the privacy and
security rules of the Health Information Portability and Accountability Act or HIPAA.
Similar to the Federal Parent Locator Service, VistA, and STAR, a database with foster youth information would have benefits and costs. Some of the benefits include improving care quality by reducing
human error, duplicative testing, and incomplete information; improving coordination of systems
serving youth such as schools, medical offices, mental health clinicians, and human services departments; facilitating research about existing and/or novel programs serving youth; improving accessibility of youth information by youth and caseworkers; increasing the amount of time spent with youth by
caseworkers, and increasing accountability on all levels. The costs of such a system would be limited
to funding and time, and these costs seem to be outweighed by the above benefits. In the words of
the Honorable Norm Coleman, former chair of the Congressional Coalition on Adoption, “there is
no right or left here-only right and wrong.” It would be wrong to have this technology literally at our
fingertips and not use it to better the outcomes for our nation’s youth because of its cost.
The primary concern with having an electronic database for the collection of information is privacy of
the individual and security of the records. To address this, HIPAA expanded its protection of medical
records to include electronic records. Also, limiting access to fewer people (i.e. foster youth, case managers, etc.) and password protecting certain areas of the record would significantly increase privacy
and security. For instance, the youth’s password/login would allow them to view only their record, but
case managers would have the means to edit the record.
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If the federal government were to propose the creation of an electronic system for foster youth
records, it must give states enough time to adopt the system. Like electronic medical records (EMR),
the federal government could supply incentives for implementing the system quickly and impose
penalties on those who do not comply by a certain date. Unlike EMRs, at maximum, this database
would only need to contain essential information from birth until emancipation. For these reasons,
costs would be significantly lower than with the adoption of EMRs. Also, if the database was created at the federal level, states and local departments would not have to be concerned with system
incompatibility issues.
“The ancient Romans had a tradition: whenever one of their engineers constructed an arch, as the
capstone was hoisted into place, the engineer assumed accountability for his work in the most
profound way possible: he stood under the arch.” -Michael Armstrong
Summary of Points
As a nation, we need to build an arch that, instead of collapsing on our children in their hour of need,
serves to protect and shelter them on their way to success. One of the tangible markers for success is
the avoidance of poverty, and following Haskin’s rules almost eliminates the chances of ending in poverty. Once these basic rules have been met and poverty has been avoided, foster youth will then will
able to focus on and fulfill their dreams. When approached, most foster youth report that they aspire
to attend college, yet less than 10% enroll and fewer than 5% of those graduate from college (Wolanin, 2005). The disparity in these numbers clearly indicates that there are external barriers facing foster
youth during their transition to adulthood. In this age of technology, the nation is equipped to remove
these barriers now, and must do so before even more negative outcomes have been realized.
Take a moment to imagine a world in which my recommended changes have been implemented. In
this world, instead of spending years of their lives being moved from place to place because courts
only step in after the damage is done, a youth would be brought under the legal wing of an empowered court at least six months sooner. He or she would have a greater chance to belong to a loving
family and would not need to search for love in ‘all the wrong places.’ Youth are no longer failing high
school because of missing transcripts and are able to log in anytime, anywhere to a database, search
his/her last school’s address, and get access and even download their previous academic transcripts.
Former foster youth are no longer overlooked for an employment opportunity for not having a birth
certificate or social security number. They now experience the benefit of having this information a
click away. Under my system, as youth reach critical birthdays, they receive an electronic reminder
that prompts them to fill out paperwork or remind them of court dates. Upon logging in, a message
would say things like, “Happy Birthday John Doe! You turned 17 today. Are you on track to graduate? Have you thought about college? Here are some resources that will help you enroll.” In the
future, when foster youth apply to college, they use the federal database to validate immunization
records and transcripts for enrollment. Youth are able to download and electronically submit the ETV
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scholarship application. If an issue of missing information existed, the youth would be able to find and
fix these errors, serving as a self-advocate. Unless we want to continue to support a system that defies
Haskin’s three rules, this type of future must start now.
Summary of Recommendations
•

•
•

Mandate that states hold permanency hearings, which identify permanency goals and determine
youth needs, within six months of a youth coming into foster care (instead of 12 months) due to
placement instability of those in care longer than 12 months;
• Mandate concurrent planning for youth to ensure more timely establishment of permanency
for youth;
Mandate that transitional planning, with youth feedback, begin at age 15 (instead of 90 days before the youth is emancipated), so that there is time to identify and fulfill needs of the youth;
Mandate that states hold an emancipation hearing, which ensures that statescannot emancipate youth until they meet the conditions of the transition plan,, including that states will provide
necessary documents for transition not limited to, but including the following: a social security
number card, a driver’s license or other state identification, a birth certificate, medical and educational records, credit report, the process for accessing their case file, letter including the dates
that the child was in jurisdiction of the court in compliance with financial aid documentation,
documentation of health insurance, clear and age-appropriate instructions on filing a petition to
enter back into care (when applicable), death certificates of parents or termination of parental
rights orders (when applicable) and a copy of the youth’s transitional plan;
•

•

•

Mandate that until the above conditions are reviewed at an emancipation hearing and
determined to be fulfilled, the state must continue to provide services and support for the
youth in question;
Implement a national electronic foster youth information database that states would have to
adopt;
• Allow age-appropriate foster youth (15 and older) to access their electronic records to promote self-sufficiency as well as engagement;
• Mandate that the database be protected in terms of privacy and security by rules as stated
in HIPAA;
Support the passage of the A+ Act HR 5871, which would allow sharing of educational records
and would promote more seamless educational transitions and planning for foster youth.
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“Care for Youth in Care”:
The Need for High-Quality Foster Parents
Ashley Lepse
On June 18, 1995, the Chicago Tribune reported:
Chicago police and the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services on Saturday were
investigating the death of a 2-year-old boy who according to authorities drowned in a toilet
Friday afternoon. Records show that a private agency contracted by DCFS placed the boy and
his 4-year-old sister in the care of this uncle a year ago. The boy and his sister were initially taken into care because they showed signs of malnourishment. The deceased would have
turned 3 in September. He was pronounced dead at 1:49 p.m. at MacNeal Memorial Hospital
in Berwyn after doctors tried unsuccessfully to resuscitate him. Wentworth Area detectives
questioned the aunt late Friday but would not release additional details of the boy’s death.
Agency spokespersons confirmed that bruises and environmental neglect are also allegations
that are being investigated (Bulis, 1995).
The death of any child under any circumstances is a tragedy. Drowning is an event that could
occur under the care of an attentive and loving parent; accidents can happen. However, the
extremely disturbing, untold part of this case study is that prior to the death of this child, other
foster children were removed from this foster home due to accounts of suspected neglect and
abuse. I know this because my siblings and I were those removed foster children.
One may wonder: How can a system claim to be a child protection system if it takes a child away
from neglectful or abusive parents only to place them into the hands of someone worse?
********
According to the Children’s Defense Fund (2012), over 750,000 children are abused or neglected each year in America—one every 42 seconds. In 2011, approximately 252,000 children were
removed from their home as a result of abuse and/or neglect (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services). When removal occurs, the government is given the responsibility to care for
these vulnerable children and pledges to ensure their safety, well-being, and health. Unfortunately, the system too often fails children, exposing them to potential re-abuse and neglect. In
2010, an estimated 3,083 perpetrators of child abuse and/or neglect were foster parents (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services). Children experience maltreatment while in the foster
care system largely because there are not enough high-quality foster parents to provide a loving
home to the over 400,000 youth who need one (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2011). To address this, the federal government should (1) improve upon foster parent recruitment
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campaigns, (2) expand the foster parent screening process, and (3) provide more support to states to
use towards foster parent retention.
Maltreatment in the Foster Care System
Every year thousands of children experience some form of abuse or neglect while in foster care,
much of which goes unreported (Pollack & Popham, 2009). This year the Congressional Coalition
on Adoption Institute (CCAI) Foster Youth Interns conducted an online survey in which they asked
278 former foster youth about their experience in foster care. The survey revealed that—while these
youth were in foster care—55.8% reported having experienced mental abuse, 35.6% reported having
experienced physical abuse, 31.3% reported having experienced neglect, and 11.9% reported having
experienced malnourishment. These results demonstrate that maltreatment in foster care is a reality
that must be addressed.
The Children’s Bureau (2010) has set a national standard of 99.68% for the absence of abuse and/
or neglect in foster care. This national standard means that “of all children in foster care in the State
during the period under review, the percentage of children who were the subject of substantiated or
indicated maltreatment by a foster parent or facility staff is 0.57% or less” (Grimm & Darwall, 2005).
In 2010, only 22 states met this national standard. Although this is an increase from 19 states who
meet the national standard in 2006, it is still less than half of all states (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2010).
Quality of Current Foster Parents and Shortage of Foster Parents
There is a lack of extensive research on the specific characteristics that produce high-quality foster
parents. What is known about the common profiles of foster parents is that they are typically over the
age of 40 and equally likely to be married or single (Berrick & Skivenes, 2012). Further, the majority of
foster parents have earned a secondary education degree or less, and about two-fifths work a fulltime job outside of the home. Research also reveals that between the years 1999 and 2000, almost
half of foster parents had been caring for children for three years or less. About one-third of the
foster parents had been caring for children for over five years. Additionally, foster parents had been
caring for an average of about three children and about one-third had five or more children in their
care. Most notably, a foster parent is more likely to be living on a low income compared to the typical
American parent. About one-fifth of foster parents have annual incomes below the federal poverty
line (Berrick & Skivenes, 2012). While poverty is not an automatic indicator of an unsafe home, research has shown that poverty does have bearing on a child’s development and is a serious risk factor
for child abuse. In fact, abuse is three times more likely and neglect is seven times more likely to occur
in families living in poverty (National Coalition for Child Protection Reform, 2011).
Because the quality of the foster parents has a direct effect on the quality of care a child receives in
the home, it is safe to assume that maltreatment is occurring in homes where foster parents are unfit,
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unprepared, or unable to appropriately provide care. It also stands to reason that social
workers would not knowingly place children in homes where they knew there was a potential for
abuse or neglect. A review of current data reveals that there are currently 408,425 children in the United States foster care system. Twenty-two percent of these children are still in need of a foster home
(U.S. Department of Health and Family Services, 2011). In 2010, USA Today highlighted this unfortunate disparity in an article aptly titled, “Shortage of Foster Parents Seen as a U.S. Trend” (Kendall).
Older children in particular are suffering from the shortage of foster parents. Teenagers are more at
risk for lacking a foster home placement and are likely to end up in congregate care instead (Courtney, 2005). The federal government needs to address the fact that not just more foster parents—but
high-quality foster parents—must be recruited to provide these vulnerable children and teenagers
with the safe homes that they deserve.
Foster Parent Recruitment
As the statistics above indicate, there is a shortage of high-quality foster parents in the United States
foster care system. For this reason, it is imperative that stronger efforts be made to recruit high-quality
foster parents. Recruitment efforts vary from state to state, and while some of these efforts are innovative, more can and needs to be done.
One strategy that has been successful in creating awareness and change in other social issues is the
use of social marketing. Social marketing targets behaviors with the goal of “influenc[ing] human behavior on a large scale” (Smith, 2006). Social marketing expert Mike Newton-Ward stated:

Social marketing is a way to reduce the barriers and increase the facilitators
to behaviors that include the quality of life for individuals and society. It uses
concepts and planning processes from commercial marketing to make behaviors ‘fun, easy, and popular.’ It goes beyond communication, public service
announcements, and education to give you a 360-degree view of potential
causes and solutions for health and human service problems. (Lee and Kotler,
2011)
PREMI, an example of a social norming marketing program, aimed to increase infant immunization
in Ecuador and has yielded a positive societal behavior change on a large scale (Smith, 2006). This
campaign resulted in infant immunization increasing from 5% to 28% in only 18 months. Another
example of successful social marketing in the United States is the TRUTH anti-smoking campaign,
which reduced teen smoking by 19% in one year (Smith, 2006). There needs to be a shift in society
that yields similar positive changes in regards to the number of foster parents. The overarching goal is
to turn foster parenting into a social norm.
There are several fundamental principles that drive successful social marketing efforts (Smith, 2006).
When designing an effective foster parent recruitment campaign, these principles should be kept
in mind. One principle is the “Marketing Mix,” which explains that there is a product, price, place,
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and promotion component of the campaign. In social marketing, the product is the desired behavior—an increase in the amount of high-quality foster parents. The price is what it cost the consumer
to acquire the product. For potential high-quality foster parents, the “price” is their time, emotional
investment, and financial investment. The place refers to the locations of where “consumers,” or potential high-quality foster parents are likely to congregate. Some examples include: schools, churches,
libraries, parks, and neighborhood grocery stores. Finally, promotion consists of the activities done to
reduce the price for the consumer, such as an offer to help defray costs of foster parenting or providing ongoing agency support services.
“Let’s make a Deal” is another social marketing principle that aims to help consumers realize that the
product brings value to the individual life of the consumer. The message is that foster parenting is a
rewarding experience that allows one to impact a child’s life in an incredible way, even if it is for only
a short period of time. Thus, prospective foster parents need to be made aware of the notion that
becoming a foster parent would provide a sense of internal fulfillment and a sense of purpose—they
are making a difference in the life of a child.
While general awareness of the social problem (foster children need safer and happier homes) and
the desired behavior (an increase in high-quality foster parents) is crucial, encouraging the actual
change in behavior is the ultimate objective. Another fundamental principle called “It’s About Behavior, Not Awareness” prioritizes the importance of a call to action. It is important that society is first
aware of the need for more high-quality foster parents, but the ultimate goal is for families to actually
become high-quality foster parents.
For example, Illinois has done an interesting multi-phase campaign around foster care (Youth Outreach Services, 2009). The first phase, “Don’t Write Me Off,” was created to bring general awareness
about foster care. The second phase was a call to action for community members to support and
mentor foster youth—this phase was entitled “We’re Making Foster Care Better.” The third phase titled
“I’m Doing Good” aimed to negate the negative stigma around foster youth, and the fourth phase, “In
It for The Kids,” was created to recruit more foster parents. This year, the fifth phase of the campaign is
titled “Where Is The Love?” and was designed with the goal of bringing awareness about the difficult
life of youth who do not receive love (Youth Outreach Services, 2009).
Illinois created alternating campaign phases to first bring awareness about an issue and then issue a
call to action. However, one important aspect of social marketing is the precise wording of campaign
slogans (Smith, 2006). One could argue that a more effective slogan would be more concise and
contain a direct reference to the desired behavior. For example, a slogan such as “Care for Youth in
Care” makes better reference to the desired behavior without a need for background knowledge of
the issues. One could read “Care for Youth in Care” and immediately sense the need to care, both
emotionally and physically, for children in foster care. (Smith, 2006).
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“The Audience is Always Right” is another fundamental principle of social marketing (Smith, 2006).
This principle touches on the importance of market research—it is crucial that social marketers thoroughly know their target audience in order to best address them. An important question to ask is:
“What messages (language, metaphors, images) break through the clutter of other messages and
resonate as authentic for [the audience]?” (Smith, 2006). It is imperative that states know the answer
to this question in regard to potential foster parents in order to create an effective campaign.
For example, the state of Washington understood the importance of this and built research into its
foster parent recruitment campaign. Before launching its campaign, the Washington Department of
Social and Health Services conducted research on the 1,400 current experienced foster parents in
the state to learn about their interests, hangout places, food preferences, and popular activities. This
department’s research revealed that foster parents enjoy outdoor activities, listen to hip-hop music,
belong to book clubs, and prefer seafood over burgers (Iwasaki, 2008). With this much specific knowledge in mind, the state is able to incorporate such detail into the creation of a highly customized
prospective foster parent recruitment campaign. For instance, Washington could incorporate a hiphop song lyric into the call to action slogan and hang posters in bookstores and seafood restaurants.
Each state should conduct similar research studies to analyze their unique foster parent population’s
specific likes and dislikes.
Finally, “Involvement” is another fundamental principle of social marketing (Smith, 2006). This principle
emphasizes the importance of the targeted audience being involved in the design and implementation of the campaign. An effective social marketing campaign that creates general awareness of the
social problem and desired behavior should then enlist current foster parents to help to directly recruit
other potential foster parents. One study conducted by Listening to Parents found that the majority
of potential adoptive parents learned about adoption through a relative, friend, or co-worker (Wilson,
Katz & Geen, 2005). Similarly, CCAI recently administered a survey to 70 current foster parents and
the results revealed that 45.1% of respondents had heard of foster care through a friend and 23.9%
respondents had heard of it through a relative, while only 5.6% had heard of foster care through a
television advertisement. These studies suggest that the vast majority of the general population truly
becomes engaged with a social issue through word-of-mouth. Thus, a campaign’s posters, bulletins, advertisements, and public service announcements should not only be used to create a general
awareness, but also engage existing foster parents in furthering the campaign by reaching out to
family and friends (Smith, 2006).
Experts note that a challenging aspect of social marketing is that “social marketers cannot promise
a direct benefit or immediate payback in return for adopting the proposed behavior” (Lee & Kotler,
2011). Understandably, encouraging people to become foster parents is particularly complex because
one may not see the immediate fruits of his or her labor. Once a child is placed into a foster home,
there is still a chance that the child will be reunified with his or her biological family, or that the placement will not be a successful match. This concern is a barrier to people contemplating becoming a
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foster parent. In fact, the CCAI foster parent survey revealed that 82.2% of the 70 current foster parents believe that the fear of building an attachment to a child and then having the child taken away
from their home is a major deterrent to becoming a foster parent.
Because of this, it is imperative that people know the prevalence of adoptions resulting from foster
home placements. In 2010, 53% of children who were adopted from the foster care system were
adopted by their foster parents (U.S. Department of Health and Family Services, 2011). Potential foster
parents need to know that opening their homes, even temporarily, to foster youth has a positive
impact on both the individual foster youth and on society. Simply put, family settings are better for the
child and for society. The first is obvious, while the latter is proven to be true—it costs the state three
to five times more when a child is placed into an institutional placement versus a family setting (The
Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2012). These facts need to be shared with potential foster parents.
Foster parent recruitment efforts are done largely on the state level, however the federal government
should further consider its role in foster parent recruitment campaigns. As part of the Title IV-B State
Child and Family Service Plan (CSFP), states must provide for the diligent recruitment of foster parents
(Adopt US Kids, 2012; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). The CSFP requires each
state to develop an overall strategic plan for strengthening its child welfare system (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, 2012). The CSFP must include the State’s Child and Family Services Review (CFSR), which is a statewide assessment designed to measure how well each state is performing
in achieving positive outcomes for children and families involved in child welfare services (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). The CFSR specifically requires each state to address
the following question: Does the State have in place a process for ensuring the diligent recruitment of
potential foster and adoptive parents? (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). “Diligent recruitment” is not defined, but the federal government should list the incorporation of a social
marketing campaign as a consideration for the states.
As discussed above, one of the fundamental principles of a successful social marketing campaign is
the research done prior to the promotion in order to create a customized campaign. Therefore, diligent recruitment through a social marketing campaign is a two-fold process: (1) states should conduct
extensive research on the characteristics of current high-quality foster parents (such as the study done
in Washington state discussed above), and then (2) states should use the findings to design a customized foster parent recruitment campaign. These two steps are imperative for a successful campaign
because interests and habits of foster parents vary from state to state. For example, Texas may find
that prospective foster parents could be targeted effectively through a campaign poster at a rodeo
arena, while New York may find that the subway is a more effective location to target. The most crucial
key to social marketing is to know as much about the target population as possible (Smith, 2006).
Thus, the federally-coined term “diligent recruitment” should suggest that the states include a social
marketing campaign that incorporates that state’s unique foster parent characteristics derived from
research. Any resulting campaigns could be funded by the appropriations provided under Title IV-B
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010).
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Hypothetical Social Marketing Strategy for Foster Parent Recruitment (Smith, 2006)
Problem Statement
What is the social problem I want to address?
Reduce the occurrence of maltreatment in foster care.
Behavior
Objective:
What action do I believe will best address that problem?
Increase the number of high-quality foster parents.
Audience:
Who is being asked to take that action:
• Healthy and Stable Adults
• Federal, State, and Local Government
• Child Welfare Agencies
Overall Strategic Options
1) Know the unique characteristics of potential foster parents.
2) Bring general awareness about the need for foster parents.
3) Use current foster parents to recruit potential foster parents.
4) Emphasize that foster parenting is an awarding experience.
5) Create a call to action by using direct language to recruit potential foster
parents.

Foster Parent Screening
States have had a difficult time balancing foster parent recruitment and the process of screening
foster parents (Wilson, Katz & Geen, 2005). Because of the shortage of foster parents, states have the
liberty to expand foster parent screening only after a strong foster parent recruitment campaign has
been implemented and successful. The foster parent screening process is intended to ensure safe
placements for foster youth. Currently, states are given the responsibility to create their own screening
process. This process varies from state to state, however the majority at least require a home study
and criminal background check (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2011).
A home study is conducted by a case worker at the prospective foster parents’ home. In Illinois, the
home study is supposed to ensure that the home is clean, has an adequate amount of beds, and the
environment is safe. Some of the specific considerations include: “Are smoke alarms present and in
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working condition?” “Is hot and cold water provided?” “Is the kitchen clean, equipped for the preservation, storage, preparation, and serving of food, and reasonably safe from hazards?” (Illinois Department of Children and Family Services, 2009). Thus, a home study is concerned with the environmental
aspects of a potential foster home. With the majority of current foster parents living in poverty, as
mentioned earlier, the concern is the extent to which these specific considerations are being thoroughly examined. The federal government needs to provide definitions of these standards for states
to use as a set of guidelines when conducting a home study.
Federal regulations mandate that every person living in the potential foster parents’ home undergo a
criminal background check. However, the extent of the criminal background check is up to the state’s
child welfare system, and the components vary from state to state. While all states require state or
local background checks, only 38 states require federal criminal background checks. In addition, 39
states require fingerprint checks and 41 states require child abuse and neglect record checks (Child
Welfare Information Gateway, 2011). Such differences in the current state requirements are concerning
in that there are two gaps that need to be filled on the federal level.
The first gap is that states do not include a drug test or a professional psychological screening as part
of the foster parent screening process. For this report, I interviewed Ray Gates, a current foster parent
and an employee of the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services in the Division of Foster
Care and Permanency Services. When asked about any needed amendments to the current screening
process, Mr. Gates responded that, “It could prove helpful to have all foster parent candidates pass
a drug screen and a professional psychological examination prior to licensure.” Research has shown
that substance abuse was present in 40-80% of family homes in which children have been victims of
abuse. Identifying the presence of substance abuse in a potential foster home can be difficult, but it is
important to try. Similarly, the presence of psychological problems may also be difficult to identify in
potential foster parents, but screening efforts are important to help reduce the likelihood of placing
a child into an unstable home (Thomas, Leicht, Hughes, Madigan, & Dowell, 2003). To increase child
protection, the state and federal child welfare entities should consider adding these additions to the
screening process.
The second gap is the lack of a national licensing database. The system currently makes it possible for
abusers and other unsafe foster parents to move among states and become licensed after a negative
incident in a previous location. For example, if a foster parent loses their foster parenting license in
one state because a child is abused or neglected in that foster parent’s home, but the investigation
does not result in a criminal charge, that foster parent could move to a neighboring state and apply
again for his/her foster parent license. This concerning scenario could be avoided by the creation of a
national foster parenting licensing database that state child welfare agencies could access and reference when screening potential foster parents. This database should contain the name, background
information, and performance of all nationwide licensed foster parents.
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Foster Parent Retention
Once there is an increase in the numbers of foster parents, and states have screened out the
low-quality foster parents, there then needs to be a focus on retaining the high-quality foster parents.
Foster parent retention is crucial in the efforts of providing high-quality foster parents to youth in care.
Unfortunately, this is an element of child welfare that gets little consideration. According to the Casey
Foster Family Assessment Training Workbook, “[a]lmost half of foster parents quit within a year of their
first placement. Twenty to 25 percent of foster parents quit each year and another quarter express
uncertainty about continuing” (Schooler, 2009). Research has revealed that parent support is a major
indicator of placement stability (Crum, 2010). For this reason it is crucial that foster parent retention
efforts be strengthened and expanded.
Foster parenting is difficult and complex—tough situations are likely to occur that new foster parents
may not know how to properly handle. Without sufficient support for these incidents, foster parents
may become discouraged and disengaged (Schooler, 2009). There are two suggestions that the federal government should consider: (1) expand pre-licensed and relicensing training requirements and
(2) crisis intervention support services for foster parents.
The foster parent training requirements vary from state to state (Child Welfare Information Gateway,
2011). In Illinois, foster parents must go through 27 hours of pre-licensing training and an additional
16 hours every four years (Illinois Department of Children and Family Services, 2010). An additional
nine hours is required for specialized care. Thus, after the initial 27 hours, foster parents are only required to do four hours of training a year (Illinois Department of Children and Family Services, 2010).
This is not enough training, especially when considering the amount of trauma that most foster youth
have experienced. If foster parents are better prepared to engage with children who have experienced
trauma, they will have more confidence in their abilities to foster and will hopefully stay engaged in
the system for a longer period of time. While training is crucial for foster parents, there will also likely
be incidents that require professional support. The federal government should consider creating a
national 24/7 crisis hotline that would be a great resource for foster parents. This would serve as an
empowerment tool to support foster parents who feel incapable in a moment of crisis.
Conclusion
It is a terrible reality that many children experience maltreatment in the foster care system. Although
there is little research and insufficient awareness on the causes of these occurrences, one can deduce
that the quality of foster parents affects the prevalence of such maltreatment. Through stronger foster
parent recruitment, screening, and retention efforts, more children can have a safe experience in
foster care. With more high-quality foster parents, less children will be a front page story on maltreatment.
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Summary of Policy Considerations
1) Foster Parent Recruitment:
• Diligent recruitment through a federally encouraged, two-fold social marketing
campaign:
		
o States conduct extensive research on the characteristics of current 		
		
high-quality foster parents
		
o States utilize the findings to design a customized foster parent
		
recruitment campaign
2) Foster Parent Screening:
• Drug testing and professional psychological screening for all prospective foster
parents
• National database of all licensed foster parents for states to reference during
the foster parent screening process
3) Foster Parent Retention:
• Expand pre-licensing and re-licensing training requirements
• Crisis intervention support services for foster parents
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Transitional Foster Youth, Post-Secondary
Education, and Mentor Programs
Michael DuVall
In order to succeed in higher education, foster youth need more than just money. There are more
foster youth who would like to attend a post-secondary education program than there are foster
youth who actually enroll. Data shows that 70% of teens who emancipate from foster care want to
attend college, but less than 50% end up graduating from high school. Fewer than 10% of those who
graduate from high school actually enroll in college and of those who enroll in college less than 1%
graduate (Casey Family Programs, 2003). Mentoring programs for foster youth that extend between
high school and post-secondary education provide personal support, stability, and guidance that help
foster youth achieve their educational goals.
Suddenly faced with losing stable housing and other support from the foster care system, youth
who are emancipating from care may choose to focus on securing housing and employment before
seeking post-secondary education (Cochrane & Szabo-Kubitz, 2009). This is a choice youth should
not feel forced to make. As is demonstrated by the success of the Nation’s oldest and largest national
nonprofit organization working solely with college bound foster youth, Foster Care to Success (FC2S),
transitioning foster youth can receive the financial support and mentoring they need to succeed while
in school. A recent study of FC2S’s Sponsored Scholarships Program found that “over 61 percent of
FC2S Scholars graduate within five years – a rate 10 times that of other foster youth and higher than
the national average for all students” (Foster Care to Success, 2012).
The Transition to College
College-bound foster youth are often uniquely disadvantaged. Not only are many of them the first
in their families to graduate from high school (let alone start college), but their history of moving
often and attending many different schools may also leave them poorly prepared for the rigor of
college-level work. Furthermore, they may be totally alone, without any connections to caring adults
(Foster Care to Success, 2012).
The transition from high school to college is an adjustment for any young adult. From applying to
scholarships, filling out financial aid forms, moving into the dorms, purchasing books and amenities,
and learning how to live in an unstructured environment, the adjustment period can be stressful. This
period of transition is even more difficult for foster youth, most of whom grew up without making
many real life decisions on their own and are often completely without the emotional and financial
support of a family. Many have not been properly informed of issues such as financial responsibility,
financial aid options, and employment. And even when it comes to the simple things, like moving into
the dorms, these youth are left to navigate college life alone.
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Reasons Why Youth Need Support
There are many reasons why foster youth feel ill prepared to apply for, attend and then graduate from
college. Some of the hurdles they face are relatively easy to overcome. For instance, Don Graves,
director of the Contra Costa County independent living program, explains that “filling out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) itself is the first obstacle” for most youth. It looks as daunting
as an income tax form, and some of the language can be confusing for kids.” Graves goes on to say
that, “You have to check off ‘orphan’ or ‘ward of the court.’ That signifies you should get more aid. But
they’re so used to being called foster youth [that they often times do not select it]” (Newberger, 2001).
Other obstacles are not as easy to conquer. A 2008 National Working Group on Foster Care and Education study shows that children and youth in the foster care system, on average, experience one or
two placement changes each year, and over a third of young adults who emancipate out of the foster
care system reported having had five or more school changes. Because of this instability, foster youth
experience frequent gaps in their education and often are unprepared to take on a full course load.
What is more, foster youth might be unsure of where to locate necessary remedial services or lack the
funding needed to hire a tutor.
Youth should not be left to address these challenges on their own. Youth who are not in foster care
rely heavily on their parents for advice and support during this time. A study administered by the Society for Research in Child Development describes the role of the state in assisting transitioning foster
youth as such:
It is useful to consider the concept of ‘corporate parenting,’…In broad terms, the principle is simple: As the corporate parent of children in out-of-home care, the public child
welfare agency has a legal and moral duty to provide the kind of support that any good
parent would provide for their own children. Of course, while governments cannot actually parent, when they assume custody of children they assume responsibility for finding and supporting adults who can carry out the parenting role. (Society for Research
in Child Development, 2009)
As the “parent,” state child welfare agencies have a moral and legal duty to help youth prepare for
and succeed in college. In areas where they are not able to fulfill that role directly, they must assume
the responsibility of identifying individuals or programs that can provide the youth with the support
they need.
Mentoring to Success
My experience in Minnesota has been better than many other foster youth. I was one of the lucky
few who were connected to educational programs through mentorships that ultimately benefited my
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education, and inspired me to advocate for the expansion of those programs to help other foster youth.
I was lucky enough to have a social worker who went above and beyond what was required of him to
help me apply for school, find funding including my tuition waiver, and connect me to resources that assisted me in my post-secondary education. He even helped move me into the dorms. Having that level
of support is what motivated me to succeed academically, especially during my freshman year when
things were most financially difficult.
The transition from homelessness to college was a rough one that caused me a great deal of anxiety.
My social worker was able to connect me to therapy programs at my school that helped me find the
motivation to continue to not only push through, but to also do well in school. He helped me to enroll
in a study abroad program that I thought was impossible for me, a former homeless foster youth, to financially afford. Because of my personal experience, I learned that mentoring and other similar support
programs are incredibly beneficial to foster youth in a post-secondary education program. Unfortunately, many youth don’t have the benefit of being connected to programs that offer these kinds of services.
As my personal experience demonstrates, most youth learn about college, financial aid, and general
life skills through responsible, caring, and stable adult relationships. For most foster youth, their adult
relationships have failed to provide even the most basic forms of support, let alone more complicated
ones. As a result, foster youth miss out on taking those initial steps toward a post-secondary education
program.
Federal Government Investment in Higher Education for Foster Youth
The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program is a federal law enacted in 1999 to support the
emotional, physical, and social needs of former foster youth. One of its components, the Education and
Training Voucher (ETV) Program, is a federally funded and state-administered program that provides
up to $5,000 financial assistance to former foster youth to attend a post-secondary educational institution. The Chaffee Foster Care Independence Program has an annual mandatory appropriation of $140
million with up to $60 million allocated to the ETV Program (Casey Family Programs, 2007). Despite a
growing need, the ETV funding has remained at or below $45 million in recent years.
Under current law, the federal government does not currently have any funding directed toward a
mentoring program for former foster youth who are enrolled in higher education. There are, however,
other examples of post-secondary education programs designed to help underrepresented and impoverished/low income students succeed by offering tutoring, mentorship, and employment services.
In 2011, the federal government funded $302.8 million toward GEAR UP, a government program designed to increase college attendance and success and raise the expectations of low-income students.
In Hawaii, data shows that GEAR UP scholarship recipients beat the 2006 state-wide average in college
enrollment rates. Fifty-one percent of GEAR UP Scholars were enrolled in college compared to 46% of
graduate’s state wide (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).
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Another successful federal resource for disadvantaged youth is TRIO, which includes eight distinct
programs targeted to serve and assist low-income individuals, first-generation college students, and
individuals with disabilities so they can successfully progress from middle school to post-baccalaureate
programs. All eight programs have a mentoring element and boast successful outcomes for recipients. (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). The government should encourage the ETV Program to
mirror these federally-funded, mentorship-based programs.
Private Organization Models
In addition to government-funded programs, several private organizations such as the Guardian
Scholars Program have recognized that transitioning foster youth need and benefit from mentorship during post-secondary education. Guardian Scholars is an umbrella program which is available
in most California colleges and universities, as well as Ball State in Indiana, University of Colorado
Boulder, and various colleges in Massachusetts and Washington. The program offers a six-week long
summer session for foster youth high school students and provides them with college credit for
completing the coursework, in addition to networking opportunities and professional/employment
development training. The University of California, Los Angeles Guardian Scholars Program houses a
six-week summer program for foster youth high school students by providing college credit, networking opportunities, and an increased understanding of available opportunities. The result of this is an
increased application and retention rate of foster youth enrolling in post-secondary education.
Another successful organization that works with states to adopt mentoring programs for foster youth
is the aforementioned Foster Care to Success. Founded in 1981, and formerly known as the Orphan
Foundation of America, FC2S helped shape the Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 and its incorporation of the ETV Program, as well as being declared by the Department of Health and Human Services as the pre-eminent authority on ETV grant distribution. In addition to this, FC2S claims that their
programs improve the success rates of foster youth in the post-secondary education setting. “FC2S’s
scholarship programs boast an overall 62% graduation rate – six times the highest estimate for other
foster youth nationwide. Overall, 981 young people have graduated FC2S’s scholarship programs. The
organization hopes to increase this number with a recently launched public awareness campaign that
will connect sponsors with deserving students” (Foster Care to Success, 2012).
In an effort to reach more foster youth across the nation, the vMentor program is connecting foster
youth with mentors through online communication. A North Carolina study of vMentor said “they
recognize that many students require personal support services, in addition to the ETV funds they
receive, to be successful in a post-secondary setting.” A study analyzed a group of 55 students who
were either presently receiving funds or were on probation from receiving funds through ETV, and
found that 92% of the mentored group using the vMentor program “report positive and meaningful
contact with their mentors on a regular basis” (Casey Family Programs, 2007).
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Current Federal Legislation
Inspired by successful state and private models, the federal government has enacted legislation that
supports continued support for foster care services to youth enrolled in higher education and is
currently considering legislation that would implement foster care mentor programs. The Fostering
Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act extended the age foster youth can receive
federal assistance from 18 to 21. It also increased federal expenditures for training of staff to help
youth transition more smoothly into adulthood. Under this law, transitioning foster youth can receive
further financial assistance during independent living arrangements. This is very beneficial to youth
who are enrolled in post-secondary education programs. States are not required to extend care to
youth beyond the age of 18, but as recent as mid-April 2012 twelve states had submitted Title IV-E
plan amendments indicating that they intend to exercise the option to provide foster care to some or
all eligible foster youth until the age of 21 (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, n.d.).
The Foster Care Mentorship Act of 2011 (S. 420 and H.R. 2012) is a bill that proposes to award grants
to states to support the establishment or expansion and operation of programs using networks of
public and private community entities to provide mentoring for children in foster care. The bill, sponsored by Senator Mary Landrieu and Representative Karen Bass, will also offer federal loan forgiveness
of up to $10,000 for volunteer mentors who serve as academic mentors for two years or more for
youth in care.
The Foster Care Mentorship Act was referred to the Senate Finance Committee and House Ways and
Means Committee but it has yet to be considered by either committee. The reason that the legislation has not made it beyond introduction is because there are concerns over how much it would cost
for the federal government to provide federal loan forgiveness to eligible academic mentors.
A Possible Offset
During my time in Washington, D.C., I have discovered that an issue that comes up more often than
not is concern about funding. Many individuals are starting to agree that part of the issue of the debt
crisis is the national student loan debt which recently surpassed $1 trillion. Federal Stafford Loans have
limited funding and impose annual and aggregate limits on how much money students can borrow.
Recently, Congress passed legislation that kept the federal unsubsidized loan interest rate at 3.4%,
demonstrating that many believe it is important to maintain affordable loan repayments for youth
completing their post-secondary education degrees. Parent PLUS loans do not appear to have annual
or aggregate limits and some studies show that parents take out more loans than are necessary to
send their kids to school.
Based on research provided by the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), the average loan award is $7,151 for families with an Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) of less than
$20,000. Parent PLUS loans have an interest rate of 7.9% and unlike Stafford loans, have no deferment

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

53

period and are paid while the student is in school. This means that with interest accumulating, the
minimum monthly payment for PLUS loans for this section of borrowers is roughly $643/month. This
is 38.5% of the families maximum income, which based off of the AGI index, does not succeed $1,666/
month. Parent PLUS loan awards to AGI below $20,000 had 58,100 recipients (National Association of
Student Financial Aid Administrators, 2012).
One issue with the Parent PLUS loan is that it offers excessive loan amounts to families with AGI’s too
low to afford the payments, which results in individuals who are unable to financially support their
families. By cutting this portion of the Parent PLUS loan, the federal government can save around
$415.5 million and could use all or some of these savings to finance the Foster Care Mentoring Act.
Any remaining funds could either be used to offset the federal budget deficit or be siphoned back
into a re-evaluation of financial aid for youth and families with an AGI of less than $20,000 in a more
efficient way such as increasing the Stafford Loan budget.

*Conclusive data obtained from U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Calculations
done personally.
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Conclusion
Foster youth need to have support, stability, and guidance in order to pursue post-secondary education programs, which greatly reduces their chances of being trapped in poverty. It is also important
that once foster youth enroll in post-secondary education, we encourage and assist them until they
complete their studies. This can be done if the federal government initiates proper support and mentoring programs for foster youth who wish to pursue a post-secondary education. By taking a federal
stance in supporting mentoring programs for post-secondary programs, foster youth stand a better
chance of receiving an education and contributing to society in the future. If we make an investment
in foster youth, we make a sound investment for the future.
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Life’s Transitions Do Not Happen Overnight
Briana Dovi
In 2010, there were 408,425 children in foster care, and of these individuals, 27,854 (11%) were emancipated from care (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011). Unfortunately, compared
to youth raised in families, foster youth who emancipated from care were 57% less likely to graduate
from high school (Stewart, 2011), and only 3% of them graduated from college. Education is not the
only area where these disparities exist. At the age of 19, 60% of former foster youth are unemployed,
and at the age of 21, 75% of them will fall below the national level of poverty (University of San Diego
School of Law, 2010). These troubling statistics can be directly attributed to the fact that the current
foster care system fails to recognize the need for an interim measure between foster care and aging
out. This paper proposes implementing a halfway house program to provide foster youth with the
time, information, and support they need to transition successfully into life after foster care.
The current foster care system is designed with the expectation that the transition from adolescence
into adulthood can occur overnight. Not all societies subscribe to this belief. Europeans recognize that
the developmental evolution that occurs between the ages of 18 and 21 is one of the most significant experiences that many young adults experience. In European culture, the year between when
a youth graduates from high school and when they begin college is dedicated to personal growth.
This time period, commonly referred to as a gap year, allows the youth additional time to develop
independence and self-sufficiency, and provides the individual with opportunities to gain life experiences through traveling, working, or volunteering. A 2010 study by A.J. Martin found that participation in a gap year positively predicts a student’s academic motivation. “In the last few years over 90%
of ex-gappers have gone into further education or more permanent employment” than their peers
(Martin, 2010).
Shifting from dependency on parents to becoming independent is scary, difficult, and sometimes
overwhelming for many young people—a concept the Europeans recognize and accommodate. In
the United States, youth who live with family members have their support and guidance throughout
this transition period and beyond. Unfortunately, many foster youth do not. This does not mean that
individuals who transition out of the U.S. foster care system need any less time to develop support
systems and advance into independence.
Relational Permanence and Support Systems
According to California Youth Connection’s Reina Sanchez, relational permanency is achieved when
an individual establishes a connection with at least one adult who provides a safe and stable relationship, in addition to unconditional love and lifelong emotional support (Sanchez, 2004). A child who
lives in a home with one or more parents has more opportunities to form stable, loving relationships.
According to psychologist Erik Erikson, children that develop a secure attachment with their parents
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or guardian are more likely to maintain lasting relationships throughout their lives (The Developmental
Stages of Erik Erikson, 2011).
By the age of 25, young adults need to have an established social support system such as family,
friends, and community to provide guidance, support, and help when faced with crises that they may
encounter as they transition into adulthood (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011). A 25
year-old former foster youth, however, is not likely to have these established systems or support. For
most foster youth, the relationships with parents are strained or severed soon after they enter care.
For example, when my siblings and I were first placed in care we had monthly, supervised visits with
our biological mother. These visitations provided an opportunity for our case worker to study and
evaluate our behavior; they did not help us sustain a relationship with our biological mother. The relationship that I had with her was tense and eventually ended when her rights were terminated.
Sibling relationships are another common source of lifelong support. They are emotionally powerful
and critically important in helping children learn social skills, particularly with managing conflicts and
interacting with other individuals. Seventy percent of children placed into foster care have siblings in
care; however, they are robbed of this opportunity to develop relationships because many of these
sibling groups are separated (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2006). A 2010 study by researcher
Adam McCormick estimates that the numbers of children who enter foster care as part of a sibling
group range from 65-85%. However, more than 50% of them are separated from at least one sibling
while in care (McCormick, 2010).
Relationships with friends also help youth achieve relational permanency. However, many foster youth
have trouble creating or sustaining relationships with peers because the rigid schedule adhered to
in foster and group home environments limits the youth’s opportunity to attend social events with
classmates and friends. In order to invite a friend over to the group home, that individual has to have
a background check and be screened by the staff. This lengthy process discourages informal gatherings that are common for youth who live in traditional family environments. In addition, foster youth
average seven placements before leaving care, often resulting in school changes (Yates & Grey, 2012).
No one can argue that switching schools that many times does not affect an individual’s ability to
create and maintain friendships.
Independence
There are three kinds of autonomy that are an important part of adolescent development:
•

•

Emotional Autonomy is when a youth shifts from depending on parents to relying on other people for emotional support. This helps youth develop emotions, personal feelings, intimate relationships, and also helps them learn how to relate to people around them.
Behavioral Autonomy refers to the ability of a person to make decisions independently and to act
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•

on those choices. This helps to develop decision-making skills, an understanding of consequences, confidence in one’s own decision-making ability, and the ability to recognize that everyone has
their own prejudices.
Value autonomy relates to an individual’s independent attitudes and beliefs and helps develop an
individuals’ ability to think critically and make judgments involving higher-level thinking (Russell &
Bakken, 2002).

As proven above, autonomy plays a critical role in adolescent development; however, there are many
youth in foster and group homes that are not able to experience these three autonomies. The strict
rules and regulations placed on foster youth by the state, foster parents, and group home staff limits
the amount of independence the youth experience. For example, one of the foster youth I interviewed
was not able to participate in any after school activities—school-related or otherwise. Her foster parents developed a strict schedule that did not allow her to go to a friend’s home, play sports, or even
receive academic tutoring. She would go home to help care for the four other foster children that
were also living in her home.
The strict guidelines imposed in foster homes and in congregate care can also limit the choices that
the youth make and the opportunities they have. For example, in order for youth to acquire a job or
participate in extracurricular activities, they need access to transportation. Many foster parents and
group home staff are not willing or able to transport youth to activities such as work, sports teams,
and social events. Many of these youth cannot drive because they have no one to teach them, they
do not have a form of state-approved identification, or they are unable to pay for the cost of the test.
In my foster home, although my parents were supportive and loving, I was unable to get my driver’s
license until my eighteenth birthday since I could not legally purchase a car or buy insurance until that
age.
The Need for a New Approach
As evidenced above, life transitions are a critical component of human development. There are several transitions that our society recognizes and has developed programs to better prepare individuals
for these periods of change. Children attend preschool before they go to kindergarten, high school
graduates attend orientation before they begin college, couples attend premarital counseling before
their wedding, and parents participate in childbirth classes prior to the birth of their baby. However,
there is no nationally recognized program that helps foster youth prepare emotionally and practically
for their transition into adulthood.
The federal government currently invests $140 million in Chafee Foster Care Independence Programs
(CFCIP) and Education and Training Vouchers (ETV) (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children & Families, 2012). These initiatives, while useful, lack the real-world application and comprehensive training that foster youth need. “Child welfare authorities should not expect
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classroom-based life skills training to suffice as a strategy to prepare foster youth for adulthood”
(Courtney, Zinn, Zielewski, Bess, Malm, Stagner, & Pergamit, 2008). Therefore, I recommend that a
portion of the Chafee funds should instead be allocated to implement a halfway house program to
provide foster youth with the time, information, and support that they need to transition more successfully into life after foster care.
Incorporate the Halfway House Model into Transitional Living Programs for Foster Youth
Incorporating a halfway house model into transitional living programs for foster youth would better
help a specific subset of youth transition more successfully into independent living. To be clear, not all
youth need to live in a halfway house in order to successfully transition into adulthood, but there are
many foster youth who are at risk and would benefit from gaining independence through a program
like a halfway house. The different categories of youth who could benefit from participation in this
program are: foster youth who emancipate and do not have a support network; foster youth who
leave care and do not have a source of employment; foster youth who have aged out and want to
pursue higher education; female foster youth who age out of care and become pregnant; and foster
youth who are homeless. The halfway house model would allow youth to achieve emotional, behavioral, and value autonomy by helping youth address gaps and insufficiencies in their life skills and personal development. Within these categories, there are three important areas that must be addressed
including education, job training, and support system development.
The average foster youth experiences seven placements before leaving care (Yates and Grey, 2012).
For the majority of these youth, new placements mean new schools, which may cause them to fall
behind on classroom instruction. According to Stewart (2011), graduating from high school is 57%
less likely for foster youth than for non-foster youth. For this reason it is important for these youth to
learn rudimentary English and math skills that will make them more marketable in the workplace. If
they have not completed high school, support staff at the halfway home would help youth apply and
prepare for the Graduate Record Examination (GRE).
Job training is also essential in helping youth achieve self-sufficiency. The halfway house program
would provide individualized training as well as interest and competency evaluations. The staff would
also provide job searching assistance by teaching the youth how to search, apply, interview, and dress
for a job. Youth would be required to maintain a part-time job, after the initial two weeks, while living
in the halfway house.
In addition to feeling financially stable, foster youth must achieve emotional stability through developing a network of relationships that can provide them support during future times of crisis. “Children
[who have been removed from home] often feel a sense of disconnect from their parents; a loss of
extended family members (siblings, aunts, uncles, grandparents); friends from the neighborhood,
classmates and teachers; and separation from their religious affiliations and cultural ties. It is as if the

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

59

child’s roots have been cut off” (Shaening and Associate, Inc., & New Mexico Supreme Court’s Court
Improvement Project Task Force, 2007). Mentoring programs will help youth develop these relationships and create a strong personal support system. Locating healthy and stable family members, such
as siblings or grandparents that the youth has lost touch with while in care, will be a good influence
and will provide the youth with a sense of belonging and identity that they may otherwise be lacking.
In order to execute these programs, the halfway house program will employ a full-time staff of case
managers, therapists/clinical social workers, teachers and job trainers, a family finder/relationship
specialist, and volunteer mentors.
•

•

•
•

•

The case manager will provide instruction and assistance to help the youth locate resources
and services within their community and will provide oversight as they fill out documents such
as health and personal insurance forms. This individual will work with the youth throughout the
program to develop a transition plan that will help them prepare for life after the halfway house.
After the youth leaves, the case manager will follow up with them once a month for a minimum of
a year.
Therapist/clinical social workers will be trained in trauma treatment and will individually work
with youth to help them process and cope with emotional and psychological difficulties. The therapy will teach youth positive copings skills. Ratio of youth to therapist will be 10:1.
Teachers/job trainers will work with residents on rudimentary English and math, in addition to
financial competency and job training skills. The classes will be small and interactive.
Family finder/relationship specialist will work with the youth on developing and maintaining
relationships. If there are healthy, stable family members who are willing and able to be a positive
member of the youth support system, the specialist will locate them and work with the youth to
help build this family relationship.
Mentors will be members of the community who are spiritual, professional, or financial leaders.
The program will work to recruit former foster youth who can relate to and inspire the residents.
Mentors must make a commitment to the program for a minimum of one year.

The halfway house model has been successfully implemented to help individuals effectively cope with
life transitions. For example, when released from prison, former convicts who have spent years within
the confinements of a jail, often have trouble transitioning into society. The reason for these difficulties, according to the Center for Justice & Reconciliation (2007), is that “prisoners have little control
over daily life [when in prison], which means that they can be overwhelmed by the choices facing
them after prison and unprepared to make good decisions.” While imprisoned, offenders are removed
from established support networks that might provide support as they transition out of prison and
back into society. Former foster youth, suddenly on their own, face similar challenges to those of
released offenders since group home living and multiple foster care home placements strip youth of
relational permanency and independence.
According to researchers Lowenkamp and Latessa (2002), an effective criminal reentry program must
apply the following four principles: the program should target people who are high-risk; the program
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should focus on crime-producing factors such as antisocial attitudes and substance abuse; the program should use a cognitive-behavioral approach as opposed to therapy for past trauma; and the
program must follow an evidence-based model since poorly implemented programs can increase
rates of repeat offenses instead of reduce them. However, when good practice is implemented,
research has shown that halfway house models can significantly reduce recidivism rates of mediumand high-risk residents. Lowenkamp & Latessa, (2002) found that recidivism rates for halfway house
residents decreased by 34%.
The halfway house model is also effective when working with recovering drug and alcohol addicts.
The focus of these programs is to help former substance abusers promote a social support system
and monitor them as they begin the process of reintegration into society. “Some programs focus on
introducing the basic concepts of self-care (e.g., maintaining the house, exercise, basic meal preparation) as well as developing money management skills (projecting weekly expenses) and working to
understand past actions and how they affected the resident’s life both positively and negatively” (Reis
& Laranjeira, 2008).
Foster care exists for the sole purpose of removing children from an unhealthy environment and
placing them in one that will help them prosper; however, too many foster youth slip through the
cracks and end up unemployed, homeless, pregnant, or incarcerated. Implementing a halfway house
program for at-risk foster youth will help them transition into adulthood with the knowledge, support,
and skills they need to succeed in life.
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Foster Youth For Sale
Talitha James

After being put into an upstate group home in New York, Tiffany rode the train in peace away from
the group home. She arrived at Grand Central subway without money or plan as to what she would
do next. She had doubted her decision to leave the group home as the rain fell heavily on her striped
pajamas and furry slippers. Finally, she caught someone’s attention. The boy introduced himself to
Tiffany and told her that his name was Charming. Immediately, Tiffany was elated by how he talked
to her as an adult and made her feel like a person. Charming took Tiffany to a diner where Charming
told Tiffany to order whatever she wanted. Charming graced Tiffany with compliments on how pretty
she was, how her skin was so soft and how her body could get the attention of any man, young or
old. Tiffany thanked him and told him that she had run away from her group home. Charming finally
told Tiffany that she could stay with him and he wanted to be her boyfriend, they would be like a family. He said, ‘Let’s go home,’ (Lloyd, 2011, p. 70-71).
Compared to their peers in the general population, foster youth are more likely to become victims of
sex trafficking, both while in care and during the transition out of care. While there is no national data
available on this demographic, various states, namely New York, California, and Florida have commissioned studies demonstrating the relationship between the two.
In a New York study of Commercially Sexually Exploited Children (CSEC), 75% of participants were
identified as having previously lived in foster care (Girls Education and Mentoring Services, 2007).
According to a California study of local CSEC victims, 55% of reported victims were foster youth
who lived in group homes, and 82% had previously run away from their group home placements. In
Florida, FBI agent Gregory Christopher, who headed the interagency Rescue and Restore Task Force
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of law enforcement, estimated that 70% of victims identified in the task force were former foster youth
(Human Rights Project for Girls, 2012).
Foster Youth and the Sex Industry
Foster youth are more likely to transition into the sex industry due to several contributing factors,
including, but not limited to: a history of past abuse; a lack of supportive services while in care and
post-care; and various vulnerabilities that make them easier to recruit.
Past History of Abuse
Scholars agree that there is a strong correlation between childhood sexual abuse and the sex trafficking of minor victims. Childhood sexual and physical abuse makes youth more susceptible to sex
trafficking because youth who have been abused tend to participate in re-victimization and re-enactment of trauma. Re-victimization and re-enactment refer to the traumatized persons’ tendency to
participate in or reproduce traumas, such as physical or sexual abuse, that have occurred in their past.
Trauma occurs when children and adolescents are exposed to incomprehensible events or situations
that overwhelm their ability to process said events. (The National Child Traumatic Stress Network,
2012). As maltreatment is highly prevalent in the child welfare system, foster youth who cross over
into the sex-industry tend to have histories of abuse. Studies show that 90% of CSEC have been
sexually abused prior to entering the sex industry. (Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting
System, 2010). (Lloyd, 2005 p.4).
Lack of Supportive Services
Foster youth lack the requisite resources to transition safely out of care and are therefore vulnerable
to becoming targets for recruitment into the sex industry. Foster youth living on the streets lack education and struggle with unemployment. Studies of California’s former foster youth found that 65% of
foster youth emancipate without a place to live. The high rate of homelessness among former foster
youth in California can be explained by the fact that 51% percent are unemployed, 46% have not
completed high school, and less than 3% will attend college. In any given year, foster youth comprise
less than 0.3% of the state’s population, and yet 40% of persons living in homeless shelters are former
foster children. What these statistics tell us is the vast majority of former foster youth fail to achieve
self-sufficiency (Children’s Advocacy Institute, 2007).
Youth who run away from their homes, group homes, foster homes, or treatment centers are at great
risk of being targeted by a pimp and becoming exploited. Research consistently confirms the correlation between running away and becoming exploited through prostitution. Pimps scout bus stations,
arcades, and malls, focusing on girls who appear to be runaways without money or jobs. Pimps, or
the recruiters who work for the pimps, befriend the youth by showing affection and buying meals,
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clothes, jewelry, or video games in exchange for sex (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2009).
Homelessness can have dire consequences for former foster youth as pimps also see vagrant youth
as an opportunity for kidnapping and forcing youth into sex slavery. In Girls Like Us, a memoir which
contains chilling stories of survivors of sexual exploitation, such scenarios are portrayed. “Some of
the girls have been forced into the sex industry through kidnapping, and violence, held at gunpoint,
pushed into a car, or kept in a locked room … Girls are then raped, often gang-raped initially to break
their will … The subsequent shock and traumatic responses leave the girls feeling utterly helpless and
totally subdued … The shame keeps them from reaching out for help … The fear often keeps them
from running” (Lloyd, 2011, p. 74). While it can be shocking for people not to understand why the
victims don’t runaway or escape their pimps. The fear of being beaten, pistol whipped or punched in
the stomach repeatedly keeps the victims under their pimp’s control. “I’d been told to call him Daddy,
that if I didn’t he would use the twisted wires of coat hangers which he referred to as his “pimp stick”
to beat me” (Lloyd, 2011, p.87).
Foster youth are less likely to have access to a secondary or post-secondary education, which leaves
them with limited opportunities to obtain gainful employment. Thus, foster youth are more likely to be
unemployed upon exiting the foster care system (Children’s Advocacy Institute, 2007). Unemployment
can lead to increased exposure to dangerous activities. Oftentimes, as a way to make money, youth
will participate in self-destructive behavior such as survival sex, which is the practice of exchanging sex
for food, clothing, money, and other items needed in order to stay alive. Survival sex has been identified as one of the three primary paths to commercial sexual exploitation since it is a quick transition
from trading sex for food or drugs to using sex as a source of income. Ninety-five percent of homeless youth admit to having engaged in sexual intercourse for pay. It is this willingness to engage in
survival sex which makes homeless youth, a population which was shown earlier to include a large
number of former foster youth, a particularly easy target for pimps and recruiters (National Coalition
for the Homeless, 2008). Research shows that pimps are quick to prey on youth who are already involved in bartering for necessities using sex (Girls Education and Mentoring Services, 2007).
Youth who have been trafficked are even further marginalized because there is very little opportunity
to get out of prostitution once initiated. Those who want to leave the sex industry do not have adequate access to emergency shelter and transitional services. There are currently only five organizations in the United States that offer a crisis shelter to men and women who are fleeing the sex industry. As a result of the need for increased funding, these five organizations are only able to dedicate a
total of 45 beds to crisis housing (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2009). With anywhere between 14,500 and 17,500 people trafficked in the United States every year, there are simply
not enough beds to house those in need. In addition to a safe place to sleep, these victims need trauma-informed therapy in order to help them recover from the stress they experience while trafficked.
“[S]afe housing and context-specific counseling by staff who understood the problems of the girls who
were being prostituted” are also urgently needed (Girls Education and Mentoring Services, 2007).
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Vulnerability to Recruitment
Foster Youth are vulnerable to recruitment into the sex industry because they crave family systems
simulated by pimps and wives-in-law (other prostitutes who share the same pimp). In addition, they
desperately seek the ‘better lives’ promised to them by their pimps, which is often little more than a
consistent home, clothing, a father-figure, and boyfriend fused into one person. They are easily taken
in by the various accoutrements which they see as love and acceptance. According to the Girls Education and Mentoring Services, (2007) “As adolescents, these children often have problems—low self-esteem, poor judgment, neediness- that make them easy targets [for recruitment].
Foster youth are often ‘hooked’ into prostitution by a promise of a better life. Foster youth are led to
believe that better opportunities, including shelter, employment, and love, will be afforded to them
if they agree to the demands of their pimp. Participants in the New York Study of the Prevalence of
Sexually Exploited Children confirmed they got into ‘the life’ because they were looking for love and
for some attention. “Not just the pimps, even the tricks, having guys lined up to see you makes you
feel special” (Girls Education and Mentoring Services, 2007).
Research on sex traffickers suggests that they not only know what types of youth to target, but they
are also well aware of where these youth are likely to be found. Pimps use recruiters to identify needy
youth or runaways by frequenting their typical or routine locations. Bus stops, train stations and other
transportation-related areas are frequent recruiting grounds for sex traffickers.
Recommendations
It is incumbent upon Members of Congress, members of the legal community, and members of the
community at large to recognize the sexually exploited community as a marginalized group that
needs specific services. These needs can be addressed by providing an alternative to incarcerating
sexually-exploited youth, providing emergency and transitional services, adopting pending legislation,
and by using grassroots education programs to teach foster youth about the dangers of predatory
pimps and recruiters.
Girls Court
Sexually exploited youth face challenges in the judicial system because they are generally treated as
offenders rather than victims when arrested for prostitution (Lloyd, 2011). One way to prevent sexually
exploited youth from returning to the industry would be to provide an alternative to incarceration,
such as Girls Court.
Girls Court is a model that has been used in drug courts and family courts to prevent recidivism. Girls
Court is successful because of interagency collaboration in the mental health community and judicial
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community, ancillary services, and caseloads that are solely focused on females. Programming in existing Girls Court models consists of community service projects, education and employment services,
group activities, and group session. The focus is on rehabilitation and healing rather than punishment
and sentencing (U.S. Department of Justice Office of Justice Programs, 2007).
A Girls Court model for trafficking victims would be an incredible resource for the girls. Victims who
have been arrested need immediate attention and services that they will not receive in juvenile
detention or prison. Programming would include trauma-specific therapy by a Girls Court therapist,
job-training services to assist them in obtaining gainful employment, corporate community service
projects, and mentoring to develop life and/or education goals.
Emergency and Transitional Shelters
In order to prevent foster youth from living on the street and engaging in dangerous activities in
exchange for money, there must be some emergency and transitional provisions for them with respect
to housing and emotional support. Such emergency housing must be equipped with enough beds to
serve the population, have a trauma-informed staff, and run effective programming.
Emergency crisis shelters could be built and funded by state and local governments in partnership
with the existing non-profit organizations (NPOs) that provide such services, and should follow the
NPO business models.. One such business model to be expanded could be that of Girls Education
and Mentoring Services (GEMS) in New York City. GEMS provides crisis housing, peer-to-peer mentoring, trauma-informed counseling, and other types of support to victims of trafficking. Other agencies
that provide services to this population also include the Standing against Global Exploitation Safe
House in San Francisco, Children of the Night in Van Nuys, and Angela’s House in Atlanta (Department of Health and Human Services, 2009).
Funding
Funding for these programs could come from a bill in the Senate, S. 596, the Domestic Minor Sex
Trafficking Deterrence and Victims Support Act of 2011, which seeks to address some of the needs of
trafficking victims. Among other things, S.596 proposes to amend the Trafficking Victims Protection
Reauthorization Act of 2005 to revise the grant program to combat trafficking and to authorize the
Assistant Attorney General for the Office of Justice Programs to award block grants for up to six state
or local governments to combat sex trafficking of minors. These funds could be used to provide shelter to victims of trafficking, case management services, mental health counseling, legal services, and
outreach and education programs (S. 596, 112th Cong., 2nd Sess., 2012). Similarly, a bill in the House,
HR 3589, advocates for public-private partnerships “to identify and care for children believed or
confirmed to be at-risk for becoming victims of a severe form of human trafficking” (H.R. 3589,112th
Cong. 2nd Sess., 2012). Adopting this legislation and correctly allocating these funds could help to
fund such support efforts.
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Grassroots Awareness Campaign
While there are currently a plethora of grassroots campaigns that provide education and advocate to
end human trafficking and modern slavery, there seems to be a lack of educational programs geared
specifically toward engaging foster youth and making them aware of their at-risk status. Such programs are in need of three key components: primary and secondary school education, group-home
education, and peer-to-peer mentoring.
It is imperative that foster youth are informed about the risks they face simply by being a part of the
child welfare system, and this education needs to take place both in foster care placements and in
school. One way to integrate information regarding risk factors and to teach youth how to be aware
of sex trafficking, would be to add a comprehensive trafficking education section to existing sex education or the health education programs in elementary and high schools. The addition of this curriculum could be funded by the local government and added to the school budget. In addition, group
homes, which are licensed by the state, could have mandatory requirements to educate foster kids
about the dangers of predatory pimps and recruiters.
Finally, studies show that peer mentoring programs result in better general outcomes for youth.
According to the Wellness Foundation (2007), the most successful transitional programs are those
that address the needs of the youth participants with multi-faceted services, including the presence
of a mentor. With respect to vulnerability to sex trafficking, having survivors come back to schools
and group homes to talk about their experience and offer their time as a peer mentor, would be an
invaluable resource for a foster youth. Recruiting mentors who are survivors of the sex industry would
be beneficial for the survivors and victims, and perhaps adding community service requirements to
the state-level transitional living program would provide an extra incentive to give back.
Conclusion
Like a desert flower that miraculously grows healthy and strong, the resilience of many foster youth
who have survived sex trafficking and wish for more productive lives can only be possible with the
leadership of Congress, the care of the community, and through grass-roots initiatives. The alarm has
sounded for foster youth who have been caught in the trap laid out for them by a faulty child-welfare
system. Immediate action encourages the movement toward better outcomes for foster youth.
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AfterCare.gov:
Information Database for Foster Youth
Marchelle Roberts
Many youth in the foster care system, particularly those who have aged-out or been adopted, are not
aware of the resources and services that exist to help them develop stable lives and lead them to become productive citizens. The reasons these youth are not aware are three-fold: they are lacking lessons and resources that are typically provided in the context of a family; youth are not aware of their
need to learn these lessons or acquire these resources until they actually require them; and youth do
not have social connections with adults who may have information about connecting them with the
resources. These three reasons underscore why child welfare agencies across the country must create
an information database, such as a website, that would provide all resources in one central location.
To be successful, this website must be branded and marketed so that the target audience, former
and current foster youth, view it as their one place to identify opportunities, programs, guidance and
support.
Youth who are raised in traditional family settings have both daily and lifelong access—even though
they may not realize it—to life lessons and support systems that youth in care must acquire through
local and federal services. Foster parents often view their responsibility as providing youth in their
care with a safe and stable, but temporary home. Because these homes are not viewed as permanent,
often the foster youth will not be given the same responsibilities and privileges that children who live
in permanent homes are afforded. Also, unlike their peers, foster youth are often unable to learn important life skills in their foster homes or group homes. For example, when I was in foster care, I did
not receive an allowance for household chores. However, after I was adopted, I received an allowance,
which provided me with my first experience in budgeting and saving money.
Secondly, because foster youth do not have people in their lives that can both recognize and communicate what services the youth may need, they may not find out about services until they literally require them in order to survive. For example, while permanent and safe housing is a need for all youth
who are emancipating from care, many youth do not receive this assistance until after they have
already aged out of the system. As a result, “approximately 38% of homeless youth have spent time in
the foster care system, with many emancipating directly into homelessness” (HomeBase, 2005). These
statistics demonstrate why it is important to educate youth about what is available to them before
they need the assistance for survival. Similarly, a significant percentage of foster youth who go on to
pursue higher education do so without ever knowing about the Education and Training Voucher program, which provides financial assistance to students who have spent time in foster care. What makes
this lack of knowledge even more tragic is that many do not find out about this federal program until
they have already surpassed the eligible age limit.
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Finally, foster youth are often disconnected from adults who are knowledgeable about what services
exist and when a youth might require them. This isolation forces foster youth to almost exclusively
depend on the adults brought into their lives by the system (i.e., judges and social workers). The main
priority of these adults is to manage the well-being of displaced children; they are not responsible for
nor do they often have the time or information necessary to be an effective resource regarding the
various types of local, state, federal and private programs and opportunities that exist to assist foster
youth. While these people certainly want to play this role for the youth in their care, the reality is that
many times these people are playing multiple roles in that child’s life and this role understandably falls
to the bottom of the list.
Gaps in Knowledge Exist
In an online survey conducted by CCAI and administered to 278 foster youth, over 42% of the respondents said that they did not receive an Independent Living Stipend or funds for higher education.
While the survey did not go on to explore the reasons why the youth did not receive this assistance,
it is safe to assume that if one out of every two youth who age of out care are not benefitting from
programs specifically designed for foster youth who age out of care, that the reason is not simply
ineligibility.
A more in depth review of the experiences of a representative sample of the 2012 Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute’s (CCAI) Foster Youth Interns (FYI), who are among the 3% of foster youth
that go on to pursue higher education and are able to sustain successful lives, reveals that they too
went without having access to many services, which makes their perseverance all the more admirable.
In fact, Harvard graduate and former foster youth Maurissa Sorensen spent all of her teenage life in
care (ages 12 to 18). She reported that she had no knowledge of programs and services like FosterClub, Foster Care Alumni of America and even her home state’s Education and Training Voucher (ETV)
Program until she was 28 years old. Sorensen spent the majority of her time in care in residential
facilities, which one might think would be a target population for this type of information. Perhaps
even more interesting was the fact that she found out about these services and programs after aging
out of the foster care system. Even after requesting information about what was out there to help her,
Sorensen stated that she did not find out about most programs until she was learning about the U.S.
foster care system as part of her course work in graduate school.
Talitha James is a 21-year-old former foster youth who entered foster care at the age of two and
exited foster care when she was 18 years old. James said that she found out about some services right
before and, in many cases, right after aging out of care. She also reported that it was her social worker or independent living coordinator who was most likely to inform her of opportunities and services
for which she was eligible.
Michael Duvall, a former foster youth who is 21 years old, spent eight years in care (ages 13 to 21).
He only learned about the programs afforded to him as a foster youth between the ages of 17 and
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21. Michael noted that because he felt he was on track to succeed after care, an assessment his social
workers likely shared, he opted out of most independent living courses where some of this information on assistance for school might have been discussed.
These youth, who are now pursuing careers and higher education, had no knowledge of the services
available to them, often until it was too late. In each of their cases, they were unable to access many
of the services that might of helped them to overcome education, housing and financial hurdles
because they were too old to meet these program’s age requirements. These programs and services,
designed to establish stability for foster youth, must be promoted in order to increase foster youth
participation and engagement in the achievement of their own independence.
Services Exist
The National Foster Care Coalition and Casey Family Programs compiled a report examining the
Chafee Educational and Training Voucher Program in six states, including California, which has more
than 78, 000 youth in care (Nixon & Jones, 2007). The report concluded that each state needed to
“increase outreach to eligible youth in care, to youth who have left care, and to adopted youth ages
16 and above” (Nixon & Jones, 2007). In addition to this important federal program, NGA reports
that there are also more than 60 state programs that can be and are used as ways to assist current
and former foster youth with transitioning out of care (NGA Center for Best Practices, 2007). On top
of these federal and state services, there is also an increasing number of private, college and community based programs that are working to provide services to current and former foster youth. What is
needed now is a simple, easy-to-use information model to communicate these programs to the youth
who need them most.
Models for Reform
There are many existing private, state, and federal online information models that might serve as an
example. Putative father registries help connect fathers with their possible children; FosterClub connects current and former foster youth with their peers; Washington State’s Independence website
provides tools to help foster youth and former foster youth establish themselves as young adults; and
with the click of a mouse, Google, one of the most popular information search engines, connects one
person to the rest of the world.
Privately-Funded Information Models
Foster Club (www.fosterclub.com)
FosterClub (see Exhibit 1.0) is a non-profit, national organization that works with foster youth. The organization has a website that provides foster youth with access to information about transitioning out
of care, teaches youth how to advocate for their peers still in care, and also provides information on
how to pursue higher education. While this site is a source of support because it connects youth with
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their peers, it lacks the resources that would assist in allowing them to stay connected to their biological families. The site also contains an abundance of information which makes it appear cluttered and
difficult to use.

Exhibit 1.0: Foster Club

Google (www.google.com)
Google.com is a search engine that helps individuals locate information on the internet. It was created as a web library that connects one link to another and organizes it by search terms. This site is
arguably one of the best marketed products in the world, with the logo recognized in more than 100
different languages (Google Inc., n.d.). The site is simple to use and has many functions.
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When searching for information, the site automatically shows news, photos, videos, and other web links
that are relevant to the searched topic. Google connects one set of search terms with millions of related
links in a matter of seconds. It is interesting to note that if a user searches the phrase “choosing a dog,”
Google identifies more than 36 million results, and on the first page the search engine displays a list of
how-to guides (see Exhibit 2.0). However, when a user searches “emancipating from foster care” (see
Exhibit 2.1 & 2.2), the first page is full of data reports and only one guide that is directed towards youth
in care in the state of California. Also, when searching “foster youth services,” about five million related
links are presented. However, almost every one of these links is for foster youth services in the state of
California.

Exhibit 2.0: Google

Exhibit 2.1: Google

Exhibit 2.2: Google

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

State-Funded Information Models
Putative Father Registries (http://www.adoptioninstitute.org/policy/polputative.html)
More than 30 states have a Putative Father Registry (see Exhibit 3.0) which enables presumptive
fathers to be involved in their child/children’ lives. A male who believes he is the father of a child will
place his name and other personal information into a state database (see Exhibit 3.1) and he will be
notified if any state’s child welfare department locates his child. This resource was initially created as
a way to keep children from being adopted without the consent of their father in the event that the
father did not know the child existed. The registries currently lack the ability to network with different
states. For example, a father in Ohio may have a child that is placed for adoption in Missouri and, in
this case, Missouri would not be required to notify the father of the child’s adoption.

Federally Funded Models
AdoptUSKids (www.adoptuskids.org)
This website (See Exhibit 5.0) raises awareness about the need for foster and adoptive families and
connects them with children available for adoption in the United States. This site is comprehensive
in that it has sections that guide current or prospective parents through the process of adopting or
fostering a child. The site also has a photo database of children from 45 states who are in foster care
awaiting permanent families. To be comprehensive, this site needs is to include the five states that do
not have photo lists included.
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Exhibit 5.0: AdoptUSKids
Child Welfare Information Gateway (www.childwelfare.gov)
Used by child welfare professionals and the public, this official U.S. Government gateway (see Exhibit
6.0) provides access to child welfare research on subjects such as child abuse and neglect, adoption
and permanency. The information provided on this website focuses on statistical information, policies
and practices. It is a resource of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration
for Children and Families.

Exhibit 6.0: Child Welfare Information Gateway
Policy Recommendations:
The federal Chafee Foster Care Independence Program allocates approximately $140 million annually
to supplement funding of state programs that help foster youth and former foster youth attain independence and self-sufficiency. “Chafee funds may only be spent on programs or services that assist
Chafee youth. This means funds must assist either: a) foster youth “who are likely to remain in foster
care until 18 years of age,” or b) young adults between the ages of 18-21 who were formerly in foster
care” (Nguyen, 2007).
The federal government should allocate a percentage of the existing Chafee funds to each state for
the development of a website similar to Independence.wa.gov. These state sites will be linked to a
broader national site also funded by Chafee funds which will essentially be a combination of the information models listed above. However, this national site will combine all of the useful aspects of those
existing information models along with new components, in turn helping to create stability in the
lives of foster youth by educating them about the types of locally and federally provided support that
exists. The value of having each state create a site, if they do not already have one, is simple: youth,
especially foster youth who may move to different states, still need access to services.
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This approach is similar to one called for in Senate Bill 3321, the Protecting and Promoting Responsible Fatherhood Act of 2012, which requests the creation of a national registry so that a putative
father can register with the national database and, if he moves to a different state, still be notified if he
has a child that may be placed for adoption. Each state still collects and submits the information on
their state, but in doing so must adhere to the federal guidelines presented here (Office of U.S. Senator Mary Landrieu, 2012). Other than regulating content, another benefit of this being a government
funded effort is the fact youth and the public at large might trust the information more if it is coming
from a source whose only interest is in getting out information.
The Site: AfterCare.gov
Because many of the components of AfterCare.gov already exist, the creation should be relatively
simple, cost-effective, and efficient. The site will operate off of both federal and local approaches by
connecting foster youth to the different avenues of services and support provided locally and nationally. If a person is using an online search engine to locate foster youth services, this site should appear
first among the results. This site will provide information that will help youth maintain connections
with family members, locate mentors, and provide resources that will help youth establish stability and
independence in their lives.
Part 1: Maintaining Biological Family Relationships
Sibling Connections
As stated in a report by Herrick and Piccus (2005), “it is estimated that over two-thirds of children in
out-of-home care have siblings. Because of the significant relationships that children may have with
their … siblings before being removed from their home, children who enter the child welfare system
may experience anxiety, trauma, grief, guilt and loss of identity” when separated from their siblings
(Herrick & Piccus, 2005). According to this same report, youth who were placed with their siblings had
more positive behavior towards their peers and had fewer emotional and behavioral problems. Sibling
relationships validate the child’s fundamental worth as a human being because the love he or she
receives does not have to be earned.
Biological Extended Family Information
This aspect of the site will aid in reunification efforts with the youth’s biological family. According to a
report in the Northwestern Journal of Law & Social Policy, “39% of children adopted by foster parents
and 68% of children adopted privately are in contact with their birth families” (Appell, 2011). If we are
able to connect adopted children with their families, we should be able to do the same for children
that remain in care. The report also found that many states “allow the law to extinguish for all legal
purposes the connection between a child and his or her identity” by disconnecting them from their
biological families (Appell, 2011). If all states had access to this national site, they would be able to
support foster youth in embracing their identity and family relationships.
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How Reconnecting Works:
AfterCare.gov will work similarly to Facebook or even any dating websites. Each party will create a
profile with as much identifying information as possible. This could include, but is not limited to, any
names that the party currently has or has had in the past, phone numbers, email addresses, and a
description of who they are searching for and why. Using this method, if siblings are separated and
Sibling A creates a profile, Sibling B will be able to search the other sibling’s name or even their own
name and all results that relate will be displayed for Sibling B. This would also be the case for finding
other biological relatives.
For example, I was in care in New Jersey with my biological brother and, after some time we were
separated and have never again had contact. If this site existed, I would be able to develop a profile. I could include information about how I was in care before being adopted; that I was separated
from my brother whose name at the time was Shawn or Sean Johnson; and that my name had been
changed from Georgetta Smith to Marchelle Roberts. I could also include my email address and/or
phone number so that anyone who may have any information could contact me directly, which is one
way of putting personal information online. Finding my brother could use the site in one of two ways:
he could browse it himself and search his name if he remembered being separated from any siblings
during his time in care, or if someone who knows his story sees my post, they could notify him that
someone is searching for him.
Part 2: Foster Youth Information Gateway
I personally felt completely disconnected from the child welfare system after being adopted. I was a
youth mentor in my city and in my high school and if I had known that organizations like FosterClub
and others that supported foster youth existed, I would have joined them. I was not aware of any
of the services that existed to support me. Because of that, I feel as though I missed out on many
valuable opportunities. To prevent this from happening in the future to other foster youth, a portion
of the national site should be solely dedicated to connecting youth with internship program updates
and other forms of leadership opportunities provided through organizations like the Congressional
Coalition on Adoption Institute, Foster Care Alumni of America, and the National Foster Youth Action
Network, which are all striving to positively influence the lives of current and former foster youth.
a. Peer Mentors
Having former foster youth serve as mentors on the site can be very useful since these youth have
completed many of the programs in their respective states and can provide advice and guidance to
others who are trying to do the same. These mentors can help guide youth through the site to find
different services or programs that they need and they can also be someone to talk to if or when the
youth feels alone.
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b. Program Eligibility and Matching
This will focus primarily on what resources and services are available for each youth in care. The
youth can input their own information through a survey-type questionnaire and the site will generate
opportunities and programs that would possibly interest the foster youth. For example, if a young
person fills out the questionnaire and shows an interest in summer internships, a page of results would
be generated which would include links to FosterClub, CCAI, the different Members of Congress that
accept summer interns, etc…
Conclusion
While the foster care system in the United States provides vital resources to help foster youth and
alumni develop in the ways that all youth should be able to, the system has not organized or advertised these resources in a way that actually helps the youth they are intended to serve. Every child in
the foster care system needs to know what programs and services are available to them. Since many
of the networks that already exist work towards the same goals, they must all collaborate to effectively
develop youth in care and assist them in establishing stability and connections in their lives as they
transition into adulthood. These federal policy recommendations must be considered and subsequently implemented in order to create positive outcomes and better futures for our young people in
foster care.

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

77

Putting “Home” Back in Group Home
James Williams
Photosynthesis is a process in which energy from the sun is converted into energy that can be used to
fuel a plant’s growth. Similarly, in an ideal world, foster youth who live in group homes would receive
the right amount of care and nourishment they need to grow and feel fueled to transition from youth
into adulthood. However, if the staff and administration are not properly trained in what foster youth
truly need and deserve, then the youths’ growth will be thwarted, leaving them unprepared for their
next developmental stage in life. The reality is that staff training and organization protocols used by
the majority of U.S. group homes are not based in an understanding of what foster youth need and
deserve when transitioning into and when exiting care. Just like the parents of any adolescent teen,
group home staff and administration have the responsibility to ensure that foster youth acquire family
support and caring relationships, cultivate a sense of belonging and ownership, and develop resilience.
Family Support/Caring Relationships
Support networks—including family and community—help young people thrive. Positive relationships are essential in supporting youth to achieve their goals (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative,
2011). Family support, in particular, is essential in young people's capacity to embrace their individuality, process what they have encountered in life, and help conceive of who they want to become
as adults. This is especially true for youth in foster care as “environmental factors—siblings, extended
family, caregivers, mentors, teachers, and social workers—can play significant roles in helping them
develop resilience” (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, n.d.).
Every one of the more than 408,000 children in foster care has been separated from his or her parents and, in many cases, his/her siblings and extended family members as well. This alone is problematic since notable growth throughout emerging adulthood has been tied to the youth's associations
with his or her family. In order for an individual to have a successful and healthy transition into adulthood, he/she must feel connected to a support network of family members, neighbors, and coworkers who he/she feel they can depend on for advice, sympathy and aid in the inevitable challenges all
young people encounter (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011).
The family serves as a physical and relational base as the young person navigates the new roles that
inevitably come with adulthood. Individuals exiting foster care and transitioning into adulthood are
at a disadvantage because they lack a traditional family control center. Instead of helping us to keep
positive connections with family, my group home observed a 30-day orientation period where we
were not allowed to even speak to family members. Visiting and communicating with family members
were also privileges that could be taken away based on a staff worker’s evaluation of your behavior
for that week.
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There were some opportunities for family members and friends to visit me at my group home after
the initial 30 days, but since they had to be screened and approved by both the group home and
social services, the time to process paperwork dampened my desire to have such visits. There were
occasions where the group home arranged activities for the youth that conflicted with visitations that
were already scheduled, which meant they were rescheduled or cancelled. In contrast, during my stay
at a traditional foster home, the visitations with siblings and parents were more organized and prioritized. In this placement we did not have to contact social services every time someone visited the
home, which made the foster home feel more like a home.
Sense of Belonging and Ownership
A sense of belonging and a feeling of ownership are extremely important developmental milestones
for adolescent youth and help them to minimize the effects of grief, loss, and attachment disruptions.
In kinship care, youth are provided with the opportunity to live and be cared for by family members,
which allows them to maintain a continued sense of belonging to their extended family members,
schools, friends, and the community. In addition, these kinship placements provide the youth with
familiar smells, rituals, and environments. Even more importantly, these placements lessen the grief
and loss, feelings that result from the disruption of the child’s attachments (Peters, 2005). While it is
clear that kinship care is a healthy alternative living arrangement for the child, unfortunately, in 2010,
these placements only made up 26% of the total foster care placements (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services).
In contrast, approximately 15% of youth in foster care live in group homes or institutions (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). When I moved in to a group home in South Carolina at
the age of 13, I had all of my belongings in a black trash bag. As soon as I arrived, the group home
staff went through and itemized the contents. Included among them was a framed picture of me and
my siblings. The staff confiscated it because they told me the item was contraband since the glass
frame could be used as a weapon. When I exited care years later, no one returned this picture.
This was not the only time when personal property was taken from me. One year for Christmas a
community bank partnered with my group home and had each one of the residents create a wish list
of gifts they wanted. I asked for a Play Station and my wish was granted. One day, when I returned
home from school, I discovered that it was missing. I reported this to the staff but it was not until a
month later when my teacher contacted them about how my classmate (and roommate) was selling a
Play Station to another student that they actually investigated the incident.
This lack of concern for stolen property in group homes is not uncommon. According to an organizational representative quoted in “Time Running Out: Teens in Foster Care,” “nobody does anything
to replace [their stolen items], even in good homes. Their things mean so much to them particularly
when they’ve moved from home to home” (Freundlich, 2003). It is hard to develop a sense of worth if
you are constantly told that your possessions do not mean anything. What is more, over time a young
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person learns just not to care about anything anymore, which can have long term consequences for
their development as an adult.
Ability to Develop Resilience
If an individual possesses resilience, he has the ability to “cope with, adapt to, and recover from even
the most substantial challenges.” Young people who develop resilience are more flexible and better
problem solvers than those individuals who do not develop resilience (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities
Initiative, n.d.). It is especially important that foster youth learn how to effectively solve problems since
they are more likely than their peers not in care to become homeless, participate in criminal activity
and have difficulty maintaining employment (University of San Diego School of Law, 2010). It is also
likely that they will continue to overcome personal challenges with their family after care.
Unfortunately, youth in congregate care often lack adult support which is critical to helping them
acquire resilience, as well as coping and self-regulation skills. “Adult support also allows individuals
opportunities to take risks and practice adult behaviors and privileges, which are all normal tasks of
adolescence and emerging adulthood” (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, n.d.). As demonstrated above, individuals in congregate care do not have the same level of adult support that is provided
to individuals who do not live in group homes.
The ability of young people in foster care to develop resilience can be greatly enhanced by promoting cultural events, sports teams, and other activities in their lives. Studies have shown that the group
home’s standards and policies address training and the quality of care provided to youth within group
homes, but the licensing and accreditation survey reports lack information regarding youth's ability to
attain resilience, a sense of belonging, and the actual attainment of a supportive and caring relationships (Sparks, Sheehy, & Colombo, 2000).
Preparing to Transition Out of Care
Foster youth are vulnerable, but foster youth who reside in group homes are even more vulnerable to
the factors that might be prevented in a traditional family foster home because they are not financially stable, they are at an educational disadvantage, and they do not have a strong sense of identity
when exiting care. “An important review of studies on the outcomes of out-of-home care indicates that
young adults who have left group care are less successful than those who have left conventional care"
(Barth, 2002).
Financial Stability
To be financially stable, the foster youth needs to have knowledge of and be able to apply a budget,
have a checking account, maintain employment and establish credit. The absence of financial management skills and accompanying low credit scores can increase debt and cause default payments on
personal and educational loans (Gross, Ingham, & Matasar, 2005).
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My group home tried to teach us about finances by giving us an allowance. However, allowances were
often distributed late or not given at all. Only certain staff members could handle allowances and they
were not always working a consistent schedule in the group home. There were also no regulations
regarding how the money could be spent. This inconsistency and lack of instruction may explain why
approximately 51% of foster youth are unemployed within two to four years of emancipation (Chamberlain & Smith, 2003). In their evaluation of former foster youth in the Midwest whom had aged out
of care, Chapin Hall found that at ages 23 and 24, almost half of these young adults experienced dangerous economic conditions, including not having enough money to pay rent or utilities (Jim Casey
Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011).
Education
Foster youth, particularly those who live in group homes, do not have the same opportunities as their
peers who live in traditional family environments, in regard to outside employment and consistent
educational programs (Green & Ellis, 2007). Foster youth reported an average of eight school changes
during an average of six and a half years in care. “Young people who have transitioned from foster
care often are not provided with their essential documents and have difficulty accessing them. Vital
records can be misplaced during multiple foster placements and the transfer of a young person’s case
among multiple caseworkers; or when a young person’s case is managed by a private agency whose
staff cannot get these documents for their clients. Yet without these critical documents, a young person who is trying to begin their life as a self-sufficient adult, can be stalled or thwarted entirely” (Jim
Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, n.d.). School change was significantly correlated with an increase
in behavioral problems (Sillivan, Jones, & Mathiesen, 2010).
A study conducted by Casey Family Programs showed that higher levels of education led to higher
work-life earnings. Any substantial time spent in college immediately increased a foster youth’s lifetime
expected earnings by $129,000 on average. The expected lifetime earnings for a foster youth with a
four-year college degree was even more pronounced. Possessing a four-year college degree, on average, earned foster youth $481,000 over their lifetimes (National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education, 2011).
Unfortunately many youth in foster care face an uphill battle when pursuing a college education. One
study found that although nearly 80% of foster youth had a desire to attend college, only around 20%
actually attend. In comparison, around 60% of their peers not in foster care attend college (Wolanin,
2005). This may be explained by looking at a study of youth living in congregate care in California
which found that only 25% had educational assessments and 27% of them had school transcripts
(Barth, 2002). Another study found that, on average, youth in foster care read at a seventh grade level
when they were supposed to be reading at a tenth or eleventh grade level (Courtney, Terao & Bost,
2004). I believe another reason for this disconnect is that in my group home the majority of staff were
only required to have a high school degree. In other words, the adults who we spent the most time
with did not go to college and did not talk about the importance of a higher education.
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Extracurricular Activities
In addition to pursuing higher education, it is also essential for youth group homes to have the
opportunity to participate in extracurricular activities. Personally, going to my extracurricular activities
was a way to vent frustrations on the field or though art. These activities provided me with an outlet
that allowed me to express my negative emotions in a productive way; it was a type of therapy for
me, but when my group home took away these privileges, I had very few healthy outlets remaining.
Another aspect of extracurricular activities that group homes overlook is the future impact that extracurricular activities have on college admissions. In order to be a strong candidate in a competitive
college admission process, foster youth should participate on sports teams and in organizations that
help develop leadership qualities. Reports show that participating in extracurricular activities has positive correlations with academic performance. In one study, participation in extracurricular activities was
found to be a large factor in a youth’s reading ability scores. “Multiple regression analyses indicated
that four factors – aspiration for higher education, placement in kinship care, participation in extracurricular activities, and drug use – accounted for 39% of the variance in reading ability scores” (Shin,
2003). Unfortunately, there are only a few states that have laws to support foster youth’s participation
in these activities.
Identity
Healthy identity development has proven to be a crucial indicator of success for you in out-of-home
care. Child protection manuals and literature emphasize that developing a sense of identity is one of
the most important elements in achieving good outcomes for children in out-of-home care (Moss,
2009).
Foster youth need to both develop and maintain parts of their identity throughout care and one
way this could be achieved is allow and encourage them to learn about their culture and to practice
their religious traditions. I remember a particular scenario where my group home mandated that the
residents attend religious services, yet not all of the youth were participants of that religion or even
religiously affiliated. The youth were documented and consequences were reinforced when the residents did not comply with religious activities. Group homes should have more opportunities for youth
to experience different religious practices, and allow youth to have the ability to opt out of religious
services without penalty.
Individuals need to feel a sense of safety in order to express their identity. However, youth in congregate care settings often are not personally safe for three reasons: peer-on-peer violence and gang-related activity, theft of personal belongings, and an insufficient number of adequately trained staff
(Freundlich, 2003). From my personal experiences at five separate group homes throughout South
Carolina, I discovered that group home staff are either inadequately trained or they are incapable of
resolving a crisis because they fear their own safety. This is also very common in school settings where
teachers fear for their own well-being because more aggressive youth are engaged in violent activ-
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ity, in which appropriate intervention cannot be implemented. Also in group homes, it is difficult to
supervise residents when they are in different locations throughout the home. Often, residents initiate
and participate in fights and the direct care staff is unaware.
Policy Recommendations
Recommendation #1: The federal government must require that licensed group home staff incorporate a transitional training module into their current training curriculum.
A transitional training module would focus on three core areas which foster youth emancipating from
care must possess competency: financial stability, education and identity/safety development. To
develop this module, the Secretary of Health and Human Services should organize a task force and
charge them with the development of a national transitional training curriculum. Once developed,
states who receive assistance under Title IV-E of the Social Security Act should be required to amend
their group home accreditation and licensing requirements to include this curriculum. The final modules should incorporate manuals and in-person training provided by individuals and organizations
that have expertise in each one of these aforementioned areas of adolescent development. Funding
for training group home staff and other related child welfare workers could be appropriated as part of
existing Title IV-E training funds.
Recommendation #2: The federal government should establish an annual National Congregate Care
Conference.
Throughout the year there are national conferences on a variety of child welfare issues. However,
there is not a national conference where group home and congregate care staff have the opportunity to meet and discuss issues affecting foster youth, develop best practices, and identify areas for
improvement. The federal government should create a national congregate care conference which
would allow residents of group homes across the country to come together and discuss the aforementioned issues. An internal youth leadership advisory team should be created within each group
home so there is youth voice incorporated into the conference.
Conclusion
A sense of stability and identity is nothing short of critical for youth who grew up in the child welfare
system. Congregate care was designed to be a temporary housing situation for youth whose parents
abandoned, neglected, and mistreated them. Unfortunately with the high number of youth currently
in the foster care system and the lack of quality foster homes, congregate care is often the only option
remaining. Current training and protocol used by the majority of U.S. group homes are not based in
understanding of what foster youth need and deserve when transitioning into and when exiting care.
As Members of Congress, you have the opportunity to change this.
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Leaving No Indian Child Behind
Daryle Conquering Bear
Congress should consider how to get back to the basics of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), which
states that “it is the policy of this Nation to protect the best interests of Indian children and promote
the stability and security of Indian tribes and families” and “reflect the unique values of Indian culture”
(1978). The best interests of the Native American child include an understanding of his or her identity
and connection to his or her culture as native youth. Currently, however, ICWA is failing to provide this
expressed best interest of the native child. Too many native youth are not connected to their culture
while in foster care and, as a result, many native youth exit out of care with questions about their
identity.

My Story
I am a Native American alumna of the U.S. foster care system.
I entered foster care at the young age of two and was moved
back and forth between reunification and the system until age
12. At 12, I was separated from my siblings and went on to live
in two group homes and two foster homes until I aged out of
care. It was through this experience that I lost ties and connections to loved ones on the reservation. My second foster
family was a loving Hispanic/Native couple. My foster parents
believed that families need to be together, so they invited my
brother to come live with us. During my junior year in high
school we advocated to have my other siblings come live with us as well. So, in my
senior year in high school I had the opportunity to have them all in my life. It was
great to be a big brother again. Looking back, I believe life in foster care was hard for
me because I wanted more opportunities to experience my Native American culture
– sun dances, naming ceremonies, pow wows, sweats, and medicine man experiences. I believe that I did not receive these opportunities because of a lack of funds in
the foster care system to support these cultural connections and activities. There was
also a lack of training and awareness of Native American customs by my state child
welfare agency. As a result, I aged out of foster care lacking the tribal, community, and
family support of my own culture. As an adult, I am still asking many questions about
my identity and culture. These questions are only slowly being answered. I want more
than anything to do something to change this so that native youth in foster care are
able to experience the sacred passages of Native American life while they grow up.
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Introduction
Understanding your identity is important for any young person, whether or not they are in foster care.
A Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative report, highlighting the research of the Search Institute,
found that any adolescent needs certain “building blocks for healthy youth development.” One key
building block is a positive identity, which includes “personal power, self-esteem, a sense of purpose,
and a positive view of one’s personal future” (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, n.d.).
Culture is a big part of an individual’s development and identity. Although these issues of identity and
culture are important for every child and foster child’s development, they are, perhaps, even more
so for native foster youth. The strengths of Native American culture, as identified by one researcher,
include “tribal identity, extended family, language, traditions, humor, ritual, group orientation, stories,
view of children, and spirituality” (Goodluck & Willetto, 2009). Family, community, tribe, and identity
are all interwoven.
Native youth who are not in care and are connected to their tribes have opportunities to attend sweat
lodges, vision quests, and various other native rites-of-passage that are important to the native culture. Most native youth in foster care do not get to experience these milestones in native life and lack
a connection to their native culture and identity as a result. The development of self-esteem as a Native American is critical for young people. Without cultural connections, native youth may suffer from
low self-esteem. And if they return to the reservation after care they feel like a spectator, because they
do not know how to participate in activities with the community, such as dances at a pow-wow.
A sense of purpose is also important to the Native culture. In Indian ways, the Creator has put us all
here for a purpose and that purpose in life comes through milestones in a young Native person’s life.
Native foster youth in non-native care do not get the opportunity to connect with the Creator during
these Native ceremonies and events and they may struggle to find a sense of purpose as to why they
were put here on earth.
Interestingly, a report on adolescent brain research highlighted by Jim Casey Youth Opportunities
Initiative found that youth who demonstrated resilience -- that is, an ability to overcome adversity –
had three common characteristics: human connections, a clear sense of identity, and a strong sense of
purpose. I believe that, in order for native youth to be more resilient, they need to be reconnected to
their native culture that promotes these same values (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, n.d.).
A 2009 report by the Annie E. Casey Foundation explains this concept more fully. The report talks
about the various aspects of the Native American community, which are important for Native American resilience and identity. The rainbow and its seven colors have a special meaning in native culture.
The seven themes of the rainbow are “ethos and values, religion and spirituality, language, extended
family, responses from culture, sense of humor, and moving forward to the Seventh Generation[.]” As
the native community, we look forward in time and think of those who will come after us and make
choices looking ahead seven generations (Goodluck &Willetto, 2009).
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I will share about a few of these themes. First, Religion and Spirituality are very important. We pray to
and keep connected through the Creator, who will give us strength and endurance to overcome the
journey we call life. Being spiritually connected in any culture is very important – just as it is in Native
American culture. Similarly, language is so sacred to Native Americans. I wish I could speak and talk
Lakota, but I never had the chance to learn in foster care. Finally, extended Family is described in the
Casey Foundation report: “Consisting of a larger social unit, Native American families are defined by
how they provide for children and the elderly in the human life cycle. Extended family often includes
blood relatives and also includes those related by clan, informal adoption, spiritual ties, and other
tribal community recognition processes” (Goodluck & Willetto, 2009).

Chart courtesy of Annie E. Casey Foundation Report, Seeing the Protective Rainbow (Goodluck & Willetto, 2009).

The federal government was prompted to draft the Indian Child Welfare Act in recognition of the
importance of Native culture. In addition, the government recognized the importance for Native
youth in foster care to maintain ties to their tribes and culture, particularly in view of how many Native
American children were being removed from their tribes.
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The Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978
As stated above, Congress enacted ICWA to connect native children to their tribes. ICWA was passed
during a time when many states had extremely high rates of Native American children being removed
from their families, placed in foster care, and adopted compared to non-Native children in those
states (Native American Rights Fund, 2012). In 1974, the Association of American Indians had surveyed states and found that “approximately 25-35% of all Indian children were separated from their
families and placed in foster homes, adoptive homes, or institutions” (Native American Rights Fund,
2012). Many of the concerns from the 1970s are still concerns today.
Basic ICWA Primer – The Law’s Key Points
The Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 made several key changes to the proceedings that can occur
when a child is identified as an “Indian Child.”
• ICWA defines “Indian Child” as “any unmarried person who is under age eighteen and is either (a)
a member of an Indian tribe or (b) is eligible for membership in an Indian tribe and is the biological child of a member of an Indian tribe” (Child Welfare Act, 1978). It is important to note that not
all Native American children in foster care are subject to ICWA under this definition. Only those
who are members of or eligible for membership in one of over 500 federally recognized tribes are
subject to ICWA (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005).
• ICWA establishes criteria for determining whether the tribe or state should have custody of the
child and make placement decisions.
o Tribes have exclusive jurisdiction for tribal children who reside on reservations.
o States and tribes have jurisdiction for tribal children who do not live on reservations.
• ICWA also establishes requirements for child welfare proceedings involving an “Indian child” in
state custody.
o Tribes and Indian parents must be notified of court hearings and have the right to inter		
vene at any time in the state’s proceedings.
o Transfer of jurisdiction from state to tribal courts is allowed.
• Parties must make “active efforts” to prevent the removal of an Indian child from a Native home
before placing the child in foster care.
• ICWA also establishes important foster care and adoptive placement preferences after an Indian
Child is removed from his or her home and requires that efforts are made to place the child with
relatives or tribal families, unless a good reason exists not to follow these placement preferences
(Indian Child Welfare Act, 1978).
Compliance with ICWA is Not Always Happening
Members of Congress may be familiar with a recent National Public Radio series from October 2011
that highlighted the State of South Dakota and shared that the state “removes an average of 700
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Native American children from their homes” each year (Sullivan & Walters, 2011, “Native foster care”).
The series discussed data from the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ)
which found that Native American children make up 13.4% of the total child population in South Dakota. And yet, 52.6% of the children in the state’s foster care system are Native American, with a disproportionality index rating of 3.9% (where over 1.0 reflects overrepresentation) (Summers, Wood, &
Russel, 2012). The NPR series also shared that “nearly 90 percent of Native American children sent to
foster care in South Dakota are placed in non-native homes or group care” (Sullivan & Walters, 2011,
“Native foster care”). The same NCJFCJ study showed that the nationwide disproportionality rate for
Native American/Alaskan Native children in foster care was 1.76% (Summers, et. al., 2012).
In researching for this paper, I searched for data on the number of Native American youth in both
Native and non-Native kinship, foster, adoptive, and group home placements. I reached out to the
National Indian Child Welfare Association, the National Resource Center for Tribes, Lakota Oyate
Wakanyeja Owicakiyapi, Inc., the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, Warm Springs
Councilwoman Lola So Happy, the Native Training Institute, the Tribal Law and Policy Institute, and
Casey Family Services; No one was able to provide this information. The federal government and
national organizations do not track this important data. Collecting, tracking, and analyzing this data
is important if we are going to learn about and fix the disproportionate numbers of Native Americans
entering into care and monitor their outcomes.
Just like ICWA did 34 years ago, the NPR series and NCJFCJ data highlight that there are still higher
numbers of Native American youth in foster care than in the general population, and that the reasons
behind these high numbers need to be researched and addressed. Specifically, some states need to
move away from the idea and practice that removal from the home is the only way to protect Native
American children and instead need to focus on helping these children keep their native identities
intact through connections to their community.
A 2006 national study found that claims that Native American children who were possibly being
neglected or abused were two times more likely to be investigated, two times more likely to be substantiated, and almost three times as likely to be placed in foster care than the general population
(Hill, 2007). The recent NPR series also reported that in some states, like South Dakota, there are still
very high removal rates for Native American families (Sullivan & Walters, 2011, “Incentives and cultural bias”). During the testimony given to Congress that led to ICWA’s passage, concerns about biases
against Native American ways and culture in state child welfare assessments and investigations was
one of the reasons for higher removal rates (Native American Rights Fund, 2012).
States need to invest appropriately in prevention of removal within Native American families, just
as they have done in many programs targeting the non-Native population. The need for prevention does not stop at the native border. Both states and the federal government have identified and
supported evidence-based strategies and programs that prevent children in the general population
from coming into care.
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A key strategy in safely reducing the number of children in foster care is preventing children’s entry into care whenever possible. A growing body of research documents the effectiveness of certain
strategies to keep children safe within their own families — strategies on which some state lawmakers have focused. Evidence-based programs that support and strengthen parents include the Nurse
Family Partnership, The Incredible Years, and the Triple P Positive Parenting Program.
Other approaches supported by evidence help prevent entry into foster care. For example, providing residential substance abuse treatment services for mothers and their children can be an effective
approach. Also effective are family team approaches that actively engage families in planning to
achieve safety for their children. In addition, some are using differential response approaches in which
child protective services bases its response to accepted reports of child abuse and neglect based on
such factors as the type and severity of the alleged maltreatment, the number and sources of previous
reports, and the willingness of the family to participate in services (Freundlich, 2010).
The federal government and tribes should apply these same strategies and programs in the Native
American communities and on reservations to minimize removal of children from their homes and
communities, thus reducing the number of out of home ICWA eligible placements.
2005 GAO Report on ICWA
In 2005, twenty-seven years after ICWA was passed, Congress took up the issue of ICWA by requesting a GAO report. This report was a long time in coming.
At the time of the GAO report, the most recent HHS data showed that Native American youth made
up 3% of over 800,000 total children in the U.S. foster care system and Native Americans made up
1.8% of the U.S. Population (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005). The report addressed
placement decisions for Native American children impacted by ICWA, examining whether delays were
occurring in foster or adoptive placements for these same children, and what the role of the federal government was in overseeing ICWA implementation by states (U.S. Government Accountability
Office, 2005).
The report notes several key points:
First, ICWA “did not give any federal agency direct oversight responsibility for states’ implementation
of the law,” but that the Administration of Children and Families (ACF) at the Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS) does review “some limited information” that states report in their Child
and Family Service Reviews (CFSRs), but that this information “is insufficient for ACF to assess states’
efforts to implement the law’s requirements.” GAO went on to explain that the CFSRs were not designed to review states’ performance on individual laws such as ICWA but are structured instead to
give oversight to states’ overall performances (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005).
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After analyzing the above issues, GAO felt there was little data that states collected that was useful to
assessing ICWA compliance and ultimately recommended that the Secretary of HHS require ACF to
review ICWA implementation information available through the CFSRs and require states to discuss in
their annual progress and services reports any significant ICWA issues not addressed in their program
improvement plans. In addition, ACF should consider using the information on ICWA implementation
in the Child and Family Services Reviews, annual progress reports, and program improvement plans to
target guidance and assistance to states in addressing any identified issues.
But HHS disagreed with GAO and said they do not have the authority, resources, or expertise to do
this (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005).
States Need to be Held Accountable
Currently, no mechanism exists to hold states accountable to complying with ICWA’s placement or
other requirements. The 2005 GAO report analyzed 51 state CFSRs and found that 10 states’ reports
did not discuss ICWA at all. Over 30 discussed concerns with how ICWA was being implemented in
the state but 12 of these same states’ Program Improvement Plans (PIPs) did not even address how to
correct these concerns (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005).
HHS has reached out to include Tribes in the CFSR review process, but its website states that HHS is
only able “to collect limited information” if Native American children who are identified as eligible for
ICWA are in the cases reviewed in the CFSR (Administration for Children and Families, 2009).
If states are not required to report ICWA compliance and implementation in their CSFRs and PIPs
and there is no federal agency with “direct oversight” of these issues (U.S. Government Accountability
Office, 2005), and we know that there continues to be a disproportionately high rate of Native American children in foster care, then Congress needs to look closely at this issue and create accountability
to make the intent of ICWA a reality. Congress needs to protect the best interests of ICWA eligible
children, thus allowing those children impacted by the law to maintain their cultural connections and
develop a healthy sense of identity as native youth.
Tribal Leadership
Until the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoption Act of 2008, tribes could not get
federal foster care and adoption funds. The law gives federal financial support as an option and many
tribes are looking into and taking advantage of this opportunity. As of now, there are three tribes with
the agreements: Warm Springs, Sac and Fox Nation, and the Navajo Nation. These tribes are stepping
forward to lead in the care of their own youth and need to be encouraged in this. States and tribes
need to continue to partner together to find successful outcomes for Native American youth.
ICWA works well when the tribes – which are part of the extended family concept in Native culture as
described above – can step forward as a community to take in their children. Elders and respected
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American Indian community members can play an important role of encouraging greater partnership
with the federal government and the states in child welfare issues by improving communications between the federal government, state governments, courts, and tribes. Leadership and communication
from the Native American community is very important.
Technically, ICWA is being followed if a Native American youth is in a Native American group home
or a group home that is approved by the tribe. Tribes and the federal government should partner
to create a recruitment campaign and train more Native American foster and adoptive parents for
placements for Native youth who are ICWA eligible. One idea is that this could be in the form of a
commercial advertisement like the National Ad Council uses for the federal AdoptUSKids Campaign.
In reality, even when ICWA is legally complied with for a youth and tribal placement preferences are
sought after, youth do not always have the opportunity to maintain their Native American cultural
ties and heritage. Many Native American youth who are ICWA eligible still end up being placed in
non-Native placements due to the low level of Native placements available for them as well as the
high and disproportionate rate of Native American youth in care. Many of these youth struggle to
reconnect with their culture and find their Native identity after aging out of foster care, like I did. Until
we have more research and information about this complex issue and efforts to collaborate with the
federal, state, and tribal governments go to the next level, we will not see the changes that we need
to see in the best interested of Indian children 34 years after ICWA was passed. We need Congress’s
leadership.
Conclusion
It has been 34 years since Morris K. Udall pioneered the Indian Child Welfare Act and it became law,
and seven years since the GAO conducted the first significant report to Congress analyzing portions
of the impact of this law. It is time for Congress to look at it again. More needs to be done. The law
needs to be fully implemented 34 years after its passage. Congress, I ask you to open your hearts and
minds and hear the stories of many Native American foster youth who find themselves in non-Native
American homes – especially those who are exiting care and returning to their reservations only to
find themselves a mere spectator to their culture. Maintaining connections to their culture is vital to
the development and identity of Native American foster youth. When you make the hard decisions
that you make on ICWA, please remember your decisions will affect the Native American children of
the future. Remember, as Native culture teaches, that the decisions we make affect seven generations
after us.

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

91

Recommendations
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Congress needs to collect data on the Indian Child Welfare Act’s (ICWA) implementation among
states and tribes to see where gaps in compliance still exist and where the intent of the law, in
the best interests of Indian children and promoting the stability and security of Indian tribes and
families, can better be fulfilled by maintaining tribal placements and connections for Native American foster youth. Congress could collect data by requiring the Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS) to collect information from state and tribal agencies and courts on the number of
placements of Native American foster children in Native versus non-Native kinship, guardianship,
foster, adoptive, and group homes and the length of time Native youth stay in each placement.
After HHS collects this information, they could put out a Request for Proposals for Researchers to
analyze this information on how ICWA can be better implemented.
Congress should also require HHS to include questions regarding ICWA implementation and compliance in state Child and Family Service Reviews (CFSR) to provide accountability to states who
might otherwise not address or comply with ICWA standards. While HHS stated they do not have
the authority to do this (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2005), Congress can give them
the authority in law. Currently, because the CFSRs do not evaluate ICWA practices, states’ Program
Improvement Plans do not include them either.
Members of Congress should also request a new GAO report, since seven years have passed
since the last federal report on ICWA. This report should look at the same issues as the prior
report and go further to also analyze the role of judges and social workers in ICWA cases in order
to assess gaps in compliance and recommend solutions.
The relevant committees in Congress should once again hold hearings on ICWA like they did in
1977. Tribal leaders, national and state ICWA workers, tribal child welfare organizations, and tribal
court judges should testify, along with their state counterparts. Testimonies should also include
those who are first hand witnesses to ICWA – the Native American foster youth themselves.
Congress should enact a law that enables Native American children in non-Native foster placements to practice their own cultural beliefs and attend cultural events. An example of this is how
the Fostering Connections to Success Act requires that foster youth who are moved to a new
foster home have to have transportation funded to stay in their previous school. In the same way,
Congress could require transportation or other funding support for Native American youth who
are in non-Native placements to participate in opportunities to experience Native culture like sun
dances, naming ceremonies, pow wows, sweats, and medicine man experiences.
Congress should also create, fund, and support a federal ICWA tribal relations coordinator at HHS
and also ICWA state-tribal liaison positions in states to be staffed by individuals educated in both
child welfare and tribal culture. This would help state and tribes’ child welfare workers and court
officials communicate and collaborate more effectively.
Congress should incentivize a national recruitment strategy to recruit Native American foster and
adoptive parents in partnership with state child welfare agencies and tribal leaders so that when
ICWA is followed, there are enough tribal placements for Native American foster children. An idea
for this is that the National Ad Council could create a commercial to find more Native homes for
Native foster youth.

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

Having Options Provides Empowerment
“Because sometimes, the simple fact of knowing there are
other options can give you HOPE.”

Cristina Miranda
Each year, tens of thousands of families are separated for reasons that could have been prevented,
such as inadequate parenting skills, high stress, and the recurring cycle of abuse and neglect. We can
and should do a better job in preventing children from entering the foster care system whenever possible. Making sure that families receive the support services they need would not only save the federal
government money, but it could also help save the lives of children. The moment a child enters the
foster care system, he or she becomes more likely than his or her non-foster care peers to have
negative outcomes. The 2011 Chapin Hall Midwest Study informs us that the foster youth who aged
out were “three times more likely to not have a high school diploma or GED” compared to non-foster
youth. The youth who did not experience the foster care system were “almost six times more likely to
have a post-secondary degree and nine times more likely to have a degree from a four year school”
(Courtney et al., 2011).
Education is not the only life domain that is impacted from the experience of life in the foster care
system; employment is also affected. According to the Midwest Study, only 46% of the former foster youth were employed, while 80% of the general population held a job (Courtney, et al., 2011). In
addition to education and employment downfalls, nearly 32% of the women in foster care become
parents before the age of eighteen. Finally, parents who are alumni of the foster care system are almost twice as likely as non-former foster youth to see their own children placed in foster care (Khoury
& Kelly, n.d.).
No child should ever be abused, neglected, or experience the trauma of being separated from parents, but unfortunately, all of the above have shaped the reality of the 408,425 children who were in
foster care during the 2010 fiscal year (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011). When
a child is separated from his or her biological family, the trauma he or she experiences may produce
negative consequences for the rest of his or her life. This is not to say that a child should never be
removed from an abusive environment; rather, that the professionals dealing with these situations
should be ever mindful of the repercussions. “Removal from the home and replacement in the home
can lead to feelings of instability, loss of status and a loss of control as children may always expect
and fear that they can be removed and replaced at any time without explanation” (Schneider & Vivky,
2005). Research shows that when a child’s removal from his or her parents is traumatic, the experience
can create mistrust, which causes psychological problems and personality disorders (UPenn Collaborative on Community Integration, n.d.).
According to the 2010 Adoption and Foster Care Analysis (AFCARS) report, 51% of children exiting
foster care were ultimately returned to their biological families (U.S. Department of Health and Human
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Services, 2011). This statistic alone demonstrates the importance of having programs and policies in
place that aim to increase the number of children whose families receive the help they need before
foster care placement occurs. Another benefit of getting involved with a family early on is that it can
help to reduce the risk of re-entry. About 25% of all children who go home will return to the foster
care system at some point, often within one year of reunification (Wulczyn, 2004). Once the foster
care system is triggered it may be increasingly difficult for the state to meet the needs of the family
within in the timeframes established by the Adoption and Safe Families Act. “Many states with a relatively high percentage of children reunified in less than 12 months also had a relatively high percentage of children re-entering foster care in less than 12 months” (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2009).
Prevention not only saves lives, it saves money
Being able to identify and address issues within families long before they ever occur is not only better
for the child, but also saves the system money in the long run. By focusing on prevention, the state
child welfare agency is able to save on costs, such as removal of the child by police, court hearings,
payments for support of the child, and other out-of-home costs.
The theory that preventing child abuse and neglect saves money is a well-documented one. A 1992
study shows the cost of responding to child maltreatment in Michigan was $823 million annually,
including the estimated costs associated with low-weight births, child fatalities and preventable infant
mortality, medical treatment, child protective services, foster care, juvenile and adult criminality, and
psychological problems. In contrast, the cost of providing prevention services to all first-time parents
in Michigan was estimated at $43 million annually (Caldwell, 1992). A similar study commissioned by
the Colorado Children’s Trust Fund estimated that responding to child maltreatment costs Colorado
$402 million annually, whereas services for high-risk families cost Colorado just $24 million annually
(Gould &O’Brien, 1995).
The savings that come from serving youth in their homes rather than in foster care are also known.
While the cost of maintaining children in foster care varies from state to state, foster care always
proves more expensive than prevention services. For example, in 2007 the State of Kentucky spent an
average of $4,564 to provide family preservation services to one family in comparison to the $21,282
spent to place one child in out-of-home placement for 9 months (Kentucky Youth Advocates, 2011).
In addition, the Center for Family Representation states that its preservation model costs far less than
foster care. “At a minimum, foster care costs $29,000 per year, per child in New York State. CFR’s teams
cost just $6,000 per family. CFR’s work in 2011 alone will yield more than $6.9 million in savings for
New York taxpayers” (Center for Family Representation, n.d.).
As the federal government begins to consider whether the way it funds child welfare makes sense,
it should consider the issues raised by the following quote: “if we can invest resources that we now
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spend to have kids in foster care, and utilize them to help stabilize families so that they can take
care of their own kids, that would be better for the kids, better for the families, and better for the
child-welfare system… The system’s past failures are not due to lack of resources. They really are not….
resources have been poorly allocated. It is cheaper to provide services for families than to house kids
in group homes, which can cost the system $72,000 a year per child” (National Center for Housing &
Child Welfare, n.d.).
Perhaps one of the reasons that state child welfare agencies are not running to convert all of their
foster care programs into prevention focused programs is that their federal funding might be cut if
they do, especially if their programs are so effective that they achieve their stated goal of reducing
the likelihood that a child comes into care. Yes, that is right. Under current federal law, when states
reduce the number of children in foster care they “lose” the federal share of savings associated with
that reduction. This loss limits their ability to invest in the services needed to keep children out of
foster care through early intervention. Making matters worse, the majority of funding that the federal
government provides to states is only available after the youth comes into care and can only be used
to cover his or her care outside of the home. What this means is that programs that attempt to assist
a family at risk, without having to remove the child, are most often funded by state and local dollars.
The reasons children enter foster care and how they are preventable
One thing to note from the start is that there is no single, absolute cause of child abuse. The factors
that cause a child to be abused differ as much as the types of families that are likely to suffer from the
risks of child abuse and neglect. What we do know about abuse and neglect is that it is often the result of not one, but multiple factors acting in concert to bring strain on the parent and child relationship. Stated differently, the presence of known risk factors does not always lead to family violence, and
factors that may cause violence in one family may not result in violence in another family (DePanfilis &
Salus, 1992).
Using data from the National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being (NSCAW) reflected in the
following chart, one third of the families investigated for child abuse and neglect reflected poor parenting skills. About 52% of the families investigated for child abuse and neglect reflected high stress
within the family, 54% of the families investigated only had one supportive caregiver, and 22% of the
caregivers in the families investigated had experienced abuse or neglect themselves (House Ways and
Means Committee, 2008).
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(House Ways and Means Committee, 2008)

In comparison to families in which the custodial parent is mentally ill, incarcerated, or deceased, families whose relationships are strained due to poor parenting skills, high stress, and a history of neglect
have needs that are possible for the system to meet with a relatively simple intervention before foster
care is needed. For instance, a parent with poor parenting skills can be taught the skills required to
understand and address the needs of their own children. Parents who experienced abuse or neglect
themselves or were in the foster care system may not be aware that the behavior they experienced is
not acceptable. These parents can easily be directed to family and individual therapy to cope with the
past and parenting courses to learn a more appropriate way to parent.
It is also easier for the system to immediately address a relatively minor, short term risk such as insufficient child care, than it is to help a family address the consequences of a parent with a mental or
physical illness. Sometimes families just need to be connected to resources, and other times they may
need intensive in-home services. Providing families with necessary resources would prevent removal,
which causes undue trauma to children that can “lead to an irreparable sense of loss that can stunt
development and lead to behavioral problems” (Silver et al., 1999).
Finally, it is important to note that a significant number of children come into care after the family has
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experienced a highly stressful event, such as a job loss, eviction, a divorce, or the death of a parent.
Without supports, families who experience these setbacks can trigger other problems such as substance abuse and domestic violence. To the extent possible, the system should recognize these events
and provide assistance to the family before the circumstances require out of home care.
One size does not fit all
Differential response is a very innovative technique for evaluating the needs of families that has been
around since the late 1990’s and is in use in several states, but not all. Seventy to eighty percent of reports of child abuse are unsubstantiated and, according to Casey Family Programs (CFP), “traditionally,
the child welfare system responds to reports of possible abuse or neglect with the same set of protocols for all reports, regardless of the severity of the report” (2007). CFP also found that “the majority
of reports are less severe cases involving families under stress and in need of help. These families
traditionally receive no help until their problems escalate through a cycle of worsening difficulties and
repeat reports; eventually, some of them lose their children to the system” (2007).
Differential response offers child welfare workers the flexibility necessary to meet the individual needs
of the vulnerable families in need of help, and it offers an up-front assessment, intervention, and
support services (Casey Family Programs, 2007). In a differential response model, instead of an investigation, family members are engaged in an assessment of the family’s needs and strengths. Research
shows that families who receive an assessment rather than an investigation are more likely to be
receptive to and engaged in the receipt of services when they are approached in a non-adversarial,
non-accusational manner.
Programs exist that successfully address these issues without the need for foster care
There are countless programs that exist that have been proven to successfully address these reasons
without the need for foster care. The following examples are just a few that address an underlying
need while at the same time keeping the families together.
Parent education classes are available in nearly every county of every state. These classes “focus on
decreasing parenting practices and behaviors associated with child abuse and neglect.” Some of the
skills parents develop from participating in these classes include positive discipline techniques, learning age appropriate child development skills, and receiving support for positive interaction with their
children (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010).
Crisis nurseries have also proven very effective in reducing stress in families. They are emergecy based
child care facilities available to parents of all income backgrounds. Almost all of the crisis nurseries are
available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Crisis nurseries are not only a shelter for children, but they
also offer family support services such as parent education. According to a study conducted by the
ARCH National Respite Network, if the crisis nursery had not been available, 27% of the families who
utilize these would have kept the child with them in a situation that may have been inappropriate for
a child, as the alternative. Eighteen percent of parents would have left the child with someone that

Foster Youth Internship Report: Hear Me Now
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

97

they did not feel comfortable with as a caregiver to their children, 15% would have kept the child with
them in an environment where he or she may have been exposed to danger, and 10% would have
requested foster care placement as the alternative (Arch National Respite Network, 2007).
Another great program model that targets parenting skills, stress in families, and the neglect cycle
is SHIELDS for Families program which offers over 30 programs including preservation, alternative
response, and up-front assessment programs. Some of the services they provide include home visits,
home outreach counseling, emergency housing, and programs that link families to community resources. “Through collaboration with partners with similar credibility in the community and DCFS,
SHIELDS has been able to address the various needs of families who not only have problems including employment, legal issues, child care, personal counseling, and other health needs but who have
had difficulty navigating through the systems in which these services can be obtained” (SHIELDS for
Families, 2012).
Recommendations
Congress should dedicate more focus to prevent foster care placement and reduce the number of
children who are in the foster care system by providing and connecting support services to families
rather than splitting families and causing more trauma to our children. Congress should:
•

•

•

•

•

Remove any financial disincentives that prevent states from keeping families together. The current model is to remove the child from the family while providing services to the child. If we keep
the family together while providing services to the parent, we are more likely to keep the family
together long term. Research suggests that helping families stay together provides much better
outcomes for children than splitting the families and having children enter the foster care system.
Educate states on the advantages of having a support services model that recognizes that one
size does not fit all. Every family’s problems are unique not only to that family, but also based on
the city and state where the family is residing. The Department of Health and Human Services
should work with states not currently using models such as differential response and educate
them about the potential benefits of this approach.
Provide flexible funding. The federal government should provide more flexibility in the funds that
are given to states for child welfare and allow for more of these funds to be utilized for family
preservation. Currently, only the small amount of title IV-B funds are allowed to be invested into
preservation programs.
Create a Re-Investment Fund. The government needs to remove any existing financial incentives
to keep or place children in care. Currently, title IV-E funding is distributed based on the number
of children each state has in foster care. The more children a state has in foster care, the more
money it receives. This model functions as an incentive for states to remove children from their
families, rather than helping them stay together. The PEW Commission on Foster Care suggested
that the federal government allow states to reinvest costs saved by smartly and safely reducing
the number of children in foster care into other child welfare services. (The Pew Commission on
Children in Foster Care, 2004).
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Lifelong Connections: You Determine My Fate
Dashun Jackson
“Each problem has hidden in it an opportunity so powerful that it literally dwarfs the problem. The
greatest success stories were created by people who recognized a problem and turned
it into an opportunity.”- Joseph Sugarman, Author and Businessman
In 2010, one out of every ten children in the U.S. foster care system was emancipated from foster care
at the age of 18 (McCoy-Roth, DeVooght, & Fletcher, 2011). Twenty-five percent of foster care alumni
who aged out did not have a high school diploma or GED (Courtney, Dworsky, Cusick, Havlicek, Perez,
& Keller, 2007). Over half of the youth who aged out of foster care experienced one or more episodes
of homelessness, and nearly 30% were incarcerated at some point – many times the rate for other
young adults (McCoy-Roth, DeVooght, & Fletcher, 2011). Youth who aged out of foster care were less
likely to be employed or to have health insurance than were their peers who had not been in foster
care (Courtney, Kushel, Gee & Yen, 2007).

National Foster Care Month Fact Sheet (National Foster Care Month, 2005)

In California, the state with the largest amount of children in the U.S. foster care system, 90% of the
foster youth who became homeless upon aging out did so because they had no source of income
after exiting care, another 65% did not even graduate high school, and 90% did not have an adult to
turn to (Human Rights Watch, 2010). These statistics confirm what many of us who are alumni of the
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system know too well; foster youth are placed into a battle they cannot win because they have not
acquired the lifelong connections and necessary skills to have safer and more successful transitions. I
would suggest that if more state child welfare agencies were to implement programs that were better
focused on helping these youth establish connections with at least one caring adult and developing
within themselves the skills they need to function as an adult, these outcomes would improve.
Life-Long Connections
A permanent caring adult is important to the survival of a foster
youth because they provide guidance, mentorship, support, and
stability. Studies have shown that in order for a foster youth to
excel into adulthood, they need a role model to help guide them
along the right path. Research has found that “without a strong
attachment to at least one responsible and caring adult, youth
are at risk for lifelong difficulties in establishing and maintaining
relationships with others and for becoming independent, successfully handling emotions and managing stress” (Evan B. Donaldson
Adoption Institute, 2011). Furthermore, it has been proven that
while youth “with ongoing connections with family fare better after
care” (Courtney, Piliavin, Grogan- Kaylor & Nesmith, 2001). Thus,
services that prepare youth for life after emancipation rarely work
on developing, maintaining, or managing such relationships (Evan
B. Donaldson Institute, 2011).
Recently released brain research reveals that ages 12-18 are critically important years in human development because it is during
this time that adolescents begin to develop the most important
connections with people, and it is at this time when they discover
who they are as individuals (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011). “By the age of 25, young people need to be ‘connected’, that is, ‘embedded in networks—families, friends, and communities—that provide guidance, support, and help, both financial
and otherwise, when they face the crises that are an inevitable
part of the transition’ to adulthood” (Wald & Martinez, 2003). Brain
research reveals that any child cannot mature or develop properly without human connections and the emotional support and
guidance those relationships provide, yet thousands of children are
leaving the system each year without such connections.
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“In the context of growth and development, a single nurturing relationship has been found to make a
major difference in a child’s life” (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011). The power of a single
adult does make a world of a difference. “Connection to caring, supportive adults has been found to
exert a powerful impact in supporting the brain’s altering of itself in healthy ways” (Jim Casey Youth
Opportunities Initiative, 2011).
Studies show that foster youths are also leaving without the basic knowledge of how to develop
healthy, long relationships. It is most difficult for an unattached child to grow socially. They have great
difficulty learning to build and maintain relationships of any sort. Having received little love, they have
trouble giving it and may lack the ability to trust others. Youth with a history of abuse and neglect
also suffer from having experienced the feeling of betrayal or rejection by the very people they were
told would love them forever. This can cause many emotional issues for youth, most of which could
affect their future relationships.
Looking back on my life, I have benefitted from having had several adults by my side during this time.
If I have questions or need a safety net to fall into, I turn to them. They taught and reinforced my social skills, helped me to understand healthy relationships, and provided me with the stability and connection to family every adolescent not only desires but needs. Because I was lucky enough to obtain
these lifelong connections, I have been able to develop a family outside of my biological family. This
family has helped me graduate from high school and begin my first year in college. They helped me
discover who I am as a person, and they gave me the greatest gift they can give – the gift of hope.
Why are foster youth not receiving these lifelong connections?
Sadly, there are many reasons why youth in care and, in particular, youth over 12 years old are not
making lifelong connections. Below I will focus on three of these reasons, as I believe they effect the
greatest number of youth overall. The first is that states have the option to choose life-long foster
care, more commonly referred to as Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement (APPLA), as a
permanency option. The second is that approximately 61,000 youth ages 12-18 are currently living in
group homes. The third is that the programs and policies currently used by States to prepare youth
for the transition from care suggest that being an adult means living independently of other people. Each of these reasons and its effect on a youth’s opportunity to establish lifelong connections is
explored below.
APPLA
APPLA is the term used to describe a provision included in the Adoption and Safe Families Act in
1997. It was intended by Congress that this permanency option was only to be used when all other
options including returning home, placement with a “fit and willing” relative, adoption and guardianship, have been deemed not to be in the best interests of the child. This option might be appropriate
for children whose biological parents are unable to physically care for them, but who otherwise provide them a healthy parent to child relationship.
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Over the past decade APPLA has been used by state child welfare agencies as a replacement for
the once popular term: long term foster care. According to a recent analysis by the Congressional
Research Service, APPLA has seemingly become “a catchall for whatever temporary plan is needed
when none of the preferred permanency plans are practical” (2012). Advocates are concerned that
instead of being a rarely used exception, “APPLA has become a default permanency goal for some
children in foster care.” (Congressional Research Service, 2012).
Simply put, APPLA does not work to provide for lifelong connections because it was never intended
to be a life-long permanency goal. Under the best case scenario, youth with this permanency goal are
able to maintain relationships with caseworkers or foster parents beyond the age of 21. What is more
disturbing perhaps, is that in FY2010 five percent of children aged nine; 10% of children at age 15,
and over 50% of youth between the ages of 18 and 20 had a permanency goal of emancipation or
long term foster care (Congressional Research Service, 2012). These numbers are not acceptable as
they more often than not deprive youth of lifelong relationships he or she needs to thrive.
Congregate Care
Congregate care has also been shown to reduce youths’ likelihood of making lifelong connections.
According to a Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative study (2011), “in FY 2010, more than 61,000
young people in care lived in congregate care setting, where opportunities to rebuild or build enduring family relationships are generally limited, placing them at further risk of aging out without a
family.” Youth who live in these settings are often cut off from biological family members and friends.
More than likely, their closest relationships are with other youth in the group home or members of
the group home staff. Even these relationships can be complicated as the turnover for both staff and
residents in group homes is extremely high.
Independent Living
Under the illusion of independent living, youth who age out of the foster care system are told by their
caseworkers that they “must possess certain skills or competencies in order to function autonomously
once they are no longer in the care of the state” (Antle, B., Johnson L., Barbee, A., & Sullivan, D.) Youth
who leave the foster care system are often given the impression that their innate need to connect with
others for support is somehow abnormal, and so they instead go about putting in place the pieces
(a job, a place to live, school) that allow them to survive on their own. Some scholars suggest that
interdependent living is a more appropriate framework than independent living for practice with these
youth (Propp, Ortega, & NewHart, 2003). According to this source, “interdependent living is when
an individual depends upon others in areas in which he/she lacks the capacity to function on his/her
own.” In this way, foster youth are no different than their peers who rely upon friends and family for
advice, information, and connection (Barth, 1990).
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“There is no end to education. It is not that you read a book, pass an examination, and finish with
education. The whole of life, from the moment you are born to the moment you die, is a process of
learning.” --Jiddu Krishnamurti
Necessary Life Skills:
In a report released by the Human Rights Watch (2010), many former and current foster youth said
that if they were prepared earlier in the system to take on life skills, they would have been more ready
to take on such a task as basic survival. These necessary life skills are those skills you would teach
your own child such as making good judgment, responsibility, discipline, critical thinking, networking,
problem solving, communication, independence, and resiliency. These simple, but essential skills could
mean the difference between being homeless and having sustainable living. I never thought about it
at the time, but I know now that by being asked by my foster father to complete chores and manage
an allowance, I was being taught responsibility.
Studies have emphasized how meaningful some of these skills are to the outcomes of youth into
adulthood. “Independence is, indeed, the appropriate goal, but the modern transition to adulthood is
long and complex, and chances of success are much enhanced by continued support. More than ever,
adolescents benefit from assuming responsibility gradually, while receiving continued guidance from
concerned adults. “Traditional markers of adulthood such as marriage and reaching an age attached
with decreases in legal restrictions (18 and 21), are much less important than accepting responsibility for the consequences of one’s actions, deciding on personal values and beliefs independently of
parents or other influences, and financial independence from parents” (Antle, B., Johnson L., Barbee,
A., & Sullivan, D.).
After the difficulties that youth in foster care faced earlier in life, their need for continuing assistance
from adults is no doubt greater than that of most other youth” (Osgood, Foster, & Courtney, 2010). As
youth in foster care get older, they have more restrictions placed on them, while children in the general population are learning the skill of independence.
Why foster youth are not receiving necessary skills?
As was stated above, independent living courses are not designed to teach skills, as they place more
emphasis on tasks and lack the ability to teach skills and experience in a meaningful context. Though
learning the functions of a task such as opening a bank account, learning how to cook, or learning
how to look for housing are important, the skills of learning how to manage that bank account, taking
the responsibility to feed yourself or others, and learning the responsibilities of taking care of a house
is crucial to the success of a foster youth. These youth are taught how to cook and apply for jobs, but
they do not have the opportunity to put it into practice.
A report evaluating the life skills training program of Los Angeles County, California states, “child welfare authorities should not expect classroom-based life skills training to suffice as a strategy to prepare
foster youth for adulthood” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.). In contrast, in
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an evaluation of the “Advocates to Successful Transition to Independence,” a foster youth mentoring
training program, youth reported their independent living skills had improved and that they experienced better social and emotional outcomes (Osterling & Hines, 2006). “Some youth noted that independent living training with their advocates was more meaningful than classroom equivalents because
the former provided practical, hands-on experiences in the context of supportive relationships” (Evan
B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2011).
I was lucky enough to enter the home of Mr. Raymond G. in June 2007, who is now my lifelong connection. From the moment I entered his home, he began helping me develop the necessary skills to
become a young man transitioning into adulthood. He would make me watch documentaries and
write reports on them and he pushed me to join foster groups and showed me the gift of giving back
to my community. He established the task such as following a schedule and checking in, saying Mr.
and Ms., speaking about my feelings, and even managing my allowances. Although I didn’t realize it
at the time, it was allowing me to strengthen the skills such as responsibility, accountability, respect,
discipline, and effective communication that have proven necessary to my transition into manhood.
He was shaping and helping mold me into a man. The important thing to consider is that he started
helping me develop these skills the very second I stepped foot into his home, and he reinforced them
with life examples. And, most importantly, he was not the only one; I had a great team: a CASA worker, a CAP attorney, and a host of others that stepped in to teach me skills.
Recommendations:
To ensure that all youth exiting care have the lifelong connections and life skills necessary for them to
succeed as adults, the federal government should:
•
•
•

•

•

Amend APPLA so it is no longer used as a catch all for older youth.
Encourage states to use their Title IV-E training dollars to provide training in life skills
development for foster parents.
Amend Chafee Foster Care Independent Living Programs (CFCIP). CFCIP programs need to
be reframed so as to not emphasize tasks but instill skills such as responsibility, independence, resiliency, discipline, and problem solving. Also, as was discussed above, classroom settings are not
effective for teaching life skills. Independent living programs should instead focus on reinforcing
the tasks by modeling the skills for the youth and then taking lessons outside of the four walls of a
classroom and into the real world.
Provide enough funding for all youth who age out of care to have a CASA. Youth need
to be connected with programs such as the CASA foundation and other programs that provide
mentors and advocates. These programs have shown that they have adults willing to step in and
provide these connections.
Treat foster children as you would your own children.
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A Pill for Every Problem:
Overmedication and Lack of Mental Health Services
Cassandra Cook
Foster youth are often inappropriately misdiagnosed, overmedicated and lack access to qualified
trauma-informed therapists who can best address their specific mental health needs. Inappropriate
use of psychotropic medication occurs when psychiatric or behavioral disorders are misdiagnosed
and when prescriptions are improperly used to address normal behavior in children. Unfortunately,
medication may be the preferred form of treatment because it is seen as less expensive or viewed as
a more convenient way for some caregivers to manage the behavior of a child in their care. These
approaches are problematic because they do not truly address the cause of a child’s troublesome
behavior.
An All Too Common Story of a Former Foster Youth
Kyle came from a very abusive, dysfunctional, and unstable home. When he was put into care he
was forced to see a therapist. Kyle grew up not being able to trust his own parent; he was not able to
open up or even talk during therapy sessions. Since he would not open up to his therapist, she quickly
diagnosed him as having serious mental health issues. This therapist should have better understood
that youth that come from an abusive background usually have difficulties developing relationships.
Kyle continued to be misdiagnosed regularly, sometimes by therapists and psychiatrists he had not
even spoken with. At times, he was taking six to eight pills at once. He experienced constant side
effects that altered his way of living, such as allergic reactions, weight gain, rashes, migraines, muscle
spasms, nausea, fatigue, pain, and swelling. When Kyle “acted-out” in his group home he was physically dragged into what he called “the dungeon.” Kyle was acting-out because he could not control his
behavior, due to his body’s response to adverse reactions from the medications that were changing
his normal brain chemistry.
Kyle verbally refused these medications but was told he had no choice—he had to take them or be
punished until he cooperated. Because he tried to refuse to take the medication, he was called defiant. This had severe implications for Kyle. He was not allowed to move into a foster home because he
was labeled as a youth with “violent behavior.”
The good news is that this story has a happy ending. Today, Kyle is successful and functioning very
well in life, despite the misdiagnoses and being forced to take psychotropic medications as a foster
youth.
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Overuse of Psychotropic Drugs Among Foster Youth
A recent U.S. Government Accountability (GAO) report and ABC News Series captured Congress’s attention by highlighting that foster youth are at risk of more frequent and higher diagnoses of psychotropic medications than children who are not in care. In a two year study of five different states, GAO
found that foster children receive psychotropic medications 2.7 to 4.5 times more often than non-foster children enrolled in Medicaid (U.S Government Accountability Office, 2011). ABC News also found
that foster children are prescribed psychotropic medication at 13 times the rate of non-foster children
(Abdelmalek, Adhikari, Koch, Diaz, &Weinraub, 2011).
Not only are foster youth as a whole being overprescribed psychotropic medications, but individual
foster youth are being overmedicated as well. Research shows that 0.11 to 1.33% of foster youth were
prescribed five or more psychotropic medications compared to 0.01 to 0.07% of non-foster youth
(U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2011). Another study found that 41% of children in foster care
were given three or more psychotropic medications within a single month (Administration for Children
and Families, 2008). The GAO report pointed out that current FDA research does not support the use
of five or more psychotropic drugs by one child. GAO also stated that prescribing multiple psychotropic medications is a high risk practice due to an increased likelihood of severe side effects and adverse
reactions, such as diabetes and high cholesterol (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2011).
The use of multiple psychotropic medications also lessens a physician’s ability to understand which
medications are effective in treating the patient’s underlying mental health issue. What is worse, many
foster youth in care are given dosages of medication that exceed the recommended maximum dosage approved by the FDA. GAO found that foster children receive non-approved maximum dosages
at 1.12 to 3.27 percent compared to 0.16 to 0.56 percent of non-foster children (U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2011). “Of all the psychiatric medications, antipsychotics are, by far, the most
prescribed, especially for foster children. Foster children are given antipsychotics at a rate nine times
higher than children not in foster care,” (Abdelmalek, et. al., 2011).
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The following chart from the Department of Health and Human Services depicts the levels of use of
psychotropic drugs, by placement type, among the children the U.S. child welfare system encounters.

Chart courtesy of U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children’s Bureau. (2012).

In addition to being overmedicated, many foster youth are given medications that are not normally
prescribed to children. For example, many psychotropic medications are being prescribed “off label”.
The long-term safety and efficacy of using these medications have not yet been heavily tested, except
for limited clinical trials. (Regan, Levay Stewart, Wright, & Alkhatib., 2008). A report by the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services and the University of Texas at Austin College of Pharmacy
stated that “it is recognized that many psychotropic medications do not have Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved labeling for use in children” (Texas Department of Family and Protective
Services and The University of Texas at Austin College of Pharmacy, 2010).
The 2011 GAO report recommended that the Secretary of HHS endorse guidance to state Medicaid
and child welfare agencies on best practices published by the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP). AACAP guidelines on best practices for monitoring psychotropic medications should include: informed consent, oversight, consultation, and information sharing regarding
the youth in care (GAO, 2011).. In response to the GAO report, HHS promised to expand its efforts
to find best practices for foster children with mental health needs including working with states to
establish a system to identify mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes of maltreatment, providing
assistance in serving the child’s needs, and improving the quality of care and data reporting.
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The Administration for Children and Families (ACF) promised to deliver guidance immediately to
states so that they can cultivate their own procedures and systems (U.S. Government Accountability
Office, 2011). HHS is still currently considering the guidance they will issue, but released an information memorandum in April, 2012 that began to look at this subject and “encourages increasing access
to clinically appropriate screening, assessment, and evidence-based interventions for foster children
with mental health and trauma-related needs” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2012). However, it is important to note that states are not obligated to follow the guidance that HHS
issues. ABC News highlighted this lack of meaningful regulation: “states are not obligated to follow
consent and oversight best principle guidelines… many states are also not following oversight provisions required by law” (Abdelmalek, et. al., 2011).
Speaking Up for Foster Youth and Consent
For foster youth in the care of state agencies, the government is their parent. These youth depend on
the government to provide protection and to serve in their best interest. The regulation of medication for youth in care does not mirror the regulation of medication of youth in general. Youth typically
have parents to monitor their medications and to ensure that decisions made are in their best interest.
Foster youth, on the other hand, usually do not have parents or personally invested individuals to
advocate for their best interest. Therefore, it is important that the youth have the ability to consent to
decisions about their own mental and physical health.
Foster youth who grow up in California’s foster care system are not able to consent or deny prescribed psychotropic medication. Instead, a judge is allowed to give consent on their behalf and if the
court finds that the drugs are appropriate, they must take the medications. Currently, the California
Welfare and Institution Code provides that any dependent prescribed psychotropic medication shall
have the consent of the Juvenile Court (Cal. Welf. & Inst. Code §369.5(a)). This requirement is problematic because judges often lack the requisite knowledge to make a decision that is independent of
the opinion of a psychiatrist. Thus, having a judge give consent is not an effective way of appropriately regulating psychotropic medications. A better approach is the one taken by the Department of
Children and Families in Connecticut, which protects against the overmedication of children by having
several department physicians meet to discuss a child’s case and as a group make recommendations
to the judge (Worthington, 2011).
Every state has a different definition of informed consent. In Tennessee, informed consent requires
the youth to (1) have adequate information regarding the diagnosis and the consequences of treatment or non-treatment, (2) have the capacity to decide, and (3) have an absence of coercion (Regan,
et. al., 2008). In Texas, “[i]nformed consent to treatment with psychotropic medication entails diagnosis, expected benefits and risks of treatment, including common side effects, discussion of laboratory
finds, and uncommon but potentially severe and adverse events. Alternative treatments, the risks
associated with no treatment, and the overall potential benefit to risk ratio of treatment should be
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discussed” (Texas Department of Family Protective Services & The University of Texas at Austin College
of Pharmacy, 2010).
In emergency situations or severe circumstances in which youth are unable to provide informed
consent, the federal government should have certain standards in place to protect the child’s best
interest. Two ways to protect a child’s best interest include: using two anonymous psychiatric opinions
and requiring that state child welfare departments have trained trauma-informed psychiatrists on call
to assess the child’s needs. It is important that the psychiatrists are anonymous so that the diagnosis
is not biased in favor of other psychiatrists or child welfare agencies that may want to keep the child
on psychotropic medication to control behaviors or collect extra funding. These standards should also
include uniformed guidelines to determine if medications are needed, to monitor usage, to report
data in a national database, and to make the records public within the database.
Compounding the Problem: Foster Youth Lack Access to Trauma-Informed Therapy
One major issue with mental health treatment in the child welfare system is the lack of qualified therapists. Many foster youth have dealt with compounding traumatic stress that comes from the physical or mental abuse they endured before entering and while living in care. Because of foster youths’
complex backgrounds, they need access to qualified trauma-informed therapists. Most therapists that
foster youth encounter have not been trained in trauma-specific therapy and are not informed on the
experiences of foster youth in the system. Therapists are not always trained in what a typical foster
youth experiences in care, which makes it easier for therapists to misdiagnose youth.
Another problem is that therapists try to only treat the youth’s behavior (the trauma symptoms) in order to make them more manageable, instead of dealing with the underlying root of the problem (the
traumatic experience). Sometimes, this even happens at the agency’s or caregiver’s request. This is a
complex issue because psychiatrists may be only prescribing psychotropic medications to keep youth
sedated and prevent them from acting out. Unfortunately, when this happens it could cause harm to
youth by altering their brain chemistry in a negative way. A solution to this is to provide youth access
to trauma-informed therapy that better addresses their compounding traumatic experiences.
A Solution: Trauma Informed Therapy
My recommendation to help decrease the frequency of misdiagnoses and overmedication of foster
youth is to enact a federal law that will encourage state governments to require their child welfare
system to hire and train qualified therapists that are educated on the experiences that foster youth
face before and during care. An example is the 3-5-7 therapy model that is specific for addressing the
trauma-related experiences of foster youth (Henry, 2009). The 3-5-7 model is a therapeutic training
tool to help children and families in trauma. Further, it is an evidence-based theoretical method that
covers abuse and neglect, abandonment, grief, identity, belonging, and strengthening relationships.
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Training for the program includes workshops, consultations, reviews, and follow-ups to ensure the
correct application and implementation of the model (Henry, 2009).
Another example is the Sanctuary Model supported by SAMHSA (Banks & Vargas, 2009). The Sanctuary Model is used to help children who have experienced abuse, trauma, and violence. The model is
intended to help organizations and residential facilities improve the healing environment and trauma
treatment (Banks & Vargas, 2009). In its first year of implementation within a residential program,
the Sanctuary Model caused a 90% decrease in the number of critical incidents among the children
served. This 90% decrease occurred even with a 54% increase in the average number of students
served by the home. Thus, there were fewer critical incidents with more students. This dramatic
change from the first year of implementation to the last full reporting year is even more noticeable
when examining the total number of incidents per year in comparison to the average number of students (Banks & Vargas, 2009).
Recommendations
•

•
•

•

Congress should reduce the number of foster children prescribed psychotropic medications by
requiring states to provide qualified therapists trained in trauma-informed treatment methods for
mental and behavioral health services for foster youth. Therapists should be trained to understand the traumatic experiences foster youth face. Examples of these types of treatment methods
include the 3-5-7 Model and the Sanctuary Model supported by SAMHSA.
Congress should require state child welfare agencies to obtain a second opinion from a qualified
doctor that is anonymous to the prescribing doctor to eliminate any possible bias.
Congress should reinforce its efforts in The Child and Family Services Improvement and Innovation Act of 2011, which addressed procedures on the use of psychotropic medications, and reduce
the Federal Medicaid Assistance Percentage (FMAP) for States that choose not to adhere to protocols for the appropriate use and monitoring of psychotropic medications.
Congress should require that state child welfare agencies obtain informed consent from the individual youth before prescribing psychotropic medications. Prior to giving consent, youth should
be informed of all relevant facts including alternative treatments, diagnoses, side effects, and the
benefit-to-risk ratio. The only exception to not obtaining a youth’s consent should be in the case
of an emergency.
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APPENDIX
To better inform their congressional reports, the 2012 Foster Youth Interns sought to conduct a
sample survey to gauge the experiences of current or former foster youth compared to individuals
who grow up in family care. CCAI helped to prepare and distribute this study, which was completed
by 278 current or former foster youth as well as 541 individuals who did not spend time in foster care.
The survey asked 22 questions to both populations about the following: family relationships, educational background and aspirations, involvement in extracurricular activities, sources of advice and/
or support, employment and behavior/health. The foster care contingency answered 16 additional
questions that directly related to their experiences in care.
Of the 541 respondents who did not spend time in foster care, about 40% were between the ages
of 16 and 30; 20% were between the ages of 31 and 40, and 40% were 41 years of age or older.
Seventy-nine percent of participants were female and 21% were male. The majority of individuals
(79%), were White/Caucasian, followed by Black/African American (13%), and Hispanic/Latino (6%).
The remaining 2% selected “Other” as their ethnicity. Among these respondents, 3% selected high
school/GED as the highest level of education achieved, and 92% of people were currently in or had
completed college.
Of the 278 former or current or former foster youth surveyed, about 71% were between the ages
of 16 and 30; 12% were between the ages of 31 and 40, and 17% were 41 years of age or older.
Seventy-seven percent of participants were female and 23% were male. The majority of individuals
(55%), were White/Caucasian, followed by Black/African American (25%), and Hispanic/Latino (15%).
The remaining 5% selected “Other” as their ethnicity. Among these current or former foster youth
respondents, 17% selected high school/GED as the highest level of education achieved, and 75% of
people were currently in or had completed college.
In addition to the survey findings presented by several of the Foster Youth Interns in their individual
reports, we thought the following comparisons were particularly noteworthy:
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Sibling Relationships
Current or Former Foster Youth Respondents

Respondents Who Have Not Spent Time In Foster Care

Support
Current or Former Foster Youth Respondents

Respondents Who Have Not Spent Time In Foster Care

High School
Current or Former Foster Youth Respondents

Respondents Who Have Not Spent Time In Foster Care

Homelessness
Current or Former Foster Youth Respondents

Respondents Who Have Not Spent Time In Foster Care

Institutional Facility Experience
Current or Former Foster Youth Respondents

Respondents Who Have Not Spent Time In Foster Care

Police Summoned by Authority
Current or Former Foster Youth Respondents

Respondents Who Have Not Spent Time In Foster Care

ABOUT THE INTERNS
Daryle Conquering Bear
Hometown: Stoneham, CO / Pine Ridge, SD
Age: 24
School: Portland State University
Major: Physical Education
Graduation Date: 2013
Years in Care: 5
Status: Emancipated
Favorite Quote: “You have potential. Don’t let anyone tell you that you
don’t, because at the end of the day all that matters is if YOU lived up to
YOUR potential.” -Daryle
Aspirations: To become a college basketball coach. As a coach, I want to
raise awareness to my Native American culture, while at the same time,
spreading awareness for the need for foster and adoptive families.

Cassandra Cook
Hometown: San Diego, CA
Age: 24
School: San Diego State University
Major: Public Administration and Business Administration
Graduation Date: 2013
Years in Care: 6
Status: Emancipated
Favorite Quote: “Things may come to those who wait, but only the things
left by those who hustle.” -Abraham Lincoln
Aspirations: To become a lawyer for a government agency and make
change in the world through the field of law.

Briana Dovi
Hometown: Cherokee, TX
Age: 23
School: Undergraduate- Angelo State University,
Graduate- University of Texas Arlington
Major: Social Work
Graduation Date: 2011
Years in Care: 9
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “For when I am weak, then I am strong.” -2 Corinthians
12:10
Aspirations: To obtain my Masters Degree in one year and pursue work with
foster children and family preservation.
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ABOUT THE INTERNS
Michael Duvall
Hometown: Duluth, MN
Age: 21
School: University of Minnesota Duluth
Major: Pre-Law and Accounting
Graduation Date: 2015
Years in Care: 5
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “The young man who has not wept is a savage, and the
young man who will not laugh is a fool.” -Confucius
Aspirations: To complete college, fulfill my goals, have a career, and form a
healthy family of my own someday. To me, success is accomplishing something that will inspire others to follow in your foot steps, and I think be
doing all of those things through the circumstances I’ve had to deal with
will do exactly that.

Josh Grubb
Hometown: Knoxville, TN
Age: 20
School: Vanderbilt University
Major: Political Science and Latin American Studies
Graduation Date: 2014
Years in Care: 8
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning how to sail my
ship.” -Louisa May Alcott
Aspirations: To become a diplomat or Foreign Service Officer.

Dashun Jackson
Hometown: Las Vegas, NV
Age: 20
School: University of Nevada Las Vegas
Major: Psychology
Graduation Date: 2015
Years in Care: 5
Status: Emancipated
Favorite Quote: “Pain is temporary, but the success it brings can be
everlasting.” -Anonymous
Aspirations: To own my own business by the age of 30!
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ABOUT THE INTERNS
Talitha James
Hometown: Lancaster, CA
Age: 23
School: California State University Fullerton
Major: Human Services
Graduation Date: 2012
Years in Care: 16
Status: Emancipated
Favorite Quote: “Never, never give up.” -Anonymous
Aspirations: To open a non-profit that will address the needs of housing
and educational attainment, as well as build healthier relationships among
transitional aged foster youth. My experiences from my childhood while
growing up in the foster care system have shaped my desire to stay engaged and take on the responsibility to make the experiences of all foster
youth much brighter.

Ashley Lepse
Hometown: Chicago, IL
Age: 23
School: Undergraduate- Illinois State University,
Graduate- University of Chicago
Major: Social Work and Social Administration
Graduation Date: 2011
Years in Care: 5
Status: Adopted
Favorite Quote: “Do not let the past dictate who you are, but let it be a part
of who you will become.” -Louise Mandylor
Aspirations: To create and revise effective policies and programs for youth
in care. Also, to fulfill my God-given purpose of being a mother one day!

Cristina Miranda
Hometown: Moorpark, CA
Age: 25
School: California State University Channel Island
Major: Sociology
Graduation Date: 2011
Years in Care: 4
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “Everyday holds the possibility of a miracle.” -Elizabeth
David
Aspirations: To be a good mom and role model for my three-year-old
daughter, Faith. Also, to contribute to child welfare reform in the future and
inspire others who have been in bad situations to remove them selves and
to always remember to pay it forward.
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ABOUT THE INTERNS
Marchelle Roberts
Hometown: Camden, NJ
Age: 22
School: Temple University
Major: Broadcast Journalism
Graduation Date: 2013
Years in Care: 5
Status: Adopted
Favorite Quote: “Scars remind us of where we’ve been, they don’t have to
dictate where we’re going...” -Criminal Minds
Aspirations: To become a news anchor. But, before then, reporting and/or
hosting would be amazing!

R.J. Sloke, Jr.
Hometown: Anderson, SC
Age: 22
School: University of Missouri St. Louis and Mineral Area College
Major: Social Work and Criminology
Graduation Date: 2015
Years in Care: 5
Status: Emancipated
Favorite Quote: “The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in
moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of
challenge and controversy.” - Martin Luther King Jr.
Aspirations: To finish my Bachelor ’s degree, participate in the ROTC program and be commissioned as a U.S. Army Officer. Possibly to complete law
school. To run for political office. To never stop learning.

Maurissa Sorensen
Hometown: Los Angeles, CA
Age: 28
School: Undergraduate- California State University Channel Islands,
Graduate- Harvard Graduate School of Education
Major: Human Development and Psychology
Graduation Date: 2012
Years in Care: 6
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “Be the change you want to see in the world.” -Mahatma
Ghandi
Aspirations: To become an advocate for children in the system, making
crucial changes to the system and enforcing best practices for all youth in
child welfare.
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ABOUT THE INTERNS
Tawny Spinelli
Hometown: Cleveland, OH
Age: 23
School: Vanderbilt University
Major: Psychology
Graduation Date: 2012
Years in Care: 5
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “You make a living by what you get, but you make a life by
what you give.” -Anonymous
Aspirations: To be a research psychologist who also does clinical work with
adolescents and young adults that have been in the system.

James Williams
Hometown: Charleston, SC
Age: 20
School: University of South Carolina
Major: Philosophy and Social Work
Graduation Date: 2012
Years in Care: 19
Status: Aged Out
Favorite Quote: “All I insist on, and nothing else, is that you should show
the whole world that you are not afraid. Be silent, if you choose; but when
it is necessary, speak— and speak in such a way that people will remember
it.” -Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
Aspirations: To become a patent attorney and practice until I can get more
involved in policy.
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