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Abstract 

 
With current reforms underway in Michigan’s child welfare system, many 
structural changes are being implemented. However, reformers have failed to 
implement policies that mandate caseworkers and foster parents to attend to the 
lasting emotional well-being of children in the foster care system. Studies reveal 
that older foster children, who “age out” of the system, have little to no emotional 
supports. Lack of resources and supports contribute to the negative outcomes 
seen in the few studies that focus on former foster youth’s outcomes in 
adulthood. Former foster youth are more likely to: drop out of high school; 
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experience early parenthood, imprisonment, homelessness and unemployment; 
and never complete college.  
 
This paper will provide the following: (1) background information on current gaps 
in foster care system reforms, as well shortfalls found in available aid to current 
and aged-out foster youth, (2) a review of literature on the attachment issues 
foster care youth may encounter, (3) semi-structured interviews conducted with 
individuals associated with the foster care system in Michigan, (4) an outline of 
recommended interventions, and (5) a commentary on the role social workers 
should play in foster care advocacy. The interviews conducted for this paper 
point to the development of strong and lasting relationships in foster care as a 
crucial step that child welfare reformers can make. 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

As of September 30, 2009, the United States foster care 
system held more than 420,000 children (AFCARS, 2010).  Of 
those 423,773 children, almost 160,000, or 38 percent, were 

abused or neglected teens living in foster care or with a relative 
other than their parents.  In the state of Michigan, 17,171 

children were in the foster care system at the completion of the 
Child Welfare Resource Center‘s 2009 Michigan Needs 
Assessment Final Report. Nearly 2,500 of those 17,171 children 

will reach the age of 17 while in foster care (Child Welfare 
Resource Center, 2009, p. 92-93). While foster care is often 
intended or thought to be ―temporary‖, the average stay for a 

child in the U.S. foster care system was nearly three years (33 
months) in 2001, and 17 percent of all foster children (19,217) 

had been in foster care for five years or longer (Badeau & 
Gesiriech, 2003, p. 1). Many youth are now growing up in (and 
aging out of) the foster care system; they often transition into 

adulthood without positive, loving relationships with adults they 
can count on. As these foster youth enter adulthood, they carry a 

greater risk of emotional and mental health issues and lack the 
required skills and resources to become self-sufficient. 

While the majority of non-foster care youth leave homes 

with stable and lasting emotional support from responsible and 
caring adults, life after foster care is daunting for former foster 
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teens who are basically on their own. Studies have shown foster 
youth are at high risk for dropping out of high school, being 

involved in criminal activity, and experiencing homelessness, 
unemployment, and early parenthood (Shirk, Stangler & Carter, 

2004). Based on the negative lifelong outcomes of foster care 
youth, it is clear that something is missing from the foster care 
system. However, there is little to no research focusing on 

relationship-building as a point of intervention. A system change 
that incorporates relationship development, acceptance and 
understanding, healthy attachments, open communication, and 

longer, quality services, is necessary to fill in the cracks that so 
many foster care youth fall through.   

In order to address two crucial issues for foster care youth 
aging out of the system—relationship development and 
(un)healthy attachments— this paper will provide the following: 

(1) background information on current gaps in foster care system 
reforms, as well shortfalls found in available aid to current and 

aged-out foster youth, (2) a review of literature on the attachment 
issues foster care youth may encounter, (3) the results from semi-
structured interviews conducted with individuals associated with 

the foster care system in Michigan, (4) an outline of recommended 
interventions, and (5) a commentary on the role social workers 
should play in foster care advocacy.  

 
Background: Current reform and what’s lacking  

 
The child welfare system was originally structured to be a 
temporary place of safety for children who would eventually 

return to their homes. However, the system has become a place of 
permanency for most children, who come from backgrounds of 
neglect and abuse.  As a result of the 2008 class action lawsuit 

filed on behalf of approximately 19,000 abused and neglected 
foster care youth in Michigan, many changes are currently being 

established to the state‘s child welfare system.  The settlement, 
championed by the national advocacy group, Children‘s Rights, 
mandates new provisions, such as smaller caseloads, increased 

education and training standards for caseworkers, and 
prioritizing adoptions (Dwayne v. Granholm, 2006). Though 

reform is currently taking place, this paper draws attention to 
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several factors that have been left out by reformers—the 
emotional well-being of children and importance of meaningful 

relationship development. 
According to the Child information Gateway Issue Brief 

(2009), children who have experienced abuse or neglect have 
unusual coping mechanisms, which can include having the 
inability to control emotions, being quiet and submissive, 

provoking fights, soliciting sexual experiences, being socially or 
emotionally inappropriate for their age, and having a lack of 
responsiveness to affection. Without proper education or training, 

caregivers or workers may inaccurately view these behaviors as 
disruptive or bad, resulting in missed opportunities to build 

trusting relationships with traumatized youth. The maladaptive 
behaviors of foster care youth are often the residual effects of 
trauma, abuse and neglect, which can impact the brain 

development of children in such environments (Jenista et. al, 
2000). To address the complex needs and welfare of a child in 

foster care (which ultimately includes their family of origin), 
service delivery plans must be designed to emphasize a 
combination of relationship development, acceptance and 

understanding, healthy attachments, open communication, 
quality services, and longer forms of emotional support.   

Many foster children ―will experience mental illness, 

criminality, and inability to function productively and 
independently in society‖ (Kools, 1999, pg. 139). While Dwayne v. 
Granholm (2008) addresses the structural deficits of the foster 
care system, it fails to confront the quality of this support. For 

example, reforms have focused on enforcing school attendance 
(rather than promoting educational success); providing a place to 
sleep (rather than a loving home); increasing financial resources 

(rather than promoting lasting mentorship); and giving youth 
access to doctors and counselors to medicate behavior problems 
(rather than facilitating genuine relationships with the adults 

responsible for their care). Now that the foster care system‘s 
deficiencies have garnered the public‘s attention, advocates for 

foster youth must work to achieve changes to service delivery 
content and training that also addresses the psychosocial and 
developmental needs of foster youth.  
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Permanency and pregnancy: Highlighting the emotional void 
in foster care services 

 
The majority of youth in the foster care system experience 

multiple placements, with some experiencing seven or more 
placements before they emancipate (Courtney et. al, 2004).  
Connected to this lack of housing stability, foster youth also tend 

to experience multiple school transfers, making it difficult to keep 
up with curriculum, develop community-based connections to 
positive extracurricular activities, or have stable relationships 

with teachers and other potential mentors.  Given these 
circumstances, there seems to be few life options for teens in the 

foster care system. Despite the inherent lack of support they 
receive from unstable foster placements or frequent relocations, 
they are expected to attend school and succeed on their own—to 

find their own way. 
 

Figure 1: Foster youth and pregnancy. 

 

 
Reprinted from “Teen Pregnancy Among Young Women in Foster Care: A Primer” by H. D. 

Boonstra, 2011, Guttmacher Policy Review, 14 (2). 
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These foster teens often find their own way through trial and 
error. Evident by the high percentage of foster youth detained in 

juvenile justice systems (Ryan, 2006) and high rates of teen 
pregnancy among foster youth (Boonstra, 2011), errors made in 

young adulthood can have lifelong consequences. Social workers 
and other foster care professionals cannot expect these teens to 
learn from trial and error.  

Recently, Time Magazine reported that girls in foster care 
are becoming teen parents at an epidemic level: ―a study at the 

University of Chicago found that nearly half of girls who had 
spent time in the foster-care system had been pregnant at least 
once by the time they were 19 years old … [and] close to one-

quarter had experienced multiple pregnancies in their teens‖ 
(Sullivan, 2009). 

Foster care youth, who become teen mothers, may 

unknowingly perpetuate the cycle of psychological, social, and 
emotional problems with their own children. When pregnancy 

occurs prematurely, Rubin (1984) contends that the evolving 
mother-child relationship may be influenced by the adolescent‘s 
immaturity, and that a mother can view her primary task during 

pregnancy as being a good acceptable daughter rather than on 
being a good mother (as cited in Koniak-Griffin, 1988).  This 

dynamic becomes more complicated with foster youth, who often 
have little contact with their families of origin and who may view 
their child as the only source of lasting, secure love available to 

them.  
For many years, maternal-fetal attachment has been 

recognized as a potent human experience influencing the affectional 

tie between mother and infant (Koniak-Griffin, 1988). Rubin (1975) 
stated that pregnant women‘s perception of self is very important to 

the progressive, interactive phenomenon of maternal-fetal 
attachment (as cited in Koniak-Griffin, 1988). Grossman (1980) also 
found that ego strength, which is connected to the presence of 

supportive social networks, is one of the factors most strongly 
related to the quality of mother-child interactions (as cited in 
Koniak-Griffin, 1988); this research illuminates how important 

attachments are to a person‘s development from, and even before, 
birth. The lack of healthy attachments youth in foster care have 

with adults not only affects the likelihood of teen pregnancy and the 
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attachments youth will have with their own children, but also points 
to relationship development as an important cite of intervention for 

foster care reformers. 
 

Foster youth and emotional attachments: A Literature 
Review 
 

The social-emotional development of children and positive 
early relationships greatly influence a child‘s ability to later achieve 
success in school and in life (Michigan Department of Community 

Health, 2003). The Michigan Department of Community Health 
(2003) report also maintains that these early relationships enable 

children to care about people by establishing a human connection 
between themselves and others. In a study reviewed by Bruskas 
(2008), children in foster care often begin adulthood feeling alone, 

insecure, and overwhelmed: ―Some will not know or remember their 
biological families, will not have close ties to their foster families, 

and will then be abruptly discharged from foster care with little 
support or assistance, which affects the quality of their adulthood‖ 
(p. 72).  

It is expected that children come into foster care with 
multiple, complex problems that stem from traumatic experiences 
such as physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, parental substance 

abuse, and mental illness; however, there is little evidence that 
foster care ameliorates these problems (Kools, 1999). In Kools‘ 

(1999) article, children in foster care were asked about their views 
on their placement‘s stability; many children ―verbalized high levels 
of insecurity regarding the permanency of their current placements; 

even those who had remained in the same home for more than 3 
years expressed doubts about the stability of their living situations‖ 
(p. 140). Kools (1999) also examined the process of devaluation of 

foster care children by themselves and by others. Devaluation is 
demonstrated in two ways: depersonalization and stigmatization. 

Kools (1999) describes three key interrelated conditions, 
encountered in foster care, which contribute to devaluation. First, 
group foster care is described by children as being ―like an 

institution,‖ disrupting their sense of identity and belonging to a 
family. Second, upon entry into foster care, a new status of ―foster 

child‖ is conferred upon the child; this designation stigmatizes the 
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child, and causes them to experience a devalued social status in 
relation to their peers. Third, the stereotypical view of the foster 

child extends beyond the foster care setting and into the child‘s 
larger social world. Adults and peers both hold negative stereotypes 

of foster children as ―delinquent‖ and ―disturbed‖ (Kools, 1999, 
p.143).  

Maslow (1970) created five hierarchal levels of basic needs, 

ranging from fundamental (food, clothing, shelter) to complex (self-
esteem, creativity, problem solving skills), see Table 1. A study by 
Harper, Harper and Stills (2003) addresses how Maslow‘s hierarchy 

of needs can be used as a framework for counseling ―children in 
crisis.‖ Children in crisis are perpetually at risk for being unable to 

fulfill their basic human needs. Maslow argued that all human 
beings, regardless of culture, have five levels of basic needs; 
however, it is important to note that the manifestation of these 

levels may differ individually and culturally (Maslow, 1970 as cited 
in Harper, Harper & Stills, 2003). With this framework in mind, 

Harper, Harper and Stills (2003) urge counselors across cultural 
settings to focus on helping children to meet each level of their basic 
needs, before trying to help children move up Maslow‘s needs 

hierarchy toward self-actualization. The authors also review various 
approaches to counseling children in crisis, including Glasser‘s 
(1965) work with youth and adolescents, quoting his statement: 

―counselors must be concerned with two basic psychological needs: 
The need to love and be loved and the need to feel that we are 

worthwhile to ourselves and to others‖ (p. 9, as cited in Harper, 
Harper & Sills, 2003, p. 15).  

Again, pointing to the mandated reforms being made to the 

Michigan foster care system — which focus on reducing caseloads, 
better record keeping, and adopting coordinated care strategies — 
the foster care system appears to be emphasizing the 

implementation of Maslow‘s first two levels. While ensuring each 
foster child receives the most minimal care certainly should be 

addressed, these reforms do not empower social welfare workers or 
foster parents to support the child in achieving a sense of 
belongingness and love—a necessary step if we expect former foster 

children to become successful adults.  
The child welfare system is meant to be a bridge for children 

and families. However, it is more often separating children from the 
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love and sense of belongingness experienced in their families. Child 
welfare agencies often overlook the importance of trying to fill this 

void by failing to emphasize the importance of incorporating 
emotional support from caring adults into the foster care 

experience. For example, in a report completed for the Pew 
Commission on Children in Foster Care, Badeau and Gesiriech 
(2003) state that the ―child welfare agency is responsible for 

ensuring the safety and well-being of children‖ and defines foster 
care as:  ―full-time substitute care for children removed from their 
parents or guardians and for whom the state has responsibility. 

Foster care provides food and housing to meet the physical needs of 
children who are removed from their homes‖ (p. 1). The latter 

definition highlights the child welfare system‘s narrow focus on 
Maslow‘s first level of need, neglecting the remaining three levels. 

Most children (59.2 percent) enter foster care due to neglect, 

which is ―often the result of inadequate housing, poor child care, or 
insufficient food or medical care‖ (Badeau & Gesiriech, 2003, p. 4). 

Foster parents receive stipends aimed at addressing these very basic 
deficiencies: room, board, childcare, clothing and in some cases 
medical care. Along with the stated purpose of foster care—to 

provide ―a safe temporary home to a child until he can be reunited 
safely with his parent(s) or adopted‖ (Badeau & Gesiriech, 2003 p. 2) 
— these services are clearly targeted at providing the most 

―prepotent‖ physiological and safety needs (Harper, Haper & Still, 
2003, p. 12). However, if the state is to assume full responsibility for 

a child‘s well-being, then the state is responsible for the child‘s 
every need, including providing an emotionally loving and 
supportive environment, even after children age out of the system 

(or until the need has been met by another healthy, supportive 
relationship). In a system that experiences a high turnover of foster 
parents —30 to 50 percent leave the system every year (Badeau & 

Gesiriech, 2003) finding a bed for these traumatized children takes 
precedent over ensuring their emotional needs are also prioritized.  

Sarri and Finn (1992) examine three certainties that inform 
service delivery in child welfare system: ―the dichotomy of private 
and public domains; the primacy of autonomous individualism; and 

the capacity for corrective intervention‖ (p. 220). These certainties 
persist ―in the face of fluid and contradictory social practice‖ that 

―shape the social constructions of deviance and dependence‖ (Sarri 
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& Finn, 1992, p. 220). The authors maintain that child welfare 
agencies are not focused on the development of the child, but rather 

on the ―bureaucratic functioning [of the system], [including] more 
specialization, coordination and professionalization‖ (Sarri & Finn, 

1992, p. 231), which is evident in the court mandates of Dwayne v. 
Granholm (2006), such as the required implementation of ―team 
meetings‖ to coordinate the care of child, without providing 

guidance on how to evaluate and discuss a child‘s emotional well-
being and relationship development at these team meetings. 

Furthermore, child welfare agencies today are more likely to spend 
most of their resources on a child‘s placement rather than on 
prevention or on family resource development (Sarri & Finn, 1992). 

Finally, Sarri and Finn (1992) pointed out that – at the time of their 
study – the government was willing to pay 100 times more money 

for residential foster care than it was willing to provide for a child 
that received Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)1 
assistance—speaking again to the devaluation of the love and 

support families of origin can provide in their homes. Sarri and Finn 
(1992) proposed that foster youth advocates and administrators 
―recapture an appreciation of a configurational approach to 

relationships, the value of differentiation in a context of attachment, 
and the essence of interdependence and vulnerability‖ (Sarri & Finn, 

1992, p. 231). 
Dekovic and Meeus (1997) argue that a parent‘s relationship 

with their children has an enormous effect on the self-concept of 

adolescents, which in turn directly effects the adolescents‘ peer 
relations. The authors cite Bowlby‘s (1980) work on attachment 

theory, which suggested that children draw upon the experiences of 
their relationships with their parents to form a working model of 
themselves and others. In Bowlby‘s model, a secure attachment 

relationship fosters a working model in which the self is 
conceptualized as worthy of care, love, and attention; whereas, 
insecure attachment fosters the development of the self as an 

unworthy, unlovable person, and of others as unavailable or hostile 
(Dekovic & Meeus, 1997). Therefore, Dekovic and Meeus  (1997) 

argue that adolescents with higher self-esteem are more likely to be 
involved in close relationships, and may be more able than an 

                                                 
1
 AFDC was replaced in 1996 by Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF). 
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adolescent with feelings of low self-worth to form friendships and be 
open to others. In conclusion, feelings of self-worth (stemming from 

a secure parental relationship) may facilitate the development of 
satisfactory relationships with peers. However, Bruskas (2008) 

reported that too many foster youth will be begin adulthood feeling 
alone, insecure, and overwhelmed (p. 72) and many will experience 
multiple placements. For youth who experience unstable or fleeting 

relationships as a result of multiple placements in the foster care 
system, it becomes difficult to form healthy, stable relationships 

after transitioning into adulthood.  
Cassidy and Shaver (1999) describe the importance of 

modeling emotional regulation in adolescents. In stable family 

situations, parents frequently deal with their adolescents‘ states of 
emotional upheaval. Although an adolescent‘s basic survival is 
rarely threatened, emotional dysregulation frequently appears in the 

form of emotional ―crises‖ in which the adolescent feels he or she 
simply cannot go on or cope with a situation judged to be intolerable 

(Cassidy & Shavor, 1999). Developing the capacity to regulate affect 
without distortions, even in response to highly charged issues, may 
enhance the ability to form and sustain future relationships. From 

this perspective, the last major care-giving task of parents becomes 
supporting their adolescent‘s capacity to emotionally cope with 

living independently of parental care (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). 
Teens in the foster care system, which is more likely to place older 
children in group homes (Badeau & Gesiriech, 2003), rarely get this 

kind support from the system or from the families or facilities they 
are placed in. And, yet, youth in the foster care system are just like 
any other child— only they lack the access to healthy relationships 

and secure attachments, which could contribute to their resiliency. 
 

More than money: Addressing the void in financial assistance 
to aged-out foster youth 
 

Higher education is a valuable resource for teens aging out 
of foster care because it enhances success in many domains, 
particularly employment.  If former foster care teens are able to 

attend college, research shows there is more hope for a successful 
transition to adulthood (Osgood, Foster & Courtney, 2010, p. 

218). Researchers suggest the majority of foster youth desire to 
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attend college and have the expectation to graduate (Dworsky & 
Courtney, 2010). However, because many foster teens are not 

regularly exposed to college preparatory resources, very few are 
able to pursue and/or succeed in higher education. Researchers 

note that those youth who do succeed are more resilient than 
their peers. While resilience is often linked to individuals‘ skill 
sets, personality, supportive relationships, and engagement with 

the community organizations (Osgood, Foster & Courtney, 2010, 
p. 218), government programs tend to focus solely on increasing 
financial assistance—rather than building up the relationships 

that are key to helping youth develop the skills and networks 
necessary to transition to a successful adulthood.  

In recent years, Congress enacted the Promoting Safe and 
Stable Families Amendments of 2001 that delegated the 
availability of federal funding to increase the opportunities for 

foster youth pursuing postsecondary education. With federal 
funds now available, the Chafee Education and Training Voucher 

program provides current and former foster youth with the 
opportunity to apply for up to $5,000 of financial assistance each 
year (amount is contingent on the demand of youth utilizing 

funds).2 Funds can be used by former foster youth (through the 
age of 23) to cover costs of tuition and fees, books, supplies, room 

and board, transportation, and other qualified needs, if they are 
enrolled in an accredited two-or four-year college, university, or 
vocational program and maintain a 2.0 G.P.A (Lutheran Social 

Service of Michigan, 2011). While the Chafee Education and 
Training Voucher provides some financial support to qualified 
former foster youth, there are no mandates that require the 

involvement of adult mentors to coach youth on necessary skills, 
such as budgeting and financial management, and effectively 

utilizing the funds that are accessed through the voucher 
program responsibly.  

The improvements made for aged-out foster youth often 

focus on supplying financial assistance for higher education, but 
do not simultaneously address the lack of support and guidance 
these youth need to effectively use and maximize those resources 

                                                 
2
 Effective January 1, 2011, award amounts were lowered to $2,000 per term for full-time students 

and $1,000 per term for part-time students (Lutheran Social Service of Michigan, 2011). 
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responsibly. Professionals, policymakers and foster care workers 
often make resources available to former and current foster 

youth, with the assumption that the youth know how the process 
works, which may explain why former foster youth continue to 

lag behind their non-foster care peers.  
The Casey Young Adult Survey tracked outcomes for 557 

foster youth who had been in their foster program in Seattle over 

a three-year period (Havalchak, White & O‘Brien, 2008).  The 
report showed that 3.2% of 22-year-olds, who formerly used 
Casey Family Programs, had completed a bachelor‘s degree, 

―while 11.8% of 25-year-olds had done so‖ (Havalchak, White & 
O‘Brien, 2008, p. 6); the report compared its numbers to the 

2006 U.S. Census, which showed that 28% of the those 25 and 
older had completed a bachelor‘s degree (Havalchak, White & 
O‘Brien, 2008, p. 6). Other research, including Barth (1990), 

showed similarly dismal education results, reporting that 55 
percent of the youth studied in his report left foster care without 

finishing high school (p. 426). 
Some of Michigan‘s higher education institutions, such as 

Western Michigan University, have attempted to address the lack 

of emotional and life-skills support that foster youth encounter 
through the development of supportive programming. For 
instance, the Foster Youth and Higher Education Initiative‘s John 

Seita Scholar program at Western Michigan University promotes 
student outreach and recruitment, student retention and well-

being, and student career transition, and graduation (Foster 
Youth and Higher Education Initiative, n.d.).  However, no 
outcomes have been publicly reported to assess the success of 

this program.  
 
Voices of reason: Interviews  

 
Professionals working within the child welfare system seem to 

know the system is broken, but often fail to identify or understand 
what is missing. This section provides the perspectives of a current 
foster youth, a Department of Human Services [DHS] worker, and a 

child/relationship psychologist, who were all interviewed about their 
experience with the foster care system in Michigan.  
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These semi-structured interviews began with an explanation 
of the paper‘s aim: to explore how the child welfare system impacts 

youth‘s relationships, human development, and their outcomes in 
adulthood.  Four questions were asked to each individual: 

 
1. In your experience, how do you think the child welfare system affects a 

child‘s development? 
 

2. Do you think youth‘s outcomes are a result of the failure to build 

relationships with children? 

 

3. How do you think youth internalize relationships? 
 

4. What factors do you think are vital for youth in foster care to have 

successful outcomes? 

 
The first interview was with a 17-year-old girl currently in the 

foster care system. She was placed in care after her cousin no 

longer wanted to care for her, following the death of her mother. 
While in the cousin‘s care, the youth reported incidences of abuse in 
the home. At the point of the interview, she had been in state 

custody for a year and a half and was receiving services through a 
private foster care agency in Michigan. She was in the supervised 

independent living program or ―provider home‖—a program that 
only 5,068 foster children (1 percent) in the U.S. used in 2001 
(Badeau & Gesiriech, 2003, p. 6). This type of placement allows a 

teen to stay in an approved home where the teen can rent out a 
room. An agreed amount of rent is paid through the allowance of the 

state given to the child, which can be affected by the child‘s 
employment status. While the teen is in the ―provider home‖, she is 
not necessarily taught how to do anything while staying there. ―I get 

to do what I want for the most part,‖ she said, ―but if I need help I 
have to call around to other people in life to help. I‘m lucky to have 
people in my life that care, but sometimes I wish I had my own place 

to call home and one-on-one support.‖  
A major concern she mentioned during the interview was that 

she had only met her DHS caseworker once and really did not 
understand the role of the DHS caseworker‘s involvement in her 
case. While her private agency worker meets with her weekly, the 

foster youth noted that her situation is unique, stating that agency 
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workers do not meet with every youth the way her worker meets 
with her. She stated that her caseworker has good intentions, but 

the worker does not push her to do better or give her the guidance 
she is looking for and knows that she needs. The youth expressed 

that if she needs something, the agency worker gets it for her, but 
does not teach her how to be an advocate for herself, or support her 
in achieving her needs on her own. ―Sometimes I just have to figure 

it all out on my own, there is not anyone by my side helping me 
understand what to do in difficult situations, so I just manage.‖  
 A DHS worker was also interviewed to gauge a service 

provider‘s perspective from inside the system. This DHS worker has 
five years of experience working with youth, and stated that she 

feels that there are a lot of caring adults in the system. However, 
she reported there are boundaries that she has to abide by, as 
workers do not have time to work with every child one-on-one. 

Additionally, she expressed it is hard to work with youth when they 
come in with already established values, mindsets, and behaviors. 

The worker stated that, ―as workers and as a system we fail to 
establish relationships‖, but she notes that, ―we try—and the rest is 
up to the youth. As workers, we can only guide them from afar‖. 

This insinuates that the responsibility and accountability for the 
child‘s development is placed directly on the child. Should the 
system really expect the child to parent themselves based on limited 

verbal guidance from their DHS caseworker?  
 The final interview was with positive psychologist and 

relationship therapist Dr. Alduan Tartt, who completed his 
doctorate at the University of Michigan in Clinical Psychology. He 
has provided therapeutic services to foster care youth for several 

years and stated one of the most alarming things about foster 
children is that ―they don‘t have a say‖ and are taught to be 
powerless. Dr. Tartt outlined several concerns about the system‘s 

functioning and its impact on former foster care youth‘s outcomes 
in adulthood.  

 The first concern is that foster care does not foster 
independence. If a child reaches adulthood and is successful, it is 
largely attributed to an innate trait of the youth. He believes trends 

in the foster care system perpetuate negative outcomes. For 
instance, people who have the most one-on-one contact with foster 

care youth (group home staff, foster care parents and independent 
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living providers) often lack the experience, knowledge, education 
and credentials to provide guidance properly. The most experienced 

and knowledgeable individuals in the foster care system have less 
contact with foster care youth because they pursue management 

and policy/evaluation positions, which further isolates their 
expertise to these indirect practice settings.  

A second concern is the lack of mechanisms to encourage 

accountability, measurable goals, or effective evaluation measures 
for the youth‘s emotional and life skills. Dr. Tartt stated there is no 
push to help youth achieve sufficient lives within the services 

offered. Furthermore, foster and group home licenses are not 
suspended after youth leave placements unfulfilled, underserviced, 

and mistreated. Youth in foster care are often emotionally neglected, 
especially in group home settings, where there is limited mentoring 
and guidance. The level of support and help given to children with 

stable families is not replicated in this system. There is little to no 
reward system for youth who do achieve success while in care and 

no incentives for the service providers that assist youth with 
emotional support. Each time a child leaves a home, Dr. Tartt said, 
it may be interpreted as a punishment by the child. They feel 

unwanted and unworthy of stability, further disrupting their sense 
of permanency. Dr. Tartt explains: 

 
Foster care breeds attachment disorders. In the real world, the ability to 

attach to people is necessary in a healthy manner. But these children grow 
up not knowing how to successfully attach to people because they have 

never had a nuclear family to grow up with … As a person you have to 

attach to people. In foster care there is rarely a close bond between the 

youth and the foster parent, which can lead to promiscuity because the 

emotional needs of the child have not been met.‖ 

  
A third concern Dr. Tartt addressed is the lack of substantial 

goal-setting to guide youth‘s achievement. For instance, a child can 

be required to attend school, but that is all the child will do—attend 
school. All the foster care system requires is for the child to ―show 
up,‖ he said.  Without clear expectations for achievement, children 

will lose their desire to succeed in school, resulting in negative 
outcomes such as teen pregnancy, and increased crime and drop-

out rates. 
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Discussion 

Overall, the picture is made very clear; there needs to be a 
system change that incorporates a combination of relationship 
development, acceptance and understanding, healthy 

attachments, open communication, and longer, quality services. 
Providing food and shelter is not enough for these children. 

Policymakers and social workers must start explicitly holding 
child welfare systems accountable for improving the relationships 
children develop while in care.  

The burden is heavy on these youth, as they are 
consistently emotionally neglected and given little to no rewards 

when they succeed. As seen in the interviews, older foster youth 
are held responsible and accountable for their own success, 

which is simply unfair — children should not be systematically 
given responsibilities that exceed their developmental life stage. 
Social workers should work to regain the value of children‘s 

relationships, remembering that these children are just that—
children. Children deserve better than what they are getting and 

should not be treated as criminals. If foster youth‘s emotional, 
psychological, physical and social developmental needs continue 
to be overlooked in reforms, the cycles of disparity will continue 

to link back to child welfare system.    

It is true that much of the emotional damage foster children 

experience is connected to their families of origin. Nevertheless, 
these children are revictimized by a system of professionals who fail 

to provide the emotional support they need to become productive 
adults who will become professionals, produce stable families and 
build healthy communities. In the NASW Code of Ethics, the 

―Preamble‖ states that ―social workers seek to enhance the capacity 
of people to address their own needs.‖ It also holds the ―importance 

of human relationships‖ as one of its core values, which mandates 
―social workers seek to strengthen relationships among people in a 
purposeful effort to promote, restore, maintain, and enhance the 

wellbeing of individuals, families, social groups, organizations, and 
communities‖ (NASW Delegate Assembly, 2008). However, reforms 
that place structural change above relationship development are 

overlooking this core value.  Thus, these questions remain: Who is 
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accountable for this void? Who is responsible for bridging the gaps 
in the foster care system? What are social workers and policymakers 

going to do to enforce the change that is needed? Finally, when will 
they start?  

 

Filling the void: Conclusion and recommended interventions 

The good intentions of the system are clear from the reforms 
and initiatives targeted to assist children in foster care. 

Nevertheless, good intentions are not enough because these 
vulnerable children are growing up to experience and perpetuate 

crime, homelessness, poverty, and teen pregnancy, because of the 
system‘s ineffective interventions, services, and programs (Shirk, 
Stangler, Carter, 2004). Moreover, the following challenges impede 

meaningful change: (a) foster parents are charged with only meeting 
the most basic needs of children—food, shelter, and medical care 

(Badeau & Gesiriech, 2003), without incentives to help youth 
pursue self-sufficiency through genuine, loving relationships; (b) 
systematic procedures and laws are unstable and, in the case of 

Michigan, undergoing rapid change because of court mandates; (c) 
professionals interacting with youth, as communicated by the 
Department of Human Services worker interviewed, charge the 

youth themselves with fostering relationships, as well as convey a 
struggle between keeping up ―professional boundaries‖ versus 

developing meaningful relationships; and (d) under-educated or 
inexperienced support staff are having the most contact with youth, 
according to insights provided by Dr. Tartt.  

The research advocating for the importance of attachment 
development has already been established. Now, it is just a matter 
of integrating this existing knowledge with the system changes that 

are currently taking place in Michigan. More training for social 
workers, foster parents, independent living providers and group 

home staff, which focuses on understanding the emotional 
consequences of trauma, as well as the healing ability of developing 
trusting, supportive relationships, is necessary. 

In an attempt to address the void found in current child 
welfare system reforms, the following interventions have been 

developed. These recommendations are designed to reduce the 
negative outcomes for former foster care youth, by emphasizing the 
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importance of creating a sense of belonging and emotional support 
while they are placed in care. It the author‘s sincerest hope that the 

fulfillment of these interventions could make Michigan‘s child 
welfare system one of the leading systems of care in the nation.  

 
Recommendation One: Advocates & Accountability 
 

 Foster care social workers should be advocates and liaisons 
for youth in care. To perform their roles better, social workers 
should: 

 Hold others working with youth accountable for their client‘s 
progress. Communicate more (weekly or bi-weekly) with those 

providing care to clients on their caseload.  

 Work with the client to plan and develop more attainable and 

measurable goals for their success. These plans should 
include personal (psychological, emotional, physical, 

spiritual), academic, professional, and civic (community 
contribution) goals.  

 These goals for success should be evaluated every 3-6 

months. Social workers should ensure each child receives all 
the services and resources they need to attain these goals. 

Furthermore, social workers should provide guidance (i.e. 
showing them by example) in how to attain these resources 

and services for themselves.  

 Social workers should use a ‗Teach vs. Tell‘ philosophy when 

working with youth in foster care. ‗Teaching‘, or 
demonstrating and contextualizing tasks, shows the child why 
the task is important; ‗telling‘ simply gives the child an order 

without instruction or context. ‗Telling‘ a child can be a way of 
controlling the child, leaving out important lessons of why 
they need to develop the skill. Instead, social workers should 

convey a caring, supportive, emotionally connected teaching 
style that increases their sense of responsibility to their client. 

 Work with service providers (Foster care parents, group home 
staff, and independent living providers) more frequently to 

ensure that support is given to the youth in extra-curricular 
activities, parent teacher conferences, etc. 

 Social workers should develop a reward system for youth that 

demonstrates progress that entails initiatives that will build 
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responsibility, provide entertainment, and build social and 
cultural capital. For example, these should include rewards 

like extra money to go on college tours, educational trips 
abroad, additional after school programs, and participation in 

social events with peers.  
 

Recommendation Two: Education Partnership 
 

The child welfare system should find a way to connect and 
partner with the education system to provide support for youth in 

foster care. Foster care social workers should work with school 
social workers. School social workers should work with a youth‘s 

teachers and school staff in regards to the youth‘s achievement. 
Schools are an important part of a child‘s development and daily 
life, and most of youth‘s time is spent in school. If school social 

workers were more involved and trained, developing relationships 
with a child‘s school could help reduce the pressure on child welfare 

workers, and reduce the drop-out rates and school failures seen in 
foster care youth. 
 

 School social workers need trainings that provide knowledge 
and skills about how to work with foster care youth, 

difficulties seen in the youth, patterns and trends in families 
of those who are likely to be seen in the child welfare system. 

 School social workers should be the educational support for 

those in the schools who are also in foster care. The duties 
should include ensuring IEPs are done; testing for learning 

disabilities early on, ensuring the child is attending classes, 
has tutoring or study services if needed, meets with 

counselors for college and career guidance, and meets with 
the child twice a month.  

 School social workers should provide the support and 

resources to ensure the child is educated about college 
opportunities, testing, and other preparations needed for 

college. Social workers should link the child to community 
organizations to gain college-related funding support and 

community engagement activities. 
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 School social workers should assist with finding mentors for 

youth by connecting the youth and their foster family to 
Parent Networks involved with the school.  
 

Recommendation Three: Supportive Adult Involvement 
 
 In addition to school social workers, independent living 
providers can also provide key supports to youth in foster care. 
Independent living providers need to have an agreement to mentor 

youth that reside in their household. All independent living service 
provider staff should: 
 

 Participate in conferences and trainings that educate staff 
about recent trends, patterns, disorders, and the current 

needs of serving youth in foster care. These conferences 
should offer time for testimonials by youth in foster care, and 

for engaged learning experiences. 

 More effectively teach youth in independent living programs 

how to develop skills in the areas of financial stewardship and 
planning, citizenship duties and roles (i.e. taxes, voting, etc), 
domestic care (folding, clothes washing and ironing, grocery 

shopping, etc) and caring for overall health (physical, 
emotional and psychological).  

 
Recommendation Four: Community Engagement 
 

Community involvement is important to have as a foundation of 
growth. Youth benefit from being connected to their neighborhoods 
and community. 

 Social workers should develop a reward system for youth that 
demonstrates progress that entails initiatives that will build 

responsibility, provide entertainment, and build social and 
cultural capital. For example, these should include rewards 

like extra money to go on college tours, educational trips 
abroad, additional after school programs, and participation in 
social events with peers.  

 Social Workers should utilize MSW interns to identify local 
community churches, organizations, funding sources, 
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community projects (beautification, city, neighborhood clean-
ups) and mentoring opportunities for youth in foster care. 

 Youth should complete at minimum 15 hours of community 
service a week (unless employed). This can build leadership 

skills and community awareness.  

 Relationships with local faith-based organizations or churches 

can be an invaluable resource for youth. Faith-based funding 
is generally unrestricted and faith-based communities can 

assist youth in connecting with supportive adults figures in 
their lives and providing lasting resources. Connecting with 
the faith-based communities is an opportunity for youth to be 

engaged with learning practical daily living skills. This 
support can impact the child‘s growth and sustainability in 
the transition into their adulthood. 

 
Recommendation Five: Expanding Research 
 
 There is a lack of recent research focused on foster care youth 
in all fields of research (e.g., social work, education, law, 

psychology, etc.). These fields can contribute to a better 
understanding of and response to former and current foster care 

youth. Because foster youth encounter multiple systems of care, all 
professionals should have some knowledge of the emotional deficits 
our foster youth face. Very few studies on older or former foster 

youth have been conducted; those that do focus on teens in and 
aging out of care have not been replicated in recent years. This 
signals the need for more research to be conducted. 

These recommendations are just a starting point in developing 
protocols aimed at filling the void foster care youth typically face. 

These recommendations are a first step in reaching foster children 
as they ―age-out‖ of the child welfare system and enter into society 
as adults.  

  
Opinion: An appeal to foster care workers and professionals  

 
While children in foster care may have a place to stay, food to 

eat, and access to medical care in foster care, our system is not set 

up to ask: do foster children have enough healthy food?; are foster 
children provided all three meals per day?; is the home in a 
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resourceful neighborhood where the child can thrive and engage in 
the community?; does the child have adequate means of 

transportation to get them to all the places the need to go?; is the 
foster parent or social worker caring enough to provide nurturing 

support, direction, guidance and the ability to provide additional 
financial support to meet the child‘s needs (and some deserved 
wants)? These questions are not raised in child welfare protocol or 

reforms (at least not clearly), and are not often the subject of 
research.  

When it comes to improving the lives of our former and 

current foster youth, we as social work professionals cannot be so 
caught up in doing our ―job‖ or just following rules and regulations 

that we are not truly considering the lives our clients, their 
communities, or the society that is being affected by broken systems 
of care. Our society‘s values of investment are out of place. We 

should not only consider investing in business, but also in people – 
especially our most vulnerable children.  If we continue to discount 

the need for healthy relationship development in our systems of 
care, we will continue to raise individuals that are uneducated, 
unmotivated and unsuccessful. If we reflect on the many ―beat the 

odds‖ success stories seen on TV and in books and newspapers, the 
odds were beat because people went out of their way to care and 
support a child‘s success. Each life holds a legacy, a purpose in this 

world. We cannot just do our "job" anymore. If we do not reconsider 
our values, investments, or purpose then we need to prepare to face 

the consequences that we are already seeing in our foster care 
children, as they grow into adults. The solution is simply helping 
our children.  

If we leave children to find their own way to survive, they have 
a greater chance of turning into criminals, insufficient parents, 
dependent on welfare, and a part of the homeless population 

roaming the streets of cities and neighborhoods. These results will 
increase poverty, crime, and affect our community‘s safety and 

quality of life. Again, it is not a foster care system problem alone; it 
is a problem facing the greater society. We all have to pitch in to 
provide, protect, and support these kids if we want to see a better 

society.  I challenge every reader to imagine what you would want 
for your children or family member. We are all connected in some 

way. If we sit back and reform the system‘s structure, and not our 
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behaviors and actions, we negatively affect our own families‘ 
futures. 

The current foster care system rules, policies, and regulations 
do not provide options, rewards, opportunities or room for flexibility. 

Children need room to grow and experience the world. They deserve 
healthy relationships that are stable for permanent support. As the 
guardian of approximately 20,000 children, Michigan must help 

abused and neglected children that ―age-out‖ become more stable, 
healthy, sufficient, and productive adults; it is not just the system‘s 
greatest challenge, but also its duty. Children in the child welfare 

system should be treated like precious gifts, labeled ―Fragile: Handle 
with Care.‖ However, the system processes these gifts roughly, 

breaking them down, mishandling their care, and then 
subsequently re-labeling them as ―throw-aways.‖ Children are to be 
cherished; they are gifts because they are the future. We need to 

come together collaboratively to become efficient, effective and 
responsible in helping to support and develop children that are 

unfortunately placed in foster care. Otherwise, we are no better than 
the households they were removed from.  
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