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INTRODUCTION & SUMMARY

“People say kids my age are hard to place
and that time is running out for me.
Please don’t give up on trying.
I’'m already having trouble holding on to my hope.”

— foster youth waiting for a family

Older foster children and youth have a pressing need for permanency. Almost half

of the 538,801 children in out-of-home care at the end of the federal 2000 reporting
period were ages |10 tol7 (Gibbs et al,, 2004). As one youth explained, “Our time is
almost up. We want a home, and people we can call parents.” Still, tens of thousands
of foster youth emancipate from the system without connections each year. This crisis
has provoked a groundswell of action by youth advocates, and a call from young

people themselves to change the system.

It is not typical for youth to leave foster care and function effectively on their own.
Older children need parents and the support of committed adults. Research shows
that disadvantaged young people who are connected to adults do better:They relate
to others with ease, take fewer risks, have better health, and overcome adversity
more easily.

An emerging youth permanency philosophy is driving grassroots child welfare changes
around the nation. Given the new focus on older child permanency in federal law,* it
is time to stabilize the futures of foster youths and find permanent families and reliable
adult connections for them as they leave the system.

A number of proactive public and private agencies have taken the lead to link older
foster children and youth with families and caring adults. Other agencies and commu-
nities can now put these tested methods into practice and policy across the country

to ensure that all young people have secure and stable futures.

At a recent conference a veteran child welfare leader said, “Over the years, when
child welfare systems around the country have been given challenges, they've risen
to the occasion and delivered” (Maza, 2004). This publication is one effort to help
advocates rise to the occasion and successfully deliver older children and youth into
permanent, loving families.

The Scope of This Publication

The best way to ensure that older children and youth remain in their community is
to avoid placing them away from their homes in the first place. Many states, counties,
and cities have made efforts to respond to child protection placement emergencies
with alternative resources and have safely reduced the number of children placed
away from their homes.

At the same time, thousands of children are already in the system, and advocates
and child welfare professionals need strategies to help these children. Therefore, these

*Adoption Promotion Act of 2003 (HR3182) reauthorizes the adoption incentive program introduced
in the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, and focuses the child welfare community’s attention
on placing for adoption children age nine and older.
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recommended actions focus on older chil-

dren who have been in out-of-home care for

two years or more, are considered to be
unlikely to be reunified with their birth par-
ents, and have dim chances for joining

any family. We chose to highlight strategies
and creative approaches that are already

working in the existing child welfare system

to find families for older children and youth.

In our research for this publication, we
identified successful programs, policies, and
strategies that have been helping older
children find permanent families. We then
examined how lessons learned from each
effective program or policy change could
be distilled into a number of action steps
that others might follow. Finally, we created
a series of overall recommendations and
spelled out how advocates can learn from
others to create an integrated system of
programs and policies that will help older

children and youth find permanent families.

Summary

This tool is organized into four major

sections:

(1 Section I presents the characteristics
of older children and youth in care for

two years or more.

[ Section Il details the problems that
keep older foster children and youth

from living permanently with families.

d Section Il describes an emerging
youth permanency philosophy.

[d Section IV makes recommendations,

describes action steps for change, and
suggests concrete ways to achieve
permanence for youth in the following

dareas:

B Help lawmakers and policymakers
understand the importance of
permanence for older foster children

and youth;
W Establish agency guidelines to help staff

carry out permanency policy for youth,

and train staff in the new policy;

B Help older children and youth
consider permanence and adoption;

B Eliminate reliance on long-term foster

care as a case plan;

B Let youth assume a major role in

forming their permanency plan;

B Use performance-based contracting

to achieve timely permanence for youth;

B Build partnerships between public

and private agency adoption workers;

B Develop accountable youth-centered
permanency planning practices and
support families and youth after

placement;

B Advocate for federal policy changes to
allow for uniform subsidized guardian-
ship policy and funding, and implement
state or local subsidized guardianship
programs;

B Use group care less and family-based

care more for older children and youth;

B Recruit permanent families from the

child's life and support the new families;

B Teach families that unconditional
commitment is a prerequisite, and teach
them to transition gradually

to adoption; and

B Provide ongoing support to the

permanent families.



Themes

Five themes appeared in our review of
youth permanency efforts and became
the basis for our recommendations:

[d Every child, including older children,
should have a case plan and an action
plan for permanence.The action
plan should include persuading social
workers, youth, and others that
permanence provides benefits.

Prioritizing permanency planning for older
foster children and youth begins with
accepting that young people need and
deserve families.WWe must commit to
cultivating a promise to youth permanency
at every level of the child welfare system:
among lawmakers, child welfare directors,
managers, and workers, and among youth
themselves. Effective public and private youth
permanency initiatives develop a family-based
care ethos and create policies that help staff
attain the highest level of legal and emotional
permanence possible for young people.
Competent agencies work to eliminate the
use of long-term foster care and cut back

on the use of residential care.

[ Kinship families are an under-tapped
resource to provide permanence
for older children and youth.

Youth were well served by agencies that
used intensive birth family-finding efforts.
These agencies, cognizant of the fact that
many emancipated youth return home,
undertook relative searches and turned up
abundant resources, often among paternal
relatives. For children who can't go home,
momentum is growing for uniform subsidized
guardianship policies and programs that help
youth live permanently with relatives, foster
parents, and other caring adults who receive
financial assistance commensurate with
adoption assistance. The best kinship
programs support families before and after
permanency with hard services such as

assistance finding adequate housing, plus

counseling, advocacy, and peer support.

[ Older children and youth should
be involved in their own permanency
planning decisions.

Youth must be viewed as central players
in their own futures. Programs that include
youth in permanency planning are more
effective in finding enduring placement
alternatives for young people and reap
the benefits of their creative and energetic

participation.

(d Children have a better chance of
permanency when they live in families
rather than group care facilities.

Intensive family reunification efforts and
post-placement support can stabilize older
children and youth leaving long-term group
care. Jurisdictions that reduce group care
placements and increase family-based place-
ments are becoming successful at achieving

higher rates of youth permanency.

(1 Effective recruitment techniques
successfully find families for older
foster children and youth, and these
new families need support.

Youth-specific targeted recruitment works
well when outreach is culturally sensitive
and personalized, when recruiters include
young people who have found permanency
and their parents, and when recruitment is
followed by specialized training and support
of prospective permanent parents. When
we ask new parents to unconditionally
commit to care for youth, we must commit

to supporting them.

Every child,
including
older children,
should have
a case plan
and an action

plan_for
permanence.




SECTION |
Characteristics of Older Foster Children and Youth

“Expect me to do or say some really crazy things,
just to see if you can handle it.
How do | feel safe until | know that there’s nothing | can do to
make you leave me? | will test you.
| am an expert at testing people.
| desperately want you to pass. But | expect you to fail.”

— foster teen waiting for a family

Before examining barriers that prevent older foster children and youth from achieving
permanence, we sought an understanding of the characteristics of older children in foster
care who are at risk for impermanent outcomes. Below we examine the number of
older children in out-of-home care, their length of stay, case goals, and special needs,

and what happens when they leave the child welfare system.

Although little to no data has been collected specifically on children aged nine and older
who have been in care for two years or more, we have examined data on all children
in care as well as older youth in care. Using these sources, we put together a picture of

older, long-term foster children who are in need of greater permanency planning efforts.

[J Most foster children are older and have been in care too long — Of the 542,000
children in foster care on September 30, 2001, almost half were age | | or older
(US. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003a). By comparison, children
ages Il to |7 comprise only 39 percent of the U.S. child population (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2000). More than half of foster children ages eight and older have spent two
years or more in out-of-home care, and a quarter have been in care for more than

five years.

(J Older children of color are over-represented in the U.S. foster care system —
Almost 60 percent of older children in foster care were children of color. Forty-one
percent of children ages 8 tol7 who were in out-of-home care at the end of the
AFCARS 2000 reporting period were black, 41 percent were white, 14 percent were
Hispanic, and 4 percent were from other ethnic backgrounds (Gibbs et al.,, 2004).

[J A surprising number of older foster children and youth reside in group care —
Although most foster children live in family settings, at the end of the AFCARS 2000
reporting period, 27 percent of children between the ages of 8 and |7 were in
congregate care. Roughly 45 percent of this age group were in foster homes, and
22 percent were in the homes of relatives. The remaining children lived in other
settings (Gibbs et al.,, 2004).

[J A large number of older foster children have plans that are impermanent —
Older children are less likely to have family-based permanency plans. About
20 percent of older foster children have a plan that may be impermanent; that s,
a case goal of long-term foster care or emancipation (Gibbs et al,, 2004). Older
foster children are many times more likely to be assigned to long-term foster
care than younger children (Schmidt-Tieszen & McDonald, 1998).



Case Goals of Older Children in Out-of-Home Care,
by TPR Status and Age

No TPR TPR

8t09 10tol2 Btol7 Total 8to9 10tol2 13tol7 Total
(%) ) () (%) ) ) 5 ()

N 39059 61319 141,161 241,539 8981 12900 15635 37516
Adoption 20.5 16.2 4.8 10.2 787 752 462 639
Relative/guardianship 10.8 124 9 [0.1 4.1 55 72 59
Long-term foster care 57 0.5 153 2.6 2.7 7.1 7.6 104
Emancipation 0.1 0.5 [2.1 72 0.2 0.8 19.2 8.3
Reunification 46.7 443 412 429 6.2 5.7 5.6 5.8
No case goalestablished 6.3 6.2 17.6 [7.1 8.1 5.8 4.3 57

Notes: |.Includes only children aged 8 to 17 who were in out-of-home care at the end

of the AFCARS 2000 reporting period (September 30, 2000)

2. Excludes five states where TPR data are missing or incomplete.

(Gibbs et al,, 2004)

(1 Children who enter care at older ages

are at increased risk for leaving care
and not joining families — While foster
care entry is not this paper’s purview,
several studies have found older age at
foster care entry to be related to place-
ment delays and reduced chances for
adoption and permanency (Avery, 1999a;
Barth et al., 1994)."When you look at

the data 10 years later; of the kids who
were between ages seven and ten at
admission, eight percent are still in care.
Further, compared to children below

age nine at entry, children above age

nine are more likely to leave care via a
non-permanent exit such as transferring
to juvenile justice, running away, or aging
out of care,” reports Fred Wulczyn (2005).
According to another study, each additional
year of age at first placement was correlat-
ed with a |12 percent drop in the odds of

N

permanence (Kemp & Bodonyi, 2002).
When older children enter foster care,
they may be at growing risk for non-family

outcomes.

Older foster children and youth have
many special needs — For many older
foster children, cumulative experiences

of exposure to drugs or alcohol prior

to birth, subsequent child maltreatment,
removal from home, and numerous
foster care placements combine and

bring on intense mental health crises or
significant behavioral or learning problems.
Approximately half of the youth who
come into contact with the child welfare
system need mental health services
(Burns et al,, 2004). One study found

that 22 percent of older children and
adolescents entering foster care evidenced

When older
children enter
Jfoster care,
they may be
at growing
risk for
non-family
outcomes.




Additional
data also
give hope that
permanence

is possible for
older children
and youth.

severe post-traumatic stress symptoms

and 50 percent had academic problems
(Perry et al., 2000). Research from New
York State discovered that older children
who experienced long delays in permanent
placement were likely to have substantial
disabilities, such as learning problems
(Avery, 1999b).

(J Too many older foster children and
youth leave foster care without family
support — Most older foster children
and youth leave care and join families, but
a small and notable group do not. Each
year the number of foster children waiting
to be adopted surpasses the number
who are adopted. Nationally, the proportion
of 9- to |7-year-olds in the pool of children
waiting to be adopted has increased from
38 percent in 1998 to 47 percent in 2002
(Maza, 2003). According to other research,
20 percent of children admitted as |0-year-
olds will leave placement for reasons other
than reunification, adoption, or guardianship,
though this rate may actually be higher
because not all children in this age group
have vet left care (Wulczyn et al., 2005).
For entering |5-year-olds, less than one
percent go on to be adopted (though
more than half eventually return home)
(Wulczyn et al., 2005). And distressingly,
too many older foster children, often
African American males, cycle from child
protection to juvenile justice to adult
corrections (Wiig et al,, 2003).

In spite of these tremendous risks facing
older foster children and youth, there is
hope. According to data from the Multistate
Foster Care Data Archive, children who
entered care between 1991 and 1997
experienced statistically significant gains in
the probability of adoption compared to
children who entered care in 1990. Older
children experienced adoption gains that
were more modest than younger children,
but still were statistically significant (Wulczyn
et al, 2000). In particular; the rate of
adoption among African American children
from urban areas who had been placed

with relatives increased significantly.

Additional data also give hope that perma-
nence is possible for older children and
youth. The Urban Institute (2003) found that
older African American males — the children
who await permanence the longest — tend
to be closest in characteristics to the children
adopted by relatives. Research from New
York State discovered that more than half
of older children who experienced long
delays in permanent placement had strong
ties to their kin (Avery, 1999b). Avery also
found that the children who wait the longest
are no different in characteristics than those
children who do find a permanent family
through adoption.



SECTION 11

Problems that Prevent Older Foster Children and Youth
from Achieving Permanence

An increasing number of foster children age nine and older age out to non-perma-
nent outcomes every year Tragically, the U.S. homeless population includes many foster
care graduates. Although programs have been implemented to smooth foster youths'
transition to maturity and independence, the most important link is often not in place
— a permanent, legal relationship with an adult who makes a lifetime commitment to
the older child.

Each year approximately 20,000 young people age out of foster care without
permanent, legal family connections. Numerous studies of emancipated foster youths
document that these young people have limited education and poor employment
prospects. Many leave care and end up homeless, incarcerated, and physically and
mentally ill. And many wish they had been adopted (Collins, 2001; McDonald et al,,
1996; Courtney et al,, 2004; Courtney et al, 2001).

Adolescents without supportive adult relationships are often anxious, isolated, and
have trouble relating to others. But when disadvantaged young people experience

a caring relationship with an adult they are more likely to do well in school and
overcome adversity. Youths who are connected to families are not as inclined to take
unsafe risks; they tend not to do drugs, get pregnant, feel seriously depressed, and
be involved in delinquent activity, compared to young people who have no adult
connections. Parents protect youth and give them the ability to bounce back from
misfortune (Hair, Jager, & Garrett, 2002; Charles & Nelson, 2000; Blum & Rinehart,
1997, Resnick et al., 1997).

“The evidence is clear that young people
who report feeling connected to at least one parent
do better across every outcome studied.”

(US. DHHS, 2003b)

Significant Barriers Exist to Youth Permanence

Obstacles to older child permanency are multiple and range from individual attitudes
to state or federal policy flaws to practice shortcomings.

[J Biases against permanency for older foster children and youth exist in the
child welfare system.

“The objection to permanency planning for adolescents stated by child welfare
professionals on every level is rooted in the fear of retraumatizing vulnerable
young adults who have been through enough” (Lewis & Heffernan, 2000).
According to youth permanency expert Robert Lewis, child welfare profes-
sionals tend to favor promoting youth separation and individuation rather
than reopening the discussion about family connections, or the lack of them.



While peer
group
relationships
are significant,
older children
continue to
need support
and guidance
_from parents
and adults.

Older foster children present a devel-
opmental paradox: They are in the
process of maturing and individuating,
but they still need families. They are
transforming physically and emotionally,
developing their own independent
view of the world, and struggling with
allegiances to friends and family. Older
foster children grapple with the added
developmental task of attempting to
integrate past abuse, trauma, neglect,
and multiple moves. Many foster youth
cope with and adapt to maturation
and trauma by pushing people away,
striking out in anger, and protecting
themselves by not caring. It can be
easy to dismiss the benefits of families
for such youth. Further, the child
welfare system has not yet embraced
the current adolescent developmental
theory that youth attachment and indi-
viduation are interwoven processes.
While peer group relationships are
significant, older children continue to
need support and guidance from

parents and adults.

Social workers, agency directors, and
others often assume older children
are unadoptable.

In a study of children waiting for adoption
in New York State, 4| percent of the
caseworkers believed that the children

in their care were not adoptable, and the
same percentage of workers also said
that their agencies did not have faith in
the adoptability of the longest waiting
children. Many agencies keep lists of
children they consider unadoptable. The
‘unadoptability’ myth is disproved by
studies that show that older children

with disabilities are successfully placed

for adoption. Caseworker and agency
dedication to the belief in the adoptability
of every child must be central to further
national adoption efforts that include
youth (Avery, 1999a; Avery, 1999b).

J Long-term foster care and emancipa-
tion are over-used permanency goals
for many older children.

In a study of older U.S. foster children
at the end of the AFCARS 2000
reporting period, 37 percent of |3-
to |7-year-olds whose parental rights
had been terminated had long-term
foster care or emancipation as their
case goals, effectively consigning them
to the status of legal orphans (Gibbs
et al, 2004).

Long-term foster care (LTFC) place-
ments have the potential to provide
permanence, but they often do not.

A significant number of these place-
ments disrupt — especially for older
children — and the impact of frequent
moves affects a child's ability to
function as an adult. Studies show that
even when children grow up with
stable, loving foster families, continued
status as a foster child can adversely
affect their sense of security and
belonging (Triseliotis, 2002). Foster
children are aware that, no matter
how much their foster family cares for
them, a change in employment status, a
move, a death, or any number of other
life disruptions could mean the end of
their life with the family.

Many agencies lack clear policies that
detail when the use of LTFC as a case
disposition is appropriate and when it
is not. Even when good policies exist,
guidelines and procedures for making
decisions about a child’s life may be
overlooked. Too many children and
youth are left to grow up in long-term
foster care due to haphazard decision
making. No one is working to find
these children a truly permanent family.



4 Independent living is used as a
permanency goal.

Independent living planning and dual-
track planning for permanence too
rarely go hand-in-hand. A Casey Family
Program study found that more than
50 percent of the young men who
had a goal of independent living had
no plan for where they would live
after foster care (Avery et al., 2002).
In some states, teens are encouraged
to stay in the system and age out of
foster care in order to receive certain
independent living program benefits,
such as education and employment
stipends. These benefits are generally
not available to them if they are
adopted or under the legal care of a
guardian. Officials from some states
also note that changing an older child's
case goal from adoption to emanci-
pation when they reach a certain

age, such as |6, opens the door for
independent living services, but
simultaneously closes the permanency
planning door.

Independent living programs describe
a set of services, not a plan for perma-
nence. Independent living services
should be routinely offered to older
foster youth along with permanency
planning services (Avery et al,, 2002;
Badeau et al,, 2000).

[ There are not enough permanency

options for older foster children.

Older foster children and their
relatives are often leery of adoption.
Youth may say no to adoption because
they are still connected to their birth
parents and don't want to lose contact
with siblings. Relatives may decline to
adopt because they are not comfort-
able severing the parental rights of
birth parents. Relatives, often grand-
parents, resist referring to themselves
as parents when they already have a
defined relationship with the child.

Members of Native American and
African American cultures place a high
value on extended family ties and look
skeptically at termination of parental
rights procedures and adoption. Policy
makers and child welfare staff should
discard the one-size-fits-all approach
during which permanency plans are
shelved when legitimate objections to
TPR arise.

Older foster children are not asked
to be a part of permanency planning
decisions.

Adolescents are not viewed as central
players in their own futures. They are
denied a major role in permanency
planning and are often not consulted
about whom they feel connected to.
By not talking to youth we lose out on
one of the best chances for identifying
permanency resources. Ignoring youth
also enables youth to sabotage plans
that they had no part of.

Older children and youth are often
not involved in permanency planning
because agency leaders may doubt
that they can function in families, and

By not talking
to youth we
lose out on one
of the best
chances for
identjfying
permanency
resources.




Youth
permanency
programs
must support
Jyouth and
their families
before, during,
and qfter
placement.

because social workers may avoid
reintroducing permanency planning
due to previous unsuccessful attempts
at home-finding. Youth permanency
programs will succeed if they involve
youth at every level (Cleary, 2002;
Sanders, 2003).

Many older children end up in
group care, and it is difficult to move
children from group care to families.

In a study of older children in out-of-
home care at the end of the federal
2000 reporting period, 27 percent of
children between the ages of 8 and 17
resided in congregate care. Thirty-eight
percent of |3- to |7-year-olds lived

in congregate care, surpassing the
percentage of this age group living with
foster families (Gibbs et al., 2004).

Group care is not the preferred
method of care for the vast majority
of children and youth in foster care
(Barth, 2002). Children and youth
who are placed with families and
caring adults have the chance to form
long-term affectionate relationships
that are critical to normal social devel-
opment (Quinton, 1987). There is
even positive evidence for home and
community-based care for youth with
emotional or behavioral disorders
(Chamberlain & Reid, 1998).

Placement in group care dramatically
decreases a child’s chances of adoption
(Avery, 1998). Children — especially
adolescents — who reside in group
care are more likely than others to
age out of care or run away from their
placements (Wulczyn et al., 2000).
One recent congregate care study
found that young people in group care
were often not safe, their families were
uninvolved in treatment, and perma-
nency planning was poor or non-exis-
tent (Freundlich, 2003).

4 Older children have more special
needs and need more support to
sustain their permanent placements.

Compared to children adopted as
infants, children placed in adoptive
families after the age of 10 had the
most problems and faced the greatest
risk of adoption disruption and thus
demonstrate a significant need for
post-placement help (Casey Family
Services, 2002). Unfortunately, that
post-placement support is hard to
find.Very few states offer comprehen-
sive post-adoption services (Howard &
Smith, 2002).

Youth permanency programs must
support youth and their families
before, during, and after placement.
Adoption of older children would be
a more attractive option for families
if post-adoption services were auto-
matically available (Barth, 1997).

The problems that prevent older foster
children and youth from joining families
are many, but an increasing number of
youth advocates are devising programs
and practices to overcome these barriers

and meet the permanency needs of youth.



SECTION IlII
The Emerging Youth Permanency Philosophy

“Children need permanent homes with
parents who will show them love.
And they need this no matter how old they are.
It’s never too late.”

— Speak Out Team youth, Massachusetts Families for Kids

Youth permanency advocates are deeply concerned about young people aging
out of foster care with no adult connections. As a result, a number of individuals and
organizations have become vocal champions of an emerging youth permanency

philosophy.

The philosophy is guided by several core beliefs:
[ Youth permanency is possible.

[ Prospective parents and caring adults must be unconditionally committed to the
young person.

[ Older children and youths have information about adult connections that can help
them find a family.

[ We must listen to the children and youth.

Championing Older Child Permanency

“A lot of my kids are hardcore older kids with baggie pants who've been in gangs,
residential treatment, psychiatric hospitals, and countless foster homes. But if you don't
believe an older kid who's been in jail can be adopted, I'll show you an older kid who's
been in jail who's been adopted. If you don't believe an older kid with a history of

20 foster homes can be adopted, I'll show you a kid who's been in 20 foster homes
who's been adopted,” says Barry Chaffkin, former director of Harlem Dowling West

Side Center for Children and Family Services.

Older child permanency advocates believe that foster youths deserve to have families —
whether a new family or their reconstituted birth family. Their mission is to open the
hearts and minds of young people to permanency, and then open the hearts and homes
of prospective adopters and guardians. These champions believe that they must convince
their colleagues to look beyond the crisis of today to the young person’s future need
for security, and to demonstrate how well permanency works for older children.

Unconditional Commitment: The Love That Matters Most

“Older children and teenagers need unconditional commitment before anything else
constructive can happen. Every person who comes forward to help a child must come
to the work with an unconditionally committed permanency mind-set,” according to
You Gotta Believe's Pat O'Brien. Maris Blechner of Family Focus Adoption Services
agrees:''There is no difference between a |0-year old's need for a family and a |5-year
old's need for a family. All children and youth need a family who will make an absolute

and life-time commitment. But older kids of any age need to be given time to develop



Permanent,
legal family
connections
must be the
priority for
older children
in_foster care.

sufficient trust to buy into a new family,”
says Blechner. According to these two youth
permanency experts one of the chief keys
to attaining unconditional commitment is
training prospective parents that it matters

more than anything else.

The String of Lost Connections

Programs that effectively advocate older

child and youth permanency search carefully
for family and fictive kin connections and

use a personal touch in social work practice.
Effective youth permanency agencies and
workers believe that cases must be examined
with care to discover past adult connections
and extended family members. Case review
is best done hand-in-hand with getting to
know the youth.

Youths often have resourceful and creative
ideas for whom they would like to live

with. “Foster children and youths need to
see that we are busy looking for their family,’
says Mary Stone Smith, vice-president for
Western Washington Catholic Community
Services.“As the years have gone by some-
times | think we've forgotten to go back

through the file and look for relatives.”

Foster Youth Speak Out

This may be the value that youth perma
nency advocates most cherish.“A big barrier
is getting people to rethink the idea that
youth can be involved in their own lives and
decision-making,” says Kim Stevens, former
co-director; Massachusetts Families for Kids.
Advocates invite older foster children and
youth to convey real-life stories, set the
pace, articulate their needs at case planning
meetings, and make avenues for their input
during court hearings. Young people are
best able to reach, teach and engage other
young people (Sanders, 2003) in speaking
out to change the foster care system and
promote family-based care for all children,

including older children.

A Working Definition of Permanence
for Older Foster Children and Youth
Permanent, legal family connections must

be the priority for older children in foster
care. We reject the notion that foster youth
are too old to be adopted or achieve
permanency. We applaud the many dedicated
organizations and individuals who are work-
ing to make connections for older children
and youth who may be exiting foster care.
However, we believe that efforts to achieve
legal permanence should be the first priority.
We worry that youth connection programs
may be implemented in place of programs

that seek legal, permanent families for youth.

We embrace the idea that older children

and youth may guide us to find the right
family for them. Resources to be considered
include birth and extended family, relatives,
kin, siblings, former foster parents, new
adoptive parents, and other important adults.
We commit to encouraging the full discussion
of all permanency options with youth, includ-

ing reunification, adoption, and guardianship.

Permanence for foster children ages nine
and older may falter if post-permanency
supports are not in place. Therefore, our
definition of permanence includes legal family
relationships that, if necessary, are shored

up by adoption assistance agreements or
guardianship subsidies, plus access to mental
health care and other services. The provision
of mental health care should be based on
the family’s and youth's articulated needs,
provided by professionals that understand
child welfare issues and possess cultural under-
standing, and who are willing to advocate on
behalf of youth and their families.

These tenets of a youth permanency
philosophy guide the recommended policies
and practices that follow. VWe provide detailed
action steps and examples of how to move
from philosophy to successful permanence

for older children.



SECTION 1V

Recommendations

RECOMMENDATION |

Persuade social workers, youth, and others to embrace
a philosophy of valuing permanent families for older children and youth,
and provide every child with a case plan for permanence

Each year tens of thousands of U.S. foster children leave the child welfare system to
fend for themselves.Youth advocates often cite as a barrier decision-maker and foster
care staff reluctance to believe in permanency for older children and youth. Additionally,
many foster youth may be convinced that they are not family material.

Creating permanency plans for older foster chil