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The Challenge of Older Youth Adoptions From Foster Care
By Heather Swope, MSW1

T

he enactment of the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) in 1997 marked a shift in focus in child welfare toward
more and timelier adoptions of children from public foster care. Under ASFA, a timeline for the termination of
parental rights was established to encourage timelier adoptions, and the Adoptions Incentives Program was created to
support States in increasing adoption numbers above a baseline. Overall, there has been great improvement following
ASFA:
l The rate of children adopted from foster care has increased by approximately 77 percent, from 6.9 percent in FY
1998 to 12.1 percent in FY 2011.2
l The average time from removal to termination of parental rights (TPR) has declined by 16 months, from
approximately 36 months in FY 1998 to 20 months in FY 2011.
l The average time from removal to adoption has decreased by 14 months, from 48 months in FY 1998 to 34 months
in FY 2011.
However, despite these positive trends, the adoption of older children from foster care has remained a consistent
challenge. Analysis has historically shown that once a waiting child reaches age 9, they are more likely to continue to
wait than to be adopted (see Figure 1 and Maza, 2002 on next page).
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Recognizing this challenge, the Adoption Promotion Act of 2003 reauthorized the
Adoption Incentives Program and added an additional incentive focusing specifically
on the adoption of children ages 9 and older. The amount of the incentive award for
IN THIS ISSUE . . .
this older youth category was then doubled in the reauthorization of the Adoption
A Focus on
Incentives Program via the Fostering Connections and Increasing Adoptions Act of
“Older Youth
2008. In addition, there have been a number of programmatic initiatives across the
Adoptions & Post
Adoption Services”
country focused on this population.4 However, the adoption of older youth remains
a struggle.
In FY 2011, only 26.1 percent of all adoptions were of children ages 9 and older.
The Challenge of Older Youth
This is one of the lowest percentages of older youth adoptions since the enactment of
Adoptions From Foster Care...............1
ASFA (the lowest percentage was 25.6 percent in FY 2009). At the same time, 40.6
percent of children waiting for adoption were age 9 or older in FY 2011. It would
Post Adoption Marriage
be expected that, if the emphasis on older youth adoptions were successful, more of
Education Project................................2
the waiting older youth would be adopted (hence, closing the gap between these two
Practice Protocols: Disproportionality
distributions). However, this gap has actually increased. As Figure 1 illustrates, the
in Child Welfare Practice.....................4
percentage of older youth waiting for adoption in FY 2010 exceeds the percentage
of older youth adopted in the subsequent year.
AFCARS Data.....................................6

(see Challenge - next page)

“Embracing partnerships that build strong foundations for the adoption of waiting children in the child welfare system!”

Challenge (continued from page 1)
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There is no federal definition for a child waiting to
even younger (from 7.0 years old in FY 2003 to 6.4 years
old in FY 2011). Older youth adoptions remain a clear be adopted. The definition used in this analysis includes
challenge, even despite the steps that have been made to children and youth through age 17 who have a goal of
adoption and/or whose parents’ parental rights have been
change this trajectory.
Note: This analysis is an extension of previous analysis terminated. It excludes children 16 years old and older
on older youth adoptions conducted by Penelope L. Maza, whose parents’ parental rights have been terminated and
who have a goal of emancipation.
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Post Adoption Marriage Education Project
By Rosemary Jackson

I

n the fall of 2011, Michigan State University (MSU)
completed the Strengthening Marriages and the Well
Being of Children: Post Adoption Marriage Education
Project, funded by a five-year grant from the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Administration
for Children, Youth, and Families, Children’s Bureau,
Adoption Opportunities (grant #90CO1026).
Gary Anderson was Principal Investigator for the grant
that was designed to support the relationships of couples
who are raising children from the child welfare system.
MSU took a multifaceted approach to supporting couple
relationships which included:
l Training for adoptive, foster,
and kinship couples who are
raising children from the child
welfare system.
l Training for pro-fessionals
who are likely to encounter
adoptive, foster, and kinship
couples in their practice.
l Research focused on stress,
resilience, and adaptation in
couple relationships related to
adoption.
l Development of a web site
to support adoptive, foster,
and kinship parents and the
professionals who serve
them.
� Training for couples: MSU provided weekend
retreats for over 110 adoptive, foster, and kinship couples, as well as multiple trainings for
parents through adoption focused conferences
and workshops. Couples attending the retreats
were provided with information about strengthening their relationships from the Building a
Home with Heart, a couples curriculum for
adoptive, foster and kinship parents. This curriculum was developed through the grant and
is comprised of a Facilitator’s Guide and a
Couple’s Notebook. The 12-module curriculum
focuses on helping couples to build friendship
and intimacy, to manage stress, to understand
emotions, to deal with conflict, to make diffiThe Roundtable, Volume 25, Number 1

cult decisions, and to build family bonds when
raising children from the child welfare system.
A free download of the entire curriculum is
available at the MSU post adoption web site:
www.socialwork.msu.edu/postadopt/Training
Highlights.php.
� Training for professionals: The project has
trained over 265 professionals in two-day
“train-the-trainer” workshops, and a three-hour
continuing education training course using the
Building a Home with Heart curriculum. This
workshop is included in the Adoption Certificate Program offered by MSU. A list
of continuing education offerings
is available at the MSU continuing
education web site: www.socialwork.msu.edu/ceu.
� Research conducted by the MSU
School of Social Work: This research was aimed at understanding
the strengths and challenges of
couples who raise children from the
child welfare system. Beginning in
2006, the research team conducted
focus groups with adoptive couples
and adoption professionals and
administered a survey to adoptive
couples. The results of this research
indicate that adoptive couples want
professionals to talk with them about the impact of adoption on their adult relationship, as
long as judgments about the quality of their
relationship aren’t used to negatively impact
their ability to adopt. The research also found
that couples who adopt go through a period
of adjustment where husbands’ support their
wives’ desire to adopt. About half of the couples
surveyed moved from adjustment to a level of
marital adaptation that included prioritizing
time together and accepting mutual influence
from each other. These couples were able to
achieve a more intimate connection than they
experienced in the adjustment phase.
(Post Adoption Marriage - page 8)
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Practice
Protocols
Post Adoption
By Janice King, LMSW

T

he Center’s National Post
Adoption Summit of 2011
provided an opportunity to discuss
the core issues that mark the unique
experiences of adoptive families.
The Summit re-emphasized the need
for an array of adoption support and
preservation services that support
and preserve the family unit and
maximize the child’s potential and
integration into the family. Those
services should be family centered,
should recognize underlying adoption
issues which may affect the child and
family, should build on the family’s
strengths and should empower parents
to make decisions about the best
interest of their child and family
(NRCA 2012).
During the Summit, the results of
the NRCA’s Post-adoption Survey
(2012), presented the most current
look at State efforts to meet the
service needs of families across the
nation. The survey was adapted from
the Sustaining Adoptive Families:
A Qualitative Study of Public PostAdoption Services, 2002.

Highlights from the 2012
Post-adoption Survey
State agencies were asked to report
on the funding streams for services and
the accessibility of services to families
in the following areas: information
and referral; education programs or
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materials; support programs (groups,
mentors, buddy families); therapeutic
interventions; advocacy; respite;
residential treatment; and medication
and/or search services.
l Most States indicated that
services were accessible across
all regions of their States.
l Service delivery and the
availability of adoption
competent professionals may
vary across regions.
l Fifty percent of the States
indicated that adoption workers
were expected to provide postadoption services.
l Seventy percent of the States
reported use of Safe and Stable
Families Act funding for postadoption services.
l Seventy-nine percent of the
States reported use of state
funds to provide post-adoption
services.
l Information and Referral:
Ninety-seven percent of the
States provide this service
with most services provided
statewide. Services are described
as community resources and
delivered via toll free help
lines or one-stop community
shops. Referrals are accepted
from any source including selfreferrals. Services are provided
by contract agencies and/or

State staff and include access to
birth and medical records, and
consultative services.
l Educational Programs or
Materials: Ninety-four percent
of the States provide this service
and most services are provided
statewide. Components of this
service include education of
therapists, attorneys, judges and
others; provision of training and
materials to families at low cost;
lending libraries; and support
groups that include parent
training on adoption issues
and adoption subsidy and fetal
alcohol syndrome. Services are
provided by contract agencies
and/or State staff.
l Support Programs (groups,
mentors, buddy families, etc.):
One hundred percent of the
States provide this service
with most services provided
statewide. Services include
support groups, mentors and
buddy families. Some States
have individuals trained as
group leaders and pay a stipend
for their services.
l Therapeutic Interventions:
Ninety-seven percent of the
States provide this service
with most services provided
statewide. Services include
(see Practice Protocols - page 5)
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Practice Protocols (continued from page 4)
short-term crisis intervention,
call lines, in-home support
services for adoptive families,
monthly support groups for
children, and community mental
health services.
l Advocacy: Ninety-seven
percent of the States provide
this service with most services
provided statewide. Most States
describe some form of advocacy
services, however, services may
be limited.
l Respite: Seventy-six percent of
the States provide this service,
with most services provided
statewide. The description
of respite care varies across
States. Informal respite care is
encouraged, funding for respite
is limited, services are time
limited (number of days), and
funding sources include Title
IV-B subpart 2, Medicaid, and
Title XIX which includes all
adoption subsidy.
l Residential Treatment: Seventysix percent of the States provide
this service. When residential
treatment is provided, state
funds are limited with facilities
being funded primarily through
Medicaid or private insurance.
Departments of Mental Health
were identified as another
potential source of funding for
residential treatment.
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l Mediation and/or Search
Services (or provisions for
openness in child welfare
adoptions): Seventy-six
percent of the States
provide this service, with
most services provided
statewide. Services
include adoption reunion
registries, mutual consent
registries, searches based
on requests from birth
families, adopted persons,
and siblings. Fees may
be attached; for example,
$20 to register and $400
for initial search.
l Additional services
provided by States
programs include
photo listing web sites, crisis
intervention available 24 hours
a day, pre-adoption training
and consultation, and trauma
assessments for adoptive
families.
Information regarding state-specific
responses and the descriptions of the
services they deliver is available
on the Center’s web site at: www.
nrcadoption.org.
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AFCARS Data

D

o you know the trends in adoption? The latest AFCARS Report, July 2012 preliminary estimates for FY 2011 is
now available. Start with the following excerpts to learn more about the trends, and national case level information
for children waiting to be adopted and those children adopted with public agency involvement. The full AFCARS
Report for all children in foster care for whom the State child welfare agencies have responsibility for placement, care
or supervision, and on children who are adopted under the auspices of the State's public child welfare agency is available
on the Children’s Bureau web site: www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/stats_research/afcars/tar/report19.pdf.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families,
Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Children's Bureau, www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb

The AFCARS Report
1

Preliminary FY 2011 Estimates as of July 2012  No. 19

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families,
2
SOURCE: Adoption
and Foster
Analysis
andFamilies,
Reporting
System
(AFCARS)
FY 2011 data
Administration
onCare
Children,
Youth and
Children's
Bureau,
www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb

Numbers At A Glance
2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

Number in foster care on September 30 of the FY

488,285

463,799

421,350

406,412

400,540

Number entered foster care during FY

293,276

280,384

255,161

255,402

252,320

Number exited foster care during FY

294,989

288,762

278,157

257,481

245,260

Number waiting to be adopted on September 30 of the FY

133,682

125,741

114,450

109,456

104,236

Number waiting to be adopted whose parental rights (for all
living parents) were terminated during FY

82,020

79,376

71,093

65,611

61,361

Number adopted with public child welfare agency involvement
during FY

52,686

55,236

57,115

53,591

50,516

Children in Foster Care on September 30, 2011  N=400,540
Sex

Age as of September 30th
Male

Mean Age
Median Age

9.3
8.8

Less than 1 Year

6%

24,439

1 Year

7%

29,980

2 Years

7%

28,235

3 Years
4 Years

7%
6%

26,010
22,756

5 Years

5%

20,279

6 Years

5%

18,250

7 Years

4%

16,926

8 Years

4%

15,895

9 Years

4%

14,964

10 Years

4%

14,509

11 Years

4%

14,583

12 Years

4%

14,977

13 Years

4%

17,101

14 Years

5%

19,993

15 Years

6%

24,220

16 Years

7%

17 Years

8%

18 Years

3%

52%
48%

Female

209,532
190,932

Placement Settings
Pre-Adoptive Home

4%

14,213

Foster Family Home (Relative)

27%

107,995

Foster Family Home (Non-Relative)

47%

188,222

Group Home

6%

23,624

Institution

9%

34,656

Supervised Independent Living

1%

3,868

Runaway

1%

5,870

Trial Home Visit

5%

20,568

52%

199,123

3%

13,420

25%

94,629

6%
5%

22,744
20,635

Case Goals
Reunify with Parent(s) or Principal
Caretaker(s)
Live with Other Relative(s)
Adoption

29,264
Discussion
of Trends

Long Term Foster Care
Emancipation

31,101
10,396

Guardianship
4%
14,593
This chart
includes data submitted to the Adoption
and
Foster Care Analysis
and Reporting System (AFCARS)
by States,
19 Years
1%
3,639
Case Plan Goal Not Yet Established
5%
19,324
the District
of
Columbia
and
Puerto
Rico
by
July
12,
2012.
20 Years
1%
2,619

Please note that, for all of the years shown, some of the data may differ from that shown in earlier versions of this chart.
This is due to the fact that some States have resubmitted their AFCARS data after addressing data quality issues.
FFY = Federal Fiscal Year (October 1 through September 30)
1

‘FY’ refers to the Definitions
Federal Fiscal Year, October 1 through September 30 .
Sub-population
Data from both the regular and revised AFCARS file submissions received by July 12, 2012 are included in this report. Missing
st

th

2
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data are excluded from each table. Therefore, the totals within each distribution may not equal the total provided for that
The Roundtable,
subpopulation (e.g. number in care on September 30th may not match the sum across ages for that group).
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1. In Care 9/30: This is an estimated count of all the children in foster care on the last day of the FFY. An individual child
is included in the count for each year for which he or she is in foster care on the last day.
2. Entries: This is an estimated count of all children who entered foster care during the FFY. An individual child is
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Post Adoption Marriage (continued from page 3)
The results of this research informed the Building a
Home with Heart curriculum and formed the basis for four
peer-reviewed publications. Abstracts of three of these
publications can be viewed: www.socialwork.msu.edu/
postadopt/research/index.php.
l Post adoption support web site for couples and
professionals: This site provides updated resources
for foster, adoptive, and kinship families and the
professionals who serve them. The site provides
original information and links to other resources that
are useful to families and professionals. Visit the web
site: www.socialwork.msu.edu/postadopt.

For more information about the project, including the
Building a Home with Heart curriculum, please contact
Rosemary Jackson, Project Manager at jacks807@msu.
edu.
Rosemary Jackson is Project Manager at Michigan State
University, School of Social Work.
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