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FOREWORD
By Kathleen Strottman, Executive Director, Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute
Foster (fô st r, f s t r)
tr.v. fos·tered, fos·ter·ing, fos·ters
1. To bring up or nurture
2. To promote the growth and development of, to cultivate
3. To nurse or cherish
Adj. foster child, foster parent
1. To receive parental care and nurture from those not related to one through legal or blood ties
2. To give parental care and nurture to one not related through legal or blood ties.

While working with the Foster Youth Interns on this report, I decided to look up the word
“foster” in the dictionary to see exactly how it is defined. In doing so, I was struck by the
fact that there was such a vast difference between the verb “foster,” meaning “the act of
nurturing, cherishing and cultivating growth and development” and “foster” as used as an
adjective to describe someone not related by blood or law. I could not help but think maybe
that is why we have so many problems in today’s foster care system. Maybe we are so far off
course because somewhere along the way we forgot what it is we set out to do, to “foster”
children. At the end of the day, it should not matter that the children in need of “fostering”
are not related to one through legal or blood ties. It should only matter that they need and
deserve to be “nurtured” and “cherished.” At the same time, anything that purports to be a
“foster” system should focus on “cultivating the growth and development” of the young
people entrusted to its care.
Eight short weeks ago, I had the privilege of coming to know George, Renee, Lacy, Natalie,
Eric, Milo, Claudine, Brittany, CherRita, Mason, Brian, Betty, Deb, Thon, Michelle, and
Mikelle, otherwise known as “FYI Class of 2008.” Over the last two months they have
taught me many things, but most of all, they have challenged me to continue to seek out
ways to put the “foster” back into “foster care.” While all of their life stories are different,
each is where they are today because someone, somewhere “fostered” them. Each and every
recommendation they chose to include in this report is premised on the notion that the
“foster” system can and must do more to help children to grow into the thriving, successful
adults that God intended them to be.
These extraordinary young leaders have given up every spare moment to produce something
that I believe will live on long after their internship is over. What you are about to read
represents not only their experience, but the experience of the tens of thousands of children
who, in their own words, “were not as lucky.” They have used their combined experience to
compile a series of truly insightful and powerful ideas, which if implemented have the
potential to make immediate and lasting change for generations to come.
In closing, I want to say thank you to my new friends. Thank you for having the courage to
share of yourselves on behalf of others. Thank you for leading the way toward a better
future and most importantly, thank you for showing others just how easy it is to “foster”
hope.
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THE STATE OF THE U.S. FOSTER CARE SYSTEM
“In the State of California it costs about $620 a month to kennel a dog. At the same time it costs the state
government about $494 to pay a foster family for one month of care for a child in the foster care system23.”
Foster care is truly an indispensable and important system in our society. Its focus on
providing stable homes for those in need has helped many children escape hardship and
abuse. It serves as a safety net for thousands of vulnerable children who would otherwise
have nowhere else to go when their families fail them. At the same time, the alarming
numbers of foster care alumni who have limited success after care demonstrate that the
United States foster care system is far from perfect. For too many, foster care is not a safe
haven, but rather a place where they are again exposed to the instability, neglect or even
worse, the abuse that led to their being removed in the first place.
According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, the majority of young people don’t
succeed after aging out. Just over 50% earned a high school diploma and only 3%
went on to obtain a college degree.6, 14 On the other hand, roughly, 84% will become
parents outside of marriage, 51% will be unemployed, 30% will survive on public
assistance and 25% will experience homelessness at some point6.
While the statistics alone are depressing, what is even more disturbing is that these problems
have plagued the “system” for over a decade. This report, written by a group of 16 foster
care alumni, is a cry-out for federal lawmakers to step in and do something to help bring
about change. We have beaten the odds, in large part because we were afforded
opportunities to grow through faith, love or education. Many of these opportunities were
ones that federal lawmakers put in place. Others were given to us by committed private
citizens we were fortunate enough to meet along the way. We are living proof that sound
policy combined with good people can make the American dream of exchanging hard work
for a better life a real possibility.
Many of our friends and family members were not as fortunate. They either didn’t have the
opportunities described above or they did not know about them until it was too late. As a
result of the system’s failure to “foster” them, they are going through life depressed,
addicted, isolated or incarcerated. According to the National Association of Social Workers,
80% of prison inmates in Illinois spent some part of their lives in foster care. Three out of
every 10 homeless persons also spent time in care22. We are speaking out not for ourselves,
but for them.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Much of the problems facing today’s foster youth stem from two inherent flaws in the
system itself. First, the foster care system lacks both the financial and human resources
necessary to achieve its objective of protecting and nurturing the youth entrusted to its care.
Caseworkers are under paid, under qualified or lack the training and support they need to
perform well in their jobs. The number of available high quality foster homes pales in
comparison to the number of children in need of their care. Federal financial incentives
seem more in line with keeping kids in foster care than offering a permanent solution
through adoption. In addition, what has become known as the “independent living”
program, seems more focused on helping kids age OUT of care, than in supporting them as
they age UP into adulthood.
To correct these problems, we suggest that federal lawmakers take steps to put the “foster”
back in foster care. By this we mean, invest in programs and strategies designed to give the
system the resources and tools it needs to nurture and cherish its foster youth. We also
challenge Members to consider ways to improve the “aging out” process, so that it enables
youth who are exiting the system without permanency the tools they need to become the
successful, stable adults they were born to be.
We recommend the following:
To increase the supply of highly qualified social workers working in foster care, federal policymakers should:
•

Provide grants to States to use in improving the quality of the child welfare
workforce through recruitment and retention strategies similar to those used
for teachers and nurses. Specifically, federal policymakers should consider
implementing a loan forgiveness program for those who obtain a Bachelor or Master
of Social Work degree and volunteer to serve in child welfare.

•

Establish a National Foster Care Service Corps (NFCSC), similar to the
National Health Service Corps. The NFCSC could be used to help communities
with large numbers of vacancies recruit and retain qualified workers.

•

Provide federal funding for states to develop retention incentives such as
“milestone” bonuses for 5, 10, 20 years of service.

•

Encourage states to incorporate current and former foster youth in child
welfare workforce trainings. This will allow workers the opportunity to obtain
information about the system and life in foster care from the people who know it
best—the youth in the system. Youth should be given the opportunity to
participate in professional development workshops, seminars, federal and state
advisory groups, and asked to provide the foster youth perspective as training
standards are set for social workers.
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In order to address the need for a larger pool of qualified foster parents, federal policymakers should:
•

Require states to collect and report additional demographic data on foster
parents. While AFCARS currently requires states to report the age, race and family
structure of foster parents, additional information is needed in order to better inform
long-term recruitment strategies. Knowing the geographic, psychosocial, and
economic status of current and potential foster parents would enable states to
identify areas in which further recruitment is necessary. In addition, federal
policymakers should make this data publicly available.

•

Invest federal funds on public awareness and media activity aimed at
dispelling misconceptions about foster youth. The National Association of
Social Workers reports that many child welfare agencies are doing just that: investing
in media campaigns and hiring marketing professionals18. If the private sector sees
the value in addressing the challenge of negative image of children in foster care, the
federal government should follow suit. Health and Human Services’ AdoptUSkids
initiative and the Heart Gallery photolistings are models of this type of positive
media campaign, and similar campaigns could be initiated in every state.

•

Provide States with resources for training and support for foster parents.
Foster Parent College, a research note published by Social Work Research, states that
foster parent training produces key changes within the family unit, such as improved
parent attitudes and parent-child interactions, and a reduction of child problem
behavior21. Funded activities could include a national conference for foster parents,
faith and community based support networks and continuing education partnerships
with state funded colleges or universities.

•

Replace the current system of monthly stipends with an electronic benefits
transfer system, similar to those used to deliver unemployment benefits and
food stamps. An EBT system would not only allow officials to monitor transactions
and eliminate any unnecessary expenditure, but also reduce the level of funding spent
on administrative overhead. Federal agencies with experience with EBT systems
have reported that such systems have helped them to achieve success in both areas.
Research shows that current foster care rates are on average 29-41% lower than the
ideal rates suggested by studies such as the 2007 Minimum Adequate Rates for
children. Any savings generated from the use of the EBT program could be used to
reduce this difference.

To encourage the more permanent choice of adoption out of foster care, federal policymakers should:
•

Increase federal funding to states for pre and post-adoption services for entire
families. These services may include: Support groups for parents, adopted
children, other children in the home; professional counseling services; educational
training for judges, social workers and therapists; respite care; educational
conferences for adoptive families; and development of a national resource center for
questions that may arise after the adoption.
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•

Implement monthly adoption maintenance stipends and set subsidy amounts
at levels that meet children’s special needs20.

•

Continue to provide health care benefits to children after adoption out of
foster care. In implementing this suggestion, federal policymakers should consider
providing an alternative to Medicaid because participating in Medicaid may not be
the best option for a youth or family post adoption.. Alternatively, the federal
government could provide adoptive parents with a federal tax deduction for qualified
medical expenses paid on behalf of children they adopt out of foster care.

•

Amend Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to allow
schools to use federal funding to provide private tutoring services available to
children adopted out of foster care. These tutoring services are necessary for
former foster youth cycled through several schools to achieve grade level standards.

•

Encourage youth adopted out of foster care to pursue college degrees by
requiring states to provide them with equal tuition assistance to that received
by those who have aged out of foster care. Many children after being adopted
receive no funding for college. Federal law and grant opportunities can encourage
colleges to extend free tuition to any child that has been adopted out of foster care
after the age of 12 and meets certain college admission criteria. The Foster Care
Independence Act of 1999 was groundbreaking in its assistance to those youth who
aged out of the foster care system, but similar legislation should be passed to assist
children adopted out of foster care.

To make sure that foster youth are empowered with information about their own identity, federal
policymakers should:
•

Provide funding for the development of specialized health information
technology for foster children. By implementing a system of “medical passports,”
the federal government can allow for more comprehensive management of medical
information, a reduction in paperwork, and improve the quality of care given to
children in care.

•

Use the upcoming reauthorization of “No Child Left Behind Act” (NCLB) to
amend subtitle B of the McKinney/Vento Act to include foster children.
Adding this provision would enable foster youth to remain in school while waiting
on records to transfer.

•

Develop a statewide, electronic database containing the academic of records
of foster youth. Such a system could be accessed online by all public schools,
thereby eliminating the need for the transfer of paper transcripts. To the extent
possible, such a system should collaborate with other statewide databases such as
SACWIS.
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•

Pass legislation similar to Senator Clinton’s Opportunity Passport Act of 2002.
The opportunity passports provided for in this bill would enable foster children to
utilize secure Internet databases that contain vital information, such as medical
records, legal identification, and school transcripts in a timely fashion. To maximize
the benefit of this program, it should be made available to both youth aging out and
still in care.

In order to preserve and protect important relationships between siblings, federal policymakers should:
•

Require families receiving federal assistance under the Title IV-E Adoption
Assistance Program to participate in activities designed to keep interested
siblings in contact with one another.

•

Allow states to use Title IV-B funding in support of activities designed to
provide for communication and visitation among siblings. Such activities could
include sibling retreats, reunions, etc; reimbursement of travel expenses and
communication costs.

To provide greater access to the rights and services restricted to residents, the federal government should:
•

Amend all federal and state laws that require a proof of residency to allow
proof of aging out of a state’s foster care system to serve as proof of residency.
Those who can prove that they aged out of foster care will qualify for services until
they obtain a permanent address or reach the age of 25, which ever comes first.

In order to close the information gap which currently exists, federal policymakers should:
•

Create a federally supported, centralized website that contains all materials
and information relevant to the needs of foster youth who are aging out of the
system. This proposed website could mirror the AdoptUsKids, a site which has
found homes for nearly 10,000 kids in the last six years29. Like AdoptUsKids, this
website could be administered by the Administration of Children and Families,
Children’s Bureau in the department of Health and Human Services or by subcontractor of the Bureau. While AdoptUsKids is primarily known for its photolisting, this website could also provide detailed information regarding relevant
Federal and State programs, Child Welfare Advocacy agencies, as well as a host of
non-profit and community organizations dedicated to serving foster
youth. Information on the website could also include: breakdowns of information
and resources by state such as ILP programs, CASA programs, Youth Councils, and
State Welfare Agencies; assistance with obtaining vital information such as Tax
forms, FAFSA, Social Security, resumes, job applications, accounting, credit
management and banking.

To assist former foster youth in financially planning for their future, federal policymakers should:
•

Develop a zero interest loan program that could cover the unmet costs of
college, living expenses, and other needs for youth who have aged out of
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foster care. The loan amount would vary based upon current financial status and
would be limited to a maximum loan amount of $20,000. The program could be
administered by the Administration on Children, Youth and Families Children’s
Bureau or the Department of Education, and could be modeled after existing loan
programs such as the Direct Stafford Loan Program. Private lenders, including banks
and credit unions that are subsidized and supported by the Administration for
Children and Families or the Department of Education such as the Federal Family
Education Loan (FFEL) Program, could support the program and assist with
administration and application procedures. Suggested restrictions for the program
are: the borrower must be at least 18 years of age, be a full time student, and must
have spent at least one year in foster care. The loan program should included
specialized components to address the unique needs of youth aging out of foster care
such as financial literacy classes, budgeting life skills course, loan counseling, and
flexible terms of repayment.
•

Develop Individual Development Accounts (IDA’s) to assist youth financially
in their transition to adulthood, thus providing them with an opportunity to
be more successful. Such an account would provide foster youth with financial
freedom, educational opportunities, necessary medical care, and recreational
stipends.

To assist former foster youth in achieving the dream of a college education, federal policymakers should:
•

Require that states extend Medicaid, housing, and independent living
services to foster youth ages 25 and under who are attending a two or four
year college.

•

Make Medicaid, housing, and independent living services “portable” so that
former foster youth do not lose these services if they choose to attend a
college or university outside of the state in which they were in foster care.

•

Provide financial incentives for states to provide a free post-secondary
education at a state college or university for foster youth who meet a
minimum academic standard.

•

Amend Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to provide for
specific services aimed at addressing the specialized academic needs of kids
in foster care.

To take advantage of the voices of former foster youth, the federal government should:
•

Establish a federal “Council on Foster Care,” which meets at least once a year
on a permanent basis. Similar to President’s Council on Bioethics, which was
established in 2001, the Council would be comprised of one foster youth from every
state, and once a year, the representative foster youth are brought to Washington,
DC to discuss the state of the foster care system and the necessary reforms with the
President. Additionally, the President would also invite important policy makers in
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Washington to this annual meeting, as well as a host of experts from around the
country. This Council would help encourage states to work together to share
successes and failures.
•

Establish Independent Living Youth Advisory Boards in every state. The
Children’s Bureau National Resource Centers and several states already incorporate
youth input into policy and practice through the utilization of youth panels, youth
advisory groups and youth consultants. It has been ten years since John Chaffee
launched the landmark legislation that made many important changes in the system.
On this 10th anniversary we suggest we invite a new set of experts in to help us with
solutions. In honor of this anniversary, we propose that within the John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program youth advisory boards are established in each
state capital and meet throughout the year to address foster care reform.

•

Amend the Higher Education Act to include funding for state colleges and
universities to develop peer advocacy programs for former foster youth.
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WHEN THE GOVERNMENT IS YOUR FAMILY: RAISING THE
BAR FOR CHILDREN ENTRUSTED TO FOSTER CARE
Because foster care is so often described in terms such as “system,” “wards” and
“caseloads,” it is all too easy to forget what foster care is really all about, children in need of
love and protection. In essence, in establishing the foster care system, the federal and state
governments made a promise to all children everywhere to be there for them in the event
that their parents are unable to provide the love and protection they need to thrive. In latin,
the term for this is “in loco parentis” which literally means, “in the place of a parent.” While
no one in today’s system will argue that this remains the central mission of foster care, as
youth who lived through it, we can attest that many parts of the current system do not fulfill
this promise.
To change this, the federal government needs to invest both the financial human resources
necessary to help the foster system “parent” the children entrusted temporarily to its care.
Like any other parent, the foster system should strive to provide the physical and emotional
support its children need to grow and develop. It should be made up of programs that are
designed to promote the human development and long-term well being of its children. Most
importantly, its efforts should convey to the children it serves that they are cherished. The
pages that follow include a series of recommendations meant to address the need for this
type of reform in today’s foster care.
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: A “FOSTER” CARE SYSTEM
NEEDS MORE SKILLED SOCIAL WORKERS
On May 15, 2007, the House Ways and Means Committee on Income Security and Family
Support held a series of hearings related to the major challenges facing the child welfare
system. Witnesses at this hearing arrived at the same conclusion: more needs to be done to
“ensure adequate child welfare workforce staffing and training8.”
According to the APHSA Child Welfare Workforce
survey, on average 8.5% of positions in child
protective services remain vacant. Such a high
number of vacancies inevitably leads to heavier
workloads for the hired workers. Making matters
worse, an average child protective service worker’s
tenure is only three years, meaning that some workers
are “in foster care” less time than 70,000 of the
children they serve. The average salary for a
caseworker working in child welfare is $35,553 and a
front line supervisor is paid only $44,2322. Because of
numbers such as these, youth in the system are left with a workforce that is overstretched
and under resourced. Very few have both the time and expertise necessary to play the role
that they are intended to play.
“Having a mentor who knows the
system has assisted me in
growing and overcoming many
obstacles. The void in my life has
always been the support of a
family, and Kathi Crowe fills the
void that would have otherwise
hindered me.”
-Debra Criscione,
2008 Foster Youth Intern

This is not the first time the Federal government has faced a national workforce crisis.
Similar needs have been addressed in both the nursing and teaching fields. The evidence
suggests that interventions used to recruit and retain highly qualified teachers and nurses
could also be effectively employed in foster care11.

Average Salaries of Human Service Professionals, 2004
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Recommendations:
To increase the supply of highly qualified social workers working in foster care, federal
policymakers should:
•

Provide grants to states to use for improving the quality of the child welfare
workforce through recruitment and retention strategies similar to those used
for teachers and nurses. Specifically, federal policymakers should consider
implementing a loan forgiveness program for those who obtain a Bachelor or Master
of Social Work degree and volunteer to serve in child welfare.

•

Establish a National Foster Care Service Corps (NFCSC), similar to the
National Health Service Corps. The NFCSC could be used to help communities
with large numbers of vacancies recruit and retain qualified workers.

•

Provide federal funding for states to develop retention incentives such as
“milestone” bonuses for 5, 10, 20 years of service.

•

Encourage states to incorporate current and former foster youth in child
welfare workforce trainings. This will allow workers the opportunity to obtain
information about the system and life in foster care from the people who know it
best—the youth in the system. Youth should be given the opportunity to
participate in professional development workshops, seminars, federal and state
advisory groups, and be asked to provide the foster youth perspective as training
standards are set for social workers.
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FOSTER CARE RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION: A “FOSTER”
CARE SYSTEM NEEDS PARENTS WHO CAN “FOSTER”
Statistically speaking, there is no lack of supply of suitable homes for children in need.
According to the National Council for Adoption (NCFA), there are 55-million marriedcouple households in the U.S. and only a little over half a million children in need of foster
homes4. At the same time, according to AdoptUSKids, the number of available foster homes
has declined approximately 4% and continues to decline24.
The reasons for this disparity are many. First, states are either not willing or unable to invest
the resources needed to develop and implement effective recruitment strategies. In a
September 2007 report on parent recruitment and training, National Council for Adoption
states that while 22% of children in foster care are waiting to be adopted, states are spending
on average only 1.2 percent to 1.3 percent of available federal funds on parent recruitment
and training services33. Second, research shows that there is still a negative stigma attached
to foster children, making potential foster parents unsure of their ability to parent a
“problem child.” 33 Finally, the foster care system is not equipped to provide the level of
training or support that parenting a child moving through the foster system requires.
Recruiting foster parents is essential, but retaining them is just as crucial. According to a
2005 report, more than 20% of foster families discontinue fostering during the first year18, 28.
This attrition rate is due in part to the amount of resources, support, and training available to
these individuals. The National Foster Parent Association found in a 2004 report that most
states provide only 12 to 30 hours of pre-service training for licensure and six to 20 hours of
in-service training annually15.
Without a reliable and constant pool of foster homes, states often feel forced to entrust
children to the care of parents who lack the proper motivation, resources and skills necessary
to effectively parent a foster youth. According to a 1999 report by CASA, 7.2% of families
become foster parents as a way of increasing their income5. In light of this reality,
recruitment strategies should focus not only on methods to increase the number of available
homes but also ways to ensure that those recruited and retained have the required level of
skill to parent effectively.
Recommendations:
In order to address the need for a larger pool of qualified foster parents, federal
policymakers should:
•

Require states to collect and report additional demographic data on foster
parents. While AFCARS currently requires states to report the age, race and family
structure of foster parents, additional information is needed in order to better inform
long-term recruitment strategies27. Knowing the geographic, psychosocial, and
economic status of current and potential foster parents would enable states to
identify areas in which further recruitment is necessary. In addition, federal
policymakers should make this data publicly available.
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•

Invest federal funds on public awareness and media activity aimed at
dispelling misconceptions about foster youth. The National Association of
Social Workers reports that many child welfare agencies are doing just that: investing
in media campaigns and hiring marketing professionals18. If the private sector sees
the value in addressing the challenge of negative image of children in foster care, the
federal government should follow suit. Health and Human Services’ AdoptUSkids
initiative and the Heart Gallery photolistings are models of this type of positive
media campaign, and similar campaigns could be initiated in every state.

•

Provide States with resources for training and support for foster parents.
Foster Parent College, a research note published by Social Work Research, states that
foster parent training produces key changes within the family unit, such as improved
parent attitudes and parent-child interactions, and a reduction of child problem
behavior21. Funded activities could include a national conference for foster parents,
faith and community based support networks and continuing education partnerships
with state funded colleges or universities.

•

Replace the current system of monthly stipends with an electronic benefits
transfer system, similar to those used to deliver unemployment benefits and
food stamps. An EBT system would not only allow officials to monitor transactions
and eliminate any unnecessary expenditure, but also reduce the level of funding spent
on administrative overhead. Federal agencies with experience with EBT systems
have reported that such systems have helped them to achieve success in both areas.
Research shows that current foster care rates are on average 29-41% lower than the
ideal rates suggested by studies such as the 2007 Minimum Adequate Rates for
children. Any savings generated from the use of the EBT program could be used to
reduce this difference.
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ADOPTION INCENTIVES: ENCOURAGING FAMILIES TO
CHOOSE ADOPTION
A North American Council on Adoptable Children (NACAC) November 2007 report on
successes for children and families explains that the amount of time the average child spends
in U.S. foster care is 28.6 fragile months19. Additionally, an AFCARS Report on Preliminary
FY 2006 Estimates reveals that 129,000 of the 510,000 children in U.S. foster care are
waiting for adoptive families27. These 129,000 children risk spending not only the average
28.6 months but also their entire childhoods in foster care – reaching young adulthood without
a permanent, legal family.

Child Welfare: Recent and Proposed Federal Funding, 20089

Adoption provides a lifetime of emotional and legal connections to a family. A May 2008
NACAC report highlighted studies showing that children who are adopted from foster care
have far better educational and social outcomes than those who remain in foster care20. So
why are children not being adopted? Some part of the answer to this question lies in the fact
that federal incentives to adopt a child are not on par with higher incentives to keep a child in
foster care. At the same time, foster parents report keeping children in foster care in order to
continue to receive the specialized support and services the children need. 58% percent of
families reported that their children needed specialized health care and 68% of adopted
foster children had an educational delay20.

Child Welfare: Recent and Proposed Federal Funding, 20089
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Recommendations:
To encourage the more permanent choice of adoption out of foster care, federal
policymakers should:
•

Increase federal funding to states for pre and post-adoption services for entire
families. These services may include: Support groups for parents, adopted
children, other children in the home; professional counseling services; educational
training for judges, social workers and therapists; respite care; educational
conferences for adoptive families; and development of resource center for questions
that may arise after the adoption.

•

Implement monthly adoption maintenance stipends and set subsidy amounts
at levels that meet children’s special needs20.

•

Continue to provide health care benefits to children after adoption from foster
care. In implementing this suggestion, federal policymakers should consider
providing an alternative to Medicaid because participating in Medicaid may not be
the best option for a youth or family post adoption. Alternatively, the federal
government could provide adoptive parents with a federal tax deduction for qualified
medical expenses paid on behalf of children they adopt out of foster care.

•

Amend Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to allow
schools to use federal funding to provide private tutoring services available to
children adopted out of foster care. These tutoring services are necessary for
former foster youth cycled through several schools to achieve grade level standards.

•

Encourage youth adopted out of foster care to pursue college degrees by
requiring states to provide them with equal tuition assistance to what is
received by those who have aged out of foster care. Many children after being
adopted receive no funding for college. Federal law and grant opportunities can
encourage colleges to extend free tuition to any child that has been adopted out of
foster care after the age of 12 and meets certain college admission criteria. The
Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 was groundbreaking in its assistance to those
youth who aged out of the foster care system, but similar legislation should be passed
to assist children adopted out of foster care.
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EDUCATIONAL RECORDS: FOSTER YOUTH ARE MORE THAN
JUST A FILE
Many foster children transition a number of times while in care; a process that requires them
to relocate frequently and do so on short notice. In fact, according to Pew Charitable Trust
Foundation, on average, a foster youth moves at least three times while they are in the foster
care system16. During each of these relocations, important documents such as transcripts
and medical records may be misplaced. Medical records and educational documentation are
crucial as a child attempts to transition to a new home and a new school. Without this
important information, a child’s medical care may be
compromised and their educational needs ignored until the
According to a 2007 report
by Casey Family Programs,
paperwork catches up with the child. Too often, the mobile
65% of youth formerly in
lifestyle of a child in foster care results in educational and
foster care experienced
medical setbacks that have long-term consequences for the
seven or more school
foster youth.
changes within K-1214.
Recommendations:
To make sure that foster youth are empowered with information about their own identity,
federal policymakers should:
•

Provide funding for the development of specialized health information
technology for foster children. By implementing a system of “medical passports,”
the federal government can allow for more comprehensive management of medical
information, a reduction in paperwork, and improve the quality of care given to
children in care.

•

Use the upcoming reauthorization of “No Child Left Behind Act” (NCLB) to
amend subtitle B of the McKinney/Vento Act to include foster children.
Adding this provision would enable foster youth to remain in school while waiting
on records to transfer.

•

Develop a statewide, electronic database containing the academic of records
of foster youth. Such a system could be accessed online by all public schools,
thereby eliminating the need for the transfer of paper transcripts. To the extent
possible, such a system should collaborate with other statewide databases such as
SACWIS.

•

Pass legislation similar to Senator Clinton’s Opportunity Passport Act of 2002.
The opportunity passports provided for in this bill would enable foster children to
utilize secure Internet databases that contain vital information, such as medical
records, legal identification, and school transcripts in a timely fashion. To maximize
the benefit of this program, it should be made available to both youth aging out and
still in care.
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POST-ADOPTION SIBLING RIGHTS: FOSTERING LIFELONG
CONNECTIONS
When an adoption is referred to as a “closed adoption,” it means that the birth and adoptive
parents have agreed that once the adoption is finalized there will be no further contact
between the birth parent and the child to be adopted. The reasons for choosing to proceed
with a “closed adoption” are as personal and diverse as the reasons for choosing to place a
child up for adoption. A perhaps unanticipated consequence of “closed adoptions” of
children from foster care is that it often results in the termination of visitation and
communication privileges between siblings3. Research shows that when siblings are placed
together they have fewer emotional and behavioral problems and perform better in school32.
In the absence of a parental relationship, connections to ones siblings can provide stability
and a sense of belonging.
Some states have taken steps to remedy this problem through legislation. A major flaw in
most of the introduced bills is the adoptive parent is put in a position of being a “gate
keeper,” requiring both their knowledge and consent to communication or visitation
between siblings. While it is of course important to respect an adoptive parents right to do
what is in the best interest of their minor adopted children, there are some circumstances in
which the adopted child both desires a continued relationship and is old enough to speak on
his or her own behalf.
Recommendations:
In order to preserve and protect important relationships between siblings, federal
policymakers should:
•

Require families receiving federal assistance under the Title IV-E Adoption
Assistance Program to participate in activities designed to keep interested
siblings in contact with one another.

•

Allow states to use Title IV-B funding in support of activities designed to
provide for communication and visitation among siblings. Such activities could
include sibling retreats, reunions, etc; reimbursement of travel expenses and
communication costs.
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AGING UP, NOT AGING OUT
Foster Youth need help “aging up” not “aging out”
On the last day of FY 2006, over 176,800 youth ages
“A week before my eighteenth birthday, my
13 to 17 comprised more than one-third of the foster
foster mother handed me a letter from the
Sacramento County Children and Family
care caseload nationally27. As most parents and
Services. I had always known this day would
former teens will tell you, teenage years are filled with
come. When I looked at my foster mother,
an immense amount of personal growth and
she gave me an extremely cold, unemotional
preparation for the inevitable transition from
look and said, "I'll give you one month to
find a place to live, and after that you’ll have
childhood to adulthood. Going through adolescence
to get out." A month later, I came home
is hard in and of itself, but for foster youth, who go
from school to find four large, black garbage
through this stage of life without the support and
bags by the front door stuffed with
guidance of a parent or guardian, surviving
everything I owned. This was the first
turning point in my adult life.”
adolescence might seem impossible. Our experience
-CherRita Jones, 2008 Foster Youth Intern
has been that the majority of the independent living
programs are more geared toward instructing young
adults how to go about replacing the services and financial support they once received from
the system. The problem with this approach is that it leaves former foster youth no better
prepared to address the complex issues that all youth face in becoming adults.
To address this, we recommend the federal government establish programs that in essence
provide foster youth with the financial and emotional support received by youth who remain
in the care of a parent or guardian. Research shows that on average, parents give their
children an estimated $38,000 – or about $2,200 a year – between the ages of 18 and 34 to
supplement wages, to pay for college tuition, and help with housing costs, among other types
of financial assistance12. Parents also allow their adult children to live with them, and
provide their children with non-material assistance such as help with obtaining a driver’s
license, guidance on applying to college, advice on finances and establishing a new
household, and connections to other caring adults in their new communities. The
recommendations that follow are all designed with this goal in mind. If implemented, these
interventions would enable foster youth turning 18 to do more than just “age out,” but
instead “age up” to be the successful, stable adults they were born to be.
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RESIDENCY: IF I DON’T HAVE A PERMANENT HOME, HOW
CAN I HAVE A PERMANENT ADDRESS?
A large part of the American dream for teenagers is the
dream of attending college. Limited only by their grades
and their ambition, students are free to apply to
thousands of colleges across America. Because of cost
and proximity, many chose to attend their state
university for an education partially subsidized by their
parents’ tax dollars. At this time in a teenager’s
development, many foster youth face the major adjustment of aging out of their foster
family and the challenge of applying for college at the same time. Yet for foster youth who
have aged out of the system, the very simple task of providing a permanent address with
which to establish residency is often difficult. The above anecdote, while true for many
young adults, is indicative of a much wider problem in the lives of youth who age out of the
United States Foster Care system.
A former foster youth, who
emancipated from foster care, was
filling out a job application and
was asked to provide an
emergency contact person. "He
wrote 911. He had no one else17."

Having permanent residency is a fundamental aspect
of American life and establishes other rights such as
voting, health care access, access to automobile
licenses, credit applications, bank accounts, passports,
and any state sponsored public support services. The
reason this is often problematic for foster youth is that
at the age of 18 they are declared independent from
their foster parents and must find another place to
live. Should the foster youth desire to go to college in
another state, they must establish two residencies- one
in the state in which they aged out and one in their
new school state.

"As a foster kid who aged out of the
DC foster care system I immediately
found it difficult to prove my DC
residency. My mentor lived in
Maryland, so when I tried to get a
driving learners permit like most kids
my age I had no place to claim as
home. I had difficulties in voting,
applying for food stamps, and applying
for tuition wavers offered to DC
residents."
-Renee Melbourne,
2008 Foster Youth Intern

All of the above require some sort of proof of residency, most commonly a utility bill
or notarized rental agreement. In many cases the foster youth can produce picture
identification, but not a proof or residency, since they have no official home address and are
often living with friends or acquaintances.
Recommendation:
To provide greater access to the rights and services restricted to residents, the federal
government should:
According to a 2007
report by Casey
Family Programs,
25% of foster care
alumni became
homeless for one
day or more after
aging out of care14.

•

Amend all federal and state laws that require a proof of
residency to allow proof of aging out of a state’s foster
care system to serve as proof of residency. Those who
can prove that they aged out of foster care will qualify for
services until they obtain a permanent address or reach the
age of 25, whichever comes first.
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FEDERAL WEBSITE: A ONE-STOP CONNECTION TO THE
FUTURE
Our experience has been that there is a wide variety of programs, resource packets, research
papers and other opportunities specifically designed to meet the needs of former foster
youth. Despite this, alarmingly high rates of youth are unaware of their existence or worse
become aware of an available program after it is too late. During the Midwest Evaluation on
the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth, youth were asked about receipt of services
across six domains: education, vocational training or employment, budgeting and financial
management, health education, housing, and youth development. For each domain, about
one-third or less of the youth reported having received the services. A major reason for this
is that youth are either unaware such services exist or misinterpret their eligibility to receive
them.
Recommendation:
In order to close the information gap which currently exists, federal policymakers should:
•

Create a federally supported, centralized website that contains all materials
and information relevant to the needs of foster youth who are aging out of the
system. This proposed website could mirror the AdoptUsKids, a site which has
found homes for nearly 10,000 kids in the last six years29. Like AdoptUsKids, this
website could be administered by the Administration of Children and Families
Children’s Bureau in the Department of Health and Human Services or by subcontractor of the Bureau. While AdoptUsKids is primarily known for its photolisting, this website could also provide detailed information regarding relevant
Federal and State programs, Child Welfare Advocacy agencies, as well as a host of
non-profit and community organizations dedicated to serving foster
youth. Information on the website could also include: breakdowns of information
and resources by state such as ILP programs, CASA programs, Youth Councils, and
State Welfare Agencies; assistance with obtaining vital information such as Tax
forms, FAFSA, Social Security, resumes, job applications, accounting, credit
management and banking.

.
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This is a sample of what the website could look like:
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THE “ALL A-LOAN” PROGRAM: A FINANCIALLY PLANNED
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD
As foster youth age out, they are frequently
“independent” of any family and live on their own.
This independence can lead to a lack of financial
counseling and a lack of support when a financial
crisis does arise. In fact, according to Casey Family
Programs, only 3% of former foster youth have
enough financial and emotional support to finish
college 14.

“I remember getting my first apartment. I
had saved enough money to pay the
deposit and first month’s rent, but
couldn't afford much more. I slept on the
floor the first couple of weeks until I
saved enough money to buy a mattress.
Then I started worrying how I was going
pay for next months rent. A loan

program would have made it easier for
me to get started building my own life.
It would have made it so that I didn't
have to choose between eating and
sleeping on the floor."
-Eric Lulow, 2008 Foster Youth Intern

In some states, foster youth may be able to receive
financial aid to cover their tuition, but those youth
who are unable to access that financial aid money
incur vast amounts of debt or are forced to balance
school with a full-time job. With the exception of the Educational and Training Voucher’s
$5000, there are no other guaranteed assistance programs for former foster youth.
Additionally, while there are other public and private scholarship programs, they are
extremely competitive and foster youth are frequently not aware of their existence. To
compound the issue of insufficient financial aid, once a youth has been found eligible for a
loan, a co-signer is frequently required; and many youth do not have a supportive adult in
their life willing to cosign on a loan. While there are currently no programs that promise zero
interest loans to finance a foster youths transition from foster care to college, similar
programs, such as low interest loans, demonstrate that such a program would increase the
number of low-income (or in this case foster) youth completing college.
Recommendations:
To assist former foster youth in financially planning for their future, federal policymakers
should:
•

Develop a zero interest loan program that could cover the unmet costs of
college, living expenses, and other needs for youth who have aged out of
foster care. The loan amount would vary based upon current financial status and
would be limited to a maximum loan amount of $20,000. The program could be
administered by the Administration on Children, Youth and Families Children’s
Bureau or the Department of Education, and could be modeled after existing loan
programs such as the Direct Stafford Loan Program. Private lenders, including banks
and credit unions that are subsidized and supported by the Administration for
Children and Families or the Department of Education such as the Federal Family
Education Loan (FFEL) Program, could support the program and assist with
administration and application procedures. Suggested restrictions for the program
are: the borrower must be at least 18 years of age, be a full time student, and must
have spent at least one year in foster care. The loan program should included
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specialized components to address the unique needs of youth aging out of foster care
such as financial literacy classes, budgeting life skills course, loan counseling, and
flexible terms of repayment.
•

Develop Individual Development Accounts (IDA’s) to assist youth financially
in their transition to adulthood, thus providing them with an opportunity to
be more successful. Such an account would provide foster youth with financial
freedom, educational opportunities, necessary medical care, and recreational
stipends.
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HIGHER EDUCATION: MAKE ATTENDING COLLEGE MORE
THAN A DREAM
Former foster youth face insurmountable barriers when attempting to obtain post-secondary
education. In spite of a reported 70% of youth desire a college experience, only 18% of
former foster youth ever enroll in college after graduating high school7, 1. Reasons for this
alarmingly low rate of college attendance range from lack of stable housing, limited access to
heath care and mental health services, and an
uncertainty of how to access the financial and
Once aged out of the foster care system:
emotional resources that might be available to
● 54% had completed high school, compared
foster youth and former foster youth30. In
with the national average of 68.8%13, 31
addition, because of the lack of permanency
often experienced by foster youth, only 54%
● At ages 16-19, 50% were unemployed,
compared to a national average of 16.9%13, 31
graduate from high school13.
Recommendations:
To assist former foster youth in achieving the dream of a college education, federal
policymakers should:
•

Require that states extend Medicaid, housing, and independent living
services to foster youth ages 25 and under who are attending a two or four
year college.

•

Make Medicaid, housing, and independent living services “portable” so that
former foster youth do not lose these services if they choose to attend a
college or university outside of the state in which they were in foster care.

•

Provide financial incentives for states to provide a free post-secondary
education at a state college or university for foster youth who meet a
minimum academic standard.

•

Amend Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to provide for
specific services aimed at addressing the specialized academic needs of kids
in foster care.
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DEVELOPING FOSTER CARE REFORM: INCORPORATING THE
VOICES OF FOSTER YOUTH IN POLICY MAKING
According to a Casey Family Programs’ report, 3% of the former foster youth who age out
of the foster care system achieve a college degree14. 85% of our policymakers in Washington
have college degrees10. There are countless differences between the policy makers in
Washington and youth who age out the foster care system. Since few of those who are
trying to fix the system have had any experience living in it, it is imperative to engage current
and former foster youth in developing foster care reforms. Current research indicates
positive outcomes for youth who become involved in crafting policy.
Recommendations:
To take advantage of the voices of former foster youth, the federal government should:
•

Establish a federal “Council on Foster Care,” which meets at least once a year
on a permanent basis. Similar to President’s Council on Bioethics, which was
established in 2001, the Council would be comprised of one foster youth from every
state, and once a year, the representative foster youth are brought to Washington,
DC to discuss the state of the foster care system and the necessary reforms with the
President. Additionally, the President would also invite important policy makers in
Washington to this annual meeting, as well as a host of experts from around the
country. This Council would help encourage states to work together to share
successes and failures.

•

Establish Independent Living Youth Advisory Boards in every state. The
Children’s Bureau National Resource Centers and several states already incorporate
youth input into policy and practice through the utilization of youth panels, youth
advisory groups and youth consultants. It has been ten years since John Chaffee
launched the landmark legislation that made many important changes in the system.
On this 10th anniversary we suggest we invite a new set of experts in to help us with
solutions. In honor of this anniversary, we propose that within the John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program youth advisory boards are established in each
state capital and meet throughout the year to address foster care reform.

•

Amend the Higher Education Act to include funding for state colleges and
universities to develop peer advocacy programs for former foster youth.
What are the nation’s foster children waiting for?
•
•
•

251,020 (50%) are waiting to be reunified with their birth families
115,893 (23%) are waiting to be adopted
Average time foster children have been waiting to be adopted: 42 months25
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EPILOGUE
By Milo Jetkins, FYI Intern, Class of 2008
In Florida, the 1996 Legislature mandated the outsourcing of child welfare services through what was
called a “lead agency” design (FL Statute 409.1671). The stated intent was to use privatization as a
means to “strengthen the support and commitment of local communities in the reunification of
families and the care of children and their families” and to “increase the efficiency and accountability
of services”. Since this was considered a fairly new approach, Florida began its experiment with
“Community Based Care”(CBC) by mandating the implementation of five pilot projects. As part of
the pilot, DCF was to establish a comprehensive system to measure the outcomes and effectiveness
of the services and to use this information in making future program and funding decisions.
Though Community Based Care inspired high hopes and esteemed support, 4 out of 5 of the Pilot
programs failed dismally. Despite its goals, CBC programs experienced increases in both caseloads
and administrative costs and decreases in the quality of services provided. Faced with these
outcomes, one would assume that Florida take note of lessons learned and set out in search of
another more viable solution. But that is not what happened. In 1998, despite clear evidence that
the CBC model is a botched approach; the State of Florida made the decision to implement it
statewide.
As part of the wonderful opportunity granted to us by CCAI, we were asked to investigate a part of
the current “foster care” system and make recommendations of ways to address some of the many
problems that exist in child welfare today. I went into this assignment thinking that my experience
would enable me to find the answers a policy maker who had not lived through the system could not
imagine.
Ultimately, my inquiry did not lead me to a clear legislative error or an innocent, misguided policy.
There wasn’t even evidence of a misunderstanding of child welfare needs. Instead, I found that the
decision to privatize child welfare in Florida was based on a lot of seemingly sound information and
well devised policy principles. It would turn out that I had been naive to believe that the problems
facing child welfare -- problems that in some cases are much older than me – existed only because of
a lack of wealth of new ideas.
Instead I would learn that what happened in Florida is what all too often happens in child welfare:
the passive acceptance of cuts to funding; the paralysis that stems from a lack of significant, reliable
data and an almost blatant disregard of what is in the best interests of children. All of which can only
be changed by a change in attitude and beliefs, not by law.
I would also submit that it took more than sound policy to save my life. It wasn’t policy that
encouraged my DCF worker, Devin Wagner, to visit me a couple of extra times a month. Nor was it
policy that beckoned my therapist to counsel me long after his occupational duty to me expired. I
needed more than a check and tuition waivers to get through college. What I needed was support
from people in and out of child welfare that policy usually can’t rationally mandate. This report sets
out a number of sound recommendations, but without people driven by compassion to go where
policy can’t; these initiatives will merely remain suggestions.
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ABOUT THE CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON ADOPTION
INSTITUTE
In 1985, a small, but committed group of Members of Congress discovered that they had a common
goal – to live in a world where every child has a permanent, safe and loving home to call their own.
They also found that their shared commitment to eliminating the barriers that hinder children from
realizing this basic right to a family was one that transcended party lines and geographical borders.
Dedicated to making a difference, these members united to form the Congressional Coalition on
Adoption (CCA). Today, at over 215 Members strong, the CCA is the largest, bicameral caucus in all
of Congress.
In founding the Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute (CCAI), advocates sought to
maximize Member of Congress’ commitment to finding a home for every child by providing the
information and resources they needed to make that dream a reality. Since 2001, CCAI has strived to
be an objective resource for information critical to advancing the efforts of federal policymakers on
behalf of children in need of homes. Through its five core programs, CCAI’s goal is to educate
Members of Congress about the need for reform; coordinate Congressional and community efforts
to bring about change and facilitate opportunities for communication and awareness.
One way in which CCAI works to promote the development of sound policy is through our Foster
Youth Internship (FYI) program. The FYI Program provides talented college students, who have
spent their formative years in foster care, an opportunity to intern in Congressional offices for a
summer. These young adults, who have beaten the odds and thrived in spite of difficult
circumstances, bring their unique perspectives and resilient spirits to serve in the offices of the U.S.
Congress.
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MEET THE 2008 FOSTER YOUTH INTERNSHIP CLASS
Thon Chol
School: Western Michigan University
Town: Kalamazoo, MI
Major: Master of Social Work
Graduation date: April 2008
Age: 25

Debra Criscione
School: University of Rhode Island
Town: Kingston Campus, RI
Major: Communications with a Minor in English
Expected Graduation date: May 2010
Age: 19

Claudine Jean-Baptiste
School: University of Maryland Eastern Shore
Town: Princess Anne, MD
Major: dual degree in Sociology and Social Work
Expected Graduation date: May 2009
Age: 20

Milo Jetkins
School: Florida Atlantic University
Town: Lauderdale Lakes, FL
Major: Business Economics with a Minor in Finance
Expected Graduation date: May 2009
Age: 22
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Brian Johnson
School: Howard University
Town: Chicago, IL
Major: English Literature with a Minor in Journalism
Expected Graduation date: December 2009
Age: 23

CherRita Jones
School: San Francisco State University
Town: Oakland, CA
Major: Social Work
Expected Graduation date: May 2010
Age: 25

Lacy Kendrick
School: Missouri State University
Town: Nixa, MO
Major: Psychology with a Minor in Latin and General Business
Graduation date: May 2008
Age: 24

Betty Krupa
School: Stevenson University
Town: Stevenson, MD
Major: Human Services
Expected Graduation date: December 2008
Age: 21

Eric Lulow
School: Middle Tennessee State University
Town: Murfreesboro, TN
Major: Social Work
Graduation Date: May 2008
Age: 24
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Natalie Luna
School: Northern Illinois University
Town: Dekalb, IL
Major: Elementary Education with a Minor in Social
Science with English Endorsements
Expected Graduation date: May 2009
Age: 22

Mason McFalls
School: University of Georgia
Town: Athens, GA
Major: Political Science with a Minor in Spanish and Leadership
Expected Graduation date: May 2010
Age: 21

Renee Melbourne
School: University of South Florida
Town: Washington, DC
Major: History with a Minor in Philosophy
Expected Graduation date: May 2010
Age: 19

Michelle Pacheco-Espinoza
School: California State University of Monterey Bay
Town: Soquel, CA
Major: Collaborate Health and Human Services with a Minor in Spanish
Expected Graduation date: June 2009
Age: 21
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Brittany Scott
School: Georgia State University
Town: Atlanta, GA
Major: Political Science with a Minor in Sociology
Expected Graduation date: May 2009
Age: 21

George Surles
School: Purdue University Calumet
Town: Griffith, IN
Major: Construction Management with a Minor in Automotive
Expected Graduation date: 2010
Age: 23

Mikelle Wortman
School: Cornell College
Town: Mount Vernon, IA
Major: Dual Major in Biomolecular Biology and Ethnic Studies
Expected Graduation date: May 2010
Age: 20
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