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ABOUT CCAI

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.

History

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.

Mission Statement

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 country.  These experiences allow them to 
create a policy report that is presented at a Congressional briefing and released to child 
welfare advocates across the country.

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 developing the foundation to be lifelong 
advocates for improving the foster care system.

Foster Youth Internship Program
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FOREWORD

“The greatest glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall.”  
- Nelson Mandela

On July 18, 2013, the world celebrated the milestone of Nelson Mandela’s 95th 
birthday. From the thousands of South Africans who braved the winter cold to wish 
him well to Members of the United States Congress who held a celebration of his many 
accomplishments, millions of people around the world stopped to celebrate the life, 
legacy and lessons of this extraordinary leader.   And one month from now, the Nation’s 
Capital will again stop to celebrate the life and work of another extraordinary foot soldier 
for justice, Dr. Martin Luther King.

The report you are about to read and the incredible young men and women who wrote it 
are living testament to the kind of passion and conviction that made President Mandela 
and Dr. King unparalleled leaders.   As Dr. King once said, “the true measure of a man is 
not how he behaves in moments of comfort and convenience, but how he stands at times 
of controversy and challenges.” Using this, or any measure, the Foster Youth Internship 
Class of 2013 are giants among men.  Each has faced great adversity in their lives, yet 
they did not let such moments overtake them.  Instead they have chosen to use those 
moments of hardship to better the lives of others.

In the pages that follow, each has shared their dream for a better future, their hope for 
a brighter day.  Not one of them shied away from the opportunity to challenge us, as 
leaders, to do better. But what makes them truly special is that they are not asking for 
change for themselves, but for the hundreds of thousands of youth still in the foster care 
system.

This is the fifth year that CCAI has had the honor of introducing these up-and-coming 
leaders to Congress.  I have little doubt that one day in the not so distant future we will be 
celebrating all that they have accomplished.  Ashleigh, Jaci, Alain, Russell, Lexie, Khaliyl, 
Lysha, Shaquita, Conrad, John, Sam, Thomas, Georgina, Athena and Chris: thank you for 
having the courage and the conviction to use your voice on behalf of the voiceless.  
Always remember the words of Mr. Mandela, “you are powerful beyond measure… when 
you let your light shine, you unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.”

CCAI Executive Director
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Streamlining Case Management 
Through Online Innovation

Ashleigh Davenport
The lack of an effective and efficient national data management system negatively impacts the 
safety, permanency and well-being of children in the child welfare system and creates hardship 
for caseworkers and families. It is a problem that, if left uncorrected, will continue to grow. The 
longer we wait to address it, the harder it will be to transfer records over to a new and more effi-
cient system. Moving to a new system will not only allow states to better maintain and use data, 
but also will improve the overall delivery of services to youth in foster care. To do this, Congress 
should:

1. Repeal the State Automated Child Welfare Information System (SACWIS) legislation and in-
troduce new legislation that incentivizes states to develop internet-based child welfare man-
agement systems that have capabilities to be easily updated, are not highly regulated by the 
federal government and provide functions that are essential to effective case management.

2. Reinvest funding that was previously allocated to states for Title IV-E SACWIS federal main-
tenance payment claims ($112.8 million in FY 2011) to fund the implementation of these 
innovative and comprehensive case management technology systems for child welfare case 
management (Stoltzfus, 2012).

3. Incentivize states to invest in and operate innovative and comprehensive case management 
technology by stopping the Title IV-E SACWIS federal maintenance payments for states that 
choose not to utilize the new technology.

My Story

I consider myself a success story of the child welfare system. I was adopted at a young age and 
grew up in a family that loved me and supported my goals, which is why I find it so important to 
give that to other children in the system. My little sister, however, was not so lucky. Plagued by 
the common back-and-forth of the foster care system, she was not adopted until she was 8 and I 
was 18. Because her county’s information technology system did not share information with oth-
er counties, I was not aware of her existence until she was going through hearings to terminate 
parental rights, and it was too late to introduce additional placement options. Had the informa-
tion technology system in her county contained more identifying information and shared it with 
the county that made my adoption placement, I might have been able to advocate to have her 
adopted by my family so that we could have stayed together. 

What is Wrong with the Current System?

Our children, families and social workers face many problems because we have not updated our 
child welfare information technology systems in two decades. The State Automated Child 
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Welfare Information System (SACWIS) laws, created in 1993, contain the current regulations. 
When SACWIS systems and policies were created, the concept was advanced for its time. 
Although the SACWIS systems have been in place for 20 years, they have not yet fulfilled their 
goals (Feely & Gill). 

The federal reporting requirements are also at fault for the lack of a system update. Caseworkers 
are required to enter data twice, sometimes in two separate locations and formats, because the 
federal reporting requirements often do not line up with state requirements. Child welfare work-
ers are overburdened and are frequently forced to choose between visiting a child and catching 
up on data entry requirements. In 2003, the Government Accountability Office reported that “in 
Colorado, caseworkers are between 1 and 2 months behind on data entry” (Feely & Gill). The 
use of the data is often hindered by errors or late reporting because of demands on the case-
worker’s time. When the use of the data is impaired, states are unable to determine trends and 
facilitate necessary improvements, which is the primary purpose of the data collection in the first 
place (Feely & Gill).

The lack of system usability, due to SACWIS regulations, is even more concerning. The systems 
are complex and difficult to use because they are designed to adhere to federal reporting 
guidelines as well as any state-specific functions initially added, even though easier and more 
effective technology is now readily available.

Lack of Efficient Data Management Causes Problems for the Children

Our country has already established that the safety of our children is a national concern. As such, 
child safety has been addressed by federal law in the past. For example, the Adoption and Safe 
Families Act of 1997 noted that the safety of children is of “paramount concern” (Klee, 2002). 
The safety of our children in foster care should be the focus of any initiative or program within 
the system. Unfortunately, we repeatedly lose sight of the kids who we work so hard to protect. 
Because we have not invested in a properly-functioning child welfare information technology 
system, the kids are the ones who are hurt the worst. The flaws in the information technology 
systems allow children to be impacted by human mistake and the busyness of a caseworker’s 
schedule. For example, children are adversely affected when a caseworker does not remember 
to input an incident report into the child’s file or does not include a medication that a doctor 
prescribed. 

Without systems that effectively communicate, caseworkers’ knowledge of a case is limited to 
what the case file shows—for example, the last six months of information—and they are 
therefore more likely to miss relevant information in making the best decisions for the child. As a 
result, children are not receiving all of the services that could benefit them and are not receiving 
the aid and support that they require to survive and to succeed. In addition to a lack of 
resources, children are not always connected to siblings and other family members who could 
provide permanency and/or a stable relationship to nurture growth. 
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The most tragic outcome of a flawed information system is the death of a child. A recent 
investigative series by the Denver Post found that in the past six years, 175 children in 
Colorado child welfare system died from abuse or neglect (Brown, Osher & Steffen, 2012). They 
later discovered that 72 of those children’s placements had been flagged by child protection 
workers in Colorado as homes that should be investigated (Brown, Osher & Steffen, 2012). As 
horrible as this statistic is, it is important to acknowledge that the death of those children is not 
necessarily the fault of the caseworkers. Rather, the lack of tools aiding caseworkers was a 
significant factor in the deaths of these Colorado children. The series done by Denver Post 
recommended not only a statewide child abuse hotline, but also a more functional information 
technology system that does not merely satisfy the federal reporting guidelines, but instead 
presents a comprehensive case management tool (Brown, Osher & Steffen, 2012). In most jobs, 
a human mistake can be fixed, but when the job description includes keeping children alive, 
technology tools are invaluable. 

Lack of Efficient Data Management Causes Problems for Caseworkers

The second most important problem created by the lack of a case management and national 
database system is the burden on social workers to meet the reporting requirements. Reporting 
requirements are often established by both federal and state governments, oftentimes by 
people who have no idea what takes place during a caseworker’s typical day. A report on how 
the government can use web technology noted that “caseworkers spend between 50 and 80 
percent of their time filling out what can amount to 150 forms per child” (Feely & Gill). The child 
welfare system is complex and contains multiple services with the ultimate goal of helping 
children, but connecting services and referring children is difficult to do. A child’s case can 
involve many people and entities, including parents, courts, police, foster parents, group homes, 
mental health professionals, medical professionals, private agencies and many more (Feely & 
Gill). With reports of countless caseworkers having a caseload double the recommended size, 
how are we to expect that these children will be adequately referred to all of the services and 
programs that they require? 
  

The ideal case management system would communicate with all of the entities reflected in the chart above. 
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Lack of Efficient Data Management Causes Problems for Families

Imagine if you had to go through a social worker to get necessary documents for your child. For 
example, your child would like to go on a field trip to the zoo with her class at school, but the 
field trip requires a permission slip that must be signed by the guardian of the child, which 
happens to be the state. If you think you can get that permission slip the night before the field 
trip like any other normal parent in your child’s class, you are mistaken. For children in care to 
have access to needed state consent and their own vital documents, it is essential that the 
caseworker receives the necessary information and has a safe place to store it. A comprehensive 
case management system would eliminate the problems with lost paperwork, missing records 
and difficulty retrieving documents. 

A New Approach

Since the problems with SACWIS are so severe, the most efficient way to address them is to 
repeal SACWIS legislation and replace it with policy mandating a new innovative system with the 
capability to be updated. One of the fundamental problems with SACWIS is how difficult it is to 
modify due to the systems and regulations SACWIS involves. For example, the SACWIS 
regulations do not allow for an Internet-based system and require that the SACWIS system 
serves as the “official case record” (Feely & Gill). Additionally, because SACWIS systems were 
designed as a “case record,” they lack the capacity to be used as a comprehensive case manage-
ment system. These regulations limit the state’s ability to utilize Internet-based technology and 
an information technology system for case management.

Freeman Dyson once said that “the technologies which have the most profound effects on 
human life are usually simple.” Private companies have long since integrated this principle into 
their everyday practice and are seeing extreme success and financial prosperity as a result of 
using these new updated systems. In fact, utilizing a system that is Internet-based not only saves 
companies money and increases profit, but also increases worker satisfaction and company effi-
ciency. In fact, a recent study showed that the use of these systems in other business models has 
increased employee satisfaction by 20 percent, increased speed of access to knowledge by 30 
percent and reduced communication costs by 20 percent (Feely & Gill). A study done by 
Google’s Chief Economist, Hal Varian, noted that by 2002, U.S. companies had saved at least 
$155 billion because they started using Internet business products (Feely & Gill). The child 
welfare system could see similar results, except instead of adding to company profit, an 
improved system would save tax dollars and the lives of children. 

When the medical field saw the need for records to be electronic because of the amount of time 
spent record keeping, they responded by mandating electronic health records. These records 
look at the health history of a patient across many different offices and through varying 
procedures (Garrett & Seidman, 2011). Electronic health records have benefited the industry with 
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the following improvements: “quality and convenience of patient care, increased patient partic-
ipation, accuracy in diagnosis and health outcomes, care coordination, and increased practice 
efficiencies and cost savings” (Health IT, 2013). 

Medical professionals are able to spend more time practicing medicine and working with 
patients because electronic health records have begun to transform the time previously required 
for data entry. This efficiency can be translated into the child welfare system, allowing social 
workers to spend more time with children, focusing on their safety and well-being. 
 
Where Do We Go From Here?

Repealing SACWIS is a necessary first step toward removing the barriers that keep states from 
utilizing a best practice, comprehensive case management system. One reason why there is not 
yet a comprehensive web system is that, despite SACWIS’s flaws, states still receive federal 
financial incentives in the form of maintenance payments to continue to operate a 
SACWIS-compliant system. In order to provide an incentive for states to change systems, the 
current SACWIS legislation and its burdensome requirements must be repealed. The SACWIS 
legislation is obsolete and ineffective, and it does not allow for modern technology, innovation 
and productivity. 

Source: (Health IT, 2013)
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A New System

The federal government should use the money saved by ending investment in the outdated 
SACWIS system as an incentive for states to create a comprehensive case management system 
that contains, at a minimum, the following elements: 

 
The good news is that a system that meets all of the above necessary elements of an effective 
case management system has already been created and is called “Casebook.” Casebook is a 
comprehensive child welfare management system developed by an organization called Case 
Commons, an initiative of the Annie E. Casey Foundation (Annie E. Casey, 2012). Casebook, a site 
that is very similar to the well-known social networking site, Facebook, is customizable, easy to 
update and provides data analysis at the push of a button (Annie E. Casey, 2011). The ideal sys-
tem would connect children with resources and relationships without needing human direction 
and would provide a view of the entire family and child’s history, instead of a limited view on the 
child. 

The best feature of Casebook is that it can take a slightly different form in every state that 
chooses to use it to accommodate population size and other variables. Children that move to a 
new state can be accounted for, and the information one state has entered can easily be 
obtained and interpreted by the other states. Caseworkers can be held accountable both for 
visiting children and completing their paperwork on time because the system provides them 
with reminders. Data can be easily transferred without having to request it and wait several 
weeks for the information. When states have the ability to analyze data quickly, they can 
recognize trends and make decisions about which services are necessary to continue, which 
services may be unnecessary and which new services could be useful. They can see where child 
protective services are utilized most and add additional resources in those areas (Case Com-
mons, 2012). 

The state of Indiana began using Casebook as a pilot program in 2012, as did Casey 
Family Services’ Massachusetts Division (Annie E. Casey, 2012). So far, it has received rave 
reviews. Sheila Fitzgerald, a caseworker in Massachusetts, was especially happy with Casebook 
and its support for her caseload, noting that “Casebook allowed us to easily access key 
information on Carla’s two siblings we had already worked with, to see the connections they 
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already had and where they were and to have all that information without starting from scratch” 
(Annie E. Casey, 2012). In Carla’s case, the use of Casebook helped locate her siblings, with whom 
she now has consistent contact. This case shows the success of the system at working towards 
goals set in the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, such as 
utilizing technology for “intensive family finding efforts” (H.R. 6893). Sheila also explained that 
she “looks forward to the day when states are using [Casebook] as well, so we can be on one 
system” and notes that “it would be a beautiful thing” (Annie E. Casey, 2012). 

In Indiana, caseworkers noted that the new system allows them to track trends in data, monitor 
performance of workers and run customized reports that used to cost them extra money. They 
value the ability to look at data as an “analytical tool” and use that data to develop the correct 
questions. Indiana uses data as a teaching tool to help develop new practice standards as it 
reforms its child welfare system (Annie E. Casey, 2012).

Funding the Future

If the federal government invested in making Casebook a nationwide resource, it could support 
the various needs of child welfare systems across the country. In order to fund an innovative tool 
such as Casebook, the federal government should reallocate the funds used for maintenance 
payments to states utilizing SACWIS systems. The $112.8 million allocated yearly for SACWIS 
maintenance payments would be a significant start to covering the cost of creating and 
operating a web-based system such as Casebook. A recent study on Casebook showed that 
“while federal and state governments invested over $2.8 billion in the existing information 
systems, estimates suggest that Casebook would cost substantially less over time because it is 
web-based and would be easier and cheaper to maintain and update” (Annie E. Casey, 2012). 
According to Andrea Hollen, the Director of Analytics and Research at Case Commons:

Casebook lifecycle implementation and licensing costs amount to a fraction of 
the costs associated with typical SACWIS system implementation, operations and 
maintenance. That’s not counting the value from using analytics to better under-
stand what works and what doesn’t work and direct resources to more effective 
practice elements and services. (A. Hollen, personal communication, June 20, 2013)

Conversely, if after two years, states choose not to adopt a new system and keep their old 
SACWIS system, they should no longer receive their SACWIS maintenance payments. The 
federal government should not continue to use money to support a system that is ineffective 
and inefficient. In order to facilitate change, state governments must be asked to respond 
effectively to the needs of children rather than rewarded for remaining stagnant. 

Conclusion

Web technology has transformed many aspects of our society. Programs like Casebook suggest 
that it could have that same power in the lives of children and the people who serve them. The 
federal government should embrace this new hope for a better, safer future as soon as possible.
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According to the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, there are a disproportionate 
number of minority children in the foster care system in need of homes (Smith, McRoy, 
Freundlich & Kroll, 2006).  The Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA) of 1994 was created in an 
attempt to place more of these children with loving, permanent families.  MEPA prohibits race 
as a deciding factor when choosing placements for foster children.  The practice of “color 
blindness,” required by MEPA has not only not resulted in higher placement rates for minority 
children, but it also ignores the fact that race is an important issue that needs to be addressed 
and discussed in adoption. Because MEPA does not allow race to be a factor in making adoption 
placements, it unintentionally prevents agencies that receive federal funding from creating 
post-adoption support programs or pre-adoption training to support families participating in 
transracial adoptions.  To ensure that families adopting transracially get the support that they 
need, Congress should:  

• Amend the Multiethnic Placement Act to encourage federally-funded placement agencies 
to inform adoptive families that awareness of racial identity is an important factor in the 
success of children in the home.  

• Amend MEPA to make it clear that compliance with the law does not prevent placement 
agencies from discussing race with families.

• Require that states report the number of transracial adoptions as part of Adoption and 
Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS).

• Provide federal funding for research on transracial adoption.

• Amend MEPA to include a provision that encourages states to use some portion of federal 
funding for post-adoption support for race-specific support groups.

There are a disproportionate number of minority children, specifically African Americans, in 
the foster care system.  According to the U.S Department of Health and Human Services, only 
15 percent of the country’s population is black, yet they make up 32 percent of the country’s 
population of children in foster care.  On the other hand, 58 percent of the U.S. population is 
white and they make up 38 percent of the foster youth population (Islam Muhammad, 2007). 

Encouraging Support for Transracial Adoptions

Jaclyn Casey
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There is a growing need for all children, but in particular minority children, to find permanent 
homes.  As of September 30, 2011, 62,581 or 60 percent of children waiting to be adopted were 
minority children. There is also a shortage of minority foster and adoptive parents. In 2010, 
white parents completed 73 percent of the official adoptions in the United States (Ravitz, 2010).  
Because there are more white parents looking to adopt, eliminating unfair practices that prevent 
transracial adoption is necessary to allow more minority children to find permanent homes.  
The purpose of MEPA, “to decrease the length of time that children wait to be adopted and to 
prevent discrimination in the placement of children on the basis of race, color, or national origin” 
(H.R. 6, 1994), is still a worthwhile goal.  

The Multiethnic Placement Act was passed as part of the Improving America’s Schools Act of 
1994.  It was created in order to increase the number of homes for minority foster children by 
preventing agencies from discriminating against families that were interested in adopting a child 
of a different race than their own.  MEPA states that any agency receiving federal funding cannot 
delay or deny the placement of a child “solely on the basis of the race, color, or national origin 
of the adoptive or foster parent or the child, involved.”  The key word in this statement is “solely.” 
As long as race is considered along with other factors, MEPA does not completely prohibit race 
from being recognized in the placement of a child.  Under the original MEPA language, agencies 
could still create programs and services designed specifically for families involved in transracial 
adoption.  

In 1996, MEPA was amended by House bill H.R. 3448 (1996) to say that in order for states or 
entities in the state to receive federal funding, they are not allowed to “deny to any person the 
opportunity to become an adoptive or a foster parent, on the basis of the race, color, or national 
origin of the person, or of the child, involved; or delay or deny the placement of a child for 
adoption or into foster care, on the basis of the race, color, or national origin of the adoptive 
or foster parent, or the child, involved.”  The removal of the word “solely” has caused agencies 
to fear that any activity which focuses on race, such as providing race-specific post-adoption 
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support programs, will put them in jeopardy of losing federal funding. Similarly, states worry that 
requiring any kind of mandatory pre-adoption training in a transracial adoption might be seen 
as making race a reason for delaying placement of minority children.  This strict interpretation 
of MEPA unintentionally prevents these agencies from addressing the challenges transracial 
families are facing.

Before the 1996 amendments became law, MEPA did allow agencies “to consider the child’s 
cultural, ethnic or racial background, and the capacity of the prospective foster or adoptive 
parents to meet the child’s needs, as one of the factors used to determine the best interests of 
the child” (Spar, 1996).  Proponents of these changes said they were necessary because there 
was still some doubt as to whether or not the law was being implemented in a way that would 
bring about the intended change.  Members of the Ways and Means Committee expressed 
concern that the language used in MEPA was too weak, and that it needed to be changed in 
order to prevent any type of racial discrimination against prospective adoptive families.  

It is interesting to note that the 1996 amendments to MEPA were added as part of the Small 
Business Job Protection Act, meaning it was never debated by the full House or Senate.  Because 
these changes were added just before the bill actually passed, there was no discussion of their 
merits.

[T]he conference report seeks to remove barriers to interracial adoptions by 
prohibiting a State or any other entity that receives Federal assistance from denying 
or delaying a child’s adoption because of the race, color, or national origin of the 
child or the prospective parents.    

This was the only mention of the Interethnic Adoption Provisions in the Congressional Record 
before it appears in the billed passed by Congress.
 
MEPA Today

A recent New York Times survey on adopted children revealed that the percentage of African 
American children adopted transracially from foster care has increased over time.  As transracial 
adoption becomes more frequent, the issues of race in adoption will affect more families.  With 
so many children in danger of growing up with an inadequate knowledge of how to handle 
societal views on their ethnicity and encountering significantly disparate situations than their 
family members, it is necessary to support families in building their child’s confidence and 
understanding of his or her own ethnicity.  
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Although race should not be the determining factor when choosing a home for a child, it is an 
extremely valuable topic that needs to be acknowledged so that children can gain the positive 
self-identity that leads to healthy development.  Adoption policies and practices must not 
only focus on helping transracial children find homes, but at the same time recognize that the 
outside world is not the same way.  Adoptive parents need to be sensitized to the fact that 
society does put more emphasis on race.  Dr. Alvin Poussaint, a psychiatrist and professor at 
Harvard Medical School said, “Saying that everything is colorblind shows parents may not 
be in touch with racial issues that affect their children or the hurdles their children must face.  
That may handicap the child when it comes to dealing with race” (Islam Muhammad, 2007).  If 
parents are not made aware of the challenges their children will face, they may not expect that 
society will recognize and respond differently based on their child’s differing race.   

MEPA’s requirement of “color blindness” is flawed in that it does not acknowledge the 
importance of families understanding that, although their child is a true member of the family, 
there is a distinct physical difference that society will recognize and one that the child will have 
to come to terms with. Many of the examples of discrimination that minority children will face 
are situations that their adoptive parents may have never been confronted with before. It is 
important to educate parents that acts of discrimination will occur at some point and provide 
them with tools to respond when they do.  In a review completed by Mohanty and Newhill, it 
was found that when internationally adopted children were confronted with racism, 

Parents’ cultural competence, including their active involvement in their children’s 
culture and the exposure of their children to their cultures of origin, was positively 
related to children’s preparations for dealing with questions and stereotypes about 
their adoptive status and positively related to their self-esteem (Hollingsworth, 
2008).

Being able to talk to their children about how to deal with these major events is essential and 
will only strengthen the relationship between parents and children.

Final Report_FYI2013.indd   14 7/25/13   3:51 PM



Foster Youth Internship Report: Our Voice, Their Future
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute 15

The Donaldson Adoption Institute (2008) released a report entitled Finding Families for African 
American Children, which discussed how black children adopted into white families had difficulty 
coping with their own self-identity and background. They were also found to have more 
behavioral problems than children who were adopted into families where there was not a racial 
difference.  Although this has not been found to directly correlate with adoption disruptions, 
no specific studies designed to examine the relationship between transracial adoptions and 
adoption disruptions have been conducted.  Dr. Richard Barth, a professor from the University of 
Maryland, confirmed that that post-MEPA, there has been little work done on the outcomes of 
transracial adoptions.  

Because transracial adoptees experience different challenges than same-race adoptees, it is 
important to study their experiences to determine what possible services can be created to 
help them.   For instance, the obvious contrast in appearance between the adoptee and the 
adoptive family poses additional challenges for transracial adoptees.  For transracially adopted 
children, the struggle between the culture of their family and the culture of their background is 
recurring.  Unlike children adopted into same-race families, transracially adopted children have 
a constant reminder of their adoption because of their distinct physical differences.  Growing up 
as an African American child in an all-Caucasian family, I am familiar with the inability to hide my 
adoptive status.  My parents were frequently met with questions about my adoption, and friends 
meeting my family for the first time would look at my parents and then at me with confusion.  
Because my adoptive brother is Caucasian, he was not met with frequent questions about his 
adoption. When he was ready for people to know about his adoption, it was his decision to 
bring it to the forefront.  To enable transracial children to develop positive self-esteem, it is 
an integral skill to be able to discuss racial issues with them.  According to Carstens and Juliá 
(2000), it is important that U.S. adoption agencies are “encouraging strong ethnic identity 
formation in adopted children” because of its direct relationship to a child’s sense of security 
(Robati & Bunkers, 2011).  

A Better Approach

Amending MEPA to more clearly state that race-related pre- and post-adoption support 
programs and services are allowed would give agencies the freedom to discuss race with 
adoptive families.  Not every family who adopts a child of another race realizes the importance 
of learning about their child’s culture. Additionally, they do not always grasp the fact that 
although race may not be an issue in their own home, their children will still face many conflicts 
related to race in the outside world. As a result, these families may be unprepared to respond 
when issues of race and identity arise.  This can have a serious impact on a youth’s self-identity.  
In a study completed by the Donaldson Adoption Institute, the self-identity of Korean children 
adopted into white families was compared with the self-identity of white children adopted into 
white families. It was found that “the visibility of one’s color and prevalence of racial bias bring 
one aspect of their beings–race–to the fore more frequently than another–adoption. Since White 

Final Report_FYI2013.indd   15 7/25/13   3:51 PM



Foster Youth Internship Report: Our Voice, Their Future
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute

adoptees are part of the racial majority, differences rooted in adoption became more salient” 
(McGinnis, Livingston Smith, Ryan & Howard, 2006).  If more services are provided, families can 
become educated about how to handle their different situations.   

Congress should also amend MEPA to encourage federally-funded placement agencies to 
provide pre-adoption training for prospective adoptive families about how an understanding of 
race identity issues is an important factor in the success of children in the home. By recognizing 
how society views race, prospective parents can be better equipped to understand racial issues 
from their child’s perspective and help their child feel truly comfortable with themselves and 
their adoptive family. 

Finally, to fully understand the need for and benefits of services devoted to transracial adoption, 
more research needs to be conducted on the effects that being adopted into a family of a 
different race may have on the child.  At a minimum, Congress should amend the Adoption and 
Foster Care Reporting System (AFCARS) to require that states report the number of transracially 
adopted youth.  In addition, Congress should consider providing funding to further study the 
impact of transracial adoption to help assist in assessing the types of programs needed to aid 
them.  
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Homeless to the House of Representatives: 
How a Stable Education Saved a Foster Child

Alexandra M. Grüber

I am living proof that an education yields the best return on investment. When I entered care 
at fourteen, my social worker informed me that foster homes for older children tended not to 
be permanent, and that I would likely have to change high schools with each new placement. 
Faced with the choice between a family or a high school education, I concluded I would rather 
be homeless than fail to graduate high school. The homeless shelters I lived in provided me little 
more than a mattress and food, but my hometown high school became the support that I lacked 
elsewhere. My school’s social worker, administrative staff and teachers took on the role of both 
educator and advocate for me. Because of this stability, I was able to focus on my schoolwork 
and perform well in the classroom. I graduated with honors from one of the top public high 
schools in the country and went off to a successful college career. 

However, I was a lucky one, and I helplessly watched as a failed education system left many of 
my foster sisters behind. Like me, they lacked a stable home. Unlike me, they never found a high 
school staff who knew them well enough to advocate for their needs. 

Two pieces of federal legislation, the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act and the 
Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (Fostering Connections) have 
played a large role in highlighting the need for a consistent educational environment for 
homeless and foster youth. However, these bills have not been fully successful in meeting their 
shared goal of securing school stability for all foster youth. As the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act comes up for reauthorization, Congress should amend the McKinney-Vento 
Act and Fostering Connections Act and mandate that state child welfare agencies develop an 
Individual Education Plan (IEP) for all youth in foster care. 

School Stability is Essential to Academic Achievement

A safe, permanent home and a loving family is every foster child’s dream, but sadly, it is not a 
common reality. The Department of Health and Human Service’s (DHHS) latest reports find that 
the median number of living placements in the 2009 fiscal year was 3.39, with nearly twenty 
percent of youth experiencing six or more changes within those twelve months. In 2005, DHHS 
reported that the educational needs of foster youth were neglected because “many children in 
foster care experienced multiple school changes as a result of placement changes.” Casey Family 
Programs conducted a national survey of more than 1,000 foster care alumni and found that 68 
percent of alumni had attended three or more elementary schools while in care and 33 percent 
had attended five or more. The same study found that when there was less than one living 
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placement change per year, alumni of foster care had a high school graduation rate that was 
almost twice as high as that of other alumni who had more than one living placement (Casey 
Family Programs, 2011). 

 
 
Such high levels of mobility lead to tragic educational failures. A recent meta-analysis of the 
relationship between school mobility and school performance found negative effects on reading 
and math achievement among highly mobile children as well as a positive correlation with 
dropout rates. Additional research has found that about half of foster youth graduate high 
school, compared to 70 percent of the general high school population, and that 20 percent of 
foster youth who graduate high school attend college, compared to 60 percent of the general 
high school population. Sadly, only three percent of foster youth actually graduate from college 
(Casey Family Programs, 2011). Unfortunately, these negative outcomes persist even after foster 
youth leave care. The American Bar Association’s Legal Center for Foster Care also found that 
“poor educational outcomes in particular have been specifically linked to the fact that, within 
the first two to four years after emancipation from care, 51 percent of these young adults are 
unemployed, 40 percent are on public assistance, 25 percent become homeless and 20 percent 
are incarcerated” (American Bar Association & Casey Family Programs, 2010). 

Federal Law Already Recognizes the Importance of School Stability

The federal government has recognized the importance of a stable education for both homeless 
and foster youth. In 1987, Congress passed the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
(PL 100-77). The McKinney-Vento Act establishes educational rights for homeless students 
including school stability: “students who are homeless can remain in one school, even if their 
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temporary living situation is located in another school district or attendance area” (Julianelle, 
2008). Rights included in the act, which help to promote school stability for foster youth are the 
right to remain in one school, the right to receive transportation, the right to enroll in school 
immediately and supplemental services such as tutoring. 

President Barack Obama signed the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions 
Act of 2008 (P. L. 110-351) into law. Among other important issues such as promoting permanent 
family connections and improving the lives of youth in care, the Fostering Connections Act 
requires child welfare agencies to “create a plan for ensuring the education stability of the child 
while in foster care” (American Bar Association, 2011). To comply with Fostering Connections, 
each state agency is required to take into account the current educational plan for the child, 
including the appropriateness of the current educational setting, as well as the proximity to the 
school in which the child is enrolled when making a living placement decision for the foster 
child. In addition, the state child welfare agency is expected to coordinate with appropriate 
local educational agencies to make sure that a child remains in the school in which he or she 
was enrolled at the time of placement. If remaining in the same school is not in the child’s best 
interest, then the child welfare agency and the local educational agencies must work together 
to provide immediate and appropriate enrollment in a new school and make sure that all of the 
child’s educational records are provided to the new school. Fostering Connections also amended 
the term “foster care maintenance plans” to include “reasonable travel for the child to remain 
in the school in which the child is enrolled at the time of placement” (American Bar Association, 
2011).

McKinney-Vento Act’s Impact on Foster Youth is Limited

The McKinney-Vento Act has a number of downfalls when it comes to providing educational 
stability for foster youth. First, its language is very unclear about exactly who is eligible. The 
act defines homelessness as “. . .individuals who lack a fixed, regular and adequate nighttime 
residence (within the meaning of section 103(a) (1); and includes [children] awaiting foster care 
placement” (Julianelle, 2008). Neither the act nor guidance from the Department of Education 
defines the phrase “awaiting foster care placement.” In the absence of clear federal policy, states 
and localities have adopted different definitions. This lack of clarity is most commonly a problem 
when a child is in a “temporary placement” for an extended period of time. Depending on the 
particular state’s definition, the child may not be covered under the McKinney-Vento Act even 
though he or she could certainly benefit. 

Another issue with the McKinney-Vento Act is that it serves two seemingly similar, yet distinctly 
different, populations. The McKinney-Vento Act covers homeless children and foster youth 
who are awaiting placement. While they both suffer from homelessness and experience school 
mobility, there is one key difference: the foster child is under the care of a government agency. 
This causes difficulty because the act gives parents the right to participate in decisions regarding 
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placement and to appeal decisions with which they do not agree. In the case of foster youth, it 
may be unclear who is considered the “parent” for such purposes. The National Association for 
the Education of Homeless Children and Youth found that a lack of clarity regarding which adult 
in the student’s life is supposed to enroll the child in school often produces one of two negatives 
results: no adult assumes responsibility for enrolling the child in school or an adult who is not 
responsible for the child enrolls the student in a school that does not meet the goals stated in 
his or her education plan (Julianelle, 2008).

The third limitation of McKinney-Vento is funding. The current federal level for the McKinney-
Vento Act is $64 million dollars, and states receive between $150,000 and $8.3 million 
depending on the number of students in poverty in that state. The National Association for 
the Education of Homeless Children and Youth notes that “due to the limited funding available 
under the McKinney-Vento Act, only 6 percent of school districts nationwide receive McKinney-
Vento funds, serving roughly half of the homeless students identified by and enrolled in schools” 
(Julianelle, 2008).

Source: American Bar Association, 2011
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Fostering Connections was a Good First Step, but More is Needed

Creating the Fostering Connections Act was a big step forward in addressing the importance 
of school stability for foster youth, but now it is time to take a leap in effectively implementing 
the legislation. One of the logistical issues that interferes with implementation is the cost of 
transportation to a school of origin for the foster youth. Child welfare agencies are entrusted 
with ensuring a student’s educational stability and therefore, must ensure that transportation is 
provided when needed. Fostering Connections allows child welfare agencies to access Title IV-E 
maintenance dollars to cover transportation costs. However, Title IV-E is a matching program 
and child welfare agencies have to spend additional state dollars to claim the federal funds 
(American Bar Association, 2011).

While education stability provisions apply to every youth in care, Title IV-E dollars can only be 
claimed for children who are Title IV-E eligible. A lack of clarity about how to address an absence 
of financial resources and how to provide transportation for youth who are not Title IV-E eligible 
has left many states unable to fully implement this crucial provision (American Bar Association, 
2011).

Another limitation of Fostering Connections is that the requirements only apply to the 
Department of Social Services. Recognizing this, in early 2013, Senator Al Franken (D-MN) added 
an amendment to the Strengthening America’s Schools Act of 2013. Franken’s provision, aptly 
named the Educational Stability of Children in Foster Care was originally an amendment to the 
Fostering Success in Education Act. By adding this amendment, Franken is setting a precedent 
by forcing state education agencies and child welfare agencies to collaborate. Franken’s proposal 
includes three components: ensuring school stability, ensuring timely transfer of academic and 
health records and developing transportation plans to allow foster youth to get from their 
placement to school. In the amendment, Senator Franken clarifies that a child should be kept 
in his or her original school when it is in the child’s best interest and should be immediately 
transferred when it is not (Clark & Pye, 2013). 

The amendment also introduces the first mandate regarding transporting foster youth by 
requiring educational agencies to create plans that ensure children in foster care “who are 
attending their schools of origin receive transportation to and from those schools” and provides 
instructions on how foster care maintenance payments will be used to transport children (Child 
Welfare League of America, 2011). Because the Fostering Connections Act was enacted by the 
Department of Social Services, it does not receive funds for transportation from the Department 
of Education. The Department of Education can also refuse to use its resources to transport a 
student because the transportation mandate falls outside its jurisdiction.
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A Model that Works – The Individuals with Disabilities Act

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law that was originally introduced as 
part of the No Child Left Behind Act. Currently, IDEA serves over six million eligible children 
and youth with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). IDEA has been heralded for 
adhering to federal laws in terms of accountability and implementation and for mandating equal 
educational access and opportunities for students with disabilities. 

At the very core of the IDEA is the “Individualized Education Program” (IEP). An IEP is a written 
“blueprint” that lays out the course of action for a child with a disability. The IEP is a plan 
developed by a team of school personnel, including the child’s guardian, which addresses the 
child’s individual needs while maximizing the child’s ability to participate in general education 
and school activities. Among a number of other considerations, IDEA requires that the IEP 
includes a number of measurable goals, a description of how the child’s progress towards these 
goals will be measured and when periodic progress reports will be provided (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2012).

Part B of IDEA sets forth requirements, regulations and procedures for states and local education 
agencies to ensure effective and appropriate implementation of the IEP. For example, states are 
required to conduct multiple evaluations that carefully monitor academic progress toward the 
goals in the IEP. After the evaluation, the public agency is required to provide the assessment 
and other evaluation materials to the parents of the child and explain the decision and reasons 
for making that determination (Turnbull, 2005).

While the McKinney-Vento Act and Fostering Connections Act are expected to work off of the 
child’s education plan produced by the child welfare agency, there is no remedy to hold the child 
welfare or educational agencies responsible when they neglect to do so. One of the main tenets 
of the IEP is the stability within the plan, which federal law requires must adhere to an education 
plan that prioritizes the child’s best interest. If as much safeguards and adherence to a foster 
youth’s educational plan was required as in an IEP, there would undoubtedly be more effective 
implementation and positive outcomes. 

How Congress can Effectively Address School Stability 

As the Elemantary and Secondary Education Act comes up for reauthorization, Congress has the 
opportunity to address school stability for foster youth and can do so effectively now that the 
limitations of existing legislation are understood. Congress should:

• Remove “awaiting foster care placement” from the McKinney-Vento Act.
• Amend Fostering Connections to mandate collaboration between child welfare and 

education agencies.
• Mandate that state child welfare agencies develop an IEP for every youth in foster care using 

the IDEA model.
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“How can the U.S. Government care for over 400,000 children whose own homes are unsafe or 
unavailable? Efforts must be made toward consistent standards and accountability to ensure 
that government programs and funds benefit children and ultimately place each child in a 

permanent, safe, loving home.” –Donna Thoennes, Ph.D.

During the 1990s, several trends, including increased costs associated with foster care 
and the restrictive nature of Title IV-E funding, caused states to argue for greater fiscal 
and programmatic flexibility concerning their child welfare programs. In 1994, Congress 
responded to these developments by passing the Child Welfare Demonstration Project 
(the waiver program), which was most recently reauthorized in 2011. This law grants states, 
tribes and territories more flexible use of federal funds in an effort to improve outcomes 
for children and families involved in the child welfare system (Government Accountability 
Office, 2013). Additionally, the law grants the Secretary of the Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) the power to “waive” certain provisions of Titles IV-B and IV-E of 
the Social Security Act (SSA) (Miller, 2011). Although the waiver program has resulted in 
flexibility for states to develop and implement alternative services, it has also resulted in less 
accountability and transparency. 

As an intern this past spring with the Alliance for Children’s Rights, I had the opportunity 
to review budget and policy information that had directly impacted me while I was in the 
foster care system and living at MacClaren Hall, a Los Angeles County congregate care 
facility for unwanted, abandoned and abused children. MacClaren Hall closed in 2003 due 
to maltreatment lawsuits filed by the American Civil Liberties Union and several individuals 
who lived there. However, I know that if someone would have analyzed the budget, program 
and operating information, the institution would have been closed much sooner and abuse 
against foster youth could have been avoided. Although I am no longer in the foster care 
system, I feel a sense of responsibility to highlight the importance of accountability and 
transparency in serving children still in care who may be too young to understand or who 
are unable to access information that directly impacts them. 

This report identifies two direct causes for the lack of transparency and accountability in 
the Title IV-E waiver program: inherent problems in how Title IV-E waiver programs are 
evaluated and inadequate requirements for stakeholder engagement at federal and state 
levels. As a result of these issues, it is nearly impossible for policymakers and stakeholders 
to gauge the waiver’s effectiveness in most states. In 2010, State and Federal Title IV-E 

Title IV-E Waiver Programs: 
Opportunities for Increased Accountability 

Alain J. Datcher
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spending reached 12.6 billion and provided services for over 660,000 children (Foundation 
for Government Accountability, 2012; Children’s Defense Fund, 2012). Given the amount of 
money and the number of children impacted by Title IV-E funding, it is essential that the federal 
government take steps to ensure the waiver process includes effective evaluations of the program 
and appropriate opportunities for stakeholder engagement.

Several Fundamental Problems with the Evaluation of Title IV-E Waiver Programs: 

Lack of Clear Definitions for Key Terms 

HHS prioritizes new waiver projects that implement evidence-based or evidence-informed 
intervention approaches that will produce positive well-being outcomes for children, youth and 
their families (HHS, Administration for Children and Families, 2012). Despite its use as a key term, 
according to the Administration for Children and Families (ACF), there is no uniform definition of 
“child well-being.” Without a standard definition, it is difficult for federal and state governments 
to effectively evaluate whether a waiver program is in fact meeting its intended objective. Under 
the current approach, it is also possible for states to define the term “child well-being” differently. 

No Uniform Requirement for Evaluations

Although HHS requires that all waiver programs undergo systematic evaluations to determine 
impact on child welfare outcomes, without a consistent approach to evaluating a waiver program, 
several problems emerge. First, since the federal government does not dictate the type of 
evaluation approach a state must use to assess its program, it is virtually impossible to compare 
waiver states and counties to non-waiver states and counties, since states use various evaluation 
methodology (Danielson, 2011). 

Further, it is difficult, if not impossible, to establish causality when evaluating the success of a 
waiver program, because many states do not use comparison data that would allow causality 
to be established. For example, California uses a time series design in evaluating its Capped 
Allocation Program (CAP). San Jose State University researchers found it difficult to “attribute 
changes in outcome trend lines to a department’s participation in the CAP (Ferguson, 2010). 
Lastly, without a consistent evaluation approach across waiver programs, policymakers and 
stakeholders at all levels are unable to appropriately evaluate the success or failure of a waiver 
program.

The absence of rigorous, consistent evaluation methods leads to questions about the 
effectiveness of the waiver program. Requiring a consistent and rigorous evaluation standard that 
includes comparison data would help to ensure an appropriate and effective evaluation of a state 
or county’s waiver program.
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Lack of Standard Outcome Measures 

In addition to problems regarding the lack of uniform requirements for state waiver program 
evaluations, another concern is the lack of standard outcome measures, for which each state 
must provide data. Under the current process, states can choose which outcome measures 
they wish to report on and which they do not. While most states’ evaluations focus on a core 
set of major child welfare outcomes, this focus is not the result of a federal requirement. Thus, 
there is no way to know whether these common measures are the best method to determine 
the waiver’s success rate. The varied measures used by states diminish the ability of the federal 
government to consistently evaluate states’ performance.

The need for standardized national benchmarks for each state is also necessary so that 
stakeholders can evaluate the success or failure of individual waiver programs. This concept of 
requiring states to report on standard outcome measures is used to evaluate other programs 
overseen by HHS. The five-star quality rating system used to evaluate Medicare Advantage 
programs provides one example. The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) post 
quality ratings of Medicare Advantage plans to provide Medicare beneficiaries with additional 
information about health plans offered in their area. The quality scores for Medicare Advantage 
plans in 2011 are based on 53 performance (or outcome) measures derived from plan and 
beneficiary information. All plans participating in Medicare Advantage are judged by these 
standards (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services). Because this information is made public, 
beneficiaries (stakeholders) are informed about the performance of the plans from which they 
can select.

It is possible for a similar system to be established to evaluate the waiver projects. According 
to the ACF, it is more feasible than ever before to identify and implement evidence-based 
and evidence-informed interventions (HHS, ACF, 2012). Both the data and the tools needed 
to evaluate these programs across a uniform set of measures are available; now the federal 
government must establish a core set of standard measures and require that they be applied to 
all states. 

Because states are left to identify the outcome measures they decide to report on, states 
essentially have the power to design their own report cards. Further, states are not required to 
engage the expertise of outside stakeholders in establishing outcome measures or report to 
stakeholders regarding their performance.

States Given Excessive Autonomy in Reviewing Waiver Programs

Under Section 1130(f) of the SSA, each Title IV-E agency must obtain an evaluation by an 
independent contractor to assess the effectiveness of its waiver program. However, states 
choose the auditors who conduct reviews of their waiver programs. Allowing a state to choose 
its own auditor raises questions about the integrity of the audit. Further, it provides less 
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accountability than would exist if an auditor was chosen by the federal government. While a 
federal contractor is used to synthesize the results of the audits submitted to HHS by individual 
states, due to the lack of standard definition of terms, consistent evaluation methods, and 
standard outcome measures, the report by HHS is closer to a summary of existing reports than a 
true audit. 

Inadequate Requirements for Stakeholder Engagement

Stakeholders Deprived of Important Information

HHS makes all proposals for new waiver projects and periodic progress reports submitted by 
states publicly available on its website. Yet under current law, states that receive a waiver no 
longer have to abide by certain provisions, including Section 402(7)(B)(b), which requires that 
all states make publicly available a summary of state plans (SSA, Section 1115 42, U.S.C. 1315). 
Because this section can now be waived by the federal government, states no longer have to 
provide the public with detailed information about their plans for IV-E dollars. Without this 
information, stakeholders are unable to assess whether the move of funding from one priority 
to another is achieving the intended results. They are also unable to determine if there are any 
unforeseen consequences of this flexibility. 

Lack of Uniformity on Public Engagement in Waiver Programs 

Stakeholder engagement is a tool used to promote accountability in other waiver programs 
overseen by HHS. For example, Section 1115 of the SSA gives the Secretary of HHS the authority 
to approve waivers for experimental, pilot or demonstration projects that promote the objectives 
of the Medicaid and Children’s Health Insurance Programs (CHIP) (Center for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services, Center for Medicaid and CHIP Services, 2013). The Affordable Care Act 
recently required states to provide clear opportunities for public comment before they submit 
waiver requests to HHS. As part of the Section 1115 waiver application process, states must 
demonstrate that they held a meaningful comment period and that the comments received were 
taken into consideration in finalized applications. 

Recognizing the power of an informed stakeholder community, some outside organizations 
have begun to use available data to assess the success of different state child welfare programs. 
Unsurprisingly, the model most often used by these reports is one that establishes a set of 
key measureable objectives against which it measures the performance of several states. For 
example, a report by the Foundation for Government Accountability ranks the performance of 
states’ child welfare systems based on 11 outcome areas. Reports such as these have proven to 
be a useful tool for stakeholders. 
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Recommendations

Transparency is not merely the absence of obstacles to obtain information; it is the presence of 
opportunities to acquire that information. Unfortunately, the government often chooses not to 
engage in reform without overwhelming evidence of harm. This choice makes the need for more 
accountability and transparency even more critical. 
In order to address the current lack of transparency and accountability in the Title IV-E waiver 
program, Congress should:

1. Mandate that HHS establish a uniform set of standard outcome measures against which 
all states (waiver and non-waiver) would be required to provide data, so that programs 
can be evaluated consistently across states. Further, these measures should be derived in 
a consensus-based process that includes all relevant stakeholders. The outcome measures 
data should be made available to the public in a layperson-friendly format that allows 
stakeholders to evaluate the states across the same measures.

2. Require states to utilize comparison data when evaluating their waiver programs so that 
causality can be established and the waiver program can be evaluated to determine its 
effectiveness compared to non-waiver states and/or counties.

3. Include requirements for stakeholder engagement in the Section 1130 waiver program, 
similar to those added to the Section 1115 waiver program.

4. Replace the existing requirement that HHS conduct an audit with a requirement that the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office conduct an audit that evaluates the waiver and reports on 
its effectiveness in meeting its intended goals.

5. Require states that receive a waiver to publish a Children and Families Budget (CFB), which 
reports annually on fiscal decisions written in a clear stakeholder-centric tone. 
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The Right to a Forever Family
Athena-Marie Madison

Encouraging lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) individuals and couples to adopt will 
provide more foster youth with a home, support system, sense of belonging, stable self-identity 
and the opportunity to improve the outcome of their lives. Currently, our nation is failing to meet 
the clear need for permanency in a foster youth’s life. In 2011, 400,540 children were in foster 
care, and because there are not enough foster homes to meet the need, many older youth are 
instead assigned to live in group homes. Furthermore, out of the 104,236 children waiting to 
be adopted in 2011, only 50,516 children received a stable and permanent home. The lack of 
adoptive parents results in another 27,000 children leaving foster care every year without ever 
finding a permanent family (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). Despite the 
need for more permanent and loving homes, LGBT individuals and couples are often discouraged 
from adopting solely because of their sexual orientation. To address this, Congress should:

1. Prohibit any adoption or foster care agency that receives federal funding, exempting faith-
based agencies, from discriminating against LGBT individuals and couples as adoptive parents.

2. Provide federal funding for adoption and foster care agencies to develop training and 
recruitment campaigns that target prospective adoptive parents from the LGBT community.

All I have ever wanted was to be adopted. Growing up, I experienced verbal, sexual, emotional 
and physical abuse which led to my entrance into the foster care system. Being placed in the 
foster care system saved my life, yet I never envisioned that I would be a part of the foster care 
system for 11 years or that I would leave the system without finding permanency. My mother 
passed away when I was seven and my father sulked in depression so much that we became 
collateral damage. I became a mother to my siblings at a very young age. I never felt like I had 
parents, although I have always craved a place to call home.

Several adults that I have known have said “I’d adopt you in a heartbeat,” but none of them 
actually pursued the legality of adoption. When I was 14 my mentor seriously considered 
adopting me, and I cried tears of joy. My mentor researched adoption and what it would entail. 
Unfortunately, because of the negative stigma surrounding lesbian and gay individuals, my 
mentor worried her sexual orientation might be a barrier. Had I been adopted by her, I am 
confident I would have received more stability, both emotionally and physically, than I ever did 
in foster care. The kind of life that I would have been exposed to would have shaped a different 
version of who I am today. Through all of my experiences and the lack of loving parents, I can 
affirm that I would have preferred a lesbian individual, or even a same-sex couple, to adopt me 
instead of being bounced from foster home to foster home. 

The Clear Need for Adoption

Reducing the risk of discrimination against LGBT parents who adopt foster youth would increase 
the number of permanent placements, resulting in improved outcomes for the many youth who 
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age out of the foster care system each year. Unfortunately, statistics reveal that for youth who 
age out, “up to 50 percent of former foster youth end up homeless within eighteen months of 
emancipation” (Khoury & Kelly, 2011). Furthermore “four years after leaving care, 42 percent 
of youth become parents” (Khoury & Kelly, 2011). While “less than half of foster youth are 
employed two to four years after leaving foster care, only 38 percent of former foster youth have 
maintained employment for at least one year” (Khoury & Kelly, 2011). Foster youth who never 
find permanency and emancipate without a support system are also subject to being trafficked: 
“in some cities throughout the nation, it is estimated that between sixty and eighty-five percent 
of victims of child trafficking are youth from the foster care system” (Blumenthal, 2013). 
 
The LGBT Community can be the Answer

The LGBT community can be the answer to the unanswered prayers of many children in foster 
care still awaiting permanency. A study by The Williams Institute found that there are more than 
8.2 million LGBT-identified adults in the United States (2013). Furthermore, “same-sex couples 
raising children are four times more likely than their different-sex counterparts to be raising an 
adopted child.” Moreover, among couples with children under age 18 in the home, 13 percent 
of same-sex couples have an adopted child compared to just 3 percent of different-sex couples 
(Gates, 2013). The LGBT community is a resource that needs to be engaged. According to a 
report by the Williams Institute and the Urban Institute, an estimated two million gay, lesbian 
and bisexual adults in the U.S. are interested in adopting a child, and roughly 65,500 adopted 
children (more than four percent of all adoptees) are already living with a gay or lesbian parent.
 

Chart from Adoption and Foster Care by Gay and Lesbian Parents in the United States 
by The Williams Institute & Urban Institute using data from National Survey of Family Growth

Several national agencies have realized what a valuable resource the LGBT community can be 
and are therefore taking steps to improve outreach and overall inclusiveness. For example, the 
Human Rights Campaign’s All Children – All Families Initiative “seeks to enhance LGBT cultural 
competence among child welfare professionals and educate LGBT people about opportunities to 
become foster or adoptive parents to waiting children” (Human rights Campaign, 2013). Over 60 
agencies are participating in the initiative by using the Promising Practices in Adoption and Foster 
Care guide that provides information for enhancing an overall climate change in an agency by 
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staff training and recruitment strategies, pre-adoption services, home study practices, placement 
services for foster parents, post-permanency support for adoptive families and retention of foster 
families (Human Rights Campaign, 2013). 

The recruitment of LBGT parents has proven to be an effective strategy for increasing adoption 
placements for foster youth. An administrator from New Jersey Division of Youth and Family 
Services, Department of Children and Families credited their “success in the last number of years in 
increasing resource families to recruiting more LGBT families. Go to an adoption day in New Jersey, 
and you can see the results…. In a way, it’s a first step because we want to continue our efforts – 
to make our recruitment efforts more sophisticated and to do even better work” (Human Rights 
Campaign, 2012).

Intentional and Subliminal Discrimination

Despite the fact that recruiting LGBT parents has increased adoption placements for foster youth, 
some adoption agencies and frontline child welfare workers disqualify LGBT individuals and same-
sex couples from adopting due to their personal bias or a mistaken belief that LGBT individuals 
cannot provide a safe and stable home. The types of discrimination vary. “Agencies may be explicit 
in their anti-LGBT policy or philosophy, or they may subtly discourage applicants by their lack of 
cultural competence with LGBT adults, misperceptions about the LGBT community or by a failure 
to reflect LGBT inclusiveness in their materials, applications, website and other recruitment tools” 
(Human Rights Campaign, 2013). Other discriminatory tactics include: ignoring non-discrimination 
laws or policies by citing other reasons for rejecting applicants, delaying the process of LGBT 
applicants, subjecting LGBT applicants to heightened scrutiny or different screening practices, 
treating LGBT applicants as families of last resort by only recommending difficult-to-place youth 
and failing to reach out to the LGBT community to seek permanent homes for waiting children 
(Movement Advancement Project, 2012).

The standard applied by most courts when deciding whether to place youth with a foster or an 
adoptive parent is called the “best interests” standard. Under this standard, a judge is the one 
who, after receiving evidence from all interested parties, decides whether a certain placement is 
fit and appropriate. Individual identity markers like gender, race and religion are allowed to be 
considered but cannot be used as a sole factor to deny placement. The same should be true of 
sexual orientation.

Sexual Orientation is Irrelevant to Parenting

A commonly voiced concern against allowing adoption by lesbian and gay individuals and couples 
is that children growing up in those households will experience developmental and adjustment 
issues. There is no evidence that supports such a concern. In fact, the American Academy of 
Pediatrics found that children who grow up with one or two gay and/or lesbian parents fare 
as well in emotional, cognitive, social and sexual functioning as do children whose parents are 
heterosexual. Children’s optimal development seems to be influenced more by the nature of the 
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relationships and interactions within the family unit than by the particular structural form it takes 
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2002). If this was a legitimate concern, these same advocates 
should be arguing for bans to “protect” children from being born to lesbian and gay adults via 
assisted protection. And yet there is no such effort. 

The general public also supports the idea of allowing LGBT families to adopt. According to a 
fact sheet released by the Family Equality Council, “the majority of Americans support increasing 
the number of foster and adoptive families by allowing LGBT-headed households to foster and 
adopt. Sixty-four percent of Americans see a same-sex couple with children as a family, up 10% 
from 2003. According to research done by non-partisan Public Religion Research Institute, 6-in-
10 (60%) Catholics favor allowing gay and lesbian couples to adopt children” (Family Equality 
Council, 2013).

The Federal Government has Recognized a Child’s Right to a Family

In 1997, in passing the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA), Congress recognized that children 
in foster care have both a need for and a right to a safe and stable family. In establishing clear 
timelines for the termination of parental rights, the federal government affirmed that state child 
welfare agencies have a duty to act expeditiously to provide permanency for youth in its care. 
One might argue that to be fully compliant with ASFA, a state must strive to find a safe and 
stable home for every child who needs one. In other words, it creates a right for foster youth 
to have a family. With this in mind, states that use sexual orientation as a basis to deny a child 
the right to be adopted are not only violating the rights of LGBT individuals and couples to be 
parents, but also the rights of youth in foster care to be parented by safe and stable individuals. 

Lack of Non-Discrimination Polices at the State Level

Despite ASFA’s priority to ensure permanency for children and evidence that LGBT can 
provide stable homes, only six states have a non-discrimination policy (California, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, Nevada, New Jersey, New York and Rhode Island) that bars or restricts 
discrimination in adoption on the basis of sexual orientation (Movement Advancement Project, 
2012). Perhaps California’s implementation of a non-discrimination policy is the reason why 
California has 16,000 children adopted by lesbian and gay parents, the largest number in the 
nation (Gates, 2007). This type of correlation was made in a recent University of Maryland 
study on the relationship between state adoption laws and policies with adoption outcomes 
for waiting foster youth. They found that in states that prohibited adoption by gay and lesbian 
individuals and couples, “there was a significantly larger proportion of children lingering in foster 
care and waiting for adoption” (Kaye & Kuvalanka, 2006). Moreover, in states where gay and
lesbian individuals and couples are guaranteed consideration as adoptive parents, children are 
almost twice as likely to be adopted (Kaye & Kuvalanka, 2006).
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Although no states have an outright ban on adoption by LGBT individuals, “some states bar 
individuals from adopting if they are unmarried and living with a partner. Other states give 
priority to married couples, penalizing single and LGBT applicants” (Movement Advancement 
Project, 2012). Another way states discriminate is by prohibiting same-sex couples from jointly 
adopting. Currently, only 22 states in our nation allow same-sex couples to jointly petition 
to adopt statewide (Human Rights Campaign, 2013). “Same-sex couples are prohibited from 
adopting in Mississippi and Utah. State courts in Michigan have ruled that unmarried individuals 
may not jointly petition to adopt. State courts have ruled that second-parent adoptions are not 
available under current law in Kentucky, Nebraska, North Carolina and Ohio” (Human Rights 
Campaign, 2013). Many LGBT people mistakenly believe that the law prohibits them from 
adopting or foster parenting (Human Rights Campaign, 2013).

Every Child Deserves a Family Act

Before the Multiethnic Placement Act of 1994, foster youth were being denied the right to be 
adopted by families whose skin color did not match their own. Homes that were otherwise 
suitable placements were being passed over based on the sole criterion of race. The purpose of 
the Multiethnic Placement Act of 1994 was “to decrease the length of time that children wait to 
be adopted by preventing discrimination in the placement of children on the basis of race, color, 
or national origin” (H.R. 6, 1994). 

Similarly, the Every Child Deserves a Family Act (H.R. 2028, 2013; S. 1069, 2013) seeks to 
decrease the length of time that children wait to be adopted by preventing discrimination in 
the placement of children on the basis of sexual orientation, gender identity or marital status. 
If passed, this bill would decrease opportunities for discrimination in decisions regarding the 
placement of children with LGBT individuals and same-sex couples and increase the opportunity 
for more youth to find families.

Exemption for Faith-Based Agencies

While the Every Child Deserves a Family Act is necessary if we hope to meet the promise of a 
family for every child, without an exemption for faith-based adoption agencies, this bill might 
make the very problem it is hoping to solve worse. At present, faith-based adoption agencies are 
playing a significant role in the recruitment of families for children in foster care. For instance, 
“In Illinois, Catholic Charities handles about 20 percent of the foster care and adoption  cases” 
(World News Service, 2011). If these agencies are denied federal funding because their religious 
affiliation prevents them from serving LGBT families, the consequence might be that less, not 
more, children find homes. 

     In states that prohibit adoption by gay and lesbian individuals and
        couples, “there was a significantly larger proportion of children 
                   lingering in foster care and waiting for adoption

-Kaye & Kuvalanka
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Congress should provide increased support for mental health needs of youth aging out of the 
foster care system because the need for mental health services extends beyond age 18, and the 
transition to independence causes additional emotional trauma for the vast majority of foster 
youth. For the first time in their lives, youth who age out of foster care are not only empowered, 
but required to make important life decisions. Many of these decisions (where to live, how to 
afford food) rightly feel like “life or death” decisions when youth too often make them with 
little to no support from an adult. Youth who “age out” are expected to quickly transition from 
a world in which every decision, including decisions regarding their mental health care, is 
determined by a social worker to a world where they suddenly have to make all decisions with 
little to no support. The transition process leaves youth without the skills to complete basic 
tasks such as scheduling doctor appointments, filling prescriptions and submitting required 
information to Medicaid.

According to the Voices Youth Center (VYC), unless the mental health needs of youth who aging 
out are met, they are likely to experience a high rate of homelessness, unemployment and 
criminal activity, leaving an already vulnerable population of youth in greater need (2012). They 
are also less likely to receive a college degree and form healthy relationships, both of which are 
critical to their success as adults. 

Because I was adopted at the age of 16, my transition to adulthood included the level of support 
that being in a family provides. The stability I felt from having adults there to support me 
throughout my trying times gave me the strength to stay positive. Additionally, my Guardian 
ad Litem (GAL) was there for me every step of the way. She has consistently been there since 
the first day I entered the system, and even now she is helping guide me along the way. My 
therapist also provided consistent support. He built me up with inspiring words that to this day 
still impact me. My community support worker also went out of his way to assist in helping me 
grow. He took me on different outings and picked up his phone every time I called because he 
was so concerned about my well-being. Because of this, my transition out of care was a positive 
one. From my experience, I am familiar with the struggles of the tens of thousands of youth 
who age out of care and are in need of additional mental health services and supports as they 
transition into adulthood on their own. 

To better assist these youth, Congress should:

1. Require that youth undergo a mental health assessment by a licensed psychologist before 
aging out of care, and provide optional mental health services up to one year post care for 
issues that will continue to occur post emancipation or will newly arise from emancipation.

A Cry for Help: 
Mental Health Support For Youth Who Age Out

Thomas Jefferson McRae
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2. Amend section 2004 of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, which extends 
Medicaid eligibility of former foster youth to age 26 to clarify that, in the case of foster 
youth, Medicaid coverage extends beyond state lines automatically. 

3. Require that 10 percent of a state’s Chafee independent living program dollars be spent on 
providing mental health service programs to transitioning foster youth.

4. Amend the Fostering Connections Act to ensure that mental health is appropriately 
addressed in youth’s 90 day transition plan. 

Youth in Foster Care Are at a Higher Risk of Mental Health Issues

Due in large part to their experiences before coming into care, approximately 48 percent of 
foster youth have emotional or behavioral problems (Casey Family Programs, 2011). This rate 
is significantly higher than their peers (four percent of all youth have been diagnosed with at 
least one mental health disorder). Foster youth experience many different types of emotional 
disorders. About 25 percent of foster youth alumni suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), an anxiety disorder that is caused by experiencing a traumatic event (Cook, 2005). When 
an individual suffers from PTSD, he or she feels stressed even when in a safe environment. 
Studies show that PTSD is twice as common in former foster youth as U.S. war veterans (VYC, 
2012). Foster youth also struggle with disorders that prevent them from forming healthy bonds 
with others, such as Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD) (Family Care for Children and Youth, 
Inc., 2009). This disorder, which is primarily caused by neglect and abuse, can be responsible for 
a youth’s inability to retain employment and stable housing. 

If Mental Health Issues Are Not Properly Addressed, Foster Youth Are at Risk of Other 
Negative Outcomes

With no permanent place to call their own or people investing in their future, emancipated 
youth are more likely to go down the wrong path. Foster care alumni are are six times more 

This is an issue for broad public concern because when a child feels alone and is depressed, 
they tend to isolate themselves from everyone. I met a youth who was very quiet and wise, 
yet was by himself most of the time. I thought he was a good kid, and he reminded me of 

myself as a youth. However, one day he was in trouble; a document was found on his tablet 
where he expressed his desire to kill others and the way in which he would do it. By the 

grace of God, the trouble he was in led him to be placed in a mental institution where he 
could get help. This was a relief because there were other youth in the home he had been 
living in who could have been killed if he had followed through with his plan. His mental 

health needs had gone untreated for far too long.
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likely than the general population to have been arrested by age 23 and seven times more likely 
to be convicted of a crime (Courtney, Lee & Raap, 2009). Additionally, less than 50 percent 
of foster youth obtain employment two-and-a-half to four years after leaving the foster care 
system (VYC, 2012). Sadly, almost 40 percent of youth become homeless within 18 months of 
emancipation, and 56 percent of youth who leave the system begin to use hard drugs (VYC, 
2012). Because of the inability to process traumatic situations, foster youth are almost four 
times as likely as non-foster youth to attempt suicide (Children’s Advocacy Institute, 2010). The 
suicide rate remains at an elevated level after the youth leaves foster care (VYC, 2012). Six-and-
a-half percent of foster care alumni are hospitalized for mental health reasons, a rate three times 
greater than the general population (National Council for Adoption, 2011).

Foster Youth Experience Additional Trauma When Aging Out

“The transition to adulthood can be a difficult process as older adolescents and young adults 
begin to establish their future educational plans, careers, living situations, relationships and 
roles in the community” (SAMHSA, 2013). Because of the stress and uncertainty that comes 
with emerging adulthood, as well as pre-existing mental health conditions, older adolescent 
and young adults are at a higher risk for mental health challenges. Nearly 20 percent of adults 
between the ages of 18-25 who reside in the U.S. have been diagnosed with a mental health 
condition (SAMHSA, 2013). Of these, more than 1.3 million suffer from diminished capacity due 
to the severity of their disorder (SAMHSA, 2013). Furthermore, 18 to 25-year-olds are less likely 
than other adults to get the help that is needed to accommodate their mental health conditions, 
only adding to the mental health crisis among young adults (SAMHSA, 2013). 

These issues are even worse for youth from foster care who are more often than not facing 
these issues alone. Youth who age out suffer from high levels of stress, depression and anxiety. 
These feelings are very severe and can cause a young person to drift off in the wrong direction. 
Most of all, this just adds to the trauma for the nearly 50 percent of foster youth who are already 
experiencing mental health issues (Baumrucker, 2012). The Foster Youth Transitions to Adulthood 
Study found that the lack of medical, financial and social support caused by the aging out 
process leads to mental illness, criminal behavior and an “inability to function productively and 
independently in society” (Courtney; Kaylor & Nesmith, 2001). The transition left former foster 
youth feeling “alone, insecure, and overwhelmed” (Courtney; Kaylor & Nesmith, 2001).

Foster Youth’s Mental Health Needs Does Not Go Away at Age 18, Neither Should Their 
Mental Health Support

In light of the importance of providing foster youth with mental health services, Medicaid 
mandates the availability of a minimum level of mental health care for foster youth under the 
age of 21, with the option for each state to extend care beyond the federal minimum (Herz, 
2013). While the mental health services provided by each state vary, all 50 states do provide 
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foster youth with some level of mental health care. All foster youth under the age of 21 are 
entitled to Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnostic and Treatment (EPSDT) services. Under 
EPSDT, states must provide medical care that is “necessary to correct or ameliorate” certain 
conditions, including mental illness (Herz, 2013).

Recognizing that a youth’s need for support services does not expire upon his or her 18th 
birthday, the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (FCA) of 2008 
required states to create an individualized transition plan 90 days before each youth ages out 
of care. Transition plans must include specific options for the future including housing, health 
insurance, education, mentoring and support services as well as employment. Section 205 of the 
FCA mandates that states develop, in coordination and collaboration with the state Medicaid 
agency and in consultation with pediatricians and other experts, a plan for the ongoing 
oversight and coordination of health care services for any child in foster care. While it can be 
argued that the bill’s use of the term health care is meant to include mental health, the absence 
of the term might also be read to imply the plan only covers the child’s physical health needs. 

Another issue that prevents foster youth from getting mental health support after 18 is they 
have no way to pay for such services. Until 2014, youth emancipating are left with two options: 
get personal health insurance or figure out how to pay for health care services out of pocket. 
Passed in 2010, Section 2004 of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act makes foster care 
alumni under the age of 26 a new mandatory Medicaid eligibility group. To be eligible, the foster 
youth must have been enrolled in Medicaid at the time he or she aged out of the system and 
must remain in the state where he or she was in care. The services available through Medicaid 
are subject to a federal minimum, but vary from state to state beyond that minimum (Patient 
Protection and Affordable Care Act, 2010). 

While the provision of Medicaid coverage for foster youth is a huge step forward for addressing 
mental health issues for youth, there are still challenges youth will face. If the foster youth moves 
to another state for any reason, providing Medicaid to this youth then becomes optional for the 
new state of residence. This means that former foster youth, a population that is already less 
likely to attend college or become employed and more likely to become homeless, are limited to 
1/50th of the education, employment, and housing opportunities that non-foster youth receive 
if the foster youth want to retain access to Medicaid (Herz, 2010).
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This chart reflects the mental health services provided to youth aging out of care in five 
randomly polled states.
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A Better Approach: Mental Health Support for Veterans

As was noted earlier, youth in foster care experience rates of PTSD at a rate twice that of war 
veterans. Despite this, the federal response to PTSD issues found in both populations has been 
vastly different. In the case of veterans, the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) responded 
to the increasing mental health issues among veterans by implementing a five-year Mental 
Health Strategic Plan designed to expand and improve mental health services for veterans. The 
VHA also dedicated an additional $1.4 billion over three years to serving mental health needs. 
Services provided to Veterans of War are specifically designed to deal with the issues that arise 
from being in war as well as the emotional impact of transitioning back into society after war 
(RAND, 2011). Finally, newly admitted veterans are required to undergo a screening for PTSD 
every year in the first five years in care and every year thereafter. 

In contrast, foster youth are cut off from mental health services upon aging out (Fernandez-
Alcantara, 2012) and the Chafee Foster Care Independent Program (Chafee), the main program 
designed to assist youth in addressing transition issues, dedicates very little focus and fewer 
resources to mental health support. As a requirement of receiving funds, states must certify 
that current or former foster youth are expected to receive education about the importance of 
designating an individual who has power to make health care treatment decisions if necessary. 
Health education and risk prevention planning is also a requirement of the plan, but again the 
law does not specifically mandate that the worker discuss mental health care needs with the 
foster youth, nor does it provide directions on how to do so (The Center for Medicaid and CHIP 
Services, n.d.). Even assuming that health education funded by Chafee includes mental health, 
a recently released National Youth in Transition Database Data shows that only 35 percent of 
youth aging out reported having received a health education and risk prevention service (2012). 

The Need for Congressional Action 

To better address the mental health needs of youth aging out of care, Congress should:

1. Require that youth undergo a mental health assessment by a licensed psychologist before 
aging out of care, and provide optional mental health services up to one year post care for 
issues that will continue to occur post emancipation or will newly arise from emancipation.

2. Amend section 2004 of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, which extends 
Medicaid eligibility of former foster youth to age 26 to clarify that in the case of foster youth 
Medicaid coverage extends beyond state lines automatically. 

3. Require that 10 percent of a state’s Chafee independent living program dollars be spent on 
providing mental health service programs to transitioning foster youth.

4. Amend the Fostering Connections Act to ensure that mental health is appropriately 
addressed in the youth’s 90 day transition plan.
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During the first day of Marriage and Family class at my college, the professor asked the students 
to go around the room and speak about the dynamics of our individual families and how these 
dynamics have impacted us. Some of the students spoke about nuclear and blended families; 
others expressed what it was like to be raised by a single parent; some explained who really 
“wore the pants” in their house and a few even frowned or laughed when they spoke of past 
sibling rivalries. As I sat in the back of the classroom dreading my turn, I secretly prayed that the 
professor would get distracted and forget to call my name. As I tried very hard to hide behind 
the person seated in front of me, I worried that the entire class could see the disappointment 
written all over my face. My hesitance to participate did not stem from shyness or disinterest in 
the activity; it was because my story was very different from theirs. 

At the age of six, I entered the foster care system with my older brother who was eight. We were 
removed from a single mother who lacked the compassion, skills and support to be a parent and 
who ultimately exposed us to abuse and neglect. During our journey in the foster care system, 
we were often separated from one another, left feeling unloved and with no place to belong. 
After a childhood of uncertainty, we both aged out of the foster care system at 18 without being 
adopted. Even worse, we did not have any connections with family members or adults who 
cared about us and our futures. Because I still craved permanency, I began to search for the one 
thing I was not given despite spending 12 years in the system: a new family, a forever family, 
my family. 

Because foster care deprived my brother and me of all opportunities for connections and ties to 
our biological family, I embarked on a family-finding mission of my own. In the last four years, I 
have found or connected with over 25 family members in the United States and the Dominican 
Republic whom I never knew existed. This experience raised many questions for me such as who 
I look most like, where I was born, what cities I lived in prior to entering care and why my mother 
did the things she did. Answering these questions was important for me in order to begin to 
heal. In addition, connecting with my extended family has allowed me to relearn my native 
language, Spanish, which I had forgotten. My story is not an exception, but a norm for the more 
than 400,500 children in America’s foster care system and the 26,000 who age out every year 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011).

Lost Family: The Importance of Family-Finding
in Child Welfare
Georgina Rodriguez
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This is a picture of my grandpa, mom, brother and me before 
I entered the foster care system. I have reconnected with my 
grandpa through my own family-finding efforts and plan to 
visit him in the Dominican Republic this year.

If youth in foster care had an easier way to find and maintain 
family connections, either while in care or upon transition, 
they would be more likely to achieve two of the stated goals 
of foster care: permanency and well-being. Despite the 
existence of legislation and programs focused on providing 
permanent family connections for foster youth, there are 
still tens of thousands of foster youth who do not have such 
connections. Therefore, the federal government should 
make establishing and maintaining family connections for 
foster youth a priority.

Importance of Family Connections in Emotional and Physical Well-being
Just as water and sunlight are necessary ingredients for a plant’s growth, family connections 
are vital to promote and sustain the proper development of a child. To understand the 
importance of establishing and maintaining family connections for youth in foster care, one 
must understand the role that family connections play in a child’s development. According to 
Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, the first three years of life are a particularly critical 
and sensitive period of brain development where the brain works to establish and reinforce 
connections among neurons (2011). Additionally, successful development from childhood to 
adulthood has been tied to meaningful relationships with family. Such relationships not only 
provide for basic needs such as housing and financial support, but also guidance, wisdom and 
community development (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiatives, 2011). 

However, when a child enters foster care, such relationships may be impacted. Research suggests 
that children may experience grief caused by separation from or loss of a relationship with their 
natural family and face challenges in adjusting to different environments (Stukes-Chipungu 
& Bent-Goodley, 2004). Thus, it is imperative that significant relationships be reestablished 
and/ or maintained while the child is in foster care. Furthermore, separation from one’s family 
leaves foster youth with feelings of uncertainty and insecurity. An article by Darla L. Henry 
(2005) compares such feelings and questions such as “who am I?” and “when will I know I 
belong?” Henry further states, “The need for connectedness and continuity in family ties is 
crucial for emotional growth” (Henry, 2005).  Research shows that such ties offer neuroplasticity 
to the brain that can offset childhood trauma and help children and young people develop 
interpersonal skills, form healthy intimate relationships and foster resilience (Jim Casey Youth 
Opportunities Initiatives, 2011). 
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Connections with biological family members can also be a source of important health care 
information. According to the New England Journal of Medicine, family history is a valuable 
tool for disease prevention, as it predicts the risks of health conditions such as heart disease, 
colorectal cancer, breast cancer, asthma, diabetes and even suicide (2004). Furthermore, patients 
can be at a disadvantage when family history is not valued or incorporated into their individual 
care. While some states allow access to a foster child’s health records upon removal, placement 
or emancipation, questions regarding one’s medical conditions, mental health concerns, 
hospitalizations prior to child welfare placement, child birth history or even overall biological 
makeup may arise. When a child is placed in the foster care system, the knowledge of family 
health history becomes more difficult to access and often places foster youth at the same 
disadvantage as those patients with no family health history. 

Family Connections Promote Permanency

In addition to positively impacting the emotional and physical well-being of children in foster 
care, family connections also promote permanency. Alameda County’s STEP UP program served 
70 youth who resided in congregate care, most of whom had lost contact with family and 
friends. Six months into the effort, over 50 percent of the youth had been reconnected with 
family; of those, 19 had been transferred to placements with relatives and another 17 were 
anticipated to do so within three months. Another 12 remained in foster care due to ongoing 
emotional or behavioral problems, but most of them also had been reconnected to family 
members in some way (Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2011). 

Even if family connections do not result in physical permanency placement, family connections 
can provide a sense of relational permanency. According to Child Welfare Information Gateway, 
one study of foster youth in California showed that among the different types of permanency, 
youth chose relational permanency above physical and legal permanency (2013). Youth 
recognize the importance of having a place of belonging, a safety net during major life decisions 
and somewhere to return to for holidays and other celebrations. 

Federal Law Recognizes the Importance of Family Connections for Foster Youth

Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008

The federal government has recognized that helping youth in foster care maintain family 
connections is important. In 2008, Congress enacted the Fostering Connections to Success and 
Increasing Adoptions Act, which creates several federal grant programs aimed at supporting 
relative caregivers and reconnecting children with family members. More specifically, this act 
authorized the following programs: the Guardianship Assistance Program, Family Finding, the 
Kinship Navigator Program, the Family Group Decision-Making Program, and the Residential 
Family Treatment Program. Furthermore, it requires agencies receiving Title IV-E funding to 
identify and notify all adult relatives of a child’s placement within 30 days of the child’s removal 
and to explain the option for kin to become a placement for the child. 
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This legislation explores different pathways for youth to maintain family connections by 
authorizing competitive grants to state, local or tribal child welfare agencies and private 
nonprofit organizations for the purpose of helping children who are in or at-risk of foster care to 
reconnect with sibling and family members. While the need for family connection programs is 
present in every state and county, the act limits the number of grantees to no more than 30 per 
year (Stoltzfus, 2008). 

Family Finding Efforts through the Fostering Connections Act of 2008

Through the Fostering Connections Act of 2008, the federal government provides grants for 
family-finding projects which identify, locate and engage family members of foster youth to 
achieve legal, physical and emotional permanency. Family-finding services are for youth who are 
in or at risk of entering foster care as well as those who have been in foster care for an extended 
period of time. Since Family Connection grants were made available in 2009, there have been 
a total of 48 private, non-profit and state child welfare agency recipients. Of those, only 17 
focused on family-finding projects that provide intensive family-finding services to those in the 
child welfare system (Stoltzfus, 2013).

The National Institute for Permanent Family Connectedness (NIPFC) provides child welfare 
agencies, court systems and community partners with training to build their capacity to find 
families for youth in foster care through the effective use of search databases and case file 
reviews. In addition, NIPFC provides coaching that guides agencies and partners through the 
best policies to engage youth and families in cooperative, long-lasting, healthy relationships and 
provides interactive and supportive, case-specific consultations designed to address obstacles 
unique to each case, community and agency. This program is a leader in family search and 
engagement throughout the United States (Seneca Family of Agencies, n.d.).

How Can the Federal Government Promote Family Connections for Foster Youth?

If youth in foster care had an easier way to find and maintain family connections, either while 
in care or upon transition, they would be more likely to achieve the stated goals of foster care: 
permanency and well-being. The federal government can help promote family connections by 
implementing the following recommendations: 

1. Increase federal funding for family search models so that models like the National Institute 
for Permanent Family Connectedness (NIPFC) can be available in more jurisdictions across 
the country.

2. Provide training modeled after the NIPFC to educate case workers on the importance of 
family finding and provide instruction on how to make collaborative efforts in the family-
finding process.

3. Mandate that future grant awards provided through the Fostering Connections Act of 2008 
focus on the population of foster youth who have already aged out of care.
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Foster Youth and the College Dream:
The High Cost of Higher Education

Shaquita Ogletree

Every year, child welfare stakeholders from across the state of Georgia convene at the 
Celebration of Excellence (COE), celebrating the milestone of the state’s current and former 
foster care youth graduating from high school or college. In 2005, I participated in the COE 
as a high school graduate—the first in my family—and four years later, I returned as a college 
graduate, having earned my bachelor’s degree from Howard University. I remember it like it was 
yesterday: people told me I was a success story. With this degree in hand, I had broken the cycle. 
Yet, I could not help but wonder about the whereabouts of hundreds of other students who 
also graduated from my high school. For one reason or another, they were not back at the COE 
with me as college graduates. An evening so special was tainted by how few of the brothers and 
sisters that I shared the stage with four years ago had returned. 

Research indicates that while 70 percent of all foster care youth have the desire to attend 
college, fewer than 20 percent actually go on to attain higher education, and less than 3 percent 
will earn a college degree by age 25 (McMillen, 2003; Wolanin, 2005; Pecora, 2005). This number 
is substantially less than the 60 percent of youth in the general population who attend college 
(Wolanin, 2005). As these numbers reflect, children with experience in foster care face many 
challenges when it comes to both attending and completing college, one of the most significant 
of which is the cost incurred in pursuing higher education. While the federal government 
provides important assistance to foster youth who wish to attend college, the reality is that this 
assistance is significantly limited and fails to recognize the full costs borne by these youth. 

To address this problem, Congress should: 

• Create incentives for colleges and universities to provide permanent and priority housing for 
foster youth using their housing services (i.e., dormitories and campus apartments).

• Mandate that states make transitional youth aware that dormitories can be used for year-
round housing under a Supervised Independent Living Program, drawing from Title IV-E 
funding.

• Modify the Chafee Education and Voucher Program eligibility maximum age requirement to 
cover alumni of foster care until their 26th birthday or completion of a bachelor’s degree, 
whichever comes first.

• Give priority enrollment in the Federal Work-Study Program to former foster youth.
• Provide $20 million in federal funding for college support programs such as Guardian 

Scholars. Funding needed for these programs should be offset by a $20 million reduction in 
overall Chafee dollars (making the total amount per fiscal year $120 million).
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Current Federal Support for Higher Education 

When it comes to direct assistance for post-secondary education, the primary sources of federal 
funding for utilization by foster youth are the Pell Grant and the Chafee Education and Training 
Voucher (ETV). To promote access to post-secondary education, the Federal Pell Grant Program 
provides need-based grants to low-income undergraduate students, a category which foster 
youth belong by virtue of their “independent” financial aid status (U.S. Dept. of Education). The 
ETV program, a component of the John H. Chafee Care Independence Program, provides up to 
$5,000 of financial assistance specifically to youth ages 18–26 who were formerly in foster care 
(NRCYD, 2013). 

Taken together, the maximum amount of direct educational assistance a foster youth may 
receive under these programs is $10,550 ($5,550 from the Pell Grant and $5,000 from ETV 
funding). While foster youth may rely on the maximum allotment of their Pell grants (assuming 
they maintain full-time status), data indicates that the average annual allowance in ETV funding 
is only $3,000 - far less than the potential maximum (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012). The average 
foster youth, then, receives $8,550 in federal aid under these programs. 

While these awards significantly defray tuition costs (the average cost of in-state tuition and 
fees at a public, four-year institution is currently $8,660 per year), they fail to fully appreciate 
and address the actual total cost of higher education for foster youth. As outlined in the most 
recent reports from CollegeBoard, the annual “sticker price” (the average student budget, 
including expenses such as room and board, food, transportation, supplies, etc.) of college at a 
public, four-year institution is $22,261. What this means for foster youth, who often are without 
additional sources of financial assistance, is that they will need a minimum of $14,000 of income 
($56,000 for all four years) to enable them to financially survive their first year of school. 

Foster youth working to obtain a degree can continue to receive support and assistance from 
their state’s Independent Living Program. The John L. Chafee Independence Act provides $140 
million in annual funding for each state to develop a program for older foster youth who are 
likely to age out of care (16 – 21 years of age) (Emerson, 2010). Independent Living Programs 
focus on helping young people acquire “basic life skills” and are therefore not particularly 
relevant to the experiences of foster youth in college. 

What is relevant to foster care alumni in college is the fact that states have the discretion to 
use 30 percent of program funds for room and board for youth ages 18 to 21. Some states use 
Chafee funding to provide housing and other support to youth in college. For instance, Texas 
uses Chafee dollars to help youth pay for housing in dorms during the summer and winter 
breaks. Because the definition of “room and board” is left up to states, most have chosen to 
define it broadly so as to include housing arrangements such as host homes, dormitories, shared 
apartments or independent apartments requiring youth to be supervised by an agency worker 
(Pergamit, 2012). 
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The final program through which the federal government provides assistance to foster youth 
is the Federal Work Study (FWS) program. The FWS program provides funds for part-time 
employment to help needy students finance the costs of postsecondary education. Students 
can receive FWS funds at approximately 3,400 participating postsecondary institutions. While 
foster youth are almost always qualified for work study, given the oversubscription to work study 
opportunities at most colleges and universities, these positions are often not available to foster 
youth.

Federal Assistance Fails to Meet Foster Youth’s Need for Housing 

Alumni of foster care report having many challenges with securing housing while attending 
school. First, the cost of on-campus housing, which for reasons elucidated below, is often the 
most beneficial option for foster youth, is often beyond the budget of foster youth. According 
to the aforementioned CollegeBoard reports, the average cost for room and board at a public, 
four-year institution is $9,205. This is a considerable expense for foster youth who often lack 
the financial support of family. Even when there is public assistance available to help defray 
these costs (such as state grants, for example), procedural obstacles and incongruity between 
school schedules and funding disbursement schedules can present real impediments for 
foster youth. When I was in school, I had to personally produce the funding to pay my housing 
deposit because it took the state too long to process a check for me, which is also a common 
experience for youth in the California system. As Nixon and Jones observe, in California, “Chafee 
Grant Program funds are generally disbursed beginning in October, which may create barriers 
to students in terms of enrollment or meeting other living expenses, especially housing” (2007). 
If I had not been able to personally afford a housing deposit, not having the funds in a timely 
manner would have precluded my ability to participate in my university’s housing lottery, costing 
me the opportunity to live on campus.

Housing “lottery” systems at schools are customary nationwide, and many foster youth find 
themselves engaged in such lotteries to secure on-campus housing. To further examine the 
implications of the lottery system, I selected, at random, five schools in the U.S. that utilize 
a housing lottery system: University of New Haven (CT); Marquette University (WI); Seattle 
University (WA); Howard University (DC) and Georgia State University (GA). At each school, 
students must pay a non-refundable, non-transferable deposit (ranging $100–$500) within a 
specific application window. Further, in order for their payments to be processed, students must 
have no holds and no balance on their accounts. Foster youth who are dependent on financial 
assistance programs may find any one of these many requirements to be a barrier.

Assuming that foster youth can afford on-campus housing and successfully navigate the process 
of securing it, they often still face a dilemma that many of their peers do not: securing a place 
to live when school is out of session. If returning to live with a family member is not an option, 
many foster youth are left in the proverbial lurch. As Melinda Atkinson points out, these “youths 
who are temporarily displaced from their student housing during academic breaks often become 
homeless during this time” (Atkinson, 2008). 
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Because of this concern, many foster youth choose instead to live off campus, even though it 
is often more costly overall, because they pay rent on a monthly basis, and it affords them a 
place to live year-round. If the cost for a roof over one’s head is cheaper off campus, there are 
still additional expenses, impediments and trade-offs to consider. Students who live off campus 
are responsible for the cost of utilities, transportation to and from campus and internet access, 
to name just a few. Living off campus may require a rental agreement, possibly necessitating 
references, a co-signer and a security deposit, all requirements that foster youth may have 
particular difficulty fulfilling. Lastly, it is important to recognize that living off campus means 
forgoing the important benefits that on-campus living provides: proximity to classes, more 
frequent interaction with fellow students, resident advising services and assistance in dealing 
with adjustments to independent living or with roommate conflicts (College Parents, 2013). 

Finally, as growing research and university reporting highlights, students who live on campus 
(for at least a portion of their time in school) benefit from the sense of connection that nourishes 
and experience better educational outcomes and higher retention rates (Schudde, 2011; 
CUIndependent; Coppock, 2011). Having been in care, foster youth crave this type of positive 
connection, and achieving it has proven important to their success in college.

Federal Assistance Fails to Meet the Need for Help with Other Living Expenses

Given their unique struggles and general economic insecurity, current and former foster youth 
need and deserve substantial support through post-secondary education. Simply, the child 
welfare system has more often than not failed to equip these young adults with the skills 
or support critical to success at higher education institutions. One small shift in their lives - 
housing, transportation, childcare, employment - can mean the difference between completing 
the semester and dropping out (Stuart Foundation, 2009). Most education-specific services for 
foster youth terminate on their 21st birthdays, a time when many foster youth have to make life-
altering decisions. Many alumni of foster care have stated that they could not afford to purchase 
necessary class materials and/or find classes that fit with their work schedules, forcing them 
to drop classes or change from full-time status to part-time status, thus compromising their 
funding eligibility.

The Midwest Study, a longitudinal study that follows former foster youth in Illinois, Iowa, and 
Wisconsin as they “age out” of the child welfare system and transition to adulthood, highlights 
the gap in educational attainment between foster youth and their age group as a whole. 
Evaluated at age 26, young adults generally, “were almost six times more likely [than the foster 
youth cohort] to have a post-secondary degree (46 percent vs. eight percent), and nine times 
more likely to have a degree from a four-year school (36 percent vs. four percent)” (Courtney, 
2011). This disparity is explained partly by lower enrollment rates among foster youth and 
partly by lower graduation rates (less than three percent for foster youth) . Exploring the latter, 
Courtney and colleagues determined that financial barriers were the primary impediment 
towards graduation (see graph – responses recorded at ages 21, 23 or 24, and 26). 
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As the data above captures, the ability to meet financial needs is a principal challenge for foster 
youth in college, and my own experience was no different. My freshman year, I realized that 
I needed to work to stay in college. While I applied to the federal work-study program at my 
university, receiving work-assistance was not guaranteed. For two-and-a-half years, I worked off 
campus during the evenings and weekends. In the middle of my junior year, I finally received a work-
study position at the university, but even then I had to hold a second job off campus. Being able 
to work on campus was not only helpful, but also had advantages compared to off-campus jobs: it 
was easy to obtain the job if a slot in work-assistance was open, it was less of an interruption to my 
school schedule and my employer worked around my class schedule and was understanding of my 
academic responsibilities. 

Federal Financial Assistance Fails to Recognize that Foster Youth Often Take More Than Four 
Years to Graduate

Federal programs have yet to fully appreciate that college is often more than a four-year process 
for foster youth. Prior to graduating high school or earning their GED, children in foster care change 
schools much more often than their peers. One study indicates that 65 percent experience seven 
or more school changes during elementary and secondary school (Pecora, 2005). Research states 
that every time a child changes schools, he or she tends to lose, on average, four to six months of 
educational attainment (Wolanin, 2005). As Melinda Atkinson calculates, this statistic means that 
“the portion of this group that graduate on track has lost between twenty-eight and forty-two 
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months of educational achievement” (2008). In a similar vein, the Midwest Study found that, at 
age 19, more than one-third of participants lacked a high school diploma or GED (Courtney, 
2005). Knowing that foster youth often have a later start on secondary education, enter college 
with a deficit in educational attainment and take longer to earn a post-secondary degree, it 
seems manifestly unfair that they are expected to succeed in school with financial support that 
only lasts until the age of 21 or 23. 

Some States are Working to Fill the Gaps 

Recognizing the obstacles they face, many states are working to make higher education more 
affordable for foster youth. According to the National Resource Center for Youth Development, 
16 states currently offer “waiver programs” that waive tuition and fees for foster youth. Going 
even further, Connecticut covers the full cost of college attendance, including tuition, fees, room 
and board, books, tutoring, transportation, and health care (NRCYD, 2013). Also noteworthy are 
states such as New Jersey and Rhode Island, which offer waivers to students through age 23, and 
Oklahoma, which covers tuition and fees for foster youth until age 26 (NRCYD, 2013). 

Federal College Support Programs for Foster Youth

The 2008 reauthorization of the Higher Education Opportunity Act (PL 110-315) provides 
services for pre-college youth and adults who are low-income and first generational college 
students through federal programs such as the TRIO programs (Student Support Services 
(SSS) and Educational Opportunity Centers (EOC)) and Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness 
Undergraduate Program (GEAR UP) (Emerson, 2010). The TRIO programs provide outreach and 
support services regarding college admissions and financial aid, academic counseling, tutoring 
and mentoring (Wolanin, 2005). The GEAR UP program provides counseling, mentoring and 
support services to low-income students beginning in the seventh grade. In fiscal year 2012, the 
federal government granted the TRIO programs over $800,000,000 and GEAR UP was awarded 
over $300,000,000 to provide support services for disadvantaged youth (U.S. Dept. of Education). 
Youth transitioning from foster care encounter challenges that the general population of youth 
may not have to face, and their outcomes put them at greater risk to forego higher education, 
become homeless, and rely on public support (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012). Unfortunately, foster 
care youth who are enrolled in college do not find that these federal programs serve them 
effectively because they are not specifically designed to aid needs of foster care alumni.

Support Services Specifically for Foster Youth are Needed 

While programs like TRIO and GEAR UP are helpful, support programs specifically for foster 
youth, such as Guardian Scholars, are preferred. “The Guardian Scholars Program began in 1997 
with three students at California State University, Fullerton. Today, the program has expanded 
to more than 20 colleges in California, Washington, Colorado, Indiana, and Massachusetts 
serving hundreds of students” (Nixon, 2007). Guardian Scholars’ successful, comprehensive 
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model supports alumni from foster care in their pursuit of a higher education degree or beyond 
at an accredited institution (i.e. community, university, or trade school). Working with the 
private sector and public agencies in a collaborative manner, Guardian Scholar assists students 
with receiving academic advising, year-round housing, job assistance, tutoring, financial aid 
assistance, and mentoring (Guardian Scholars). Students participating in the Guardian Scholars 
program in the greater Orange County area have a retention rate of 70 percent, which is higher 
than the general population (Nixon, 2007). 

“When a star football athlete selects his school of choice, that school will make every 
accommodation possible, they will assist him in picking his class, make sure he does not 

have to work, has tutoring, etc. Why should foster youth be any different?” 
Bob Theemling, Orangewood Foundation
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Though significant strides have been made in protecting foster children’s rights to retain 
relationships with their siblings, it remains unclear whether these protections continue post-
adoption. Sibling relationships are important to a child’s development and should last a 
lifetime, and no aspect of adoption reduces the importance of these relationships. However, 
since siblings have no legal right to visitation, standing or funds to facilitate contact, sibling 
relationships are often severed by adoption. In addition, adoptive parents need to be better 
trained on the importance of continuing sibling relationships, because the lack of training may 
be a barrier to these relationships being maintained post-adoption.

For many years, I was all my three siblings had. When we entered foster care, I was almost 
eleven years old, and my siblings were nine, six, and five. During our foster care journey, we were 
placed separately twice, and in the end, were permanently separated through adoption. Both my 
siblings’ adoptive parents and the state of Idaho promised me that I would be able to maintain 
contact with my siblings post adoption. This promise was broken, and when I sought help from 
the state, they explained there was nothing they could do, because adoptions were final and 
decisions about sibling contact were now left to the adoptive parents. In the six years since we 
were separated by adoption, I have only seen my siblings twice. 

Because the need to maintain contact with one’s siblings is no less important post adoption, 
children should, at a minimum, have the same access to their siblings after they exit the foster 
care system that they have during foster care.

To address these issues, Congress should: 

• Amend the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (FCA) of 2008 
(H.R. 6893) to make it clear that protections for siblings survive adoption.

• Require states receiving Title IV-E funding to provide youth with notice and standing in 
permanency hearings for their biological siblings, so that siblings who are at risk of being 
separated by adoptive placements may petition for reasonable visitation rights.

• Require states receiving Title IV-E funding to establish a rebuttable presumption that sibling 
rights to visitation should continue post adoption. Under this presumption, regular contact 
would continue unless the state or the adoptive parents can show that such contact would 
cause harm to children individually or as a group.

• Provide that Title IV-E training funds can be used to provide training for potential adoptive 
parents on the importance of sibling relationships. 

Siblings: A Relationship that Should Last a Lifetime

Samantha Jernstrom
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Sibling Relationships are Important to a Child’s Development and Should Last a lifetime 

As a part of the biological family that helps in identity formation, “sibling relationships [are] 
essential to the healthy development and well-being of all children, and . . . especially important 
for children in out-of-home care” (Practice Principles). “Overall, siblings are a primary source 
of social support, and their dependency on each other increases with different life stages and 
circumstances” (Mandelbaum, 2011). Siblings are viewed as “socialization agents” who teach one 
another social skills through social interaction (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982). Furthermore, siblings 
are a resource to each other in developing identity and maintaining knowledge of self and family 
(Mandelbaum, 2011).

In foster care, “sibling relationships take on more importance because they can provide the 
support and nurture that are not consistently provided by parents” (Child Welfare, 2013). A 
strong and healthy sibling relationship has been found to have a “protective effect,” meaning 
siblings are a source of emotional continuity and stability in otherwise stressful events (Gass, 
2007). When there is a break in the family structure, the bond between siblings often grows 
stronger. “[R]esearch has validated that, for many children, sibling relationships . . . diminish the 
impact of adverse circumstances such as parental mental illness, substance abuse, or loss” (Child 
Welfare, 2013). In fact, “children experience better permanency outcomes when placed with their 
siblings . . . includ[ing] greater placement stability, fewer emotional and behavioral difficulties, 
fewer placements and fewer days in placement” (Practice Principles). Moreover, children 
placed with their siblings had more positive interaction with peers . . . and did better in school” 
(Mandelbaum, 2011).

Despite the fact that sibling relationships are an aspect of foster care that can help ensure more 
productive, emotionally stable adults for the future, sibling relationships are often severed by 
being in foster care or by adoption. “75% of siblings end up apart when they enter foster care 
[and] three out of four children placed in foster care are separated from at least one sibling” 
(YLAT, 2002). This number equates to over 375,000 children separated from one or more of 
their siblings in the foster care system. Because permanency planning does not always include 
sibling placement, “over time, 73% of partially intact siblings groups at entry into care remained 
partially or completely separated at 48 months” (Sigrid 2008). This separation can have longer 
lasting negative effects than the initial parent-child separation (Edwards). 

Current Legal Protection of Sibling Relationships

Approximately two-thirds of all children in foster care in the United States have a sibling also in 
care (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2013). While the preference is always for sibling groups 
to remain together, the reality is many of these siblings are not placed together or become 
separated over time (Wulczyn, 2005). It was not until the mid-1990s that states initiated laws to 
protect the rights of siblings so that they could stay together. As of 2005, 28 states had policies 
regarding sibling placements and 32 states had passed state laws on visitation rights for siblings. 
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While family preservation has been a primary principle of the federal child welfare system since 
the early 1980s, it was not until 2008 that Congress expressed a clear preference for siblings 
to remain together. The FCA’s section 206 mandates that state child welfare agencies use 
“reasonable efforts for joint placement of siblings in the same foster care” and requires “frequent 
visitation or other ongoing interaction between the siblings, unless it would be contrary to 
the safety or well-being of any of them” (H.R. 6893, 2008). The Administration for Children 
and Families Program Instruction specifies that frequent visits mean “at least monthly” (HHS 
ACF 2010). States who are not making such reasonable efforts or whose state statutes restrict 
visitation are at risk of losing significant federal funding.

Legal Protection of Sibling Relationships Post Adoption

“Only seven States – Arkansas, Florida, Illinois (relative adoptions only), Massachusetts, Nevada, 
Maryland, and South Carolina allow a court to order post adoption contact without the consent 
of adoptive parents, and another 16 States allow for such a court order with the consent of 
adoptive parents” (Mandelbaum, 2011). Those states that allow post-adoption contact go about 
it very differently. In Illinois, Maryland and Massachusetts, a sibling is required to petition the 
court to have ongoing contact. Arkansas statutes say that contact ordered before adoptions 
become final does not terminate because of the adoption. 

Even in states where courts are permitted to order continued contact, enforcement of these 
orders can be difficult because the ultimate adoption order cannot be breached. This puts 
the state agency in a position of having to intervene in the decision-making of a child’s legal 
parent. The problems surrounding adoptive parent’s consent are worse in the 19 states that still 
have closed adoption laws. Under these laws, contact with the birth parents is prohibited and 
information about the adoption is sealed.

The Need for Federal Legislation

To preserve sibling relationships for these children’s emotional well-being, Congress should 
clarify its intent regarding sibling contact post adoption in the FCA; give siblings standing and 
notice of hearings; create a rebuttable presumption that post-adoption contact is in the best 
interest of children; encourage the use of adoption assistance funding to support the cost of 
sibling visitation post adoption; and promote education on sibling importance to parents, child 
welfare workers, and volunteers.

Fostering Connections Act and Sibling Rights Post Adoption

As was stated above, the FCA marked the first time Congress weighed in on the issue of sibling 
rights. While the language states a clear requirement for joint placement and continued contact, 
it is not clear whether such contact must be permitted to continue post adoption. The confusion 
lies in the bill’s use of the term “adoption placement.” Some argue the fact that this term follows 

Final Report_FYI2013.indd   52 7/25/13   3:51 PM



Foster Youth Internship Report: Our Voice, Their Future
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute 53

the term “kinship guardianship” shows that the bill is applicable to children in both temporary 
(foster care) and permanent (adoption, guardianship) placements. Others argue that the 
legislation’s use of the term “placement” as opposed to “home” or “family” means the provision 
only applies to contact before the adoption is finalized.

Standing in Court 

Aggravating this problem is the lack of sibling standing in court. Though children can usually 
attend their siblings’ permanency hearings and are often permitted to testify, they are not 
included as a party in the case, and sometimes they do not receive notification prior to the 
hearing. In my case, I was notified only of the verdict regarding my siblings post hearing. This 
problem presents issues especially in states where there is no established legal right to petition 
the court for sibling visitation. 

Despite the recognition the child welfare system gives to siblings as an important part of a 
child’s life, a sibling group has no de facto standing as a party to a child’s case. As a result, input 
from the children on how they would like the siblings to be placed can often be given only in the 
form of testimony, and many states will not hear placement preferences from siblings because 
they are not a party to the case. For example, in “approximately 21 States and Puerto Rico, the 
law explicitly states that the opportunity to attend the hearing does not confer party status on 
the individual” (Child Welfare, 2012). There are currently no provisions for children to fight for 
the sibling group as a whole without standing in court. 

Because Congress has already recognized the importance of maintaining sibling connections 
in the FCA, providing them with standing simply gives them the voice they deserve when 
adoptions take place. To achieve this goal, the federal government can require states receiving 
federal funding to mandate state courts to provide standing and notice of permanency hearings 
for siblings. In the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, Congress used this same power 
to require state courts to “include a case system review plan in order to qualify for federal 
funding . . . [and a] requirement that certain individuals have the right to receive notice, and the 
opportunity to be heard, on issues regarding the subject child,” as well as hold a permanency 
hearing within a year of the child’s placement in foster care (American Jurisprudence, 2010). 

Congress has stated in the Social Security Act that notice of permanency hearings must be given 
to foster parents, pre-adoptive parents, or relatives providing for the child, but notice is not 
given to siblings (Social Security, 2013). Although Congress allows adult siblings to have notice 
of removal of parental custody in section 103 of the FCA, they do not have notice of permanency 
hearings. Siblings of all ages should be provided with such notice. If siblings as a group had 
standing and notice of permanency hearings, they could legally petition against separation, 
arguing that ceasing contact would inflict harm.
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Rebuttable Presumption

In light of the overwhelming evidence that maintaining sibling relationships is in the best 
interests of the child, Congress should require states receiving Title IV-E funding to establish a 
rebuttable presumption that a sibling’s right to visitation should continue post adoption. Under 
this presumption, regular contact would continue unless the state or the adoptive parents could 
provide credible evidence that such contact would cause physical or psychological harm to 
children individually or as a group.

Use of Title IV-E Funds for Adoptive Parent Training

Finally, educating foster parents and child welfare workers is an important step to ensuring the 
maintenance of sibling relationships. To ensure positive change will happen, Congress should 
incorporate education to future foster and adoptive parents in already-existing parent training 
courses on the importance of sibling relationships. If my siblings’ adoptive parents had this 
training, we might have been able to see each other more often. 
 

I am on the left holding my sister Mariea, with my brother Jonathan far left with the red life 
jacket. This was one of our last memories in foster care before we were separated permanently.

  

Final Report_FYI2013.indd   54 7/25/13   3:51 PM



Foster Youth Internship Report: Our Voice, Their Future
Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute 55

Older children waiting to be adopted out of foster care are the forgotten children of the 
adoption system. Of the 104,236 children available for adoption out of foster care in FY 2011, 
less than half (only 50,516) were placed into adoptive families, and children age nine or older 
accounted for only 26 percent (13,184) of these total adoptions (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2012). One study revealed that four years after removal, 61 percent of children 
ages three to five were adopted compared to only five percent of children ages 15 to 18 (Walsh, 
2011). Unfortunately, as these numbers show, the line to adopt older children does not stretch 
around the block like it often does for babies and toddlers. In fact, the line does not exist. 

I was almost one of the children passed by. I was almost one of the forgotten. I had seven 
different placements while in care; I even went through the process of being adopted by a 
family. They backed out at the last moment, and I thought it was hopeless for me. But lucky 
for me, a social worker stepped up and decided to give adoption another try, this time using a 
radical new process. This process proved to be the most empowering experience of my life up 
to that point. Because of my adoption experience, I am passionate about improving the chances 
of the too often forgotten older youth in care so that they can find a loving family and support 
system. 

Incentivizing and Promoting the Adoption
of Older Children from Foster Care

Chris Hehn
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Statistics indicate that federal policy is not fully working to provide adoptive families for older youth. 
To change this, Congress should:

• Eliminate “Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement” (APPLA) as a permanency option for 
children in foster care. 

• Amend the Adoption Incentives Program’s older child adoption incentive to make it a truer 
incentive for states to promote the adoption of older youth. 

Why Promoting Adoption of Older Foster Children is Important

Many studies have shown that children adopted from foster care have better life outcomes than 
those who age out of the system without the support of a family. Adopted children are more likely 
to complete high school or obtain their GED, attend and complete college and be employed and 
have adequate incomes. They are less likely to be arrested or imprisoned, become teen parents, 
abuse substances and have mental health issues (Hansen, 2006). The pitfalls, poor life outcomes and 
associated costs of aging out of care without an adoptive family are also clear. One study found 25 
percent of these youth do not receive a high school diploma or GED and fewer than two percent 
of foster care alumni finish college. More than half of youth who aged out experienced episodes of 
homelessness, and almost 30 percent were incarcerated (McCoy-Roth, M., Freundlich, M., & Ross, T. 
2010). 

One reason Congress should focus on adoptions of older children is the money they would save 
by having these children adopted as opposed to aging out of care. According to the Dave Thomas 
Foundation for Adoption, “[m]ultiple research studies have found that adoption represents a cost 
savings to taxpayers, with one indicating that each dollar spent on the adoption of a child from U.S. 
foster care yields three dollars in benefits to society” (2011). Another almost eight-year study in 
North Carolina compared the cost of a child remaining in long-term foster care ($86,100 per child) 
to the cost of a child being adopted from care ($65,100 per child) and found that adoption saves the 
government up to $21,000 per child (Barth, Guo, Lee, & Wildfire, 2006). Considering that in 2011, 
there were 104,236 children waiting for adoption, but only 50,516 children were actually adopted, 
the government could have saved over $1 billion in 2011 alone if all waiting children were adopted. 
Instead, 20,635 foster youth aged out without families, at a high cost. 

Congress has long demonstrated an interest in finding families for children in foster care and 
has even singled out older youth as a category of children worthy of additional investment. The 
Adoption Promotion Act of 2003 explained why adding incentives for older child adoptions was 
necessary: “Although substantial progress has been made to promote adoptions, attention should 
be focused on promoting adoption of older children. Recent data suggest that half of the children 
waiting to be adopted are age 9 or older” (Adoption Promotion Act, 2003). Sadly, this data has not 
changed in the 10 years since this new incentive was put into place. Older children are still waiting.
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Why Older Foster Child Adoptions Do Not Occur as Often as They Should

The main problem with the current adoption model used by most states is that it is still a 
“baby model.” It places older children with families through a process similar to the one used 
for babies. The process leaves older youth with no say in what happens to them and does not 
appropriately address variables such as emotional trauma, physical abuse and psychological 
injuries, which are important to examine during adoption of an older youth. Not surprisingly, 
the shortfalls of this “baby model” cause a large portion of older child adoptions to disrupt or 
dissolve. A 2012 Children’s Bureau report states that “each additional year of age increased the 
likelihood of disruption by six percent” (2012). Interestingly, adoptions through private agencies 
were less likely to disrupt (Children’s Bureau, 2012). 

Another reason that older children are forgotten in the adoption process is that their case 
workers are overwhelmed with big caseloads. Just as small class sizes are important to 
education, so too must adoption case workers have small caseloads. Caseworkers being 
assigned 30 to 40 cases means many caseworkers never even meet the children for which they 
are trying to find families. Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption reported that “just under half” 
of the older children served in their Wendy’s Wonderful Kids program reported that “no one else 
tried to help them find an adoptive home in foster care prior to participating in the program” 
(2011). It is not hard to see why adoption is not pursued for older children if caseworkers are 
overwhelmed with heavy workloads while they are supposed to focus on safety and well-being 
for many other children at the same time (Dettlaff et. al., 2009). 

Also, and importantly, many older youth in foster care do not understand adoption and what it 
means for their lives. They may think independence and aging out is an escape from a system 
that does not care about them, a chance to party and not deal with the issues they have. 
They do not foresee the fact that they will not have the support networks or opportunities for 
success that adoption and family provide. So, many youth may tell social workers they prefer 
emancipation over adoption as a permanency decision, which sends them down the path of 
aging out and makes adoption extremely unlikely. Older children need adoption counseling.

The largest barrier to improving the adoption model for older youth is cost. The cost comes 
from the increased amount of time and resources it takes to employ the process of educating, 
meeting with, counseling and working with older children. For example, Family Focus estimates 
their revolutionary and highly successful process costs about $55,000 per child (Personal 
Communication, 2013), the Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption estimates the cost of 
each child adopted through the Wendy’s Wonderful Kids program to be $15,362 (Business 
Communication, 2012), and You Gotta Believe estimates the cost of each individual child’s 
adoption to be between $15,000-16,000 (Business Communication, 2012). But you will note 
below that states do not receive any real incentive to prevent these older youth from aging out 
or to invest in their adoptions. Not surprisingly, we see few of these individuals adopted.
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Federal Law May Be Preventing Older Children in Care from Being Adopted

In the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 (ASFA), Congress legally mandated permanent 
family placements—and fast—for all foster children, including older youth. This law requires 
that permanency decisions be made early on for children in foster care and that termination of 
parental rights takes place after a child spends 15 of 22 months in care. Despite this, 10 percent 
of foster youth go on to live in foster care for five or more years, with 11 percent of the total 
number of youth in care having a case goal of long-term foster care (LTFC) or emancipation 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). This is partly because ASFA requires 
that states place youth in care into families except if they can prove a compelling reason why 
Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement (APPLA) should be allowed (Stoltzfus, 2013). 
Unfortunately, it seems that older youth are often moved to APPLA just because states assume 
they are not likely to be adopted or will require extra effort to move to true permanency.

A 2012 Congressional Research Service Report on APPLA states that as the age of the foster 
child increases, permanency goals like reunification, living with a relative, adoption and 
guardianship decrease and invariably shift toward other goals including long-term foster care 
and emancipation (Fernandes-Alcantara & Stoltzfus). Sadly, once youth are moved toward 
independence by the state through case goals of emancipation or LTFC, their likelihood of 
placement in a pre-adoptive home declines to only 0.4 percent (Fernandes-Alcantara & Stoltzfus, 
2012). This statistic indicates that states check the box and write off older children after APPLA 
becomes their permanency goal; the system forgets them. APPLA was created to be employed 
only once all other options are exhausted. The Adoption and Safe Families Act says it may be 
selected “only if none of [the other permanency] goals is…appropriate” (Fernandes-Alcantara & 
Stoltzfus, 2012). But there is little evidence that states are actually exhausting their efforts. 

Federal Financial Incentives for Older Child Adoptions Should Be Reassessed 

The federal Adoption Incentives Program (AIP) was created in 1997 as part of the Adoption and 
Safe Families Act to encourage adoptions of children out of foster care. In 2003, Congress again 
showed its financial commitment to increasing the number of older children adopted out of the 
foster care system through an “older child” incentive when it reauthorized AIP (Stoltzfus, 2013). 
Since the program’s creation in 1997, Congress has awarded $375 million to states, with an 
annual authorization of $43 million and a lower annual appropriation of $39 million. The second 
reauthorization of AIP is set to expire on September 30, 2013 (Stoltzfus, 2013). 

Four different awards can be given to states through the Adoption Incentives Program, including 
an $8,000 increased incentive bonus given to states for every child, age nine and older, adopted 
above a state’s baseline (FY 2007) and the standard $4,000 bonus given to states for every foster 
child adoption above the state’s baseline. There are also incentives for special needs adoptions 
and an overall adoption rate award (Stoltzfus, 2013).
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In considering reauthorizing the Adoption Incentives Program, Congress should assess whether 
the incentives for older child adoptions are as effective as hoped; a review of award amounts 
suggests that they are not. As shown in the table below from a 2013 Congressional Research 
Service Report, FY 2011 shows AIP awards to states for older child adoptions in the amount of 
$11.8 million, compared to $16 million in awards for the broadest category of foster children 
and in the context of the overall award of $37.4 million total for which states were eligible. From 
2008-2011, $74.5 million was awarded for foster child adoptions, while only $44.9 million was 
awarded to states for older child adoptions. 

The table and chart show that the doubled incentive ($8,000 per child) does not even result in 
a larger pot of AIP funds reaching states for older child adoptions than the regular foster child 
incentive ($4,000 per child), as we might expect from a doubled incentive. If the older child 
incentive was truly incentivizing states, the amount of funds awarded to states for older youth 
adoptions would likely reflect at least a larger amount of awarded funds within the total in the 
Adoption Incentives Program. Another big problem is that only 25 states earned any older child 
incentives at some point in FY 2008-2011 (Stoltzfus, 2013). This reflects issues with accessing 
the award due to baseline adoption numbers from previous years, and also indicates a problem 
as a true incentive. While the intent behind an enhanced incentive for older child adoptions 
was positive, it does not seem to be working to incentivize states to make efforts to place older 
children into adoptive families. 

Successes in Promoting Older Child Adoptions in the Private Sector

Congress should closely study some of the highly successful specialized adoption programs 
for older youth created by private agencies and organizations. These programs recognize that 
the special care, attention, time and resources invested in the process for older youth led to 
successful adoptive placements and better life outcomes for older waiting children.  

The Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption (DTFA) is a private foundation that uses “child-
focused” recruitment of adoptive families for children in foster care. A five-year evaluation done 
by Child Trends shows children served by the Wendy’s Wonderful Kids (WWK) program are 1.7 
times more likely to be adopted than those not served by WWK, and the older youth in the 

Stoltzfus, E. (2013). Child Welfare: Structure and Funding of the 
Adoption Incentives Program.
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WWK program are, the more likely they are to be adopted. (If they enter at age eight, they are 
1.5 times more likely than younger children to be adopted; those at age 11 are twice as likely 
and those at age 15 are three times more likely to be adopted) (Dave Thomas Foundation for 
Adoption, 2011). Key elements of the WWK approach are low caseloads for case workers (only 
12-15 cases at one time) and an exhaustive, in-depth case record review of the child’s files as 
well as adoption counseling with youth (Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption, 2011). 

Family Focus Adoption Services (FFAS) in Queens, New York has an adoption success rate of 97 
percent (Personal Communication, 2013). That is a statistic I am proud to be a part of. There are 
several components that factor into their success. They differentiate between the child and the 
adult(s), and both parties are counseled and reminded of the choices they have at every step 
of the process. They take a step by step process and do not stray from this method. The child 
is treated like an adult and gives consent after being informed and allowed to make a choice 
based on information, not the lack thereof. 

.

Private agencies like FFAS and DTFA have moved beyond the “baby model” and are facilitating 
adoptions of older youth the right way. Their models for the adoption transition are both 
empowering and practical, which is why we see such high success rates in their programs. Their 
programs’ success is due to the personal nature of the transition process and the fact that they 
gain firsthand knowledge of the child and family. While the methods of the two agencies are not 
identical, the purpose and overall objectives are to find permanent families for children in need. 
Congress should pay careful attention to the best practices of these older child adoption models 
and incorporate them into legal and federal incentives for older youth adoptions. 

With the Family Focus older child adoption model, both child and family are 
protected by the process employed. Every step, and every decision to take the next 

step, is evaluated by a team of workers over a sufficient period of time to ensure the 
comfort level of both parties is where it should be when deciding to move forward in 

the process. This is incredibly empowering to children. For once in their lives, they 
have a voice in where they go and what they do. I visited with my mother for a total 

of nine months. Each visit was progressively longer and more like our eventual 
family situation. I would spend an entire week with her at her house, living as if I 

were her son. I was able to garner the basic parameters of boundaries and 
consequences and had time to evaluate my comfort level being there. Once I was 

ready to make the final step, it was just a formality. Adoption was something I chose 
to do, not something that happened to me.
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Recommendations:

• Congress should eliminate “Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement” (APPLA) as 
a permanency option for children in foster care. 

APPLA is an independent living program, but in the extreme sense of independent. Older 
youth may see APPLA as an escape from a system that does not care about them and a 
chance to party and not deal with the issues they have. They do not foresee the fact that 
they will not have access to support networks and better life outcomes if they leave the 
system by aging out instead of adoption.

APPLA was created by Congress as a last resort for children in foster care and was to be 
used only when a “compelling interest” was proven in a child’s case. Instead, it has been used 
by states to shuffle older youth on through the pipeline. When youth move into the case 
goals of emancipation or LTFC (proxies for APPLA), they only have a 0.4 percent likelihood of 
placement in a pre-adoptive home (Fernandes-Alcantara & Stoltzfus, 2012). We know that 
case workers who place youth into the APPLA category stop working to find these youth 
an adoptive family, making them truly forgotten and doomed to the likelihood of poor life 
outcomes. By eliminating APPLA, states will be forced to place these older children into true 
permanency options like adoption and guardianship and give them a better life.

• Congress should restructure the Adoption Incentives Program’s older child adoption 
incentive to make it a truer incentive for states to promote the adoption of older youth. 

True incentives change behavior. But the Adoption Incentives Program’s $8,000 award to 
states per older child adopted over their baseline number is not resulting in more states 
finding adoptive families for older youth. Additionally, states are not accessing these funds 
to offset the costs of moving from the “baby model” of adoption to an older child focused 
model, which we know is more successful. Since younger children, including infants and 
toddlers, will likely continue to have a line of people waiting to adopt them, the basic AIP 
award of $4,000 per foster child adopted will continue to be the broadest and biggest pot 
of AIP award funded to states. Because of this, Congress should restructure the award levels. 
It should stop awarding states for younger foster children who are adopted, since states will 
do that regardless of incentives, and instead reinvest these funds into more cost-intensive 
adoptions of older children. 

By eliminating APPLA as an option, states can choose permanency for older children in care. 
By restructuring the Adoption Incentives Program to eliminate the standard incentive for 
regular adoptions and making more funds available for older child adoptions, Congress can 
push states to invest in and adapt their current “baby model” of adoption to a model that 
works for the unique needs of older children. By doing this, Congress can show these older 
children that they are no longer forgotten. 
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Many children adopted from foster care are not realizing the goal of permanency, because 
parents adopting from foster care do not receive post-placement support, especially mental 
health support, to the extent that they need it. As a result, disruptions, dissolutions and 
unofficially failed adoptions are fairly common. Unfortunately, because the federal government 
does not currently collect information or statistics on the number of children experiencing these 
outcomes, just how common they are is unknown.

My sister, my two brothers and I experienced a failed adoption. We grew up living with 
biological parents who suffered from drug addiction and severe mental illness. Their problems 
were so severe that the state removed us from their custody and placed us in foster care. After 
being in care for four years, all four of us were adopted together. Unfortunately, our adoptive 
parents were not made fully aware of the significance of our past emotional trauma, and more 
importantly, did not receive the support they needed to effectively parent four children with 
learning disabilities and emotional and mental health issues. As a result, they were not able to 
effectively parent us, and now my siblings and I no longer have contact with them. Instead of 
providing us with a home and a forever family, the failed adoption resulted in our spending the 
remainder of our childhood in group homes, psychiatric wards, hospitals and other institutions.

To ensure that federal adoption policies and programs are truly promoting permanency, and not 
just placement, Congress should:

• Amend the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System to require that states 
report disruptions and dissolutions.

• Amend the Adoption Incentives program to include a bonus for maintaining a low adoption 
dissolution/disruption rate.

• Amend the Adoption Incentives program to require that bonus money earned by states go 
to fund post-adoption support.

• Amend Adoption Assistance to not only require families receiving this support to agree 
to allow regular or annual follow-up visits from a social worker to qualify for continued 
assistance, but also to prohibit parents from continuing to receive payments if the adoption 
has dissolved.

Failed Adoptions:
The Need to Put Permanency over Placement

Russell L. Pretz
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The good news is that in recent years, the number of children being adopted from foster care 
in the United States is increasing (Children’s Bureau, 2012). In 2009, adoption out of foster 
care hit an all-time high of 57,115, up from 37,000 in 1998. “[M]ost adopted children, because 
they suffered early deprivation or maltreatment, come to their new families with elevated risks 
for developmental, physical, psychological, emotional, or behavioral challenges” (Donaldson 
Adoption Institute, 2010). An earlier review of the mental health needs of children adopted from 
foster care found that “40 percent of adopted foster children had ADD or ADHD, 10 percent had 
mental illnesses, and 12 percent had serious emotional problems” (North American Council on 
Adoptable Children, 2007).

A national study of adult foster care alumni found they had higher rates of PTSD at 21 percent 
compared with the general population at 4.5 percent. This percentage was higher than rates of 
PTSD in American war veterans (Pecora, 2003). Children with PTSD suffer from flashbacks and 
nightmares, avoid reminders associated with the trauma, disengage emotionally, exhibit physical 
symptoms for no medical reason (stomachaches, headaches) and are hyper-vigilant or easily 
startled. To an untrained parent, these involuntary symptoms might appear to be intentional 
(Gilliam, C., Hartman, B. & Capouch, D., n.d.). Research into trauma-informed care shows that 
successfully parenting a child who has experienced the level of abuse, neglect and trauma that 
most waiting foster children have requires a prospective adoptive parent to understand not only 
the impact of childhood trauma and its likely impact on the family, but also how to access the 
services that might be needed. 

If traumatic conditions continue into adolescence, it can impact the development of the 
prefrontal cortex, which is the part of the brain responsible for connecting behavior and 
consequences, problem solving, inhibitions and impulse control. What this means is that 
adolescents who have suffered from trauma may engage in more risk-taking behavior, make 
poor decisions, not perform well at school and be involved in criminal activity (Pecora, 2003). 
Again, these types of high-risk behaviors have obvious consequences for families.

Sadly, prospective adoptive parents who are not trained on the effects of trauma on a child’s 
development are left feeling ill-equipped to parent the children they adopt. For example, in 
one study by the Donaldson Adoption Institute, 10 percent of families with children adopted 
from the child welfare system resorted to placing their children in a psychiatric hospital, and 
five percent had experienced placement of their children in other out-of-home facilities (2010). 
Additionally, new adoptive families are not receiving adequate post-adoption support. A 2007 
article in Family Relations stated that “most children placed for adoption in the United States 
through public child welfare systems have some kind of special needs condition” and yet needed 
services are “inconsistently available” (Wind, Brooks, & Barth, 2007). 

A report by the North American Council on Adoptable Children (NACAC) on the lack of post-
adoption services describes the gap between the need and the availability of mental health 
services for adoptive parents. Almost 57 percent of adoptive families reported needing child 
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guidance and mental health services, but only 26 percent reported receiving them (NACAC, 
2007). The Donaldson Adoption Institute concurred, adding that although “many exemplary 
services have been developed . . . funding constraints have led some to be terminated, others to 
be scaled back, and yet others to be offered on very limited bases” (2010).

           Source: North American Council for Adoptive Children, 2007 

A major reason for the current gap in post-adoption services is the lack of a dedicated and 
reliable source of federal funding. Policymakers should consider providing funding for post-
adoption services that is both flexible and sustainable, allowing states to rely on the funding in 
the future to enable longer-term investments in their post-adoption service infrastructure. This 
would also provide a range of adoption-competent, post-adoption service options to families 
to meet their diverse needs and to help coordinate existing services to better serve adoptive 
families. Public policy and child welfare officials at every level, including federal, state, county 
and local, should reexamine their current budgets, staffing and other resources to determine 
whether sufficient post-adoption services should become a clearly-defined, integral, operational 
and programmatic component of adoption-related planning and financing. At all levels, priority 
must be given forming families and to helping them succeed. 

Adoption Disruption

Definitions of the terms disruption and dissolution vary, but generally adoption disruption refers 
to the termination of an adoptive placement before legal finalization, and dissolution refers 
to the termination of an adoptive placement after finalization. In this report, the term “failed 
adoption,” refers to disruption and dissolution, as well as to situations where adopted children 
are estranged from their adoptive families.

While it is certain that adoption disruption and dissolution continues to be a problem, the 
scale of this problem is unclear. A report by the Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare 
(2010) suggests that disruption rates range from 6 to 11 percent for all youth, while rates 
for adolescents reach as high as 24 percent. Furthermore, post-adoption dissolutions range 
from one percent to seven percent. However, since these statistics are derived from small-
scale individual studies of defined populations in finite locations, it impossible to tell just how 

Mental Health Services Needed by Adoptive Families

   • Counseling for families, including assistance with children’s attachment issues 

   • Guidance in responding to adopted children’s emotional, behavioral, and develop  
  mental issues 
   • Crisis intervention services 

   • Counseling for children, including groups for older children 

   • Specialized children’s treatment services, including psychiatric residential 
 services and drug and alcohol treatment 
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pervasive adoption disruptions are (Jones, 2010). According to a recent fact sheet published 
on the Child Welfare Information Gateway, “no national studies on adoption disruptions or 
dissolutions have been conducted” (2012). Without this data and the corresponding research 
into adoption disruption, it is impossible to understand the reasons that adoptions fail. 

As the table above shows, there are several factors that seem to put an adoption at a higher 
risk for disruption. In addition, several studies on failed adoptions point to the lack of post-
adoption services and support for adoptive parents as a contributing factor. For example, What’s 
working for children: A policy study of adoption stability and termination found that “providing 
assistance of various kinds after the child is in a home is vitally important in helping to 
minimize disruptions and promote adoption stability” (Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2004). In 
summarizing risk factors for disruptions in adoptive family relationships, a Casey Family Services 
white paper cites the unavailability of services needed post adoption, particularly mental health 
services, as the factor that put the adoption at risk (2003). 
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Parents, adoption professionals and studies suggest that the most valuable services to families 
are in the form of “a family systems orientation” to post-adoption services, which focus on the 
needs of the entire family and not just the children and mental health services from adoption-
competent providers (NACAC, 2007; Center for Adoption Support and Education (CASE), 2013). 
A number of states, communities and organizations have recognized the importance of post-
adoption services, such as parent support groups, post-adoption education programs, adoption-
competent mental health resources, in-home interventions, parent mentoring programs, web-
based support groups and have launched initiatives to make these available to adoptive families 
(Casey Family Services, 2003; NACAC, 2007).

Policy Recommendations

To begin to both examine the problem of failed adoption and address the need for post-
placement support for adoptive families, Congress should:

Amend Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System to Require that States Report 
Disruptions and Dissolutions

The Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) is the data collection 
system that gathers case-level information on all children in foster care and children who 
have been adopted with Title IV-E agency involvement. State and tribal Title IV-E agencies are 
required to submit AFCARS data twice a year. Currently, there is no requirement to submit data 
on disruptions and dissolutions. Requiring the submission of this data will not only allow further 
examination of the incidence and causes of adoption disruptions and dissolutions from the 
child welfare system, but it will also provide data points by which states can measure progress 
in reducing the numbers of disruptions and adoption dissolutions. Further, this data will allow 
the federal government to hold states accountable and will provide the required information to 
implement the second recommendation. 

Amend the Adoption Incentives Program to Include a Bonus for Low Adoption Dissolution and 
Disruption Rates

The Adoption Incentives program, created as part of the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, 
authorized the payment of adoption incentive funds to states that were successful in increasing 
the number of children adopted from foster care. In subsequent reauthorizations, a system of 
incentive bonuses were authorized to incentivize adoptions of children considered difficult to 
place. The latest reauthorization under the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing 
Adoptions Act of 2008 is set to expire at the end of FY 2013. The program has seen success in 
reducing the number of children in foster care, with a cumulative decline of 29 percent from FY 
1999 to FY 2011 (Stoltzfus, 2013). 

The program should be reauthorized and incentives for long-term adoption sustainability 
should be incorporated. This incorporation would be achieved by issuing payments to states 
that reward adoption longevity over a period of five years post adoption. States would receive 
incentive payments according to the number of adoptions that have remained intact for one 
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year, two years, three years, four years and five years—the largest payment occurring after five 
years post adoption. With the focus on adoption preservation, states would fund post-adoption 
resources at a much higher level, evaluate post-adoption services and make available the most 
effective services. 

Amend the Adoption Incentives Program to Require that Bonus Money go to Post-Adoption Support

Bonus money received by states under a reauthorized Adoption Incentives program should be 
used to fund post-adoption support services. Congress should require that a portion of state 
bonuses be reserved exclusively for post-adoption support. These monies could be used to fund 
studies of post-adoption services, demonstration projects, evaluations and the provision of post-
adoption support services to families, including both parents and children. 

Amend Adoption Assistance to Require Annual Follow-Up Visits by a Social Worker in Order to 
Qualify for Continued Assistance and to Prohibit Parents from Continuing to Receive Payments if 
the Adoption has Dissolved

Title IV-E of the Social Security Act created a program that would provide funds to pay for the 
support of children and adoptive families. The act established the Adoption Assistance program, 
which provides matching funds to states on an entitlement basis to provide an adoption subsidy 
to families who adopt children from foster care. The adoptive family of a child who qualifies for 
a Title IV-E subsidy can receive monthly payments until the child is 18 (21 in some states) or 
until the child is financially independent or leaves the adoptive home. Furthermore, the act also 
mandates that each state submit a plan for providing foster care and adoption services that meet 
the standards enacted by Congress. 

Currently, there is no requirement for contact with a social worker for a family to continue to 
receive adoption assistance subsidies. Requiring an annual visit by a social worker would achieve 
two objectives. First, the adoption failure might be averted. During the annual visit, the social 
worker could discuss the family’s current needs; identify potential future needs as dictated by 
the family’s circumstances or the child’s current situation, such as medical needs or age; and 
recommend resources or services available to the family and/or the child. Second, a required visit 
by a social worker in order to continue to receive subsidies would substantially reduce fraudulent 
claims that the child remained in the home. According to an American Bar Association report, 
it is estimated that “hundreds of millions of dollars … may have been fraudulently collected by 
adoptive parents who no longer support their adoptive children” (Lansner and Kubitschek, 2012).

Conclusion

By implementing the above recommendations, the federal government would make significant 
strides toward achieving not just placement, but permanency for America’s foster children. As 
eloquently stated in Keeping the Promise, “the federal government has aggressively supported 
the adoptions of close to three-quarters of a million children from foster care, and now it needs 
to act just as forcefully to sustain them” (Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2010). 
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt once said, “we cannot always build the future for our youth, but 
we can build our youth for the future.” As a nation, investing in the professional development 
of our country’s youth must remain a top priority for lawmakers and citizens alike. If we hope to 
realize our full potential as a nation, the concept of investing in the future cannot be reserved 
for a privileged few but must be available to all young people of our country.  

Foster youth are an underutilized and untapped resource for potential employers. The 
Northwest Foster Care Alumni study suggests that if these youth are given appropriate career 
preparation services in the form of positive adult mentors, community connections, employment 
experience and life skills development, they prove to be some of the most resilient members 
of society (2005). Tragically, these supports are not afforded to countless foster youth and, as 
a result, those that age out of care experience high rates of homelessness, institutionalization 
and unemployment in adulthood. The negative adult outcomes of foster care youth in our 
country can be overcome, in part by strengthening the ties between foster youth and their 
local community and by encouraging the development of evidence-based career exploration 
programming nationwide.

To better meet the goal of investing in the potential of foster youth, Congress should evaluate 
whether the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (Chafee) can be used as 
a means to provide meaningful career exploration opportunities for all foster youth. More 
specifically, Congress should:

• Require that no less than 5 percent of Chafee funds per state go toward providing youth 
with effective career exploration opportunities.  Chafee funded programs should encourage 
partnerships with the local business community, support tangible “hard” and “soft” job skills 
training and provide youth with opportunities to engage in internships, fellowships and job 
shadowing. 

• Amend the Work Opportunity Tax Credit to make those who hire former foster youth eligible 
for a tax credit. 

• Reduce the age at which youth are eligible for Chafee programs to 13 years of age so that 
foster youth will have the opportunity to participate in career exploration programs as they 
enroll in high school. 

Fostering Careers
Khaliyl N. Lane
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Career Exploration is an Important Part of Adolescent Development

For many young Americans, career exploration is a critical part of growing up.  For most, it is a 
process through which a youth gains experience in relationship-building and develops skills 
necessary for a successful future.  Common career exploration activities include internships, 
mentorships, job shadowing, apprenticeships and career fairs. Exploring potentially satisfying 
occupations not only allows youth to learn about themselves and the world of work, but also 
allows for the creation of social capital. Social capital is “the value that is created by investing 
in relationships with others through processes of trust and reciprocity.” Put another way, young 
people who have strong, positive connections to family and/or community are less likely to 
engage in unhealthy risk-taking and more likely to grow into caring, confident and competent 
young adults (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011).

Moreover, career exploration provides disconnected youth with an opportunity to develop 
career goals and aspirations that they might otherwise not consider possible. The opportunity 
to learn important lessons from established professionals, such as how to set and achieve 
professional goals, will promote positive developments in all aspects of a young person’s life. 
If a youth has a sense of purpose, he or she also has a reason to cooperate with school staff, 
complete homework and strive to do well in school.  At a time when the youth brain is wired 
for risk-taking, career exploration presents rich opportunities for young people to learn from 
experience, experiment with different work environments and, with adult support, gain greater 
self-regulation, coping and resiliency skills (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011).

Career Exploration Is No Less Important for Foster Youth

Every year, nearly 30,000 youth age out of the foster care system after reaching their 18th   
birthday (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2013). These young people represent a marginalized and 
at-risk population that enters adulthood without many of the supports provided to their peers. 
Jim Casey Youth Opportunity Initiatives research indicates that four years after leaving state 
care, only 49 percent of youth nationwide had secured a job (2008). Inability to find sustainable 
and fulfilling work in adulthood can be a conduit toward various other poor outcomes for foster 
youth, including high rates of institutionalization, homelessness and reliance on public assistance 
(Courtney et. Al., 2011). 

     Career exploration is defined as the process of:

       a. Learning about yourself and the world of work

       b. Identifying and exploring potentially satisfying occupations, and

       c. Developing an effective strategy to realize your goals. 

                                                        (Berkeley University of California, 2013) 
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Employment Rates of Foster Youth

72% employed during year; mean earnings among employed = $13,989
 

                           

 

                         Chart courtesy of Midwest Study Report, (Courtney et. Al., 2011).

Foster youth who age out of care report having difficulty finding jobs for various reasons, 
including: inadequate education, lack of opportunities and lack of experience (Jim Casey 
Programs, 2008).  In particular, studies show that youth in care are less likely than their peers 
to have opportunities to develop social capital. Of the thousands of youth that age out of care 
each year, many have had limited interaction with professionals outside of the social services 
sector, which can severely limit their ability to pursue careers in other areas (Jim Casey Youth 
Opportunities Initiative, 2011).  

Because of the nature of foster care, young people are not given the opportunity to engage 
in healthy risk-taking, which brain research shows is an important part of development in the 
teenage years.  Experiences like getting a driver’s license, owning a cell phone and taking on a 
summer job help youth learn important skills from experience. Youth who are deprived of the 
chance to take healthy risks during adolescence are more likely to take unhealthy risks after 
transitioning from care (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011).  

John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program of 1999 (P.L. 106-109)

In 1999, Congress enacted the John H. Chafee Independence Act, which provided a source of 
flexible funding for states to use in meeting the transition needs of children who are likely to 
remain in foster care until 18 years of age (Cornell Law, 2012). Chafee currently provides states 
with $140 million per year in discretionary funding in areas such as housing assistance, job 
training, education and other independent living services (Casey Family Programs, 2008). In 
2002, Congress passed legislation (P.L. 107-133) which added a $5,000 dollar education and 
training voucher (ETV) program to the list of benefits offered to current and former foster 
youth (Casey Family Programs, 2008).  In 2011, there were 98,561 foster youth who received 
Independent Living Services (ILS), with recipients ranging from 14-26 years of age (CRS, 2012).
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It has been almost 15 years since the Chafee program was implemented and despite its 
significant investment in youth aging out, outcomes for this population of youth remain 
extremely poor. Soon after the bill became law, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
detected major concerns with the implementation of the Chafee program, many of which have 
continued to inhibit the program from reaching its full potential. The GAO report showed that 
state and local administrators indicate that they are unable to provide all of the assistance that 
administrators and youth say is needed to help youths learn to live on their own (1999). These 
same concerns are felt by administrators and youth today. The Midwest Study maintains that 39 
percent of foster youth they observed reported that there was training or assistance that would 
have helped them learn to live on their own that they did not receive while in care (2007). As a 
former recipient of Chafee funds, I left care severely lacking important skills, such as creating 
a résumé and interviewing for a job. While I obtained most of these skills through other non-
foster care experiences, I have since realized that these are skills many of my non-foster youth 
friends learned before even attending high school.

Another drawback of the current Chafee program is that it requires youth to attend a classroom-
based life skills training (LST) program that generally employs contracted providers to teach 
courses on the fundamental tasks of living independently, such as laundry, cooking and basic 
budgeting (Children’s Bureau, 2008). Studies indicate that this classroom-based curriculum is not 
adequately preparing youth for the rigors of adulthood. There are two likely reasons that this 
approach is not working.  First, because youth are less likely to be engaged in a class in which 
even their teacher is required to be there, and second, because the things youth most need to 
learn before aging out are almost impossible to learn in a classroom.

Chafee Should Focus More on Career Exploration

A critical aspect of the government’s role as the “corporate parent” to the 400,000 youth in foster 
care must be to provide programs that stimulate and develop them away from being at-risk 
American youth.  As discussed above, the typical adolescent has several opportunities to engage 
in career exploration, often beginning in their freshman year of high school if not before. Current 
Chafee programs do not adequately provide opportunities for youth to participate in evidence-
based career exploration and community relationship building programs. In 2011, of the 98,561 
youth who were enrolled in ILPs, only 20% received employment programming and vocational 
training and 38% received career preparation services (CRS, 2012). These statistics indicate that 
more than half of youth enrolled in ILPs either do not take advantage of the existing career 
preparation programs or are not offered the services. 

Chafee programs should instead provide opportunities for youth to interact with professionals 
in careers outside of those that they interact with on a daily basis, like social worker and school 
staff.  Whenever possible, these experiences should not be limited to a classroom, but held in 
environments that let youth engage in hands-on learning. Activities covered would include: 
engaging in the exploration of various careers, job shadowing, and training in the development 
of soft skills (showing up on time, interacting with supervisors and coworkers, etc.) and hard 
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skills (résumé writing, interviewing, networking, etc.). If given the opportunity to explore 
alternative career options, foster youth may determine they would like to pursue trajectories 
they never thought possible. 

Programs throughout the country have successfully engaged foster youth at an early age in 
career exploration and community involvement. The Missouri Mentoring Partnership (MMP) 
provides funding to nine community partnerships to implement structured work-site and 
community-based mentoring. This program requires youth to complete 20-30 hours of job 
readiness, résumé preparation and mock interviewing training.  Once the youth passes the job 
readiness training, they can begin their job search and then a job mentor is assigned (Missouri 
DSS, 2007). 

Another successful program that specifically promotes career development for foster youth is 
the UPS School-to-Career Partnership program in Baltimore, Maryland. This community-based 
initiative provides young adults with work and learning experience at UPS, Marriot, Bank of 
America and other employers to expand opportunities for career and academic success (Casey 
Family Services, 2002). UPS has also worked with the Anne E. Casey Foundation to develop a 
program that provides youth with work-readiness training as well as reimbursements for tuition 
or vocational training programs (Casey Family Services, 2002).  

A New Approach Is Needed

In addition to improving the career exploration services provided to foster youth, the federal 
government should consider the following:

Reduce the Age Chafee Independent Living Services Begin to 13

As defined under Title IV-E of the Social Security Act, Chafee ILP services are available to youth 
“likely to remain in foster care until 18 years of age,” and it is left to states to define who these 
youth are (1999). A 2008 survey of independent living coordinators in 44 states and the District 
of Columbia by the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago found that in 24 
of these states, youth as young as age 14 are eligible for Chafee-funded services and that seven 
states provide these services at a younger age. 

Research from the Foster Youth Demonstration Project found that youth who receive services 
over a longer period of time are much more likely to attain a positive outcome than youth who 
receive the same service in a short period of time (2008). As this research suggests, the more 
exposure youth receive at an early age to transitional programs, the better their adult outcomes. 
Unfortunately, some youth who are not deemed “likely to age out of care” at a young age may 
miss key opportunities to better equip themselves for life after care. If the eligibility age were 
set at 13 years old, youth would have the opportunity to have more time to build positive 
relationships with adults and learn tangible workforce experience that will prepare them for their 
transition out of care. 
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Involve the Local Community

One of the flaws of the foster care system overall is its propensity to segregate foster youth 
from the community.  Group homes, safety concerns and confidentiality can all prevent youth 
from having strong ties with members of the community. At the same time, members of the 
community are either unaware of the existence of foster youth in their area or unsure what they 
can do to help. Experience has shown that programs allowing interaction between foster youth 
and members of the community not only lead to positive outcomes for the youth, but for the 
community at large.

For these reasons, Congress should consider mandating that state child welfare systems 
coordinate their career exploration programming with members of the community.  To 
incentivize this, Congress should amend the Work Opportunity Tax Credit to include current and 
former foster youth and thereby provide a tax credit for those business and professional leaders 
who engage foster youth in their work. Administered by the Department of Labor, the Work 
Opportunity Tax Credit is currently made available to those in the community who hire veterans 
and other disconnected youth for internships or full time job. 

Personal Story: Support

Having spent nine years in the Connecticut foster care system, I can attest to the importance of 
providing youth with professional and career development training from an early age. My time 
spent playing organized sports and my ability to maintain a stable job provided me with crucial 
lessons in responsibility and professionalism. My foster mother took it a step further and set up 
brief, informative meetings with colleagues and friends of hers that represented possible career 
paths for me to explore. These informational meetings provided me with insight that ultimately 
helped shape my goals as I moved closer towards exiting the foster care system. The mentoring 
I received from these professionals began around age 14 and many of these relationships still 
continue to be a part of my social network. The early age in which I began exploring different 
career trajectories was critical – I was entering high hchool and my mentors guided me as I 
decided what courses and extra-curricular activities in which to participate.   

However, many foster care youth are not as fortunate as I was and do not have these same kind 
of opportunities. The truth is that if I had depended solely upon Chafee Independent Living 
Program training to provide me with necessary career development services, I would not have 
been prepared to find sustainable and career oriented employment after I aged out of care. 

 “A decade after Congress passed the Chafee Foster Care Independence Act, these young 
people simply are not connected to supportive families and thus do not have the supports 
to that we provide to our own children. These grim findings underscore the pressing need 
for federal and state policies that recognize what it will take to change these outcomes.” 

Gary Stangler, Jim Casey Foundation Youth Opportunities Initiative (Chapin Hall, 2010).
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I entered foster care at a very early age due to the passing of my mother. While I was placed with 
a great family who accepted me as one of their own and cared for me deeply, I still felt like an 
outcast at school. After graduating high school in California, I decided to attend Texas Southern 
University. By attending college out of state, I sought to chart a path of new opportunity, to find 
a place where I could flourish as a student and redefine myself as an individual. As a historically 
black university—and the nearest one to the state of California—Texas Southern represented 
not only an opportunity for me to distance myself from the constraining label of “foster kid,” 
but also to embrace my identity as an African-American woman and the sense of heritage that a 
historically black school cultivates. 

While the $5,000 I received in Chafee Educational Training Vouchers (ETVs) provided important 
support, it ultimately covered less than half of my out-of-state tuition costs. Having been in 
foster care for the vast majority of my life, I expected the state to better support my dream of 
a college education – a dream that included choosing the school that would best allow me 
to flourish (a dream which so many of my non-foster peers were more enthusiastically and 
materially supported). 

Through my experience and my resiliency, I have become very passionate about making sure 
foster youth are afforded the best educational opportunities, the same kind of opportunities 
enjoyed by their non-foster counterparts. Despite the existence of federal programs designed to 
make college tuition affordable for foster youth, the cost of attending the school of their choice 
is prohibitive for many of them. As a result, these youth often feel that their only option is to 
attend a community college or a state school. To address these constraints and to better support 
foster youth in their educational aspirations, the federal government should do more to address 
the financial burdens these youth face in pursuing higher education, particularly for those who 
seek to attend school out of state or at a private university.

Current Tuition Assistance Programs Do Not Match the Cost of Most Colleges

Under Section 477 of Title IV-E of the Social Security Act, the Chafee Education and Training 
Vouchers (ETV) Program provides financial support for youth age 16 or older with assistance 
toward post-secondary education and training needs (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012). While 
Congress initially authorized $60 million for the program, it currently appropriates $45 million 
to states to administer to eligible foster youth (usually through their state independent living 
programs). The ETV grant provides a maximum of $5,000 to each eligible youth, up to age 21 
(or age 23 if they are formally enrolled and making satisfactory progress in a post-secondary 
education program), to assist with the cost of higher education (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012). 
 

Making College Tuition Affordable for Foster Youth
Lysha Lewis
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According to the College Board Annual Survey of Colleges, tuition constitutes 39 percent of 
students’ educational expenses. The average cost of tuition and fees for an out-of-state student 
is $21,706 (Figure 1). Youth who decide to attend college out of state, then, have a considerable 
financial obligation to meet – far greater than those youth seeking to attend school in-state (for 
whom the average cost of tuition and fees is $8,660) (CollegeBoard, 2012). In seeking federal 
assistance to help meet that cost, foster youth have two primary sources of funding to employ: 
the Chafee ETV grant, offering a maximum of $5,000, and the Pell Grant, offering a maximum of 
$5,500. Assuming they receive the maximum of both these allotments (which is not the norm), 
this leaves such students with an unmet need of $11,206, not including room and board or any 
of the other sizeable peripheral costs incurred by college students. When one considers the 
average ETV amount awarded to foster youth ($3,000), the unmet need for those attending out-
of-state schools grows to $13,206. Providing foster youth with an in-state residency status would 
decrease their cost of tuition and fees to $8,660 (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012).

Because of the High Cost, Youth in Foster Care are Less Likely to Graduate from College

In his 2013 State of the Union address, President Obama stressed the importance of higher 
education and underscored the burden that high costs place on our nation’s youth:

Most young people will need some higher education. It’s a simple fact the more education 
you’ve got, the more likely you are to have a good job and work your way into the middle 
class. But today, skyrocketing costs price too many young people out of a higher education, 
or saddle them with unsustainable debt. (Obama, 2013)
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With their lag in educational attainment , shaky financial footing and lack of a traditional family 
support system, this burden is particularly encumbering for foster youth – and the imperative 
to pursue higher education is certainly no less exigent. Foster youth enroll in post-secondary 
education at a rate of 20 percent, which is vastly lower than the national average of 60 percent 
(Wolanin, 2005). Moreover, the number of youth who graduate is even more alarmingly 
disproportionate: 1.8 percent graduate, compared to 22.5 percent of young people as a whole 
(National Center for Youth Law, 2010). With a multitude of hurdles—frequent displacement in 
school, mental health problems and trauma, cultural adaptation difficulties, lack of financial 
support, underdeveloped independent living skills—the task of completing their post-secondary 
education is a herculean one for foster youth (Fernandes-Alcantara & Monagle, 2012). 

In light of these numbers, the reality is that more efforts need to go towards supporting foster 
youth along their path to—and through—higher education. The Child Welfare System has 
focused its efforts on child permanence and child safety, with post-secondary education often 
remaining an afterthought. When 70 percent of youth who age out of care have the desire 
to attend post-secondary education, yet only 20 percent or fewer are able to, it is painfully 
apparent that our system is failing our foster youth and their futures (Martin, 2003).

States Have Recognized the Gap Between Actual Cost and Available Assistance and are Trying 
to Fill it

States have made efforts to help provide additional tuition assistance to youth in care. There 
are 16 states that waive tuition to a public university or college, community college or technical 
school for foster youth (NRCYD, 2013). In addition, 22 states offer scholarships solely for youth in 
foster care. Award amounts vary from $1,000 to $10,000. Additionally, three states waive tuition 
for community colleges within the state, seen in Table 1.

Ultimately though, only the state of Connecticut helps youth to meet the full cost of their post-
secondary education, not just tuition costs. On average, then, neither the state nor federal level 
is fully meeting the needs of our foster youth, especially those who dream of attending college 
out of state or at private universities. 
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A Lesson Can be Learned From the G.I. Bill Tuition Fairness Act of 2013

The Veterans Education Assistance Act of 2010 G.I. Bill provides veterans with financial assistance 
for education. Individuals enrolled more than half-time are eligible to receive the following 
services: the full cost of in-state tuition and fees at a public institution or up to $17,500 to be 
used toward a private institution or a foreign institution of higher learning (Dortch, 2011). Yet, 
veterans often have a hard time establishing residency and, as a consequence, often struggle 
to find a way to pay for the unmet costs associated with having to pay out-of-state tuition. To 
remedy that struggle, under the G.I. Bill Tuition Fairness Act of 2013, veterans would be allowed 
to not only attend any state institution of their choice, but would also be offered in-state tuition 
rates. “The bill would require public schools to charge in-state tuition rates to all veterans in 
order for the school to be eligible to receive G.I. Bill education payments” (H.R. 357, 2013). 

What the G.I. Bill Tuition Fairness Act implicitly recognizes is that we, as a nation, owe the 
fullest measure of support to our veterans, who have done our nation such a profound service. 
Because of the profound disservice that has been done to our nation’s foster youth, both by life 
circumstances beyond their control and by a child welfare system so neglectful of their potential, 
we, as a nation, ought to dedicate that same measure of support to our foster youth. As Mark 
Courtney of the University of Washington puts it, the primary purpose of current federal
policy is not to help foster youth realize their fullest potential, but “to render foster youth 
‘independent’ or, in other words, to end their dependence on the state” (Courtney, 2009). 

Foster Youth Should be Allowed to Claim In-state Tuition in All 50 States

Allowing foster youth to claim in-state tuition would open up a world of opportunity for youth 
seeking to attend college. According to Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting 
System (AFCARS), 26,286 foster youth aged out of care in 2011 (2012). According to Higher 
Education Opportunities for Foster Youth, 20 percent of youth who age out attend some form of 
higher education, which comes to 5,257 youth (Wolanin, 2005). According to Statistic Brain, 13.7 
percent of all students attend college out-of-state. It can be projected that 720 youth in care will 
attend college out of state. 

       Foster youth who attend some form of higher education = 26,286 x 20% = 5,257 

       Foster youth attend school out-of-state= 5,257 x 13.7% = 720

On average, the balance after a youth uses his or her Pell grant and Chafee grant is $11,206. 
Using this figure, one can assume the projected cost of providing out-of-state tuition for 720 
youth that attend school out-of-state would be $8,068,320. 

       Cost of Allowing Reciprocal Out-of-State Tuition= 720 x $11,206= $8,068,320

Since all states have an-in-state tuition rate, there would be some level of reciprocity expected 
from states. It is hard to argue that States would be losing funds under this proposal because 
a Louisiana youth who chooses to go to school in Texas would still be required to pay tuition 
in Texas, and there would be a corresponding savings from his/her non-attendance at a state 
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school. If no plan can be worked out among states to ensure that there are no winners or losers 
under this approach, the federal government might consider offsetting the cost of this program 
with funds that would have otherwise been spent on education assistance under Chafee 
Independent Living Programs.

“A” for Achievement Scholarship 

The Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (CFCIP) provides funding for educational 
assistance, vocational training and other services for foster youth (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2012). 
The low percentage of foster youth who enter and graduate college is directly tied to the 
amount of funding provided as seen in Table 2. CFCIP focuses most of its efforts on independent 
living, academic support, career preparation, budget and financial management, housing and 
health education and risk prevention. As such, only 22 percent of youth receive educational 
assistance. In addition, only 25 percent of youth receive post-secondary education support 
(Table 2).

 
 
I propose creating an achievement scholarship entitled the “The ‘A’ for Achievement 
Scholarship.” This scholarship will help to bring more financial support for those youth who 
desire to attend college out-of-state. More specifically, this scholarship will target those youth 
who are high-achieving in their studies. In addition, it will help address financial support for 
those youth who aspire to attend a private institution. 

By allocating the appropriated ETV money of $60 million, there will be a greater opportunity 
for youth to attend college. Additionally, the increase in funds can go toward The ‘A’ for 
Achievement Scholarship. Currently, the ETV funding of $45 million is not large enough to help 
increase the college enrollment of foster youth (Nixon & Jones, 2007).
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During my time in care, I was privileged to have a support system that encouraged my 
educational development, but many foster youth do not enjoy the same experience. In the 
eyes of many in society, and sadly some who work in child welfare, youth in care are seen as 
delinquents, victims or mental health patients rather than students or future leaders. Yet many 
of the barriers that prevent youth in care from obtaining a diploma could be overcome through 
innovative use of technology. Simple technological solutions like online videos of missed course 
material and a web-based database of school records for foster youth could immediately impact 
the future of thousands of transient foster youth in care. 

Higher Education Is Important for the Professional Success of Foster Youth

Higher education is the hope of a promising future. Individuals with college degrees earn much 
more than those without one. U.S. Census data reveals that those who obtain a bachelor’s 
degree have a median income of $50,360 compared to a median of $29,423 for people with only 
a high school diploma (Zaback, 2012). Studies also show that four out of five jobs lost during the 
current recession were held by workers with no postsecondary education experience (Carnevale, 
2012). Unfortunately, the majority of foster youth will not only fall short of earning a degree, 
they will not even make an attempt to attend college. According to Wolanin (2005):

The rate at which America’s foster youth complete high school (50 percent) is 
significantly below the rate at which their peers complete high school (70 percent). 
The rate at which college-qualified foster youth attend postsecondary education (20 
percent) is substantially below the rate at which their peers attend (60 percent). If 
foster youth completed high school and attended postsecondary education at the 
same rate as their peers, nearly 100,000 additional foster youth between the ages of 
18–25 would be attending higher education. 

Despite these disheartening statistics, the reality is that many of these youth are highly 
intelligent. They should not be stigmatized as inevitable low achievers, and they should not be 
classified as innately troubled or underperforming. As many as 80 percent of foster youth, like 
their peers, aspire to attend college (Wolanin, 2005). Children in foster care could succeed in 
higher education if they faced fewer barriers. 

Excessive School Transfers Hinder Foster Youth’s Academic Achievement

Becoming a ward of the state can derail the educational course of the most diligent student. A 
study by the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia found that children in care attended an average 
of 2.7 schools over two years, and over a third reported having changed schools five times or 
more (Rubin et al., 2013). Research suggests that foster youth lose the equivalent of four to 

Educational Innovation: A 21st Century Update
to the Foster Care System

Conrad Hawk
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six months of educational attainment each time they change schools (Wolanin, 2005). A foster 
youth’s transcript is also often convoluted with incompletes and withdrawals, and therefore his 
or her chances of being accepted to a university are greatly reduced. The National Working 
Group on Foster Care and Education verifies:

[C]hildren in foster care frequently experience school changes . . . Children who change 
schools frequently make less academic progress than their peers, and each time they 
change schools, they fall farther and farther behind. School mobility has negative effects 
on academic achievement and is associated with dropping out. (Casey Family Programs, 
2011)

These findings show that foster youth experience devastating gaps in their learning and may not 
make any significant educational progress while in care. Suppose for example a student is in the 
process of completing a core class but transfers schools midway through the year. Completed 
schoolwork will not transfer, and the student will have to retake the class. Delays such as these 
then push back the timeline to enroll in subsequent classes and possibly delay a student’s 
graduation date. With problems such as these, a foster youth’s academic progress often begins 
a downward spiral, as the dream of graduating high school and going to college slips further 
away. Only 15 percent of foster youth take the necessary courses to gain college admission, and 
many will never take required standardized exams such as the SAT (Erbes, 2007). Thus, foster 
youth who had once displayed a strong level of intelligence have fallen through cracks in the 
system and are left behind.

Lack of Guidance

According to former foster youth Adam Cornell, “College is not something people talk to foster 
children about. They don’t grow up with that cultural expectation” (Newberger, 2001). While 
Cornell’s friends and favorite teacher eventually convinced him to pursue higher education, 
many foster youth will not receive that type of guidance. Sadly, school faculty often perceive 
foster youth as unworthy of investment, because they are unlikely to attend a single school 
for a significant period of time (Yu et al., 2002). It is extremely difficult for a teenager to make 
positive decisions affecting his or her future, especially without a parent or mentor for guidance. 
As a result, foster youth will not receive the same kind of assistance when considering schools, 
finding scholarships, and preparing for college. Through no fault of their own, foster youth lack 
proper preparation to enroll in college or to pursue their career aspirations.

Technology as a Solution

Technology has the potential to simplify the lives of foster youth, and innovative online services 
can be a solution to the aforementioned barriers foster youth face to their education. Online 
resources can be easy to use, easy to access, convenient, and most importantly, free. To help 
reduce the barriers foster youth must overcome to attain a degree, Congress should consider 
using the “power of its purse” to spur the creation of the following online resources:
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Universal Academic Records Database: A Student’s Transfer Passport

In order to address the problem of the convoluted transcripts typical of foster youth, a universal 
academic records database must be created. The tangled web of educational records must be 
managed to effectively serve foster youth. Many universities already have an online database 
that lists transferable classes accepted between schools. Services such as these prove extremely 
helpful to students transferring universities and serve as a model for high school level transfers. 

Such concepts must be brought down to the high school level in the form of a real-time national 
transcript database in order to facilitate smooth school transitions for foster youth. In addition to 
listing classes taken, the database should show the student’s level of completion. For example, if 
a student transfers schools six months into a nine month school year, the transcript could reflect 
“66 percent complete” instead of an “F” or a withdrawal. The database could also include course 
descriptions to enable teachers to easily determine at which level a particular student should be 
placed. With the 2013 passing of the Uninterrupted Scholar’s Act, school records are more easily 
accessible to state child welfare workers. By specifying standards and by creating transparency 
between schools, the attainment loss associated with transferring will be greatly diminished. 

Some states have made progress toward solving these educational problems. California 
Assembly Bill 490 “requires public school districts to accept ‘full or partial coursework’ 
completed by a student” (American Bar Association & Casey Family Programs, 2008). School 
districts such as California’s Fresno Unified School District “calculate credits based on ‘seat time,’ 
which is defined as the number of hours a student successfully completes in a particular course” 
(American Bar Association & Casey Family Programs, 2008). However, since record-keeping 
and methods vary from district to district, “California youth continue to experience difficulties 
in transferring credits when they move between districts” (American Bar Association & Casey 
Family Programs, 2008).

In Maine’s Public Law Chapter 451, special protections exist “for particular groups of highly 
mobile students,” such as foster youth and homeless students (American Bar Association & 
Casey Family Programs, 2008). The student, his or her guardian, and school staff at both the 
previous and new schools collaborate to create a “school work recognition plan” outlining “how 
the student will complete coursework and earn credit to meet the state’s educational standards” 
(American Bar Association & Casey Family Programs, 2008). These state laws have assisted in 
the transfer of school records, but the difficulties and variations experienced in these states on a 
small scale could be remedied by the creation of a national database with nationwide standards. 

Just as the introduction of electronic medical records has begun to provide doctors with the 
historical information necessary to help them understand their patients, the development of an 
educational records database would allow school administrators to efficiently serve individual 
students. Practice Fusion, a company exemplifying the electronic medical record system, 
provides a comparable example. As a free database that gives incentives for doctors to input 
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medical records, Practice Fusion shows that cost-effective solutions can be instigated to solve 
records problems (Practice Fusion, 2013). 

Additionally, the federal government has already created a successful electronic database called 
the Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture (VistA). Since 1996, VistA 
has become the most familiar and widely-used healthcare information network, offering unique 
advantages and improving efficiency (Evans, Nichol & Perlin, 2006). Applying this model to 
school systems, foster youth could have an easily accessible online school record database that 
assists them in school transfers. 

Online Classes and Guidance

The convenience and cost-effectiveness of technology may help to explain the rapidly growing 
popularity of online courses. In addition, online classes allow users to learn at their own pace, 
in their own element and in a manner requiring far fewer resources. Private companies and 
well-known universities have been providing lectures online for years, but the future holds not 
only a wide range of free course lectures, but also an electronic system of testing, grading and 
receiving instantaneous feedback. 

In recent years, consumers have shifted their preference away from study booklets towards 
interactive software. McGraw Hill, Kaplan and other major publishing companies have developed 
online services to fulfill this new demand. Market forces suggest the Internet is destined to 
become the dominant way to access this information. 

Some private companies have already figured out ways to reach an increasingly online audience. 
Khan Academy was started in 2008 as an innovative way to explain mathematics via YouTube 
videos. The free online academy has expanded in the past few years to include over 4,300 videos 
about a variety of topics (Khan Academy, 2013). It is one example of the way online learning can 
supplement or replace the physical classroom, especially for such a mobile population as foster 
youth. Students can view generic content at their own convenience, thereby saving time and 
allowing for more personalized, hands-on instruction during class. 

Governmental agencies that have already implemented virtual classes have experienced great 
success. The Office of the Attorney General of Texas provides free training for all public officials 
through online video courses as mandated by the 79th Texas Legislature (Texas Association 
of School Boards, 2010). In many states, the Department of Motor Vehicles offers training and 
tests online. Given their engaging nature, convenience and cost effectiveness, online classes will 
greatly assist anyone preparing for higher education, but particularly foster youth. The creation 
of virtual classes available over the Internet to provide foster youth with test preparation 
material and training videos could solve the educational crises and confusion foster youth 
experience. 
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Online classes would significantly improve the Independent Living Program. As part of the John 
H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Act, the Independent Living Program helps teach life skills 
to foster youth, such as managing personal finances, career development and assistance with 
affordable housing. Implementation is different in every state. 

The federal government has commissioned studies to gauge the effectiveness of these programs. 
One of the programs evaluated was the Life Skills Training Program, a five-week curriculum in 19 
community college campuses in Los Angeles consisting of ten three-hour classes held twice a 
week. The findings showed no effect on the youth in this program. The evaluation concluded this 
low success rate was primarily due to the fact that all of the skills were taught in classroom-style 
format, in which most youth do not effectively learn independent living skills (The Urban Institute, 
2008). For youth who receive independent living services, the programs are often inconsistent 
and fragmentary. A digital upgrade would provide foster youth with consistent, comprehensive 
and sustained services.

In addition to streamlining academic and independent living services, foster youth need guidance 
as they plan their futures. They would greatly benefit from a comprehensive website by which 
to map out their long-term goals. Such a site could suggest potential career paths based on the 
user’s natural interests and provide in-depth descriptions of different careers. The site could also 
provide information on the specific educational path needed to enter a career in a specific field 
and provide the user with a list of resources currently at his or her disposal. Ultimately, the service 
should even be able to match users with industry professionals to serve as mentors and facilitate 
network-building. 

Funding Proposal

Congress should consider allocating funding to develop these endeavors at both the 
governmental level and within the private sector. The federal government has already supported 
innovation in education technology. The Small Business Innovation Research Program at the 
Institute of Education Sciences provides up to $1,050,000 in funding to small business firms 
and partners to improve student learning. The Educational Technology, Media and Materials for 
Individuals with Disabilities Program at the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) provides 
discretionary grants to support educational media services designed for children with disabilities 
in the classroom setting. The Investing in Innovation Fund established under the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 provides competitive grants to applicants with a record 
of improving student achievement and attainment in order to expand the implementation of 
innovative practices. 

Funding for technological innovation could positively impact America’s foster youth. Congress 
should set aside a portion of educational grant money to specifically develop technological 
solutions, such as an online database and online supplementary course materials.
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It is imperative to the success of our nation’s foster youth that they receive, and have a place 
to store, vital documents such as social security cards, birth certificates and other records once 
they reach 14 years of age. Many youth in foster care are not currently receiving these essential 
documents and are facing adverse outcomes when they age out. These outcomes include high 
rates of homelessness, incarceration and unemployment, because they are not able to rent 
apartments, apply for jobs or enroll in college without necessary documents. 

I had the unfortunate experience of having 12 different placements between ages 12 and 14.  
During that period of time, I traveled in and out of foster care. Without personal identification 
documents, each of my foster families struggled to enroll me into community services or 
programs. Each new school required medical records, past educational records and personal 
identification documents such as my social security card and birth certificate.  Since those 
documents did not travel with me, the process of enrolling in a new school took several weeks 
each time, and because of that, my education was delayed.  My lack of educational records 
resulted in me retaking classes that I had previously passed, which delayed my graduation date 
by an entire year.

When I turned 18 and aged out of the foster care system, due to placement changes, I lost 
my social security card,  birth certificate and identification card. It took months to collect my 
records from the state, and as a result, I felt lost and hopeless. In order to prevent these negative 
outcomes for other foster youth, Congress should work towards finding a way to systematically 
provide youth their documents by:  

1. Creating and funding a pilot program for 10 states to develop a secure online electronic 
record system that individuals, ages 14-28 who are currently in or were in foster care, 
and their caseworkers can use to store and access documents and obtain information on 
resources necessary for youth aging out of care.

2. Conducting a research evaluation of the pilot to determine if this program should be 
initiated on a national level.

A Growing Epidemic

Youth are not receiving documents before they age out of the foster care system that are 
vital to their success as an adult.  Each year, roughly 245,000 youth exit the foster care system 
(AFCARS, 2011).  Of the roughly 25,000 youth who emancipate, many are left without documents 
necessary for their transition into adulthood.  In fact, a survey by the Florida National Youth 
Transition Database shows that by age 22, a significant number of youth do not have essential 
documents in their possession. 

Managing Foster Youth Records:
Improving Access to Ensure Success

John Fair
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 A recent study of Casey Family Program’s Project EmPLOY  found that as many as 50 percent of 
the project’s participants did not have access to basic documents (birth certificate, social security 
card and driver’s license) but those individuals who did were more likely to experience positive 
outcomes (Casey Family Programs, 2011). 

There are several reasons that cause an individual in foster care to not have access to 
critical personal documents. In most systems, the youth’s caseworker is the custodian of key 
documents, and if these are needed, the youth must request them from the caseworker. Often 
the caseworker is unable to obtain the documents in a timely manner (due to a large caseload), 
and in some cases the caseworker is unable to locate the records at all.  In some instances, 
these documents were never obtained from the birth parents or duplicate copies were never 
requested of the appropriate state agency (civil registry, social security administration, etc.).  In 
other cases, these documents were obtained, but lost. Whatever the case may be, when the 
caseworker is unable to obtain these crucial documents quickly, the youth pays the price in the 
form of missed opportunities. 

If the caseworker does happen to have the documents, they sometimes give the youth a 
paper copy. In the 21st century, paper record keeping is one of the least effective methods 
of document management. In a paper system, items are often lost as children move from 
placement to placement, and the process of obtaining new documents is lengthy and 
burdensome for young adults. California Assemblyman Marc Levine, who recently introduced 
legislation to help remedy this problem, noted that “currently, foster youth are only provided 
with paper copies of these important records.  Unfortunately, these documents can often get 
lost or stolen” (Levine, 2013).  

Consequences of Missing Records

We live in a “prove it or lose it” society.  As individuals, we are often asked to provide 
documentation to prove who we are and where we have been. We need proof of identity 
in order to rent an apartment, obtain medical care or apply for government benefits. Photo 
identification is frequently required to engage in activities like boarding a plane or entering 
a bar. A youth enrolling in a school if often required to produce proof of address as well 
as documented evidence of his or her educational background and immunization history. 
Additionally, most employers will not hire someone without basic information such as a social 
security number. Furthermore, proof of residency is a requirement of most state’s voting and 
driver’s license laws.

When medical and educational records are misplaced or not given to the youth, it can affect 
the individual while they are still in care. “Delays in school enrollment occur when a child’s initial 
entry into foster care or a subsequent placement change involves changing schools. These 
delays are often caused by failure to transfer records in a timely matter” (National Working 
Group on Education and Foster Care, 2011). Moreover, when records are incomplete or lost, 
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foster youth are not able to receive credit for past courses they have completed, and are 
required to retake classes.  This can delay graduation and admission into a higher education 
institution, and these delays often result in a failure for foster youth to complete their education.  
 
Additionally, when medical records are misplaced, dosage and frequency of medications can 
accidentally be changed, causing risk to youth’s health.  Past medical history is essential for 
college enrollment, and those same documents are often required to attend camps and retreats 
during high school and college. When youth age out without medical records, they may have 
difficulty getting health insurance or compiling a health history.  

State Law

A growing number of states, including Connecticut, Georgia, Iowa, Florida, Maine, Michigan 
and Rhode Island mandate that, prior to leaving care, all young people must receive their vital 
documents. States such as California and Florida have introduced and passed legislation that 
specifically requires caseworkers or courts to give youth those vital documents upon turning a 
certain age or upon aging out of the foster care system.  Until recently, states have only used 
technology as a means to make other personal information, such as medical records, available 
to youth in care. For example, the Texas STAR Health program, which was pioneered in late 2010 
and was designed to provide, “coordinated medical and behavioral health services” to foster 
youth, has made great strides in their medical record management system for state wards. As a 
result, the program has improved health care access for youth in care (Heiligenstein, 2010).  

California and Florida are both working to develop an online system that stores necessary 
documents and gives access to youth and caseworkers.  As previously mentioned, in California 
this effort was recently brought forward by Assembly member Marc Levine.  The bill, passed 
in May 2013, created a pilot program in which caseworkers help youth get electronic versions 
of their important records and documents such as birth certificates, social security cards and 
educational information (Levine, 2013).  California utilizes a program called Virtual Assisted 
Living and Education (VALE).  The VALE program is an overall case management tool that also 
serves as a storage location for documents for foster youth.  It also contains resources such as 
continued education curriculum and connects youth to mentors. 
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Florida’s Big Bend Region developed a similar service for foster youth called MyJumpVault, which 
is an online database that contains information relevant to youth currently in care and youth 
aging out of care. Former and current foster youth served as an integral part of the design team 
that developed the website MyJumpVault and its contents.  MyJumpVault is an invaluable tool 
because it gives youth a chance to become empowered by having immediate access to all the 
documents and resources the design team believed would be necessary for a youth to succeed. 
In addition, MyJumpVault provides information on services for youth transitioning from care 
which range from education, employment, medical, identification and resources for them 
while one is in care and for when one ages out. MyJumpVault also offers two-way direct 
communication between the child and caseworker, and it offers a secure place for youth to 
store contacts and memories dear to them. Additionally, MyJumpVault allows youth to access 
a calendar with upcoming court date information, visitation days, and whatever additional 
information they or their case worker might like to include. It allows youth to upload pictures in 
a secure manner.  

What Can Congress Do? 

With the many changes that already occur for our foster youth, it is important that documents 
are kept safe and are easily accessible so that we do not cause more harm to the child both 
medically and emotionally.  Furthermore, the loss of records leads to much inefficiency within 
current systems, which results in considerable extra expenses to both the child welfare and 
education systems. By shifting to an electronic record storing system, agencies would be able 
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to improve the quality of service provided to the youth, and free personnel to focus on other 
services.

I look back now and know that if I had had more information on the resources that were out 
there for me, I would have been more empowered. I was unsure of my rights concerning making 
contact with my brother, where or not I was allowed family visits, and I did not know that I could 
attend a regular, non-remedial school. An online system like MyJumpVault would have given me 
the information I needed at the click of a button. 

While some states are experimenting with making online resources, like MyJumpVault, available 
to more youth, federal funding is needed if these types of resources are to become more widely 
available.   I propose that Congress provide $5 million in funding for a pilot program that would 
encourage the development of secure online electronic record systems in at least 10 states. 
Systems funded by this pilot would provide foster youth ages 14-28 and caseworkers a means 
to both store and access documents and obtain information on resources necessary for youth 
aging out of care. After the pilot program concludes, Congress should mandate that a research 
survey is performed to determine if the program improves outcomes for foster youth that are 
so often hindered by the lack of essential life documents. If the program demonstrates that it 
improves outcomes in key areas such as homelessness, education, and unemployment, it should 
be implemented nationwide. 
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Hometown: Burlington, MA 
Age: 23 
School: Boston College
Major: Communications (BA)
Graduation: 2012 
Years in care: 6 
Status: Adopted 
Favorite quote: “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t 
work.” -Thomas Edison 
Aspirations: I want to find a meaningful career where I can use my creative 
abilities. 

Alain Datcher
Hometown: Inglewood, CA 
Age: 23 
School: Biola University (BA), Pepperdine University (MA) 
Area of Study: Public Policy 
Graduation: 2014
Years in care: 7 
Status: Kinship care/Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “A good leader is a person who takes a little more than his 
share of the blame and a little less than his share of the credit.” -John Maxwell
Aspirations: I want to earn an elected position in California either as an LA 
City Councilman, LA County Supervisor, Mayor, Governor, Congressman or 
Senator. 

Ashleigh Davenport
Hometown: Highlands Ranch, CO 
Age: 22 
School: Colorado State University (BSW), Regent University (JD) 
Major: Candidate for Child Advocacy Law
Graduation: 2015
Years in care: 3 
Status: Adopted 
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 chal-
lenge and controversy.” -Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Apsirations: I want to be a prominent family lawyer or a Senator. 

Jaclyn Casey
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John Fair
Hometown: Tallahassee, FL 
Age: 23 
School: Flalger Univeristy  
Major: Social Work and Business 
Graduation: 2015
Years in care: 6 
Status: Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “Whatever the mind can conceive and believe, it can 
achieve.” -Napolean Hill 
Aspirations: I want to open up my own programs for troubled youth, 
groups homes, orphanages and juvenile facilites.  

Alexandra “Lexie” Grὕber
Hometown: Meriden, Connecticut 
Age: 20 
School: Quinnipiac University 
Major: Political Science and Women Studies
Graduation: 2015 
Years in care: 5 
Status: Still in care 
Favorite quote: “Life is not about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s about 
learning how to dance in the rain.” -Vivian Greene
Aspirations: I want to one day serve the people of Connecticut as Gov-
ernor or in Congress and become a champion of education and womens 
rights reform. 

Conrad Hawk
Hometown: Hanford, CA 
Age: 23 
School: California State University at Fullerton 
Major: Business 
Graduation: 2013 
Years in care: 2 
Status: Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to im-
prove the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a 
tiny ripple of hope.” 
Aspirations: I want to make change through either the private sector or as 
a public servant and to leave a better future for the next generation. 
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Chris Hehn 
Hometown: Troy, NY 
Age: 27 
School: Indiana University/Purdue University at Indianapolis
Major: Marketing 
Graduation: 2014
Years in care: 6 
Status: Adopted 
Favorite quote: “Education is reading the fine print, experience is what 
you get when you don’t.” -Pete Seeger 
Aspirations: To leave things better than I find them, with an improved 
version of myself.

Samantha Jernstrom 
Hometown: Post Falls, Idaho 
Age: 20 
School: Boise State University 
Major: Social Work 
Graduation: 2015 
Years in care: 5 
Status: Adopted 
Favorite quote: “The deepest losses offer the widest opening for us to 
receive the miracles in our midst.”-Tami Lynn Kent 
Aspirations: I want to be a social worker who helps youth have bright 
futures. 

Khaliyl Lane 
Hometown: Marlborough, CT 
Age: 25 
School: University of Connecticut (BA and MSW) 
Major: Community Organizing & International Policy
Graduation: 2013 
Years in care: 9 
Status: Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “A little knowledge that acts is worth infinitely more 
than much knowledge that is idle.” -Khalil Gibran 
Aspirations: To impact the child welfare system for the better. 
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Lysha Lewis
Hometown: Newark, CA 
Age: 26 
School: University of Houston (M.S.W., Ph.D. candidate) 
Major: Social Work 
Graduation: 2017
Years in care: 11 
Status: Foster parents became legal guardians 
Favorite quote: “You may encounter many defeats, but you must not be 
defeated. In fact, it may be necessary to encounter the defeats so you 
can know who are, what you can rise from, how you can still come out 
of it.” -Maya Angelou 
Aspirations: I aspire to be the best I can be while developing and main-
taining positive reltaionships with others. In addition, I aspire to finish 
my educational journey, conduct research and start a non-profit. 

Athena-Marie Madison 
Hometown: Pasadena, CA 
Age: 19 
School: Pasadena City College 
Major: Biology 
Graduation: 2015
Years in care: 10 years 
Status: Still in care 
Favorite quote: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed 
citizens can change the world. In fact, it is the only thing that ever has.” 
-Margaret Mead 
Aspirations: I want to learn continuously and advocate on a grand scale. 

Thomas McRae, Jr. 
Hometown: Washington, D.C. 
Age: 20 
School: Cheyney University of Pennsylvania 
Major: Psychology 
Graduation: 2015 
Years in care: 6 
Status: Adopted 
Favorite quote: “I’d rather be hated for what I am than loved for what I 
am not.” -Kurt Cobain 
Aspirations: I want to be the voice for the voiceless. I aim to use my 
voice and speak for those who can’t speak for themselves.
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Shaquita Ogletree 
Hometown: Atlanta, GA 
Age: 26 
School: Howard University 
Major: Political Science and English 
Graduation: 2009 
Years in care: 10 years in care, 4 years independent living support 
Status: Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “You must be the change you wish to see in the world.” 
-Mahatma Gandhi 
Aspirations: I want to be a policy analyst for education and child welfare 
issues. 

Russell L Pretz 
Hometown: St. Louis, MO 
Age: 23 
School: University of Missouri 
Major: Business Administration - Finance and Banking
Graduation: May 2013
Years in care: 4 
Status: Adoption with dissolution pending 
Favorite quote: “I don’t care how rough the water is boys, at the end of 
the day, you bring the ship in.” -Steven Michael Stone 
Aspirations: I want to leave my own personal, positive mark on the 
world, either through public service or motivational speaking. 

Georgina Rodriguez
Hometown: Tampa, FL 
Age: 22 
School: Hillsborough Community College 
Major: Social Work 
Graduation: 2013
Years in care: 12 
Status: Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “You must be the change you wish to see in the world.” 
-Mahatma Gandhi 
Aspirations: I want to work with children and families in the child wel-
fare system and later focus on child welfare policy. 
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Edwyn Shoemaker
Hometown: Lowell, MA
Age: 23 
School: University of Massachusetts Lowell
Major: Political Science
Graduation: 2013
Years in care: 8 
Status: Emancipated 
Favorite quote: “The inherent vice of capitalism is the unequal sharing 
of blessings; the inherent virtue of socialism is the equal sharing of mis-
eries.” -Winston Churchill
Aspirations: To become an advocate for children in care. 
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