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Statement of the Problem

There are currently over three hundred thousand children living without permanent
families in the United States. Children within the foster care system face crippling obstacles on a
daily basis, as they are essentially taken away from everything they know and immediately
placed in new environments where they are expected to function normally. Unsurprisingly, many
of these children deal with severe behavioral and emotional issues for which little assistance, if
any, is offered. In this particular study, research will be focused on foster children approaching
the age of eighteen and the best practices to ensure they succeed as they age out of the foster care
system.

More than thirty thousand children age out of the foster system each year. Many will end
up on the street or in prison, contributing to the growing and racially unjust prison population in
this country. In order to stop the vicious cycle of prison overpopulation and the fate of children
within the foster care system, it is imperative that changes be made and that new, effective foster
care practices be implemented.

Despite the alarming statistics regarding children who age out of foster care, very few
changes are being made to fix what is a significant, widespread problem. According to
Benbenishty, Siegel, and Astor (2018), only half of adolescents who are currently in foster care
will receive their high school diploma (Benbenishty, 2018, p.261). In addition, by the age of
twenty-five only 11.8% receive a bachelor's degree, contrary to 28% of their non-foster peers
(Benbenishty, 2018, p.261).

There are many factors contributing to these statistics. Tens of thousands of children in
the foster care system were taken away from their parents after extreme abuse. The homes in

which they end up are not always equipped to effectively care for a child who has experienced
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such trauma throughout their lives. This inadequacy on behalf of the foster care system leaves
the child often feeling helpless, alone, and afraid. More often than not, these emotions are
reflected in deviant behavior that, without appropriate intervention, will only increase. Despite
being promised a safe environment with a family they can call their own, over thirty percent of
children placed in foster care will age out of the system with nowhere to turn.

As reflected above, aging out of the system has devastating effects on children in foster
care. According to Manuel et al. (2018), "transition-age youth and young adults aging out of
public systems of care experience significant mental health and other social and functional
challenges that impede the transition into adulthood" (Manuel et al. , 2018, p. 258). The issues
associated with aging out of foster care are not limited to the children aging out but also affect
the communities in which they live. Many adolescents in foster care have experienced physical,
sexual, and emotional abuse, which leads to the increased chance of foster care youth becoming
homeless, establishing poor relationships, and substance abuse (Manuel et al., 2018, p.258). As is
true for most social justice issues, there is a prominent role for society to play to assure that
aging out youth have the chance to flourish.

Though I have not been impacted directly by this issue, I have seen the impact it has on
the children affected firsthand through volunteering with Court-Appointed Special Advocates for
children. I represented many children within the foster care system who were months away from
aging out, many of who had been in the foster care system for the majority of their life. Despite
their troubling history, they were never offered help in dealing with the issues stemming from
their past. They were never encouraged or pointed toward a potentially promising direction.
They were, however, consistently criticized and dismissed. No one willingly fought for them or

for their future. Instead of investigating the core of each of their issues and exploring ways to
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improve their lives, focus was placed primarily on their struggles. The uncertain future these
children faced affected me deeply, as I realized not only had the system failed them in daily
practice but also on its biggest promise: that one day it would find a family who would love
them.

Summary of Findings

Older youth in the foster care system are often thrown carelessly into the transition from
childhood to adulthood with little to no preparation at all. They are essentially forced to separate
themselves from a system that solely exists because of their dependency. For such an extreme
change, it is imperative and an inherent right that foster care youth be prepared in advance to be
on their own completely. As Fordyce (2017) found in research conducted among a broad
spectrum of foster care adolescents, meaningful time period for transition as well as meaningful
legal representation are two additional rights that are not currently recognized within the foster
care system but that would certainly benefit the children soon to age out within it (Fordyce,
2017, p. 602).

According to Fordyce (2017), there must be opportunities for young people to practice
deliberate decision making, free from social influences and with support from encouraging
professionals (Fordyce, 2017, p. 602). In addition, in order for foster children to succeed, a
significant time period for transition is essential, as opposed to being released on their own on
the day of their eighteenth birthday. With a significant amount of time and support in their
transition, as well as adequate preparation beforehand, young people in foster care can have
greater success in their life outcomes (Fordyce, 2017, p. 602).

Although youth in foster care are known to face more academic challenges, research on

their school-related experiences compared with their high school peers remains scarce. In the few
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studies that have been conducted, research shows that "adolescents in foster care are one of the
most vulnerable and academically at-risk populations in the United States" (Benbenishty, 2018,
p. 261). Literature research indicates that after controlling for age, gender, and race, adolescents
in foster care reported more discrimination-based harassment, use of weapons, gang
involvement, and victimization in school (Benbenishty, 2018, p.265). These findings are very
important as each factor mentioned plays a significant role in other areas of adolescent's lives.
For example, youth who are victimized by their peers at school are placed at a much higher risk
for poor academic achievement. When youth experience discrimination of any kind, it was
identified in the study by Benbenishty (2018) as "a contributing factor to poor academic
performance" (Benbenishty, 2018, p. 265). In line with the initial statement that adolescents in
foster care are among one of the most vulnerable populations in the United States, "adolescents
in foster care reported feeling less safe at school, lower levels of inclusion, and less support in
the school environment" (Benbenishty, 2018, p. 265). In addition, research has indicated that
"youth ageing out of foster care are more likely to drop out of high school, to be unemployed,
and to be dependent on public assistance when compared to children in the general population"
(Barnow et al., 2015, p.159).

It was emphasized throughout the literature that since the majority of youth in foster care
do not have adult support outside of school walls, it is imperative that they have adequate
support within them. This can serve a much-needed protective role in the lives of youth in foster
care. Benbenishty (2018) stated that "academic engagement, homework completion, and teacher
relationships all had a positive influence on students and contributed to academic success"

(Benbenishty, 2018, p. 265). In addition, it was also concluded that just two of the
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aforementioned risk factors, such as school misbehavior and school mobility, could potentially
predict academic failure (Benbenishty, 2018, p. 265).

Another practice to consider in relation to this is adequately preparing youth for the
transition from foster care to adulthood. In a recent study that focused on effective services for
improving foster care outcomes, results identified how important it is to implement programs
that work with foster care youth, particularly programs providing job preparation skills and
providing adolescents in foster care with income support services (Barnow et al., 2015, p. 166.).
Both services were proven to drastically improve the chance of adolescents in foster care
achieving a positive outcome upon their release from care (Barnow et al, 2015, p.166).

The risk of psychiatric disorders among foster care youth is exceptionally high due to
several factors. Many of the factors associated with this risk are mentioned throughout the
literature researched. Greater placement instability, a common issue within the foster care
system, predicted higher odds of depression, PTSD, substance abuse disorder, and alcohol use
disorder (Okypych & Courtney, 2018, p. 277). In addition, according to Okypych and Courtney
(2018), "an increase in the years spent in care was associated with depression and alcohol
problems" (Okypych & Courtney, 2018, p. 277) . There are many "drifters" within the foster care
system, a term applying to children who come and go from the foster care system throughout
their lives. These children were at the highest risk for psychiatric disorders and substance abuse
problems. Despite this, little assistance is offered to this growing population, contributing the
rising statistics of ongoing issues that lead to severely detrimental problems in the future.

As Hines & Wyatt (2005) stated after conducting research among fourteen foster care
youth who spent a significant amount of years in the system, "efforts to promote healthy

functioning among foster care youth should focus on the individual, family, and system-related
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attributes that promote adaptive processes" (Hines & Wyatt, 2005, p. 392). In essence, the
development of programs that promote individual empowerment, emotional support, and ability
individuals in foster care during the transition to young adulthood is a potentially promising
direction that merits further research when exploring diverse, effective foster care practices
(Hines & Wyatt, 2005, p. 392).

This knowledge is essential to social work, especially social workers working with foster
children. It is of vital importance to not only consider the apparent effects foster care has on
youth in care but also the underlying issues that can result from foster care placement. As stated
by Barnett, Cleary, Butcher, & Jankowski (2018), "trauma-informed services from the child
welfare and mental health sectors may help prevent poor outcomes by helping children and
parents identify and understand trauma and its impact on children's behavioral health and receive
effective treatment" (Barnett, 2018, p. 1). In addition, it is especially helpful to understand and
recognize risk factors for the development of mental health issues among foster youth in order to
implement plans that may prevent these issues from developing.

Another factor to consider when determining the best practices in foster care is the impact
of drug use on foster children in the system as well as its prevalence. As mentioned throughout
the literature researched, foster care children face a number of obstacles in comparison to their
non-foster counterparts. According to J.C. & E. (2018), it would appear that the foster care
system itself seems to further complicate and worsen the prominent developmental and mental
health problems most foster care children are already facing before they enter the system (J.C. &
E., 2018, p.10902). These factors all contribute to the widespread amount of drug use among
children in foster care, in addition to the growing number of children in foster care who have

been exposed to illegal drugs (J.C. & E., 2018, p. 10902). Another finding within the literature
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reported that children in foster care engage in sex under the influence of drugs or alcohol as a
coping mechanism for the treatment they are receiving from their foster parents (J.C. & E., 2018,
p.10910). Though whether substance use leads to crime has been debated, researchers have
found that although petty crime precedes drug use, offending increases as drug use increases
(J.C. & E., 2018, p.10911).

It was stressed throughout the literature that in order for substance abuse prevention
strategies to be effective among children in foster care, it is imperative that community effort
initiators understand the interconnectedness of substance abuse and children in foster care (J.C.
& E., 2018, p.10913). It is also critically important to understand how substance abuse among
foster children contributes to poor academic performance, high risk sexual behaviors, and
delinquent behaviors. In order to better prevent drug use among foster care children, greater
emphasis must be placed on this growing epidemic within the foster care community as well as
potential solutions to prevent it.

Many homeless children in the United States have temporary stays in foster care. Each
population is subject to higher rates of psychological and social difficulties compared to other
children. Unfortunately, which interventions achieve the best outcomes for children in these
transitional living situations remains largely unknown. Literature researched reviews currently
existing literature with the purpose of identifying which practices are most successful for
children living in transition. The final sample of articles within this research describe
interventions that fell into two categories: mental health and case management (Zlotnick, Tam, &
Zerger, 2012, p. 453). This article concluded that the bridge connecting these two populations

were trauma, substance abuse, and mental health problems (Zlotnick, 2012, p. 453).



What Are the Best Practices in Foster Care? 9

The cycle begins with young children whose parents have substance abuse and mental
health problems that can eventually lead to child neglect and, later on, child placement into foster
care (Zlotnick, 2012, p.450). Though the two populations of homeless children and foster care
children have been studied exclusively, similar conclusions have been made on the types of
services needed for each population. Homeless children have high rates of unmet health needs as
a result of living in unstable environments, have higher rates of developmental delays, and
display behavior issues (Zlotnick, 2012, p.450). Comparably, children entering foster care also
have high rates of physical and mental health concerns. Though service needs vary among
families experiencing homelessness or navigating the foster care system, many are basic and
concrete, such as help finding and applying for food assistance services, housing resources, and
transportation services to attend appointments (Zlotnick, 2012, p.450). The literature reviewed
reveals the potential for these two parallel universes- U.S. foster care and homeless service
systems-to learn from each other and, from doing so, develop innovative practices that serve both
homeless and foster children to ensure greater outcomes for both populations.

Researchers within the literature have come to the conclusion that sibling relationships
are an important part of family life, but that within the foster care system, they are especially
significant (Wojciak, 2017, p. 1283). Five major themes were identified of what siblings mean to
youth in foster care: bond, dependable, fulfillment despair, and impact of separation (Wojciak,
2017, p. 1286). Participants in the research study on which the literature was based off of shared
both the positive and protective influence their siblings have in their life as well as the challenges
associated with being separated from their sibling while in foster care. Throughout this particular
study, foster care youth reiterated their sibling is someone with whom they share a close bond

with and someone who they are sure cares for them deeply, as well as someone who helps them
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to feel less alone in foster care (Wojciak, 2017, p. 1283). Youth shared the sadness and despair
experienced when being separated from their sibling and the impact separation had on their
relationship with their sibling (Wojciak, 2017, p. 1283).

The knowledge obtained from this study is crucial to effective social work practice,
particularly to social workers working with children in the foster care system. This examination
of foster care children and the importance of their relationship with their siblings proves this to
be a vital aspect of children within the system's lives. Implementing the practice of ensuring that
foster children are able to maintain close relationships with their siblings, whether they are
separated or not, greatly increases the chances that a foster child will thrive not only in the

current environment he or she is placed in but also once she ages out of the foster care system.

Gaps in the Literature

Although there is a significant amount of research conducted on children in foster care,
there are still a few gaps, such as which interventions achieve the best outcomes for children in
transitional living situations and the academic experiences of adolescents in foster care compared
to their peers. However, I do believe I was able to find enough evidence to answer my research
question: what are the best practices in foster care? I think more research should be conducted
among adolescents who are aging out of the system. If foster children were given a survey upon
initial departure, perhaps we would gain a better understanding of the practices proven most
beneficial to them as well as the resources they are lacking. Additionally, gaining a perspective
of their overall experience would allow us to gain a deeper understanding of the practices that
could potentially provide a more positive outcome.

Theoretical Perspective
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The theory I found most applicable in relation to the best practices in foster care is Erik
Erikson's theory of psychological development. Erikson's theory is composed of eight stages,
focusing primarily on how personalities evolve throughout life as a result of the interaction
between both biological and societal factors (Zastrow, 2017, p. 321). The main aspect of this
theory is that the role of the social environment is crucial in personality development of
individuals, the search for identity coined as the crisis that confronts people during adolescence.
(Zastrow, 2017, p. 321).

Foster children are often placed in foster care during the years most crucial to their
psychological and intellectual development. The environment they are placed in when these
certain crises occur will determine their ability to thrive as individuals. Thus, it is imperative that
we understand the best foster care practices to ensure they have the opportunity to grow and
develop throughout their time spent in the foster care system, ensuring the possibility of more
positive outcomes upon their release.

Conclusion and Position

Research in the literature reviewed points to several practices that are more likely to
ensure a positive outcome for children in foster care. Transition-age youth face several
challenges upon exiting a system that has made each and every decision for them (Fordyce,
2017, p. 604). Therefore, a significant amount of time and adequate preparation before aging out
of the system is essential. Additionally, continual academic support throughout the life of a child
in foster care can make an immeasurable difference, as they are often not supported outside of
the school environment (Benbenishty, 2018, p. 265). In correlation with this, giving foster care
children the opportunity to maintain a close relationship with their siblings has also been proven

as a practice that greatly benefits them, as this serves as an irreplaceable component to children
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feeling less alone within the system ((Wojciak, 2017, p. 1283). Another practice to implement is
understanding the interconnectedness of substance abuse and adolescents in foster care (.C. & E.,
2018, p.10913). Emphasis must be placed on this growing epidemic within the foster care
community and its effects, as well as the implementation of potential solutions and programs to
prevent it.

I did not find any tension provided in the literature reviewed and my own beliefs about
what the best practices in foster care are. I strongly believe that adequate preparation before
aging out of the system, consistent, academic support, the opportunity to remain in close contact
with siblings, and the implementation of programs that educate and prevent substance abuse
among foster care youth are all crucial practices that will contribute to a more positive outcome
for children placed in our foster care system.

As foster children continue to remain a very defenseless population in our society with
very limited resources, it is essential that social workers recognize the fragility of their futures.
Positive school experiences coupled with adequate preparation for transitional-age youth could
certainly serve as a life-altering role for students facing the host of risk factors that youth in
foster care continually face. If social workers and local churches within the community played
active roles in the administration of outreach programs and educated themselves as well as the
community on the steps needed in order for foster children to age out successfully, perhaps we
would witness a drastic shift in the statistics regarding children who age out of the foster care
system.

On a micro level, the best way to begin the administration of the best practices in foster
care is through public education of the statistics regarding foster care children within our society

as well as the practices that research has proven to produce the greatest outcomes. The more
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widespread this knowledge becomes, the more willing people in the community will be to
participate in the implementation of these practices. On a mezzo level, organizations working
with children in foster care could offer resources through the distribution of pamphlets or local
events whose prime focus is ensuring greater outcomes for foster children, perhaps allowing
foster care children within the community to speak about their own experiences within the
system. On a macro level, advocacy groups and non-profit organizations who work with foster
care children directly can continue to educate and bring awareness nationwide to the alarming
statistics regarding children in foster care and the practices that must be implemented to bring
change and to pave a way towards a more promising future for the forgotten youth of American

society.



What Are the Best Practices in Foster Care? 14

References

Barnett, E. R., Cleary, S. E., Butcher, R. L., & Jankowski, M. K. (2018). Children’s
behavioral health needs and satisfaction and commitment of foster and adoptive parents: Do
trauma-informed services make a difference? Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research,
Practice, and Policy. https://doi-org.ezproxy.southern.edu/10.1037/tra0000357

Barnow, B. S., Buck, A., O’Brien, K., Pecora, P., Ellis, M. L., & Steiner, E. (2015).
Effective services for improving education and employment outcomes for children and alumni of
foster care service: Correlates and educational and employment outcomes. Child & Family
Social Work, 20(2), 159-170. https://doi-org.ezproxy.southern.edu/10.1111/cfs.12063

Benbenishty, R., Siegel, A., & Astor, R. A. (2018). School-related experiences of
adolescents in foster care: A comparison with their high-school peers. American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, 88(3), 261-268. https://doi.org/10.1037/0rt0000242

Fordyce, E. (2017). Too Young to Understand, But Old Enough To Know Better:
Defining The Rights Of Transition-Age Youth In The Child Welfare System. Denver Law
Review, 94(4), 567-604.

Hines, A. M., Merdinger, J., & Wyatt, P. (2005). Former Foster Youth Attending
College: Resilience and the Transition to Young Adulthood. American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, 75(3), 381-394. https://doi-org.ezproxy.southern.edu/10.1037/0002-
9432.75.3.381

J.C, M., & E., M. (2018). Impact of Drug Use Amongst Children in Foster Care
Placement: Implications for Policy Considerations and Practice. Gender & Behaviour, 16(1),
10902-10916.

Manuel, J. 1., Munson, M. R., Dino, M., Villodas, M. L., Barba, A., & Panzer, P. G.
(2018). Aging out or continuing on? Exploring strategies to prepare marginalized youth for a
transition to recovery in adulthood. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal, 41(4), 258-265.
https://doi-org.ezproxy.southern.edu/10.1037/prj0000332

Okpych, N. J., & Courtney, M. E. (2018). Characteristics of foster care history as risk
factors for psychiatric disorders among youth in care. American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, 88(3), 269—-281. https://doi-org.ezproxy.southern.edu/10.1037/0rt0000259

Wojciak, A. S. (2017). ‘It’s complicated’ Exploring the meaning of sibling relationships
of youth in foster care. Child & Family Social Work, 22(3), 1283-1291.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12345

Zastrow, C. H., Kirst-Ashman, K. K., & Hessenauer, S. L. (2016). Understanding Human
Behavior and the Social Environment(11thth ed.). Boston, MA: Cengage.



What Are the Best Practices in Foster Care?

Zlotnick, C., Tam, T., & Zerger, S. (2012). Common needs but divergent interventions
for U.S. homeless and foster care children: results from a systematic review. Health & Social
Care in the Community, 20(5), 449-476. https://doi-org.ezproxy.southern.edu/10.1111/j.1365-
2524.2011.01053.x

15



