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COMPLAINT 
1. An oral statement, usually made to the police, charging criminal, abusive, or neglectful conduct. 
2. A district attorney's document which starts a criminal prosecution. 
3. A petitioner's document which starts a civil proceeding. In juvenile or family court, the complaint is 

usually called a petition. 
4. In some states, term used for a report of suspected abuse or neglect. 

COMPREHENSIVE EMERGENCY SERVICES 
A community system of coordinated services available on a 24-hour basis to meet emergency needs of chil
dren and/or families in crisis. Components of a CES system can include 24-hour protective services, home
maker services, crisis nurseries, family shelters, emergency foster care, outreach, and follow-up services. 

COURTS 
Juvenile Court 
Juvenile court, which has jurisdiction over minors, usually handles cases of suspected delinquency 
as well as cases of suspected abuse or neglect. In many states, terminations of parental rights occur in 
juvenile court proceedings, but that is generally the limit of juvenile court's power over adults. 

CUSTODY 
The right to care and control of a child and the duty to provide food, clothing, shelter, ordinary medical 
care, education, and discipline for a child. Permanent legal custody may be taken from a parent or given up 
by a parent in court action. Temporary custody of a child may be granted for a limited time only, usually 
pending further action or review by the court. Temporary custody may be granted for a period of months, 
or in the case of protective or emergency custody, for a period of hours or several days. 

Emergency Custody 
The ability of a law enforcement officer, pursuant to the criminal code, to take temporary custody 
of a child who is in immediate danger and place him in the control of child protective services. 
A custody hearing must usually be held within 48 hours of such action. Also known as police custody. 

Protective Custody 
Emergency measure taken to detain a child, often in a hospital, until a written detention request 
can be filed. In some states, telephone communication with a judge is required to authorize �p�r�o�~� 

tective custody. In other states, police, social workers, or doctors have statutory authority to detain 
minors who are in imminent danger. 

CUSTODY HEARING 
Hearing, usually held in children's court, to determine who has the rights of legal custody of a minor. It 
may involve one parent against the other or the parents vs. a social service agency. 

DELINQUENCY 
Behav!or of a minor which would, in the case of an adult, constitute criminal conduct. In some states, 
delinquency also includes "waywardness" or disobedient behavior on the part of the child. In contrast 
to dependency cases, where the parent(s) rather than the minor is assumed responsible, delinquency 
cases assume that the minor has some responsibility for his behavior. 

DEPENDENCY 
A child's need for care and supervision from a parent or caretaker. Often a legal term referring to cases of 
children whose natural parent(s) cannot or will not properly care for them or supervise them so that the 
state must assume this responsibility. Many states· distinguish findings of dependency, for which the juv· 
enile is assumed to have little or no responsibilityr from findings of delinquency, in which the juvenile is 
deemed to be at least partially responsible for his behavior. 
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DETENTION 
The temporary confinement of a person by a public authority. In a case of child abuse or neglect, a child 
may be detained pending a trial when a detention hearing indicates that it is unsafe for the child to remain 
in his own home. This is often called protective custody or emergency custody. The child may be detained 
in a foster home, group home, hospital, or other facility. 

DISPOSITION 
The order of a juvenile or family court issued at a dispositional hearing which determines whether a minor, 
already found to be a dependent or delinquent child, should continue in or return to the parental home, 
and under what kind of supervision, or whether the minor should be placed out-of-home, and in what kind 
of setting: a relative's home, foster home, or institution. Disposition in a civil case parallels sentencing in a 
criminal case. 

DUE PROCESS 
The rights of persons involved in legal proceedings to be treated with fairness. These rights include the 
right to adequate notice in advance of hearings, the right to notice O"f allegations of misconduct, the right 
to assistance of a lawyer, the right to confront and cross-examine witnesses, and the right to refuse to give 
self-incriminating testimony. 

In child abuse or neglect cases, courts are granting more and more due process to parents in recognition 
of the fact that loss of parental rights, temporarily or permanently, is as serious as loss of liberty. However, 
jury trials and presumptions of innocence are still afforded in very few juvenile or family court cases. 

EVIDENCE 
Any sort of proof submitted to the court for the purpose of influencing the court's decision. Some special 
kinds of evidence are: 

Circumstantial 
Proof of-circumstances which may imply another fact. For example, proof that a parent kept a bro
ken appliance cord may co-nnect the parent to infliction of unique marks on a child's body. 

Direct 
Generally consisting of testimony of the type such as a neighbor stating that he saw the parent 
strike the child with an appliance cord. 

Hearsay 
Second-hand evidence, generally consisting of testimony of the type such as, 11 1 heard him say ... " 
Except in certain cases, such evidence is usually excluded because it is considered unreliable and 
because the person making the original statement cannot be cross-examined. 

Opinion 
Although witnesses are ordinarily not permitted to testify to their beliefs or opinions, being re
stricted instead to reporting what they actually saw or heard, when a witness can be qualified as 
an expert on a given subject, he can report his conclusio-ns, for example, "Based upon these marks, it 
is my opinion as a doctor that the child must have been struck with a·flexible instrument very much 
like this appliance cord." Lawyers are sometimes allowed to ask qualified experts "hypothetical 
questions," in which the witness is asked to assume the truth of certain facts and to express an 
opinion based on those 11facts." 

Physical 
Any tangible piece of proof such as a document, X-ray, photograph, or weapon used to inflict an 
injury. Physical evidence must usually be authenticated by a witness who testifies to the connection 
of the evidence {also called an exhibit) with other facts in the case. 
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EVIDENTIARY STANDARDS 
Guidelines used when examining evidence presented in order to determine if that evidence is factual and 
legally proves the case being tried. Various standards of proof are: 

Beyond a Reasonable Doubt (criminal court standard) 
The evidence Presented fully satisfies the court as being factual. 

Clear and Convincing Evidence 
Evidence which is fully convincing; equivalent to beyond a reasonable doubt. 

Preponderance of Evidence (civil court standard) 
Evidence which leaves the court with the strongest impression of credibility and is determined to be 
fact. 

FAILURE TO THRIVE SYNDROME (FTT) 
A serious medical condition most often seen in children under one year of age. An FTT child's height, 
weight, and motor development fall significantly short of the average growth rates of normal children. 
In about 10% of FTT cases, there is an organic cause such as serious heart, kidney, or intestinal disease, a 
genetic error of metabolism, or brain damage. All other cases are a result of a disturbed parent-child rela
tionship manifested in severe physical and emotional neglect of the child. In diagnosing FTT as child 
neglect, certain criteria should be considered: 
1. The child's weight is below the third percentile, but substantial weight gain occurs when the child 

is properly nurtured, such as when hospitalized. 
2 . 

3 . 

4. 
5. 

The child exhibits developmental retardation which decreases when there is adequate feeding and 
appropriate stimulation. 
Medical investigation provides no evidence that disease or medical abnormality is causing the symp
toms . 
The child exhibits clinical signs of deprivation which decrease in a more nurturing environment. 
There appears to be a significant environmental psychosocial d!sruption in the child's family. 

FOSTER CARE 
A form of substitute care for children who need to be removed from their own homes. Usually this is a 

· temporary placement in which a child lives with~ licensed foster family or caretaker until he· can return to 
his own home or until reaching the age of majority. Foster care all too often becomes a permanent method 
of treatment for abused or neglected children. Effective foster care ideally includes service to the child, 
service to the natural parents, service to the foster parents, and periodic review of the placement. 

FOSTER HOME STUDY 
A process designed to select those foster home applicants likely to succeed. It consists of individual inter· 
views that focus on the applicant's personal stability, motivation, past experience with children, etc., and 
discussions that help prepare applicants for foster parenting. 

FOSTER HOME STUDY REPORT 
A written agency report that summarizes the information gathered during the foster home study and 
offers conclusions and recommendations as to the appropriateness of using the home . 

GUARDIAN 
Adult charged lawfully with the responsibility for a child. A guardian has almost all the rights and powers 
of a natural parent, but the relationship is subject to termination or change. A guardian may or may not 
also have custody and therefore actual care and supervision of the child. 
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GUARDIAN AD LITEM (GAL) 
Adult appointed by the court to represent the child in a judicial proceeding. The guardian ad litem may be, 
but is not necessarily, an attorney. Under the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, a state cannot 
qualify for federal assistance unless it provides by statute "that in every case involving an abused or neglect
ed child which results in a judicial proceeding a guardian ad litem shall be appointed to represent the child 
in such proceedings." Some states have begun to allow a GAL for children in divorce cases. 

HEARING 
Judician proceeding where issues of fact or law are tried and in which both parties have a right to be heard. 
A hearing is synonymous with a trial. 

IN CAMERA 
Any closed hearing before a judge in his chambers is said to be in camera. 

IN LOCO PARENTIS 
"In the place of a parent." Refers to actions of a guardian or other non-parental custodian. 

INCEST 
Sexual intercourse between persons who are closely related by blood. Whil_e incest between father and 
daughter, mother and son, or sister and brother is almost universally forbidden, various cultures may ex
tend the boundaries to prohibit intercourse with other rel_atives. In the U.S., the pr?hibition against incest 
is specified by many states' laws as well as by cultural tradition, with state laws usually defining incest as 
marriage or sexual relationships between relatives who are closer than second, or sometimes even more 
distant, cousins. While incest and sexual abuse are sometimes thought to be synonymous, it should be 
realized that incest is only one aspect of sexual abuse. Incest can occur within families between members 
of lhe same sex, but the most common form of incest is between fathers and daughters. It is generally 
agreed that incest is much more common than the number of reported cases indicates. Also, because 
society. has not until the present done much about this problem, professionals have generally not had 
adequate "training to deal with it, and the way the problem is handled may prove more traumatic for a 
child victim of incest than the incest experience itself. 

INTAKE 
Process by which cases are introduce~ into an agency. Workers are usually assigned to interview persons 
seeking help in order to determine the nature and extent of the problem(s). 

INVOLUNTARY PLACEMENT 
Court-ordered assignment of custody to an agency and placement of a child, often against the parents' 
wishes, after a formal court proceeding, or the taking of emergency or protective custody against the 
parents' wishes preceding a custody hearing. 

JUVENILE JUDGE 
Presiding officer of a juvenile court. Often in a juvenile court there are several other hearing officers of 
lesser rank, usually called referees or commissioners. 

MATCHING 
The process of decision making related to the selection of a particular foster home for a particular foster 
child. 

NETWORKING 
Formal or informal linkages of individuals, families, or other groups with similar social, education, medical, 
or other service needs with the public or private agencies, organizatio~s, and/or individuals who can provide 
such services in their locale. Formal agreements are usually written and spell out under what circumstances 
a particular agency, group, or individual will provide certain services. Informal agreements are apt to be 
verbal and relate to a particular family or case. 
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PARENS PATRIAE 
"The power of the sovereign." Refers to the state's power to act for or on behalf of persons who cannot 
act in their own behalf; such as mi·nors, incompetents, or some developmentally disabled. 

PARENTS' RIGHTS 
Besides the rights protected by the Constitution for all adults, society accords parents the right to custody 
and supervision of their own children, including, among others, parents' rights to make decisions about 
their children's health care. This plus parents' rights to privacy rilay complicate investigations of suspected 
child abuse and neglect and treatment of confirmed cases. Parents' rights may be cited in court in order 
to prevent the state from taking custody of a child who is in danger in his own home. 

PERIODIC REVIEW 
There are two types: 
1. Periodic administrative review is an internal agency procedure. 
2. ·Court or judicial review is external to the agency and involves a court hearing. 
Both have the goal to review on a regular basis each foster care case to determine whether or not a child 
should continue in foster care, be returned to birth parents, freed for adoption, or placed in adoptive home. 

PETITION 
Document filed in juvenile or family court at the beginning of a neglect, abuse, and/or delinquency case. 
The petition states the allegations which, if true, form the besis for court intervention. 

PETITIONER 
Person who files a petition. In juvenile and family court practice, a petitioner may be a probation officer, 
social worker, or prosecutor, as variously defined by state laws. 

PLEA BARGAINING 
Settlement of a criminal prosecution, usually by the reduction of the charge and/or the penalty, in return 
for a plea of guilty. Plea bargains are sometimes justified by congested court calendars. They are attacked 
as devices which weaken the intended effect of penal statuti" and which reduce the dignity of the criminal 
justice system. Far more than half of all criminal prosecutions in this country are resolved by plea bargains. 

PRE-PLACEMENT VISITS 
Opportunities for foster parents and the foster child to visit with each other before placement is finalized. 

PRE-TRIAL DIVERSION 
Decision of the district attorney not to issue charges in a criminal caSe where those charges would be prov· 
able. The decision is usually made on the condition that the defendant agrees to participate in rehabili
tative services. 

PROBABLE CAUSE 
Legal standard indicating a reasonable ground for belief in the existence of facts supporting a complaint 
that has been made. 

PROBATION 
Allowing a convicted criminal defendant or a juvenile found to be delinquent to remain at liberty, under a 
suspended sentence of imprisonment, generally under the supervision of a probation officer and under 
certain conditions. Violation of a condition is grounds for revocation of the probation. In a case of child 
abuse or neglect, a parent or caretaker who is convicted of the offense may be required, as part of his 
probation, to m8ke certain promises to undergo treatment and/or to improve the home situation. These 
promises are made as a condition of the probation in which the child is returned home and are enforced 
with the threat of revocation of parental rights. 
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PSYCHOLOGICAL PARENT 
Adult who, on a continuing day-to-day basis, fulfills a child's emotional needs for nurturance through 
interaction. companionship, and mutuality. May be the natural parent or another person who fulfills 
these functions. 

PURCHASE OF SERVICE 
Provision for diagnosis and/or treatment of a child by an agency other than the mandated agency using 
mandated agency funds. The mandated agency subcontracts with the provider agency for specific services 
with specific clients, but the mandated agency retains statutory responsibility for the case. 

RECEIVING HOME 
A family or group home for temporary placement of a child pending more permanent plans such as return 
to his own home, foster care, or adoption. 

RECRUITMENT 
A process of reaching out to the public, explaining the need for foster homes, and enlisting new foster 
parents into the system. The purpose of recruitment is to enlarge the resource pool from which a particu· 
Jar foster home can·be selected to care for a specific foster child. The larger the pool, the greater the oppor
tunity to select a foster home that will meet the unique needs of each child. 

REPLACEMENT (or disruption) 
The movement of a foster child from his current foster .home to another foster home. While replacement is 
sometimes necessary and unavoidable, professionals agree that it is undesirable and should be avoided if 
possible. 

SEALING 
In juvenile court or criminal court practice, the closing of records to inspection by all but the defendant 
or minor involved. sealing is provided by statute in some states and may be done after proof is made that 
the defendant or minor has behaved lawfully for a specified period of years. Note that juvenile court 
records are never public, as ~re the reCords of most other courts; access to juvenile court records is theore
tically very restricted, even before sealing. 

SENTENCING 
The last stage of criminal prosecution in which a Convicted defendant is ordered. imprisoned, fined, or 
granted probation. This is equivalent in a criminal case to the disposition in a juvenile court case. 

STAFF BURNOUT 
Apathy and frustration felt by protective service yvorkers who are overworked, t..indertrained, and lacking 
agency or supervisory support. This is a common problem, and workers who do not leave protective ser
vices or who do not have supervisory support often lose sensitivity to client needs. Burnout can also occur 
with foster parents. 

STATUS OFFENSE 
An act which is considered criminal only because it is committed by a person of a particular status, such 
as a minor. If an adult did the same.thing, it w.ould not be an offense. For example, a minor staying out 
after curfew, running away, being truant from school. 

TEMPORARY PLACEMENT 
Voluntary or involuntary short term removal of a child from his own home, primarily When a child's 
safety or well-being is threatened or endangered, or when a family crisis can be averted by such action. 
Temporary placement may be in a relative's home, receiving home or shelter, foster home, or institution. 
Temporary placement should be considered only if service to the child and family within the home, such as 
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use of a homemaker or day care, is determined to be insufficient to protect or provide for the child or if 
it is unavailable. If the home situation does not improve while the child is in temporary placement, long 
term placement may be warranted. However, authorities agree that too many temporary plac~ments un
necessarily become permanent placements. 

TERMINATION OF PARENTAL RIGHTS (TPR) 
A legal proceeding freeing a child from his parents' claims so that the child can be adopted by others 
without the parents' written consent. The legal bases for termination differ from state to state, but most 
statutes include abandonment as a ground for TPR. 

TESTIMONY 
A declaration or statement made to establish a fact, especially one made under oath in court. 

VOLUNTARY PLACEMENT 
Act of a parent in which custody of his child is relinquished without a formal court proceeding. Some· 
times called voluntary relinquishment. 
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At this point, I still want to be a foster parent. 

I am able and willing to be honest 

... about my motivation and 

... about my expectations ... 

and will share the~e with my spouse ... 

and with my caseworker 

AT HOME 

EXERCISE 

~ . FATHER MOTHER 

~I am willing to take on the many responsibilities of being a foster parent 

... to welcome the worker into my home and life 

... to work towards a good relationship with the worker 

... to take the time to keep records 

... to keep the worker informed about the good changes that occur 

in the child 

... to keep the worker informed and to ask for help when the 

situation gets bad 

... to understand when the worker doesn't have as much time to 

give me as I would like 

... to keep matters concerning the foster child confidential 
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PARTICIPANT'S MANUAL 

"HOW TO FOSTER A CHILD" 

oMy early experiences in foster care were no different from those of anyone else. I want· 

ed to protect children, hang onto them andavoid working with their parents, because I didn't 

knowhow." 

Donna Strong, a foster parent 

~~It is surprising how many legitimate excuses you can come up with to avoid visiting your 

children in foster homes. Sometimes a failure to visit frequently on the part of the natural 

parent is not an indication that they don't Ctlre, b(!t that they care too much." 

Phyllis McAdams, a birth parent 

U'My Mother Frances is a sweet, innocent, kind and important woman in my life. She 

cared for me when nobody else would and until this day she is still caring and loving me which 

/.think about a/ot." 

A foster child 

OBJECTIVES 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

To understand how foster parents are matched with a child. 

To know what information to ask for when the child is placed that will be helpful in fostering the 

child and what records to keep during the placement. 

To understand how a foster child feels when being placed and the importance of his parents to him. 

To understand that adjustments within the family are necessary when fostering. 

5. To understand the necessity of a support system when foster parenting. 
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3 
IN CLASS 

OBJECTIVE 1 

THREE CONSIDERATIONS USED IN MAICHING 

When an agency is trying to match a child with the foster family that can help the child and 
his family the most, they consider: 

1. The family's ability to meet the child's needs and the willingness to accept the 
child; 

2. The degree of freedom from unusual stresses within the living environment; and 

3. The accessibility ohhe home to appropriate schools and community resources. 
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3 
IN CLASS 

OBJECTIVE 2 

To know what information to ask for 
and what records to keep. 

INFORMATION TO GET AND RECORDS TO KEEP 

Foster children are grappling with four questions: 

Who am I? 

Where am I? 

Why am I here? 

What is going to happen to me? 

You can help your fostqr child deal with these questions if you have some information. The following pages 

give you a form for asking for information about each foster child that enters yourfamily. You will want 

to have the pages duplicated and ready for each child. (It is important to note that there are times when the 

case worker will know little, but then you can help him by filling in the blanks gradually as you learn daily 

from the child.) 

With information filled in about the child, you can know what health problems to expect, if he had chicken 

pox, if the placement was voluntary or court ordered, etc. 

The records you keep are important also. They give meaning to a child's life; they help the agency plan tor 

the future of the child and his family; and they are better than memory when one needs to go to court. 
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INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR FOSTER CHILD 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Name of Child ------------------ {Nicknames), ________ _ 

Birthdate -''------- Where Born __________ Social Security No. ______ _ 

Name of Mother Father _______ or Guardian ________ _ 

Are Parents: Married Single __ Divorced 

Address of Parents/Guardian ---------------- Telephone Number------

Names and Ages of Brothers & Sisters: 

MEDICAL HISTORY 

N arne of Doctor 

Address ----------------------Telephone Number-----

When was the last physical?----------------------------

Special health problems 

Blood type ----

Any medication needed 

Allergies -------------------------

In case of sickness or illness, what procedures do I follow? ------------------

If there is a medical emergency, procedures to follow: 
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How are medical and dental expenses paid? 

If the child is handicapped: -----------------------------

Is there any special equipment needed? 

What about therapy? 

D T TP( h Dipr theria· eta nus-p . ) ertUSSIS Polio 
Date Dose Vaccine Physician Date Dose Vaccine Physician 

DT (Diphtheria-Tetanus) Measles Mumps Rubella • . 
Date Dose Vaccine Physician Date Dose VacCine Physician 

Other 

Childhood Diseases Date Dose Vaccine Physician 

Disease Date Complications 
. 

SCHOOL 

Name and Address of School Child is to Attend -----------------------------------

Special education needed? Speech therapy needed? ----------------- -----------
Have the records been sent? 

Who will enroll him and when? --------------------------------------------
How is the child to get to school? ------------------------------------
BIRTH FAMILY 

Major reason why child is in foster care --------------------------

What are their visiting rights? ------------------------------

Situations that may arise during and after visits 

Where should visits be held? 
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BEHAVIOR I Can Expect from Child 

What has worked before? 

PERSONAL LIKES AND DISLIKES 

Food 

Games ____________________________________________________________________ ___ 

Others ____________________________________________________________________ ___ 

REASON FOR PLACEMENT 

Expected Length of Placement 

Pian for the Child 

Supervisory Agency -----------------------------------------------------------

Address 

Case Worker-----------------------

Supervisor 

FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS 

How much will. I be paid? -------------~----

Reimbursable Expenses? 
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Telephone Number-------

Home Telephone Number ____ _ 

Home Telephone Number ____ _ 

When? -----------

Clothing Allowance?------



RECORDS TO KEEP 

MEDICAL UPDATES 

SHOTS OR VACCINATIONS DURING PLACEMENT 

TYPE DATE 

HOSPITALIZATIONS DURING PLACEMENT 

NAME 

DOCTOR VISITS 

NAME 

DENTIST VISITS 

.NAME 

OPTOMETRIST SERVICES 

NAME 

DURATION (DATES) 

DATE 

DATE 

DATE 
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REASON 

SPECIAL INSTRUCTIONS 

SPECIAL INSTRUCTIONS 

SPECIAL INSTRUCTIONS 



ACCIDENT REPORT 

Child's Name 

Home Address 

Time of Accident: A.M. P.M. Date ----- Phone -------------

Place of Accident: -------------------------------

DESCRIPTION OF ACCIDENT 

Evidence of Injury 

Name of Person in Charge When Accident Occurred -------------------

Present at Scene of Accident: Yes __ _ No 

Who Was Notified? 

AtWhatTime? --~------------------------------

By Whom Notified? -------------------------------

Response Received 

ACTION TAKEN 

First Aid Treatment: By: --------------------------~--

Sent to Physician: By:-------------------------------

Sent to Hospital:------------- By:-----------------

Witnesses: Name------------- Address---------------
(If any) 

Name------------- Address----------------

Signature: 
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RELEASE TO PARENTS 

DAY LEFT TIME DAY RETURNED TIME 
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PAYMENTS 

FROM OR TO AMOUNT WHEN PAID 

69 



3 
IN CLASS 

OBJECTIVE 4 

CHANGES 

Every family must make some changes when a new member is added; this is also true in 

foster care. 

You will want to think ahead about the changes you and your spouse and children will be 

making and list them below. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 
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IN CLASS 

OBJECTIVE 5 

MY SUPPORT SYSTEM 

l<lentify at least three people who are somehow important to you. These could be relatives, friends, neigh

. bors, employers, teachers, and loved ones. Write their- nariies or initials in the boxes provided on the left, 

using one name per box. 

In each box describe briefly how each person could/does provide support; what do you need from each? 

In class discuss ways you can get the additional support you will need as a foster parent and fill in the boxes 

on the right. 

PRESENT F.UTURE 

ME 
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Lesson 3 

REACTION SHEET 

What portion of the activities was most worthwhile to you? Why? 

IN CLASS 

"HOW TO FOSTER A CHILD" 

Least worthwhile? Why?---------------------------

How can we as trainers better meet your needs? -------------------

Comments or suggestions: ---------------------------

PLEASE TEAR OUT THIS PAGE AND LEAVE IT WITH ONE OF THE LEADERS 
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INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 2 

To know what records to keep 
during placement. 

THE "LIFE STORY BOOK": A RECORD YOU CREATE WITH YOUR FOSTER CHILD 

1. 

2. 
3. 

4. 
5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

The life story book helps the child put pieces together in one place-visually-that shows them who 

they are. 

This information helps them to achieve an identity-a real sense of who they are. 

It is a good place for the child to begin to understand what has happened to him and why and to 

resolve any previously unasked problems. 

Most children will resist working on it because it can be painful to remember the past 

You can introduce the subject of doing the life book by showing your child other life books, or baby 

books-"Why don't we start a book?" 

Child will start to remember things as he is working with the book. 

The book can be made from easily available materials, such as scrapbooks, folders tied together with 

yarn, crayons, construction paper, glue, and felt-tip pens. 

The book begins and ends with "I was born on ... in ... " and continues with events listed in order 

of occurrence. Pictures of birth parents, ex-foster parents and current foster parents, siblings and 

foster siblings, and of the child all contribute to a child's eventual sense of self. If pictures of persons 

are not available, photographs of the hospital the child was born in, schools attended, and houses 

lived in can be substituted, but ~ne should at least contact ex-foster parents for pictures. Often a 

treasured photo will be found buried In an old family album. Report cards, examples of schoolwork, 

pictures of the child's former social workers, birth and baptismal certificates, maps, and magazine 

pictures can be used. 

9. You can start with the present good stuff-then work backward to the old stuff which may be painful. 

10. Each reviewed step in the child's life provides an opportunity to correct an erroneous view of past 

separations from loved ones and to put the past into proper perspective. 

11. All the information needed can be found in the case record. No matter how painful, information is 

to be presented simply and factually without value judgments. 

12. There must be a trusting relationship between the child and whoever is sharing the data with the child. 

The "life story book" can be used with children from preschool through adolescence. It provides each 

child with a permanent visual record of his life in care and of those who shared it with him. It can be used 

equally well with those children who are returning to birth parents, those who are joining adoptive parents, 

and those who are leaving foster care due to age. 

Claudia Jewett 

Under Pin Hill Road 

Harvard, Mass. 01451 
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3 
INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 3 

To understand how a foster child feels 
when being placed. 

GRIEF IN FOSTER CHILDREN 

Foster children separated from their parents and familiar surroundings and placed with a strange family 

frequently experience a reaction that some authors refer to as grieving or mourning and others describe as 

a separation reaction. While the child's age, circumstances surrounding the placement and other factors 

affect how he/she reacts to separation, it is possible to offer a few generalizations. 

First, it must be re.cognized that separation from familiar people and places is .difficult for most people, 

adults and children. People find security in that which is familiar. Even in cases of severe child abuse, most 

children would rather remain with their abusing parents than move to a physically safe but new and dif· 

ferent environment. In such cases, losing the emotional or psychological security that comes from being in 

a familiar and predictable situation is more fearsome than occasional physical pain. 

When the children are separated from parents, their reactions often resemble those of persons who have 

lost a loved one through death. Sometimes the reaction occurs in stages such as shock, denial, anger and 

protest, -despair and depression and, finally, resolution or adjustment. These reactions, long observed in 

foster children, are similar to those described in recent books on dying (Kubler-Ross, 1969). 

SHOCK is a typical first reaction to separation and placement. The child shows little emotion and appears 

docile. Shock may explain the honeymoon phase frequently observed early in the placement. A period of 

DENIAL also is typical. The child may talk as if his return home is imminent and as if the placement has 

not really happened or is a mistake soon to be corrected. When the reality of the situation is finall~ ac

knowledged by the youngster, he may react with ANGER toward the foster parents, natural parents, social 

worker and anyone else associated with the painful situation. As the child tries to fight his way out of the 

placement, temper outbursts, crying and running away may occur. When the child realizes that he cannot 

return home and that anger and protest do not change the situation, he may enter a phase of depression or 

DESPAIR accompanied by a loss of interest in friends, hobbies, play and school. Some children experience 

disturbances in patterns of sleeping and eating. Regression back to an earlier stage of development also may 

be apparent. 

In time, most children begin to .PUT THE SEPARATION INTO PERSPECTIVE and understand why the 

placement was necessary. The placement-while not a happy situation-is at least something that can be 

Jived with, and he picks up on previous interests and reaches out to others, resuming his former pattern of 

behavior. 

Even though some of these common reactions have been described as if they progressed through definite 

phases, the reader should be aware that they are not predictable. The stages may overlap and/or deviate 

from the order presented. Some stages may not be evident at all. Also, some children move through the 

74 



reactions within a matter of days, while others may struggle with these conflicting feelings for several weeks 

or even months. Ordinarily, however, one would expeCt to see the initial turmoil of placement decrease 

gradually and reach resolution and acceptance within two to three months. If the adjustment reactions 

continue longer, it may signal the existence of psychological problems calling for psychological or psychi

atric consultation. The continuation of adjustment problems also may indicate that the match between 

foster child and foster family is contributing to the difficulty. 

In the vast majority of cases, visits by the child's parents help the adjustment. If a parent has been hospi

talized, for example, a visit to the parent helps the child understand the reasons behind the separation and 

placement. Even disruptive visits by drunk or mentally ill parents help the child to more accurately see 

reality and understand that his or her parent is not able to provide a home at this particular time. If the 

child is not given an opportunity to confront and struggle with the reality related to placement in foster 

care, fantasy may delay or distort the adjustment process. 

Adapted from "What Is the Mourning Reaction in Foster Children?" FOSTER FAMILY CARE, by Charles 

Horejsi. 
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3 
INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 3 

To understand how a foster child feels 
when being placed. 

Excerpts from: AS FOSTER CHILDREN SEE IT: FORMER FOSTER CHILDREN 

TALK ABOUT FOSTER FAMILY CARE 

Entering Foster Care 

Throughout the meetings, a recurring theme was the lack of information given to the children concerning 

the reasons-for their placem~nt. The young people felt that all concerned adults (biological parents, foster 

parents and social workers) were reluctant to "level" with them about this very important change in their 

lives. One young woman recalled coming home from school with her younger sisters to find several police 

car~. In front of their home. The children were bundled into the back of one of the cars and whisked off to 

foster homes. She described her experience: 

"The pollee never did explain anything. 'Oh, we're just taking you to a home,' they said. For little kids 

it is really something to get thrown in the back seat of a police car and just be taken off to somebody's 

home without explanation. 

PEOPLE JUST TAKE IT FOR GRANTED-IF YOU'RE IN A FOSTER HOME, THERE'S GOT TO BE 

SOMETHING THE MATTER WITH YOU • 

. . . I was eight years old, the-oldest of three. Trying to explain to two younger girls what was going on 

when you don't know is something else .... They said we'd only be there over a weekend and then they'd 

send us home. The weekend tur:ned into a long time.'-' 

A child's most important contacts as he or she enters foster care are those with the foster parent and the 

social worker, who are primarily responsible for shaping the child's first impressions and determining his or 

her attitudes toward foster care. However, the panelists placed the greatest responsibility for determining 

the success or failure of the placement on the foster parents. It was interesting to note that to these former 

foster children, the foster mother was always seen as the dominant parent. The foster father was a shadowy 

figure, seemingly unconcerned and unconsulted about his wife's decisions. 

The young people had all formed Ideas about the "ideal" foster parent: one who sincerely cared for chil· 

dren and demonstrated this caring, who accepted the foster child as a regular member of the family, and 

was trusting, honest, firm but fair and had a sense of humor. It is hardly surprising that such "perfect" 

foster parents were never encountered by any of the panelists. 

Although a love for children and an ability to demonstrate this love were felt to be the most important pre

requisites for foster parents, the motives which actually prompt persons to become foster parents were very 

much suspected. In retrospect, the panelists felt the foster parents with whom they had been placed too 

often took in children for the money they were paid, for the work the children could perform-or for the 

status foster parenthood bestowed. "Mrs. C. let it be known that she had 13 poor souls living with her," 
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one group member explained. "As a result. I think her standing in the community and with her friends was 

a lot higher." 

Memories of Foster Care 

Many distasteful memories originated from treatment they considered to be unfair. One of the panelists 

felt that he had been removed from one foster home because he had excelled athletically over one of the 

biological children, and another claimed that a foster parent had used the clothing allowance for her bio

logical children while the foster children received used or inferior clothing. They felt that many foster 

parents set "double standards" for foster children and biological children regarding rules, discipline and 

chores. 

Some homes were remenlbered as unnecessarily "stingy" for setting unrealistic limitations on use of the 

telephone (no calls over three minutes long and no incoming calls at all) or food (never any second helpings, 

peanut butter sandwiches every day). 

All of the young people on the panel had experienced the trauma of being moved suddenly, without warn

ing or proper explanation. One remarked, "If you came home from school and found your things on the 

doorstep, you figured you were going to another foster home." If no explanation for the move was given, 

the child often wondered what he had done to trigger this action. The feelings of guilt for unknown trans

gressions were hard to deal with. 

The fact that the children were never informed about what was going to happen to them, or why, was one 

aspect of a larger problem: lack of planning and preparation. Most of the placements were made on a crisis 

basis; no attempt was made to match children and parents and there were no preplacement visits. Place

ments or replacements might be made at a moment's notice, even in the middle of the night. 

Although the advantages of preplacement visits were recognized as valuable and desirable, only seldom had 

this practice been a reality for the panelists-and those instances had been late in their foster care experi

ences. Although all of the young people said that they were given choices in foster care, many indicated 

that their only real choice was to accept a plan or to veto it. One young man remarked that his choice had 

been between the foster home picked for him or "St. A's"-the state youth training school. 

The former foster children recalled the first few days in a new home as particularly difficult. "If they will 

leave you alone and let you adjust for a while-1 think that is important," one panelist pointed out. They 

did not like to enter homes which suspended normal routine when they arrived, and preferred a "business 

I CAN REMEMBER STEALING THINGS BEFORE WE WERE PUT INTO CARE AND A LOT OF TIMES 

IT WAS STUFF THAT WE HAD TO HAVE. IT SEEMS LIKE WHENEVER WE WERE QUESTIONED, 

THEY KIND OF UNDERSTOOD THAT IT WASN'T CANDY AND GUM-IT WAS HAMBURGER AND 

BREAD. 

as usual" approach from the family, which enabled them to find their own niche as quickly as possible. 

Another problem which they found painful was deciding what to call the new set of foster parents. For 

some, the words 11Mom" and "Dad" never felt right-and they resented being required to use names with 

which they did not feel comfortable. 
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The panelists shared the view that the term "foster child" has negative connotations within our society 

and they preferred not to be so labeled, believing It created artificial difficulties for them within the school 

and the community. "A foster child is believed to be responsible in some way for his being in a foster 

home," one young person said. "He must be 'bad' or he wouldn't be where he is." The boys felt that they 

were looked upon as "hoods" or "delinquents," the girls as "tramps" and "trashy.'' Some believed they 

were regarded as crazy, bad, weird or different because they were foster children. 

The panelists recalled a variety of ruses they had employed to explain their status to acquaintances. One 

recalled that he told elaborate Stories to friends to account for his parents' absence. "I said Dad was over· 

seas and my mother was dead. Nobody wanted me at home, so why not kill them?" 

The panelists did have some positive memories of their foster care experiences. Some remembered as parti· 

cularly pleasant those homes which had adopted children or had no children at all, for they felt that the 

need to compete for the affections and attention of the foster parents was eliminated in such a setting. 

Others recalled happy experiences in homes where several other foster children were living, usually with 

biological children also present. Such large households presented both problems and advantages. The fun of 

association with other children, division of household chores, and increased freedom for the individual be· 

cause the parents' attention had to be divided were all cited as advantages. At the same time, it was recog· 

nized that certain disadvantages, particularly a lack of privacy, accompany this type of placement. The 

risks of mixing unrelated teenage boys and girls in the sam~ household led to dilemmas which they all had 

confronted at some time during their adolescence. "The only thing ... separating my bedroom from his 

was a curtain," a young woman recalled. "Here we were,_sophomores in high school ... and I had to ask 

him 'Are you decent?' so I could walk through his part of the bedroom to get to the stairs." Some of the 

women related that they had had to repel sexual advances by boys living in the same home; boys told of 

curbing normal emotional attachments tO attractive foster sisters. 

The children who already are living in a foster home were felt to be an important factor in the success or 

failure of a new placement. Incidents were related which illustrate that when a new foster child is placed in 

a large household, he can encounter antagonism from other children so severe that the placement fails in 

spite of the efforts of conscientious foster parents. "Usually if the other foster kids don't like a new person, 

he won't make it," one panelist said. 

ANYBODY THAT WOULD COME IN NEW, WE KIND OF SIZED THEM UP AND IF WE DIDN'T LIKE 

THEM, HEAVEN HELP THEM . ... THAT WAS ONE WAY OF GETTING AT THE FOSTER PARENTS . 

. . . THIS KID JUST WOULDN'T FIT IN. WE WERE THE ONES WHO WERE GOING TO MAKE IT AND 

NO ONE ELSE. THE FOSTER PARENTS COULD NOT FIGURE OUT WHAT THEY'D DONE WRONG. 

Fear, the panelists felt, was the strongest emotion they had experienced in foster care-fear of what was 

going to happen, fear of the unknown. They also experienced resentment toward foster parents who deni

grated their biological parents-"They told me my parents were creeps," one young person recalled-and 

who they felt had "used" them for what the foster parents could get from the situation-money, extra help 

in the home, etc. Much of their anger was also directed toward their biological parents. Those with younger 

brothers or sisters felt responsible for them and most, in fact, were more attached to siblings than to par

ents. They also suffered from feelings of guilt, both for having to go into foster care and for being a burden 

to foster parents. 
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In view of the bitterness expressed by panel members, they were asked to speculate on what would have 

happened to them if they had not gone into foster care. The answers were unequivocal: 

"I would have been killed or killed someone else." 

"We would probably have starved to death." 

"I'd have gotten pregnant and married to get away." 

"I'd be in prison-we stole everything to get food." 

"I'd be dead. I tried to kill myself with a butter knife. It was all I had. I was 11 at the time." 

Foster Children's Suggestions 

Panel members agreed that foster care is needed and that it has the potential for being a good system-but 

that many changes and reforms are necessary. Although their suggestions for improvement may be obvious, 

no one with experience in the field would deny their validity. 

The young people were well aware that foster homes, especially good ones, were in short supply, and they 

suggested more vigorous recruitment of foster parents-even advertising for them._ They also felt that there 

should be more effective methods of checking on existing foster homes, especially those about which com

plaints had been made. 

The key to upgrading foster care, they felt, was emphasis on training-for social workers, for foster parents 

prior to the first placement, and continuing training for foster parents who already have children in their 

homes. They felt that if those involved are able to make the first placement of a foster child more success

ful, the child will perhaps be less likely to build up the shell of distrust and resentment which can become 

almost impossible to penetrate. 

They would like to see social workers make themselves more readily available to the foster child, and sug

gested joint meetings with the child, foster parents and social worker. The young people also thought that 

social workers should check on the foster homes regularly-and without warning. "Surprise them.'' one 

suggested. "If the worker calls to say 'I'm coming out.' they have time to clean up any mess." 

As both foster parents and professional workers alike discovered, there is much to be learned from the ex

periences of foster children, as they remember them. While not always objective, their views can neverthe

less point to several areas where improvement within the system is necessary. 

Elinor Jacobson and Joanne Cockerum in Children Today, Nov.-Dec., 1976. 
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3 
INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 3 

To understand how a foster child feels 
when being placed. 

The love of a child is beyond calcula'tion. The case for foster care was stated best by a child 
of eleven. She and her sister were placed when their mother was made an invalid by a brain 
tumor. What's the worth of a poem like this that she wrote for her foster mother? 

MY MOTHER FRANCES 

My Mother Frances is a sweet, innocent, kind and important woman in my life. 
She cared for me when nobody else would and until this day she is still caring and 
loving me which I think about a lot of times. She really wants to get to know my 
mother and I'm sure my mother would like to be a good friend of hers. She likes 
to work problems out by talking and understanding which is the best way. ·Most 
of the time she is doing something for us or trying to make us happy. I try to be 
good so she can trust me but sometimes I slip and she seems to always forgive me. 

My Mother Frances who laughs and giggles a lot. It makes me happy to see her 
pretty smile. She tries to keep that pretty smile but sometimes we make her 
angry. She is not the kind of lady who likes to fuss all the time. She is a lady of 
LOVE. So all of the rest of you should be ladies of love and I'm sure you'll make 

a beautiful Mother. 

from Paul Fine, M.D. 
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INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 3 

To understand how a foster child feels when being 
placed and the importance of his parents to him. 

THE BIRTH PARENT 
by Carol Ertl 

Imagine what it would be like to be without your children-to have a home that doesn't need so much 

picking-up, to hear peace and quiet, to·sleep later in the morning because school lunches don't need to be 

made. Some of you probably are enjoying that peaceful scene, but imagine that your children have been 

placed in foster care. The home may be quiet, but how do you feel inside? You may know that foster care 

is best for everyone in your family, but you feel guilty just the same-guilty that you are deserting them 

-guilty because you are in some way an inadequate parent. 

Your feeling of inadequacy and failure increases when you visit with your children in the foster parents' 

home. (Imagine being a visitor in your own child's home.) You are aware that this home's standards are 

different than yours (and "everyone" says they are better). You try not to listen to your children exclaim 

about all the things they have to play with, or about the good food they eat. You find it hard to hear the 

foster parent tell you that your children are doing so well and are so happy and are eating well. (It subtly 

implies that your care was not good enough.) It is hard to talk to your children when you only see them 

infrequently and are not kept informed of their activities. Visiting can hurt because it reminds you of your 

failure as a parent and as it reminds you of all you have lost. It is surprising how many "legitimate" excuses 

you can find to avoid visiting your children in foster homes. 

When you are allowed to take your children away from the foster home for a short visit, you are glad the 

foster parent has enough sensitivity to avoid giving you orders and instructions in front of your children. 

Your fragile ego is also helped when you are consulted on some of the decisions regarding your children, 

such as the color of a soon-to-be-purchased coat, or the style of haircut. 

As a parent with children in foster care, you live in fear that the children will stop loving you and will only 

love the foster parents. Because of that fear you promise your children all sorts of things you know you 

can't deliver ... but you wish you could. 

Imagine how it feels to be a parent without your children. Let the feelings of fear ... guilt ... hurt pride 

... and sorrow gather inside of you. 

Now imagine how you would feel as you get the help and support you need through the social services 

agency ... you have begun to rebuild your life ... and now your children will soon be home. Don't you 

still feel fear-fear that you won't be up to the task, that you will fail again, and the children will again be 

taken away. No one knows for sure if it will work out okay. But your children are worth the struggle with 

fear. 
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3 
INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 3 

To understand the importance of a 
foster child's birth parents. 

WAYS TO BUILD A RELATIONSHIP WITH THE FOSTER CHILD'S PARENTS 
AND INVOLVE THEM IN THE CARE OF THEIR CHILD 

Below are examples of what the foster parents can do to help create and maintain a working relationship 

with their foster child's parents, depending upon distances and circumstances. It is best that you do these 

things with. the knowledge and consent of the foster child's case worker. 

1. Give praise and recognitiOn to the parents for any behaviors relating to positive parenting. Reinforce 

all such behaviors regardless of how small or insignificant they may seem. 

2. Work with the parents to construct a scrapbook or photo album containing 'mementoes for child. 

3. Help the parents construct a family tree or life book so the child can understand his/her roots. 

4. Invite the parents to dinner, picnic or other outing. 

5. Help the parents locate and use needed resources for housing, clothing, transportation, training, etc. 

6. Invite the parents to accompany·you to parent education class, adult education classes or other 

community activities. 

Below are some activities that may help to keep the birth parents involved in the care of their child. These 

activities would increase as the child neared the projected date of return. Again, first consult with your 

child's case worker before initiating any of these activities. 

1. Involve the parents in school conferences, school functions and PTA meetings. 

2. Involve the parents in decisions about child's clothing and include them in shopping trips. 

3. Involve the parents in plans aimed at helping child with health, behavior or school problems. 

4. Involve the parents in holidays special to the child, e.g., birthday parties, graduations, Christmas 

celebrations, Thanksgiving dinner, etc. 

5. Involve the parents in child's visits to the doctor and dentist. 

6. Write or telephone the parents on a regular basis with progress report on how child is doing. 

7. Take photographs of child with parents and give prints to parents and to foster child. 
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INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE4 

To understand that adjustments within the family 
are necessary when fostering. 

MAKING ROOM FOR A CHILD 
by Mary Theresa Cook 

I'm thoughtful today-thinking about making room for a foster child. Having his own bed isn't enough. 

Everything doesn't just fall into place after he arrives. You have to share, make room, create space in your 

mind, in your heart. Your family does too. 

So, I am thinking. 

Each time we consider taking a new foster child, if we are not sure of our own children's reactions, John 

(my husband) and I talk with them before we make our decision. We talk as a family group or with the 

individual children, whichever seems best. 

It is an important way to determine if our children can make room for another child, allow him all he 

needs of our attention as parents and their attention and sharing. 

Another aspect of the "room" or space we will need to create concerns clothing, medicine, school books, 

visits to the doctor, tutoring contacts, etc. John and I decided between us if we have the energy, time and 

money to take care of extra needs. 

Then there are even more special needs. The worker approached us about this child because of his need to 

experience the particular kinds of relationships our family members have with one another. 

In our talking together, John and I wondered if we could extend our love, concern, and time to another 

child without spreading it too thin, cheating our own children, each other, and the foster child. Could we 

give-not just the least the child needs-but enough for him to do well? We decided we could. 

We decided that the first day he arrives we will tell him (and show him) what he has a right to expect from 

us: to be loved; to be provided with his needs (food, clothes, bed, medicine, books, etc.); and to be guided 

and supervised. John and I will tell him we promise to do these things for him, and he can expect them 

from us. 

In turn, we expect some things from him, too. We expect him to take care of his heart, to love· himself, his 

own family and our family in his own way and his own time. He is expected to take care of his body (by 

eating well, taking baths, brushing his teeth, taking prescribed medicine and avoiding anything that could 

be harmful). We expect him to take care of his clothes (with my help) and of his mind by doing his best 

in school. 
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We also expect him to take care of others in the family by being considerate of their feelings. In our family 

that means-to come when called for meals, with clean hands and face, hair combed, and to be home 30 

minutes after school is Out. Other arrangements can be made after school, playing wit~ friends or partici

pating in special activities, but the plan must be made with us first. He must ask permission before he uses 

someone else's things. And he is told that fighting is the worst way to settle anything; to try talking it out 

first. 

We reward.good behavior in our own children with recognition and with encouragement as they continue to 

achieve. 

Occasional, not habitual, minor slips we ignore. Bad behavior we try_ to prevent by discussing the reason for 

it and working to change that reason and also, by making clear what results will follow-usually loss of 

privileges. When bad behavior does occur, we find out what happened, and, if the behavior was truly un· 

acceptable, we take corrective action to the degree that seems appropriate. 

We make clear to the child what our promises, expectations and practices are-briefly, with words, at first. 

He will later learn by what he sees happening, with more brief explanation given as he needs it. Our own 

children know what we have promised them and what is expected of them. They will remind a new child 

of what John and I have told him about the agreements that family members keep to be happy as we live, 

work and play together. 

We not only have to make room for the child, but also for his parents. Our care giving has to include work

ing and, in a way, living with them. We feel the parents' presence in the way the youngster lives his life- . 

through their current and past effects on his ideas of himself and his world. The parents may also be present 

physically in our home, visiting with their child. His visits to their home will always bring their influence 

back into our own family. 

We have thought of some ways to deal with feelings about his parents-our feelings, those of our children, 

and the foster child's feelings. We must deal with the parent's feelings about their child, themselves, about 

us and our family. Making room for the child's parents is probably the hardest task in getting ready. Per· 

haps it is most difficult because of the feeling of anger that lurks in my heart and clouds my thoughts. 

"They should have done better things for this child," I sometimes think. But, I remind myself that I am not 

their judge, remembering the times others did not understand what they thought they saw me doing. 

I know that what I feel toward the parents will surely be seen in my actions. The child will see and be hurt 

again because he loves those parents no matter what they have or have not done to and for him. If I judged 

them, I would add another hurt to the foster child's mistaken feelings of guilt and his incorrect feeling of 

responsibility for breaking up his family, for causing himself to be separated from them. 

Temporary Or permanent loss, separation from loved ones-that common factor of our human experience

is the painful- lot of every foster child. So that we can understand and help, we try to remember similar 

times in our own lives, first days at school, summer camp away from home, broken friendships, or a death 

in the family. 
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Remember? At first we insisted it wasn't so. It couldn't happen to us. Then we felt angry. By the force of 

our anger we hoped to change the situation back to what it was, to put ourselves back in time, to be with 

the person we loved. 

Finally we knew it was true and, to digest the terrible truth, we withdrew into ourselves. We ignored the 

world until we could find the strength to deal with it in the absence of the person we had lost. 

John and I look at the one small child, the adolescent boy or girl exploding inwardly with conflicting feel

ings of guilt, worthlessness, anger, shame and helplessness. 

It will be no surprise to us when he arrives if he is shy, rejecting, and unresponsive to our affectionate 

warmth. If he bounces in, bubbling, happy, and fits himself into our family without one stumble, we will 

know he's hidden his feelings from himself, feelings he'll have to deal with soon, before he can get on with 

his business of living. 

So, we talk together, my husoand and I, about accepting him and his family, trying to understand both, to 

include them in the life we have built for ourselves and our children. We think gratefully about our own 

happiness and are glad to share. 

By now, it's time for another family conference. Earlier we decided whether we wanted, and could make 

room for-a foster child. Now, we include the children in specific preparations for the child's coming. Who 

wants to make his bed, to clear a drawer and closet spaces for him, get hangers, set another place at the 

table and create a welcome card to put at that place? What do the children recommend as a good place for 

the new child's privacy and thinking and who wants to tell him about it? 

Everyone wants to conduct the grand tour of the house, pointing out items of major importance like the 

cookie jar and the refrigerator's snack shelf. John announces the chore assignment for the new child and I 

give one of our children the job of showing him where tools are and helping with the job the first time. We 

ask all the children to offer to include him in fun activities. 

But much of our conference entails talking together about ideas and feelings we have. Differences in people, 

how each of us is different, is one thing we talk about. From their own experiences the children can tell of 

the importance of being accepted as one really is, of the hurt that comes from comparisons with other 

children. What each child wants to do and actually does is what counts. Like each of us, this foster child 

is special too. He will be welcomed with warm voices, warm words, and smiles. I'll scale down my welcome 

hug to merely taking his hand, so that he can give and accept physical affection when and as he wants. Our 

children understand without much explanation. Their spontaneous welcome often is the most comforting 

part of an uncomfortable time for a new foster child. We announce what his time with John and me will be, 

a special time to provide opportunities for closeness and special talks as he needs them. 

One more subject we need to think about together is that the foster child will leave us someday. From 

memories of other times when foster children left, we know it will not be easy. Our sadness in seeing them 

go was balanced by happiness in seeing them rejoin their families. We had the chance to know them and to 

love them. They knew and loved us. That stays with us. 
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Now, before he comes, we must deal with the thought that he will leave. We will want to help him leave 

with new strength, with less pain in separation than he felt when he came to us. 

Each of us thinks of new situations we face, the new grade in school or the move to a different place. We 

leave our old friends but because we knew them, loved them and shared their lives, we have learned that 

it is good to be loved and to give love and it will always be. 

In the same way, we hope sharing our lives and love today will make it easier for him to go baCk home to 

new situations, strengthened by sharing with us and able to share with others. 

We have been working hard. Now we have made room for our foster child. It does not guarantee success, 

but it should help. 

We are ready. 

Reprinted from TEXAS CHILD CARE OUARTERL Y with permission of the Texas Department of Human 

Resources and Editor Sharon T. McDonald. 
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3 
INFORMATION ON 

OBJECTIVE 5 

To understand the necessity of a 
support system when foster parenting. 

EXCERPTS FROM "A HOUSE FULL OF CHILDREN/A HOUSE FULL OF LOVE" 
by Pamela Bu}'arski-Greene 

A. foster child herself, Donna Strong has grown up to help care for many foster 

children-some of them deeply troubled kids who have never had a normal home 

life . 

. . . She wanted to know why she herself couldn't help foster children because "I have something very 

special to offer them." So Donna talked to Phil (her husband), who agreed. "He didn't know what he was 

getting into!" she laughs today. "Just like a typical foster parent." 

Yet Donna had seen only one side of the foster parenting business, the child's side. She, too, was in for a 

surprise. A woman with great love for children but only ordinary parenting skills, she found she was at a 

loss dealing with her first foster child, a 12-year-old who was destructive, angry all the time and a bed 

wetter. "What do you dor• she asked. She also wondered, "How do you work with the natural parents? 

They may have abused the child, and now you've got the result. You're angry at them, but they're still the 

child's parents. My early experiences in foster care were no ·different from those of anyone else. I wanted 

to protect children, hang onto them and avoid working with their parents, because I didn't know how," 

"We ask the near impossible of foster parents," explains Charles Solomon, director of foster homes for 

the Jewish Child Care Association of New York. "Something.on the order of, 'We'd like you to take this 

child and love him like he's yours-which foster parents can do, because they are very special people. Only 

remember, he is not yours, and the day may come when he will leave you-which some foster parents can· 

not face.' " 

Fortunately, the Strong's experience with Karen, an Indian child who came to live with Donna and Phil 

when she was an infant, forced them to adjust their perspectives and help them to better understand what 

foster care really should provide. 

When Karen started to walk, Donna observed that something was wrong with the child, but the pediatrician 

brushed aside her worries, and soon the baby left Donna's care to live with an aunt. However, two years 

later the Lutheran Social Services of Michigan, the agency which contracts with the state to care for child· 

ren by passing them on to families like the Strongs, informed Donna that Karen was back in the system-a 

recognized victim of cerebral palsy. She could not-or would not-walk. 

Donna brought her back home and immediately began to help her. Donna remembet:s Karen struggling 

from tree to tree on her crutches, with Denise, Donna's own little girl, toddling beside her, encouraging her 

along. By the time Karen was five, she had improved so dramatically the agency was able to arrange for her 

permanent adoption. 
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111 tried to make her separation as gradual as possible," Donna recalls, nbut the adoptive mother was not 

cooperative. One day, after Karen spent a carefully arranged weekend with her new family, her adoptive 

mother called to say, 'Oh, haven't you heard? We're not bringing Karen back.'" 

Donna and Phil were distraught, but they learned from what had happened. An inexperienced social worker 

had maneuvered Karen's abrupt departure. Donna decided from that moment on that she and the agency 

would work on a new basis-one of m_utual respect,_And she did some careful thinking about what a foster 

mother should be. Not like Mrs. Oleander, or indeed like any of Donna's remote, untrained caretakers, but 

not like the foster mother Donna herself had become, pouring every ounce of love into each child, then 

collapsing when the child left. 

There have been many children, many partings since Karen's, nand they always hurt," Donna says. But she 

knows her own children, Denise and Mark, and now Terry, whom she and Phil adopted as a teenager, will 

always be with her. As for the rest, Donna understands that the best gift she can give them is to patch them 

up, and then gently send them away. 

Donna's job is as emotionally draining, demanding and complex as. a professional job, but she is now up to 

it. She has years of experience and study behind her (she holds a certificate in foster parenting from Eastern 

Michigan University, where she also teaches the craft), and she has forged a close relationship with the so

cial workers at Lutheran Social Services of Michigan, Barbara Lynch and Richard Fracker. "I live off their 

education and they live off my experience," says Donna. "We're a team." 

Every child who comes to live with the Strongs has the benefit of a pre-placement visit, usually a weekend 

stay. "I don't think it's fair or wise to drop a kid off on my doorstep and say, 'Here's home.'" That's the 

kind of treatment Donna experienced, and the kind she will not tolerate. 

Donna tries to stay in the background during the first weeks after a child arrives. Sometimes children have 

had all they can take of overbearing adults; sometimes they are grief-stricken at the loss of their natural 

families. She also tries never to divide a child's loyalty to a parent, no matter how unsuitable or inept that 

person has been. HI tell every child, 'I'm not your mother, but I can be your special friend. I love you my 

way and your mother loves you her way and you can love all of _!-IS your way.'" 

11 Donna has a rare skill there," observes Barbara Lynch. "The co~petent way she deals with the natural 

family is one reason why she and Phil are so good at this work." 

For instance, 12-year-old Joey will soon be going home. Every week Donna drives him and his mother, who 

lives nearby, to family counseling sessions. When she can, she helps Joey see his siblings. He spends some 

weekends and holidays at home. The family, Donna feels, is almost ready to begin again. When that hap

pens, Donna will prepare to say good-bye, clean out Joey's room and go on to help others. 

Donna believes the toughest times with her children come late at night when they feel they belong to no 

one and don't deserve to. One black evening, when Christopher sobbed that in all his life no one had ever 

touched or loved him, Donna remembered her own yearnings at Mrs. Oleander's. It took until 4 A.M. for 

the boy to express all his inner turmoil. Donna was there listening, holding and telling him she loved him. 
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"I always tell them the truth. I love my children differently-my biological children, my foster children and 

my adoptive daughter. I love them all for the individuals they are. Yet I want them to know that love is not 

all there is. It can heal them as it healed me, but there's more-being a good person, taking responsibility for 

yourself. 

"The good feeling I get watching a child struggle with that idea and finally understanding it is as wonderful 

as watching him smile when the lights go on on the Christmas tree." 

This year as Donna prepares for the holidays, she knows she already has what she wants, what she's always 

wanted for Christmas and the rest of the year-her house is full of happy children; her house is full of love. 
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3 
INFORMATION ON 

"HOW TO FOSTER A CHILD" 

SOME DO'S AND DON'TS FOR FOSTER PARENTS 

1. Ask the social wor~er for background information on the child being considered for placement in 

your home. If, on the basis of this information, you doubt seriously that the placement will work 

out, don't accept the placement. A placement that blows up or breaks down is traumatic for all con· 

cerned, especially the foster child. Replacements (i.e., the movement of the child from one foster 

home to another) are painful and damaging to the foster child. 

2. Ask the social worker to arrange a preplacement visit. Try to have more than one such visit with the 

child being considered for placement. When the child is in your home, only the immediate family 

members should be present. Do not dilute this visit by allowing neighbors or friends to be present. 

3. Offer food to a visiting child and to the just-placed foster child. Show th_e child his private living 

quarters right away. Children want to know exactly where their room is and where they will sleep. 

they want to know the whereabouts of their private space in the home. 

4. Allow the foster child to select the name you will be called (e.g., mom, Mrs. Brown, Betty, John, 

etc.). If the foster child cannot decide on a name, offer some suggestions. Don't insist that the child 

call you whatever he calls his biological parents. 

5. Obtain information from the social worker as to why the child is in foster care. Many foster children 

are confused about why they are being placed in a foster home. From the very beginning, try to help 

the child deal with his questions and insecurities. 

6. If the child is old enough to use and understand language, speak in a way that can be understood. 

Don't underestimate the ability of small or mentally handicapped children to understand and express 

their concerns and worries. 

7. Don't be afraid to let the foster child express feelings. Talk straight and don't be afraid to show your 

feelings. Don't try to hide reality from the child. Chances are he knows as much about his situation 

as you do. 

8. Don't judge or be critical of the foster child's parents. The child probably loves them regardless of 

what they may have done or failed to do in the past. It is possible to discuss why the child is in foster 

care and the negative behavior of the parents without judging or criticizing. 

9. Allow the foster child to talk freely and openly about his birth family. Permit the child to talk 

about both the "good" and the 11bad.'r If the child wants to talk about concerns and worries, encour

age him to do this. Don't push the child; wait until the child is ready. If what the child says bothers 

you, discuss this with your social worker. 
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10. Allow the child to grieve for his parents. The child separated from his parents experiences a great 

sense of loss regardless of the parents' past behavior or the circumstances that led to foster care 

placement. 

11. Allow your foster child to be upset after he visits with his birth parents. Such visits often are up· 

setting. Saying goodbye is difficult. Such realities are hard to take but necessary and important to the 

child's adjustment. The child must not be shielded from harsh realities. In the end, the child will be 

better off if he faces the painful realities. 

12. Don't conclude that it is bad for the foster child to visit with his birth family. Even if they are up

setting, there are more advantages than disadvantages to such visits. 

13. · If outrageous things happen during visits by the birth parents, report this to the social worker. Also, 

report any physical abuse. But remember that visits-even emotionally upsetting visits-facilitate the 

child's adjustment by helping him come to grips with reality. 

14. Most foster children feel that they somehow caused the breakup of their family. They may feel as if 

foster care is a punishment for some real or imagined bad deed. Recognize that such feelings are com

mon to foster children and gently help them to verbalize these feelings and to understand the real 

reasons for their placement. 

15. Never attempt to discipline or punish a foster child by threatening his expulsion from the foster home. 

Given the worries and fears common to foster children, such a tactic can be traumatic and counter

productive. It is likely to create more problems. 

16. Don't attempt to discipline or control the foster child by threatening to tell the social worker. That 

tactic also creates more problems than it Solves. 

17. Do suggest that the foster child talk to the social worker about problems and concerns, especially 

those with which you have been unable to help. 

18. Don't insist that the foster child tell you what he discussed with the social worker, counselor, or 

other professional (e.g., doctor). Everyone needs to have confidential relationships. Don't be threa· 

tened by the fact that your foster child may want to exercise this right to privacy. 

19. Don't punish the foster child the first time he does something wrong in your home. Every family has 

its own rules and ways of doing things. It takes a while for the foster child to learn what is expected 

in your home. When the child does something wrong, tell him exactly what he did wrong and explain 

why the right way is important in your family. Try to prevent discipline problems by praising and 

rewarding all good behavior. Compliment the child whenever he does well, including ordinary and ex· 

pected tasks. When punishment is necessary, accompany it with a clear explanation of what the child 

did wrong. Avoid physical punishment. Instead, withhold a privilege for a specific period. When un· 

usual disciplinary problems arise, consult your social worker. 
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20. Allow the child to have privacy and his personal property. Do not open the child's mail or search his 

room. 

21. Do not discuss the foster child's history or circumstances with anyone outside the immediate family. 

Inform friends and neighbors that the youngster is a foster child but explain that foster parents are 

expected to maintain confidentiality and respect the child and his birth parents' right to privacy. 

Adapted from "Some Do's and Don'ts for Foster Parents/' by Janie/ Jarrett, Department of Human 

Resources, Atlanta, Georgia, 1977. 
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3 

1. I will be able to help a foster child adjust. 

2. I am willing to make the adjustments I will have to make. 

3. My children will be able to adjust. 

4. My parents will be able to adjust. 

5. I have a good support sy'stem. 

6. I will strengthen my support system. 

7. I am willing to work with birth parents. 

8. I am willing to accept the negative effects of visiting so the child will benefit. 

9. I am willing to take the time and care needed to keep records. 

10. I am ready to continue learning. 

11. I am ready to help a foster child. 

12. I am ready to help a foster child's family. 
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