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Introduction

Congratulations on becoming a insert agency name foster parent!  You are now part of the largest volunteer workforce in New York State caring for some of our most vulnerable children.  Your efforts are greatly appreciated and we are sure you will find much satisfaction in changing a child or children’s lives.  This manual is to clarify questions you might have regarding your role and responsibilities as well as financial and other matters related to foster care while working with our agency.  Most law and/or policy with regard to foster parenting is set by New York State, but some is also set by the federal government, New York City and our agency.  It works like this:

Children’s Bureau (federal government)

Office of Children and Family Services (NYS government)

Administration for Children’s Services (NYC government)

Agency Name

[bookmark: _Toc173208861]YOU!

Note: To simplify identification of NYS regulations and policies that affect your job as a foster parent, information in italics identifies legal references and direct quotes from NYS Title 18 Code Rules and Regulations. “NYSFPM” identifies direct quotes from the NYS OCFS Foster Parent Manual.  Other sources are noted in parentheses.
[bookmark: _Toc173208862]XYZ  Agency Information
Insert brief history, scope of services and links to website.  24-hour emergency hotline.
[bookmark: _Toc173208863]
Note: To simplify identification of NYS regulations and policies that affect your job as a foster parent, information in italics identifies legal references and direct quotes from NYS Title 18 Code Rules and Regulations. “NYSFPM” identifies direct quotes from the NYS OCFS Foster Parent Manual.  Other sources are noted in parentheses.

BASICS
[bookmark: _Toc173208866]Working as a member of a team
As a foster parent, you are doing the most important job in providing nurturing care and safety for the children in your home.  However, there are others who are also doing important work.  It is essential that you work together as a team to ensure the best outcomes for the children in foster care.  Here are the team members and their responsibilities:

Foster parent:  Provide all physical and emotional care (including coordination with school and medical/mental health appointments) for children placed in your home.   Share information about the child with his/her birth parents during visits. Communicate with the caseworker assigned to the children’s case regularly to share information about the child’s development and needs.  Attend all meetings and court appearances and be prepared to share information (both improvements and challenges) about the child. As your agency partner, we suggest the following approach to sharing information:

Birth parents:  Participate in services so that they may safely parent their child.  Visit their child as often as permitted.  Share information with you that will help you to care for the child.

Caseworker:  Identify services for the birth parents that will help them parent their children.  Assess the family to determine the level of supervision required in visits and the ability of the parents to safely care for their children when/if they return home.  Work with you to get services while you care for the children in your home, if necessary.  Document all aspects of the case in the case record.

Judge:  While our agency and the child’s attorney will make recommendations as to what is in the best interest of a child, the judge has the authority to make all decisions regarding where a child will live, under the guidance of federal and state laws.  The judge will also want to hear from you! The best way to share information with the court is to attend all court appearances and exercise your right to be heard. 
[bookmark: _Toc173208864]Foster Parent Rights 
You have the right (1) to have your application to adopt a child who has been in your care for 12 continuous months given preference and first consideration over all other applicants as provided by section 383.3 of the Social Services Law; (2) to intervene, as an interested party, in any court proceeding involving the custody of a child you have cared for, for more than 12 months; and (3) to be given notice and an opportunity to be heard at all permanency hearings for any child in your care. [NYCRR 443.3(m)(1-30]

Permanency hearings will be held in court eight months after the child has been removed from home.  Each subsequent permanency hearing must be held six months after completion of the prior one.  We will share the report about the child that we will be presenting in court with the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) before the permanency hearing.  ACS will share the report with you as well as the time and date of the hearing 14 days in advance.  It is your right to attend all hearings and we strongly encourage /require you to do so.

“You have the right to hire an attorney and have [your attorney] assist you at court in abuse and neglect, permanency and termination of parental rights cases.  The court is required to provide a free attorney if you are indigent and cannot afford an attorney.

If a child has lived with you for more than one year, you have the right at a permanency hearing to object to the court giving a child to a relative on a custody petition that the relative has brought and you can request the court hold a “best interest hearing” to see if the custody to a relative would be in the child’s best interests.

You can bring on a termination of parent rights matter if the court orders us (the agency) to do so and we do not do it within 90 days of being ordered to do so or if the child has been in care for 19 months and we have not brought a petition.” (Source: “The Rights of Foster Parents in NYS”, Margaret A. Burt, Esq. 2009) 

INSERT Agency Info: You have the right to leave our agency and volunteer as a foster parent with another agency.  We will transfer your records to that agency within XXX days.  You can only be licensed by and work with one foster care agency at a time.  However, if you have children in foster care currently in your home, you must have our consent for those children to be transferred to another agency.
[bookmark: _Toc173208865]Responsibilities
Foster parenting is a challenging job and ultimately, extremely rewarding.  It comes with many responsibilities as noted below.  It is our mission to ensure that you always feel supported in the work you do; you will find information on support in other sections of this manual.  We hope you never hesitate to reach out when you need support!

You, as a foster parent, need to make intelligent, reasoned decisions regarding leaving children home alone.  All children develop at their own rate, and with their own special needs and abilities.  Some children are responsible, intelligent, and independent enough to be left alone at 12 or 13 years of age.  Likewise, there are some teenagers who are too irresponsible or who have special needs that limit their ability to be safe if they are left alone.  Babysitters must be at least 18 years of age.  (OCFS FAQ)

You must tell us if people move in or out of your home or if you are changing the inside of your home by construction, for example.  We will not remove a child from your home when your family circumstances change unless we determine that the change is harming the child.  [NYCCR 443.3 (o)(3)]

We will also be holding Family Team Conferences (FTC) every 3/6 months to discuss what is happening with the children in your care.  We will discuss the following:  whether the birth parents and agency are following the service plan or if the plan should be modified; visits; the child’s safety and well-being and; the child’s discharge date from foster care.  We require/encourage you to attend every FTC.


Additional responsibilities as a XYZ agency foster parent include: Insert any agency specific responsibilities not included in other sections such as supervising visitation, or attending special meetings, etc.
[bookmark: _Toc173208867]Training
Federal law requires that “…before a child in foster care under the responsibility of the State is placed with prospective foster parents, the prospective foster parents will be prepared adequately with the appropriate knowledge and skills to provide for the needs of the child [this is your Group Preparation Selection II/Model Approach to Partnership in Parenting (GPS II/MAPP) training], and that such preparation will be continued, as necessary, after the placement of the child.” [Social Security Act Sec. 471 (24)]

Pre-service training requirements for a regular foster boarding home (RFBH) are 30 hours of GPS II/MAPP.  If you decide to become a resource (foster parent) for a child who is related to you (within the 3rd degree) or a child with whom you have a prior significant relationship (we will work with you to determine whether your prior relationship meets the requirements), you are required to attend mini-MAPP (15 hours) or Caring for Our Own (27 hours).  If you choose to become a Therapeutic Foster Parent (TFFC), you must attend PST (Parenting Skills Training) for a minimum of 24 hours/maximum of 27 hours in addition to GPSII/MAPP or mini-MAPP.  If you are married, both you and your partner must attend all pre-service and in-service training.

To meet the requirement that you be trained to meet the needs of the children in your care, we require 6 hours of training every year at our agency and recommend an additional 6 hours at our agency or in the community.  If you are caring for a child who has special needs, we require 12 hours of training each year and recommend an additional 6 hours either at our agency, in the community or by professionals who are treating the child in your care.   If you are caring for a child who has exceptional needs, we require 15 hours of training each year and recommend an additional 9 hours either at our agency, in the community or by professionals who are treating the child in your care.  We list all foster parent trainings and dates on our website:  ADDRESS. Or post them in the lobby of our agency.  You can find additional trainings at: ACS list; Hunter College list and NYSCCC list.

You may meet the annual training hour requirement by attending trainings held at our agency, by ACS, or attending the NYSCCC annual conference each May or another similar conference.  We do/do not have funds available to support conference attendance.  You may also attend training on a specific topic related to the needs of a child such as developmental disabilities or educational disabilities.  To get credit, you must have prior written or verbal ?? authorization from the caseworker and a signed certificate from the instructor indicating the topic, date, and hours of the training after the training.  

You can also earn training credits on line. We recommend you explore online training opportunities and discuss earning online credits with your caseworker. Available resources include the Center for Development of Human Services’ free, NYS approved iLinc courses at http://www.bsc-cdhs.org/fosterparenttraining/ and online training resources on the NYSCCC website at http://nysccc.org/family-supports/helping-services/trainingopportunities/online-parent-training/ 

We maintain a record of foster parent training hours and recommend you keep one for yourself as you could lose your certification for failing to earn the required training hours.  It is your responsibility to ensure that you have met the annual training requirement before your annual renewal date.
[bookmark: _Toc173208868]Placement and removal of children in your home
You have the right to accept or decline which children are placed in your home.  The social worker should give you known background information before the child is placed with you.  The parents’ names and addresses may be blacked out in any copied information, but you will have access to this information.  Below is what you are entitled to know by NYS law:

Social Services Law 373-a: Such medical histories shall include all available information setting forth conditions or diseases believed to be hereditary, any drugs or medication taken during pregnancy by the child’s natural mother and any other information, including any psychological information in the case of a child legally freed for adoption or when such child has been adopted, or in the case of a child to be placed in foster care or placed in foster care, which may be a factor influencing the child’s present or future health.

Section 443.2 e (3) of the NYCRR: Authorized agencies shall provide basic information to foster parents about each child who is to be placed in the home. Where a child is placed on an emergency basis, such information shall be provided within 30 days of placement. Information shall include, but need not be limited to the following topics:
i. the estimated length of time a child may need to be in placement and the assumptions  and knowledge on which the estimate is based;
ii. the health of the child, including the procedure to be followed in obtaining consent for emergency medical treatment in accordance with section 507.5 of this Title and the child’s medical history in accordance with the provisions of section 357.3 of this Title;
iii. handicaps or behavior problems; 
iv. school and educational experiences; 
v. the relationship of the child and the natural parents; 
vi. requirements and plans for visitation of and by the natural family, including probable location of such visits; and 
vii. placement and discharge goals.

NYS regulations allow you to be certified or approved to care for up to six children (including your own children 13 years and under) at one time assuming that you have an appropriate amount of physical space.  Only two of those children can be under two years old unless we give you special permission in order that siblings are not separated, for example.  You can care for two additional (a total of eight) children if the additional children are siblings, or siblings of a child in your home, or the children are free for adoption and you plan to adopt them. [NYCRR 443.1 (j)] We can also make an exception to exceed the limit to place a child in your home that previously lived with you and is coming back into foster care or from an institution if we think it is best for the child and you are in agreement.  [NYCRR 443.6 (b)]

Here are issues and circumstances we must consider when making decisions about placing a child in a foster home:  if relatives are available to care for a child; if there is sufficient space in available homes to accommodate a sibling group if the child has siblings already in care (siblings must be placed together, if possible); the preference of the parent regarding the child’s religion; whether the child can stay in his/her school and; whether the foster family speaks the child’s primary language. 

American Indian children have a right to be placed with an American Indian family but race, color or national origin may not be routinely considered in placing any other children.  (NYSFPM p. 12-13.) We also make every effort to place children who have lived with you previously and are returning to foster care or from an institution, back into your care rather than in another foster home. [NYCRR 443.6 (f)] 

Here is our process to make sure this happens:

Boys and girls over the age of seven cannot share a bedroom and you cannot put more than three children together in one bedroom.  Children who are four years and older can not sleep in the same room with an adult of the opposite sex and no child can sleep in the same bed with an adult.  All children need to have their own beds.  

As a result of amended regulations (Flexibility in Sleeping Arrangement Requirements for Sibling Foster Care Placements 3/21/11) we are permitted to consider the following sleeping arrangements provided they are consistent with the health, safety and welfare of each child and such arrangements are necessary to place siblings or half-siblings together in the same foster home:  siblings and half-siblings of the opposite sex over the age of 7 years of age can sleep in the same bedroom and more than 3 persons can occupy the same bedroom if the children are siblings or half-siblings.

If you live above the first floor, you must have window guards.  You must also have at least one smoke detector and one carbon monoxide alarm on each floor.  You may not rent rooms to lodgers. [NYCCR 443.3 (a)]

You are also entitled to request that a child be removed from your home.  However, it is very traumatic for children to be moved even if they seem unhappy with you.  Research has shown that children in foster care who move less have better outcomes (e.g., they behave better and do better in school).  It is your responsibility to ask for help from us at the first sign of problems and it is our responsibility to provide you with training, support and contact with experienced professionals to assist you in effectively parenting the children in your care.  If necessary, ACS can schedule a Placement Preservation conference to assess and determine needed resources so that the child can remain with you.  We view asking for help as a sign of a strong and competent foster parent!  

We may decide to remove a child from your home. If we do so, we must give you at least 10 days notice, unless we feel the child is in danger.  You have the right to request a conference with us to discuss why the child is being removed and why you think the child should not be moved.  If you request a conference, we must set it up within 10 days of when we hear from you and let you know the time and day at least 5 days before the meeting.  You are allowed to bring someone with you to the meeting for support, including an attorney, a friend or whomever you choose.  You will get a letter sent to you within 5 days telling you the outcome from the meeting.  The letter must include information about how you can request a fair hearing from the Office of Children and Family Services (NYS) if you disagree with the decision.  [NYCCC 443.5 (a-e)]

“Ultimately, you may even request a court proceeding to contest our decision to remove a child from your home regardless of how long the child has been with your family.” (The Rights of Foster Parents in NYS, Margaret A. Burt, Esq. 2009) 

[bookmark: _Toc173208869]Licensing and Re-licensing
You are entitled to review your home study (except for the references which are confidential) and to write a note about your thoughts about what has been written about you and your family before you and the home finder sign it. [NYCRR 443.3 (16)(e)].  Your certificate of approval that you received when you got licensed specifies the maximum number of children and the ages and sex of the children you can care for in your home.  We can change this with your agreement.

We are required to review all foster families every year to renew their foster parent certification.  As part of that process, we will write an evaluation of your home and family which also includes how you care for the children in your home as well as how well you work with us.  We are required to orally review this evaluation with you. You are also required to have an annual completed Tuberculosis (TB) Clearance Form completed by your doctor (which states either that you are at low risk for TB or have had a negative TB test).  Every two years, you must share written confirmation of good health by your doctor for you and each member of your household with us.  In addition, anyone over the age of 18 who has moved into your home or who has turned 18 in the past year must have a federal and state criminal history record check. [NYCRR 443.10 (a) (1-5)] 

We will maintain a file of information about you that includes your application information, summaries of your annual licensing renewals, copies of correspondence between us, and summaries of conferences where we have discussed your status with the agency. [NYCCR 443.2 (f) (1-10)]

If we decide not to renew your foster parent certification, we must tell you in a letter that is postmarked at least 20 days before your certificate expires.  You are also entitled to meet with us to review the decision.  [NYCRR 443.11 (3) (b)]  We will specify whom to contact to set this up in the letter.

As long as you submit all necessary documents for annual renewal in a timely way, your certification will remain in effect, even if we are delayed in processing the paperwork. [NYCRR 443.10 (d)]
[bookmark: _Toc173208870]Adoption and Guardianship
NYS has dual licensure for foster and adoptive parents which means that the same standards would apply for licensing foster and adoptive parents.  Any applicant for concurrent foster home certification/ approval and adoptive parent approval will not be required to submit dual documentation to the authorized agency.
[bookmark: _Toc173208871]
FINANCIAL ISSUES
[bookmark: _Toc173208872]Foster Boarding Home Payments
Foster parents are to be reimbursed for the “cost of (and the cost of providing) food, clothing, shelter, daily supervision, school supplies, a child’s personal incidentals, liability insurance with respect to a child, reasonable travel to the child’s home for visitation, and reasonable travel for the child to remain in the school in which the child was enrolled at placement.” [42 U.S.C. 675(4)(A)]   

We may not withhold or delay foster boarding home payments to you for any reason such as missing training hours. NYS sets a maximum per diem rate that we can reimburse you as a foster parent.  We will reimburse you for each day the child is in your care.  

We will count the first day the child comes to you but not the day that the child leaves in calculating your reimbursement. ANY OTHER EXCEPTIONS such as if child is in hospital or another facility?   Or AWOL?  Our daily rate is:  XX (regular), XX (special) and XX (exceptional).  Infants and toddlers are also automatically entitled to a diaper allowance of XX/month.  We must specially authorize a diaper allowance for a child over the age of 3 years.  We will also give you a separate allowance for clothing of XXX every year/month.  If a child leaves your care, you are obligated to send his/her clothing and other belongings with him/her.

Some children are determined to have special or exceptional needs and their foster parents are reimbursed at a higher rate. Foster parents of children who receive the higher rate must demonstrate that they are capable of meeting the child’s needs by being available to attend multiple appointments regarding the child’s physical, emotional and mental needs as well as participate in additional training.  The following information summarizes the regulations for special and exceptional rate eligibility, pursuant to New York State Department of Social Services Title 18 regulations, Sections 427.2, 427.6, and 427.15. 

The special rate is applicable for a child who:
· suffers from pronounced physical conditions and a physician certifies that the child requires a high degree of physical care; or
· is awaiting a family court hearing on a PINS or JD petition or is adjudicated a PINS or JD; or
· has been diagnosed by a qualified psychiatrist or psychologist as being moderately developmentally disabled, emotionally disturbed or having a behavioral disorder which requires a high degree of supervision; or
· is a refugee or Cuban/Haitian entrant and is unable to function successfully in the community; or
· entered foster care directly from inpatient hospital care. This child is eligible for the special rate for one year. After that, eligibility depends on meeting one of the other conditions; or
· has an equivalent condition as determined by the local commissioner.

The exceptional rate is applicable for a child who:
· requires, as certified by a physician, 24-hour a day care provided by qualified nurses or persons supervised by qualified nurses; or
· has severe behavior problems characterized by the infliction of violence on themselves, other persons or their physical surroundings, and who has been certified by a qualified psychiatrist or psychologist as requiring high levels of individual supervision in the home; or
· has been diagnosed by a qualified physician as having severe mental illness, such as child schizophrenia, severe developmental disabilities, brain damage or autism; or
· has been diagnosed by a physician as having AIDS or HIV-related illness. If a child tests positive for HIV infection then seroconverts to negative, the child remains eligible for the exceptional rate for one year. After that, eligibility depends on meeting one of the other conditions; or
· has an equivalent condition as determined by the local commissioner.

We are obligated by law to review the circumstances of every child who comes into foster care and determine if they qualify for the special or exceptional rate.  We will let you know what level rate a child will receive within thirty days of the child being placed with you.  If you disagree with our determination, you should contact your caseworker to request a conference to discuss the situation.  You also have up to 60 days to request a fair hearing (see the back of the Notification of Foster Care Room and Board Payment form/LDSS-7018).  You can initiate the process to change the rate level at any time a child’s circumstances change or you learn more about the child. (NYSOCFS Administrative Directive 08-OCFS ADM-03)

Infants are also entitled to WIC (coupons for free formula and some food).  To get WIC coupons…  We will also pay for cribs, high chairs, car seats and special furniture/equipment that is needed.
[bookmark: _Toc173208873]Consideration of foster care boarding home payments as income
Foster Care boarding home payments are not considered as family income for income tax purposes.  They are also not considered family income for:  food stamps; temporary assistance (public assistance); subsidized housing; supplemental security income; free or reduced school meal programs (children in foster care are automatically entitled to free lunches at school); child care subsidies, Medicaid; and Family and Child Health Plus Programs. (See Appendix A for more information.)
[bookmark: _Toc173208874]Foster parent insurance
“Foster parents are exempt from liability for damages to certain real or personal property caused by a foster child who is over age 10 and under age 18.  Foster parents also are exempt from responsibility for damages done to public property belonging to a municipality, a school district, or state government.  Foster parents also generally are not liable for damages caused by a foster child under the age of 10.

Foster parents may be liable for damages caused by a foster child regardless of the child’s age if they did not properly supervise the child or if they directed the child to perform the damaging action.  Under certain circumstances, the DSS Commissioner may be liable for damages resulting from improper supervision. “ (NYSFPM p. 38)

We highly recommend that you have homeowner or apartment insurance for accidental damages that happen to your home while a child is in your care.  Compensation up to a maximum of $1000 over a two-year period can be given for damage to and/or loss of your personal property caused by a child in your care.  You might also ask your parent support group or caseworker about foster parent insurance to cover intentional damage by a child (above the $500/year that we will reimburse you) to your home or a neighbor’s home or for your legal fees should you be sued for a child’s actions while the child is in your care.
[bookmark: _Toc173208875]Claiming a child on federal income tax or earned income/child tax credits
The most authoritative source for information on whether foster parents can claim a child as a dependent is IRS publication 501, Exemptions, Standard Deduction and Filing Information.  A child in foster care may be claimed if he or she: is (a) under 19 at the close of the calendar year, (b) a full-time student who is under 24 at the close of the tax year, or (c) any age if permanently and totally disabled; lives with the taxpayer (i.e. foster parent) for more than one-half the tax year; and does not provide more than half his or her own support during the tax year.  (Note that it doesn’t matter how much of the child’s support the taxpayer provides, merely that the child himself cannot provide more than half his own support.)  Foster care payments received by the foster parent on behalf of the child are considered support provided by the government, and not as support provided by the child.

Note:  The IRS requires that when you list a person’s name on your federal income tax return, you must provide a valid identifying number for that person. We are responsible for getting a social security number for every child in care with our agency.  (NYSFPM p.38) WHAT TO DO ABOUT SHARING IT?  

Another alternative is an Adoption Taxpayer Identification Number (ATIN) issued by the Internal Revenue Service as a temporary taxpayer identification number for the child in a domestic adoption where the adopting taxpayers do not have and/or are unable to obtain the child’s Social Security Number (SSN).  If you are in the process of adopting a child, are eligible to claim the child as your dependent, and you do not have the child’s SSN, then you will need to request an ATIN in order to claim the child as a dependent.  (Source and for more information: http://nysccc.org/fostercare/financial-supports/claiming-foster-children-as-dependants/)
[bookmark: _Toc173208876]adoption tax credit
Families who adopt a child from foster care with an adoption subsidy in 2010 and 2011 are eligible to receive a refundable federal adoption tax credit of $13,170 per child.  A refundable adoption tax credit does not require any out-of-pocket expenses or tax liability which means you get back the credit regardless of what you owed or paid in taxes for the year.   Families who adopt a child from foster care with an adoption subsidy in 2012 are eligible to receive an adoption credit ($12,500 estimated at time of publication of this manual) against owed taxes.  Families are not required to document expenses.  The relevant IRS forms are 8839 and the accompanying instructions. (More information: http://nysccc.org/adoption/financial-supports/adoption-tax-issues/)
[bookmark: _Toc173208877]Transportation
The foster care boarding home payment includes reimbursement for all transportation except the child’s visits with their parents and siblings.  We will reimburse your subway fare/gas mileage/parking for bringing a child to a family visit at our agency, another foster home or any approved family visit.  If you have more than 3 children under the age of XX or a child with a physical/emotional handicap, we will pay for round trip cab fare.  To get reimbursed you must…
[bookmark: _Toc173208878]Daycare
We will pay for daycare for the children in your home if you work full time.  Daycare will be paid for directly for a child under the age of 5 years.  It may take several months for the daycare application to be processed.  During this waiting period, you will have to pay for the cost of daycare out of the foster care boarding home payment.  Here is our policy to access daycare:
[bookmark: _Toc173208879]School expenses
Most school expenses are included in the monthly foster care boarding home payment.  We will pay XX for senior proms, graduation attire, etc.  We will pay for any educational tutoring that a child needs if it is not available through the child’s school or other means.
[bookmark: _Toc173208880]Summer or vacation camp
Sleep-away camp will be paid for, for up to two weeks, a maximum of $225 per week.  Day camp will be paid for up to a maximum of $290 for the summer.
[bookmark: _Toc173208881]Afterschool or weekend activities
There is no funding available for afterschool programs.  If you are a working parent, you will have to pay for the cost of these programs out of the foster care boarding home payment.  Expenditures up to $400/year per child are permitted for music, art or dance lessons or for recreation/hobbies.
[bookmark: _Toc173208882]Religious activities
We will pay for religious activities including attire for religious ceremonies.  
[bookmark: _Toc173208883]Allowance
A portion of the monthly boarding home payment may be used to give a child an allowance and we encourage this practice. This amount should be fair and equitable according to the child’s age and daily needs.  Allowance should not be used for the child’s basic living needs such as soap, toothpaste, etc.  Here are some recommendations:
[bookmark: _Toc173208884]
COMMUNICATION
[bookmark: _Toc173208885]Visits with parents and siblings
You must facilitate visits or communication at least twice a month for a child in your home with his parents and siblings or half-siblings living somewhere else.  It is our responsibility to plan and supervise the visits, including determining the frequency and level of supervision required.  It is your responsibility to bring the child on time. Your caseworker will also let you know whether visits or communication by telephone or email, etc. is required.  If the birth parents are incarcerated in the tri-state area, they are entitled to visits with their children at least once/month.

Visits (in addition to other meetings) are a great opportunity to set up a constructive relationship with the birth parents of the children in your care.  The first time you will meet the birth parents will be at the Parent to Parent (P2P) meeting held in the first 48 hours at our agency after the children are placed with you.  This meeting is arranged by your caseworker but is primarily for you and the birth parents to get to know each other.  It gives you an opportunity to meet the birth parents without the children there and to begin to develop a relationship of mutual support for the benefit of the children.  Here are some tips to start and continue your shared parenting relationship:  ask the birth parent questions about their child (schedule, likes/dislikes, etc.); give the birth parent a letter about your experience caring for children (consider including pictures of the child’s bedroom, etc.); give pictures of the child to their parent; and ask the parent to bring something personal (e.g., pictures or a toy) for the child to keep with them in your home.  For more suggestions on shared parenting, please visit: http://nysccc.org/fostercare/shared-parenting/.
[bookmark: _Toc173208886]On-going with caseworker
Your caseworker will also be checking in with you at least once each month and visiting you at home at least once every ninety days.  It is also helpful to keep your caseworker up to date on what is happening with you and your family, such as if you begin a new job. 
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During regular business hours, call your caseworker.  If she is not available, call her supervisor or this number:  XXXX.  After hours or on weekends, call this number: xxxx.   Some of the things we consider an emergency are when a child:  runs away; needs to go to the hospital; intentionally hurts himself or others; gets arrested; and displays violent behavior.  Likewise, if you have a personal or family emergency such as a death in your family or a medical issue, please call and let your caseworker know.
[bookmark: _Toc173208888]Concerns/Complaints
We work to meaningfully involve foster parents in our agency policy development and program planning activities.  We do this by an advisory group or foster parent support group.  We do/do not have a foster parent advocate (name and contact information).  A foster parent advocate’s job is to XXX.  

Here is our policy with regard to obtaining an administrative review of any complaint you have about agency policy or practice.   [NYCRR 443.3 (l)]  HOW TO ADDRESS FOSTER PARENTS CONCERNS OF RETALIATION?
[bookmark: _Toc173208889]Trips and other consents
We hope that you are able to bring the children in your care on vacation with you!  Please just let us know in advance in order that we can obtain permission from the child’s parents. For all trips outside the State or Country, please provide information (address and telephone number) on where the child is staying, the dates of the trip and the name of the nearest hospital.  You are allowed to sign permission slips for short trips such as children’s school trips or trips taken as part of a religious organization or other out-of-school activity. When an unplanned trip happens, we must be notified as soon as possible.

You also need to get consent for a child to engage in the following activities:

You need consent to change a child’s hair style (major cut, hair color, etc), permit tattooing or piercing.
[bookmark: _Toc173208890]Confidentiality and privacy
We will not share any personal information about you or your family including your contact information unless we have your permission.

You have the right to know whether a child placed with you is HIV positive.  However this information is confidential and if you share it, you could be fined or go to jail or both. [NYCRR 443.3 (b)(15)]  

“The family background of the child, the child and family’s medical history and condition, and/or the services being provided to the child…may be disclosed and discussed only when, and if necessary, for the purpose of providing care, treatment, or supervision of the child.” (NYFPM p. 24.)

You cannot read children’s mail, restrict a child from making or receiving telephone calls during reasonable hours or search a child’s room unless you have reasonable cause to think that the child stole something, has a weapon, drugs or something else that is dangerous. [NYCRR 441.18 (a)(b)]  Please contact your caseworker if you have concerns about any of these things.
[bookmark: _Toc173208891]Health and medical care 
Every child placed in foster care for the first time (and if the child comes back into care after 90 days out of care) must have a comprehensive medical exam (NYSFPM p. 28) and mental health/developmental screen within 30 days.  All children under the age of three should be evaluated by an early intervention program.  Our procedure for implementing an evaluation is…

We expect you to bring children in your care to our agency for routine physical exams.  We will give you a Medicaid card for all children in your care that can be used at XXX clinic for other appointments.  If children in your care need a prescription filled, please call this number XXXX.    Use the agency’s address, not your home address, on all medical forms.  Even if children in your care are covered under your private insurance, you may not use it as this would make our agency liable for Medicaid fraud.

To find out how to get dental or therapeutic services for a child in your care, ask your caseworker. 

When a child is placed with you, we will give you a letter of consent so that you may seek routine medical care for the child. Any medical procedure needs to be authorized in advance (unless it is an emergency in which case you must contact your caseworker as soon as possible).  However, “New York law provides that consent is not required in order for a physician to administer emergency medical care.” (NYSFPM p. 27)

“Foster parents providing care for an adolescent who is 12 years of age or older [or younger children who are known to be sexually active] must be informed in writing within 30 days of the child’s placement in the home, and then annually, that such social, educational, and medical family planning services are available for the adolescent.” (NYSFPM p. 29)

Two NYS OCFS publications with additional information you might find helpful are:
· Working Together Health Services for Children in care http://www.ocfs.state.ny.us/main/sppd/health_services/manual.asp
· A medical Guide for Youth in Care:
 http://nysccc.org/wp-content/uploads/MedicalForYouth.pdf.
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Educational rights with regard to a child remain with his/her parent.  However, you are crucial to helping a child succeed in school.  You should review and sign report cards, attend parent/teacher night and attend any other meetings including those for special education services a child might need, along with the birth parents. Generally, only the birth parents can sign consent for special education evaluations and services (the Individualized Educational Plan or IEP). The foster parent can only sign consent if the birth parents' rights have been terminated or if their whereabouts are unknown.  Children with special needs are sometimes entitled to special services such as private bus service or extended year school programs.  For more information, check with Resources for Children with Special Needs (RCSN) at resourcesnyc.org.
[bookmark: _Toc173208893]Allegations
A caseworker from the ACS Office of Special Investigations (OSI) may come to your home at any time to investigate a complaint of abuse or neglect with regard to a child in your care.  In rare circumstances if the OSI caseworker is having difficulty reaching you, she may come to your workplace or a relative’s house.   Your biological and adopted children (if you have them) may also be interviewed without you in the room.  In addition, your neighbors, friends and medical providers may also be interviewed.  You will receive a letter detailing the allegations within 7 days of the report.  The investigation must be completed within 60 days.  OSI will recommend follow up actions to be taken by our agency, if necessary.  If allegations are made against you, you should immediately speak to A PARENT GROUP LEADER/SOMEONE AT THE AGENCY?

Foster and adoptive families who care for children who have been separated from their parents because of abuse, neglect or abandonment are especially vulnerable to reports of abuse/neglect; often experience increased scrutiny; and may be more likely to be the target of maltreatment allegations than other families in their communities. The North American Council on Adoptable Children[footnoteRef:1] recommends the following prevention strategies: [1:  Strategies excerpted from http://www.nacac.org/adoptalk/allegations.html in Adoptalk, published by the North American Council on Adoptable Children, 970 Raymond Avenue, Suite 106, St. Paul, MN 55114; 651-644-3036; www.nacac.org.] 


· “Know your limits. If you are not comfortable handling children with certain challenging backgrounds and behaviors, don’t set yourself up by bringing such children into your home.
· Learn all you can about each child before placement. You have a right to know about previous abuse and allegations. Ask: "Has this child been abused? In what way? Who were the perpetrators? Have there been any abuse allegations?" [For example, if a] foster family whose 13-year-old girl charged the grandfather with abuse [knew] about her abuse history, they would never have left the foster grandfather alone with her.
· Make sure that men and boys [males are statistically far more likely than females to have been sexual perpetrators and therefore more likely to be accused] in your house are never alone with a [child] who has been sexually abused. Proactive precautions are very important in this situation, especially at the beginning of the placement. Talk with your partner and others in the household about this safety plan, and stay proactive.
· Give each sexually abused child his or her own bedroom. [This can be] difficult, but why put another child in your home at risk? If a child’s boundaries have been invaded, he or she needs to re-learn proper boundaries.
· Be crystal clear about rules for dress, privacy, touching, etc. Caregivers must agree on house rules, boundaries, and consequences. Each child comes from a different culture of parenting, sexuality, sleeping habits, dress, touch, and more, and needs to learn what is appropriate. [You could talk] about sexuality as one of the house rules. "In this house," [you could] say, "my husband gets his sexual needs met with me and only me." Sound crude? Yes, but [it sets] a very clear boundary that [children can really need].
· Never use physical discipline. Corporal punishment is not allowed in foster care, but […] some folks think that once the kids are adopted, physical discipline is okay. Don’t do it. Children with a history of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse often misinterpret physical discipline and an allegation is likely. Physical discipline can also undermine attachment.
· Avoid teasing, horseplay, wrestling, and suggestive language. These are acts of intimacy, and intimacy is just what abused children often resist. In addition, the child may get a different message than you intend during the close physical contact involved.
· Document sexual acting out in writing. Send reports to the child’s social worker and therapist. Then, if another incident comes to light, the worker and therapist can see that there might be a pattern to the child’s acting out that perhaps relates to past experiences. 
· Document behavior patterns. When a child enters your home, use a calendar to record changes in the child’s behavior; inappropriate words or actions during birth parent visits; the child’s behavior following visits; the cause of scratches, bruises, or other injuries; and any patterns of behavior that seem to follow specific events or times of the year (like anniversaries of certain past events).
· Participate in a support group. As foster and adoptive parents of children with special needs, [you] need to share the struggles and joys that are a part of [your lives with those who can empathize and support [you]. [You] need folks who can laugh and cry with [you] and really understand [the] foster and adoptive parents’ journey.
· Reserve personal time to reduce stress. Know what really pushes your buttons, and establish a calming plan. Post 20 calming tips on your refrigerator and model stress-reduction techniques for your children. Then, make plans for a weekly–yes, weekly–time away from the children. Take care of yourself; you are the child’s greatest gift!”
[bookmark: _Toc173208894]Parent support group
We have a monthly parent support group for foster and adoptive?? parents and encourage you to attend.  The goal of our support group is to …  We consider participation in our foster parent support group as part of your training hours??  Here is the leader’s contact information:   OR  We do not have a monthly support group but encourage you to join one of the many others available to you.  You can find one in your area by looking under NY Services at www.nysccc.org and clicking on your borough.  Parent support groups are listed on the bottom of the page.  You can also start your own group!  You can find resources to do so by looking under FAMILY SUPPORTS/PARENT GROUPS? at www.nysccc.org.  

We also provide other supports to you such as respite, counseling, care for older youth and preparing teens for adulthood ….
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Appendix A
GUIDELINES AND RULES FOR CONSIDERATION OF FOSTER CARE AND ADOPTION SUBSIDY INCOME/PAYMENTS FOR FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS
Food Stamps 
Foster Care Payments The treatment of foster care payments depends on whether or not the child for whom payments are received is included in the food stamp household.  

Source: NYS OTDA 08‐ADM‐04: “Children who are in foster care are not required to be included in the FS household of their foster parent(s). It is the decision of the household whether to include the child(ren) or not. Inclusion or exclusion of the foster care child in the FS household is not contingent on whether or not food for the foster care child is purchased and prepared with the rest of the food stamp household.  (i.) If a child is included in the FS household, then the foster care payments for that child, in excess of allowable, verified, reimbursable expenses, must be included as income when determining the eligibility and benefit for that household. Such payments are considered to be unearned income to the FS household.
ii. If a child is not included in the FS household, then the total amount of the foster care payments must be excluded as income to the FS household.”

Adoption Subsidy Payments are included as unearned income

Source: NYS OTDA 08‐ADM‐04: “Adoption subsidy payments in excess of allowable, verified, reimbursable expenses may not be excluded as income and are considered to be unearned income to the FS household. Income from adoption subsidy payments must be budgeted in determining the household’s FS eligibility and benefit amount.”
Temporary Assistance (TA) ‐ aka public assistance 
Foster Care Payments are not included as income for purposes of applying for Temporary Assistance.

Source: NYS OTDA 08‐ADM‐04: “A child on whose behalf a relative or caretaker is receiving foster care is not considered under 18NYCRR 369.2(f) (1) (ii) to be residing in the home of the relative or caretaker. This means that a child on whose behalf foster care is being received when physically present in the home of the relative/caretaker is not considered for filing unit or other budgetary purposes. Foster care income is exempt for TA budgetary calculations under 18 NYCRR 352.22(g)”

Adoption Subsidy Payments: The treatment of adoption subsidy income depends on whether or not the child (for whom subsidy is received) is included in the family household. If the adopted child is included in the household composition, subsidy income is included. If the child is not included, subsidy income is excluded.

Source: NYS OTDA 08‐ADM‐04: “The treatment of adoption subsidy income for TA eligibility purposes is detailed in 92 ADM‐42. The social services district must include the child on whose behalf an adoption subsidy is being received in the TA filing unit and the full amount of the adoption subsidy income in the budget only when it is financially beneficial to the family for the child to be included. Since it is normally financially beneficial to exclude the child on whose behalf an adoption subsidy is being received from the
filing unit and therefore exclude the full amount of the adoption subsidy income from the budget, children in receipt of an adoption subsidy are normally not members of the TA filing unit.”
Subsidized Housing 
Foster Care Payments: are not included as the child is not a permanent member of the family.

Source: HUD Occupancy Handbook 4350.3, Section 1,Chapter 5 ( 5‐6,A,3,g): “Payments received by the family for the care of foster children or foster adults are not counted.”

Adoption Subsidy Income: is included in the adoptive family’s income up to $480.00 a month. Any amount over $480 is excluded.

Source: HUD Occupancy Handbook 4350.3, Section 1,Chapter 5 ( 5‐6,A,3,g): “Adoption assistance payments in excess of $480 are not counted.”
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
Foster Care Payments: are not deemed as available income in determining eligibility for SSI.

Source: http://www.socialsecurity.gov/ssi/spotlights/spot‐deeming.htm “Examples of income that we do not deem are Temporary Assistance for Needy Families; Department of Veterans Affairs' pension; general assistance; foster care payments for an ineligible child; and income used to make support payments”

Adoption Subsidy Payments are included in the adoptive family's income when determining eligibility for, and the amount of a disabled child’s SSI benefit. If the child is eligible, the amount of the SSI payment is reduced dollar for dollar by the amount of the adoption subsidy.

Source: ACF Child Welfare Policy Manual, 8.2B.12 TITLE IV‐E, Adoption Assistance Program, Eligibility, SSI. “Title XVI (SSI) is a needs based program and, as such, requires a test of income and resources of the adoptive parents in determining the amount of the SSI benefit to which a child with a disability(ies) may be entitled. If (or when) the parental resources and income exceed a maximum level determined by the SSI program, the child is no longer eligible for SSI payments. In cases where the child is eligible for both SSI and title IV‐E [Adoption Assistance] and there is concurrent receipt of payments from both programs, the child's SSI payment will be reduced dollar for dollar without application of any exclusion, thus decreasing the SSI benefit by the amount of the title IV‐E payment.”
Free or Reduced School Meal Programs
Foster Care Payments: are not included as income if the foster parent is applying as a household for other children not in care. Children in foster care are considered a household of one and must have a separate application submitted and signed by a member of the child’s household, a court official or other agency with responsibility for the child.

Source: USDA Eligibility Manual for School Meals Part 4, B, page 32. “Foster child ‐ a foster child is a child who is living with a household but who remains the legal responsibility of the welfare agency or court. Such a child is considered a household of one.” Part 3, page 28. “Since each foster child, including a preschool foster child, is a household of one, foster children are not included in the foster parents household."

Adoption Subsidy Payments are included the adoptive family's income when applying as a household.
Source: USDA Eligibility Manual for School Meals, Part 4, B, page 31. "Adopted Child ‐ An adopted child for whom a household has accepted legal responsibility is considered to be a member of that household. If the adoption is a "subsidized adoption, which may include children with special needs, the subsidy is included in the total household income. "
Child Care Subsidies 
Foster Care and Adoption Subsidy Payments are not included in the foster or adoptive family’s income.

Source: NYS 07‐OCFS‐LCM‐5. “Effective April 30, 2007, all local offices must exclude adoption and foster care subsidies when determining eligibility for child care subsidies and calculation of the family share.”
Medicaid 
Foster Care Payments are not included in family income when determining eligibility for low Income Families.

Source: NYS DOH Medicaid Reference Guide, Section 2‐ Income, pages 150‐152 “The following types of income are disregarded in the determination of gross monthly income for Medicaid: ...FOSTER PARENT PAYMENTS - Payments received for a child boarded out in the home of a recipient by an agency or a relative of the child.”

Adoption Subsidy Payments: The treatment of adoption subsidy income depends on whether or not the child (for whom subsidy is received) is included in the family household. If the adopted child is included in the household composition, subsidy income is included. If the child is not included, subsidy income is excluded.

Source: NYS DOH Medicaid Reference Guide, Section 2 Income, page 455. “Medicaid may be authorized for an entire household or the portion of a household that is determined eligible. All persons in a household may apply on the same application, regardless of whether or not their eligibility is determined in the same budget/household. A child(ren) in receipt of an adoption subsidy may be removed from the household for budgeting purposes if the child(ren) makes the rest of the family ineligible. Federal law mandates states provide Medicaid coverage for adopted IV‐E children.
“
Additional source: NYS DOH Medicaid Reference Guide, Section 4 Other Eligibility Requirements, pages 133‐4 “Determining eligibility is a two‐step process: 1. Count as many persons in the household as possible. If the child or the person seeking eligibility is not found eligible;  2. Remove the “May Counts” from the household of the applicant(s) and determine eligibility. Prior to the adoption finalization, the child is considered a household of one. Once the adoption is finalized, Medicaid eligibility is determined using the household size of the child, adoptive parent(s) and any other applying siblings. The child’s adoption subsidy is counted in the eligibility determination unless the child has been deleted from the household based on Mehler/Vailes. The child’s adoption subsidy is counted in the eligibility determination unless the child is not counted in the household.
Family and Child Health Plus Programs 
Foster Care Payments: As both of these programs use the same budgeting methodology as Medicaid, foster
care payments are not included in family income.

Adoption Subsidy Income: Same as Medicaid, the treatment of adoption subsidy income depends on whether or not the child (for whom subsidy is received) is included in the family household.

Source: 01 OMM/ADM‐6. To be eligible for FHPlus, an adult must be uninsured, age 19 through 64, a New York State resident, meet citizenship/alien status requirements, ineligible for Medicaid based on income and/or resources, and must meet certain income requirements. While the majority of Medicaid eligibility standards and rules will apply for FHPlus applicants, there are several differences such as higher income levels, no resource test, and no co‐payments, premiums or other types of cost‐sharing. When determining gross countable income, exclude those ADC‐related and S/CC‐related categorical income disregards that are not considered in determining gross, monthly income for Medicaid eligibility. (Medicaid Reference Guide)
Source: Office of Medicaid Management GIS 00 MA/007. A major difference between Child Health Plus and Medicaid has been the determination of household size. In order to more closely align the programs, a common method of determining household size has been developed... When families apply directly to a local district office, eligibility workers should initially include all applying and non‐applying siblings residing together in the household size. In the event that such sibling has income which renders the applicants ineligible, workers must explain the right to exclude any applying or non‐applying children with income from the household count, as required by the Mehler/Vailes litigation. This applies to: Low Income Families, ADC‐related Medically Needy, and Expanded/poverty
Non‐parent Caregiver Financial Assistance Cases
Overview: Grandparents, other relatives, and non‐relatives who are caring for children for whom they are not legally responsible are eligible to apply for Temporary Assistance (TA) for children in their care. 

Non‐parent Caregiver is the NYS OTDA recommended term to be used when referring to cases where there is a non‐legally responsible caregiver caring for a children for whom they are applying for, or receiving TA; and includes both relative and non‐relative caregivers.
The child’s eligibility for TA is based solely on the child(ren)’s income and resources. Federal reporting requirements mandate that relative non‐parent caregivers provide their income and resources as a condition of eligibility for the child(ren). However, they are not required to verify their income and resources. If the non‐ parent caregiver is in receipt of SSI and is receiving the live alone rate, the child(ren) moving in with them would move them to the living with others rate, which is generally lower. Source: NYS OTDA 05‐INF‐24, Non‐ parent Caregiver Cases and Temporary Assistance (TA)
References
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· NYS OTDA Policy Directives: http://www.otda.state.ny.us/main/policy/directives/2010/
· HHS Administration for Children & Families Child Welfare Policy Manual: http://www.acf.hhs.gov/cwpm/programs/cb/laws_policies/laws/cwpm/policy.jsp?idFlag=8
· USDA Eligibility Manual for School Meals: http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/eligibility_guidance.pdf
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Appendix B
WHAT MAKES A GOOD FOSTER PARENT?

The following comes from an amazing blog (http://looneytunes09.wordpress.com/) written by a young woman who aged out of foster care after living in 14 different places.   A reader asked her, “What makes a good foster mom?”  Also see “What makes a good foster dad? … a reader asks” on her blog for more excellent suggestions.

1. Caring and Interest:  Show interest in the child.  Ask what is going on in their world.  Ask what they feel.  They may not answer, but show that you are interested.  Showing interest shows you care.  In so many of the foster homes/group homes I stayed in, no-one even asked about school, let alone how I felt or what was going on in my world.  I knew they never cared about me.  Foster kids may act like we don’t want you to care about us, but deep down we do.  We are just trying to protect ourselves from getting hurt again.

Show you care. Sometimes children in foster care “can’t hear” your caring. You tell them you care and they say “**** you.”  Sometimes words mean nothing to a foster kid, because words have been nothing but lies from their bioparents and therefore hold no weight.  Therefore, show you care. This takes more effort, but do it. Examples:
· Go out of the way to cook their favorite dinner
· Ask to see their homework
· If they did well on a test or an assignment — display it on the refrigerator or go celebrate
· Spend time with the child doing an activity – walking the dog, playing football, etc.
· Sometimes actions speak much louder than words – in a foster kids world.  As trust develops, words become important, but at first it might be actions.

2.  Patience, Gentleness, Steadiness; but Firm Boundaries:  I don’t believe in yelling at foster children and I actually do not believe in “tough parenting or tough punishment.”  These kids have had enough “toughness” and hostility in their lives.  I think of a good foster parent as acting similar to how the Taoists describe water.  Water flows gently and peacefully, …but over time is so powerful that it is able to carve through rock.  Display gentleness, steadiness, and firm boundaries regarding what is appropriate and what is not.  Set the boundaries early in the relationship.  When the boundaries are tested, stand firm; not with hostility but explanation. For example:

· “LT, we eat at the table; not walking around the house because we don’t want crumbs everywhere.  Come and sit down.”

· “LT, we don’t condone you smoking.  You can NOT smoke in the house.  If you are going to smoke which is not healthy for you, you must smoke outside.  If you smoke inside, we will take the cigarettes.”
· “LT, sneaking out at night is NOT permitted.  We care where you are and are concerned if you are missing.  One more time and you will spend the next month of weekends with us cleaning the garage and helping out at the community food shelter.”

Notice, boundary is said, explanation of caring and why it is not appropriate to break the boundary, and some discipline if necessary.  Expect the boundaries to be tested.  This is a way of establishing whether you are trustworthy.  Showing anger, toughness, or threats will most likely make the child react “worse” – because they are testing you to take the next step.   Stop this cycle.  Gentleness, firmness and steadiness wins.

3. Creativity:  Find ways to deal with the child’s issues creatively.  Find ways to deal with the child’s feelings creatively.  Find ways to deal with the child creatively.  Think outside the box. Traditional methods do not work and put the child further into isolation.  Remember my story about the Hippie foster parents…they encouraged dancing as an expression of feeling.  It was a release of both energy and feeling for a kid (me) in so much turmoil. Other positive examples of creativity:

· Talk to the Stars Game.  My 2nd foster home did this.  Because I could not talk to “people” and was very afraid of “people,” they started the “Talk to the stars” game.  When the stars came out, we would go sit outside on a blanket and my foster mother would say something like: “Hello stars – we are glad to see you tonight and we came to talk to you.” Then she would say a phrase like “I am so tired.”  Then each of us would point to a star twinkling and that would be a sign that the star heard.  When we found 5 stars twinkling at us, it would be my turn to “Talk” to the stars.   I would say a phrase and then we would look for the twinkling stars.  Over time the phrases became more detailed and descriptive of my feelings and fears.

· A food storage container in my room where I could put the food I was stealing and hoarding.  Instead of hiding food all over the room, I put the food in that bin that was mine.  Every couple of days, me and my foster mother would go through it to see if anything needed to be thrown away and we would talk about it.  It was my safe space.  I knew food was always there.  No-one else could go into the storage bin without me knowing.

· “Punishment” - that was activities with the family, such as raking leaves.  This actually turned into a fun activity because we wound up “playing” in the leaves which released energy and tension.

4. Ability to Put Yourself in the “Child’s Shoes”:  I guess this is called empathy.  Never forget no matter how “bad” we have acted, that we are children.  What may seem really stupid to you, most likely makes perfect sense to the child.  For example, I am always amazed that beginning foster parents are shocked that foster children eat a ton of food or steal and hoard food.  Many are overwhelmed by this.  But, if you are a child where there was not constant food and you are starving, it makes perfect sense to steal and hide food.
Have you ever been starving?  I don’t mean “oh, I didn’t eat dinner TODAY” starving — I mean you are so fucking hungry that you eat paper to try to stop the pain in your stomach?  Or carpet?  Starving where you can feel your stomach eating itself.  That type of starving?  For weeks?   For longer?  - Have you?

Have you ever wondered when your next any food item will come– when your parents will put something in the refrigerator? And you give up waiting and search the trash cans, willing to eat bread that is soggy and covered with mold?   Or half-eaten pizza that you find under table trash and cigarette ashes from a restaurant?  Or a banana that well, you can’t really tell what it is….but it smells like something to eat.  This is what I mean.  Put yourself in the shoes of the child…..and it all makes sense.

5.  Sense of Humor:  This is incredibility important.  Humor is at times the best medicine and a huge stress reliever for both the foster mom and foster child.  For example: 
 
· When I was young, one of my “bad habits” when I was upset was writing on walls—all walls.  In one foster home I lived in, the foster mother purchased all kinds of paper, in all sizes, shapes, colors, in hopes of getting me to write on the paper instead of the walls.  She laid them on the floor, in almost every room. Normally I wrote on every wall in my bedroom, all four of them.  One day I wrote on only one wall and then started writing on the papers on the floor. When my foster mother came in, instead of yelling at me for writing on the wall again, she looked at the floor, laughed and said “Progress LT.  Good job.”  She did not get mad, she laughed.  Then she got on the floor and colored with me.

6. Willingness to Want to Teach and to Learn:  Foster children come from a different life than you are probably accustomed to.  Some of it bad, some of it good, and some of it different.  Use this opportunity to both teach and learn from the children.  For example:

· I never ate at a table and never knew formal “manners” until I went to foster care.  I had to be taught those.
· I never brushed my teeth before.  I had to be taught to do that and why.
· I had to be taught to change clothes every day.  When I lived with my bioparents, no-one cared and I did not have alot of clothes.  I kept wearing the same things.  Then when I went to foster care, there was “lots” of shirts and pants and socks.  I had to be taught to wear different clothes and that clothes needed to be washed.

These may be extreme examples, but the point is that my world with my bioparents was very different than “normal” and I had alot to learn. But at the same time, the foster parents had to want to learn what my world was like. That included listening to my experiences, hearing my feelings, and trying to understand what it was like for me.  It may be hard to learn about all these things, but it helps aid in empathy and understanding the child.  And it helps the child heal and make sense of things.

In a more concrete example, many foster children are educationally behind or have difficulties. Share your knowledge about the world, your ability to read, and be willing to teach the child — from things like school work, to things about the world, to things about survival.  In my blog I mention many “things” I should have been taught along the way – school, cooking, how to drive, how to get a bank account and manage money, etc.etc.  I also talk about some things I learned — building fires, appreciation of music, how to make water safe, that it was ok to drop stuff, etc. etc…

7. Creative Punishment that Forces Engagement, Not Isolation:  Punishing foster children so that they are isolated, alone, sent back, etc. is not helping them at all.  They act-out in fear, in anger, to test what will happen.  If you respond as they expect, you prove that they are not worthwhile or are bad…exactly what they want. Use creative punishment that ENGAGES the child to be with you.  For example from my own experiences:  

· raking leaves with the family, 
· cooking dinner with the foster mother, 
· building a birdhouse with the foster father, 
· cleaning and picking up a room with the foster mother, etc.

Foster children are used to being alone.  Punishing them so that they are “alone” again, does nothing but enforce their negative feelings about themselves and the world.

8. SMILE, Please smile:  Many of us come from worlds where there were no smiles, no soft gentle eyes, no looks of happiness.  Example: 

· When I was 7 and I went into foster care, my first foster mother, Ms. Liz was a wonderful lady.  She smiled.  I was so captivated by her smile that I remember taking my fingers and running them along her lips to the corner… for which she would smile more.  I don’t think I ever saw “smile” that much.   So, freaking SMILE.

9. FIGHT For Foster Kid’s Rights: A good foster parent will fight to get the child what she/he needs.  If you have read some of the comments on my blog, foster parents talk about having to “fight” for the child.  If you don’t fight, the child will slip through the cracks.  You may have to fight for mental health treatment, ILP, less visitation, more visitation, … the list goes on. Example: 

· I left foster care at 18 with a bad eating disorder, severe self-harming behavior, and mental illness that should have been treated by therapy.  I left without life skill classes and without finishing high school.  I should have been in a permanent placement early on in care.   Fight for these things — the kids deserve them.

Part of being a good foster parent is being an advocate for the child.   Because most likely, the child can’t or won’t advocate for themselves.  SPEAK UP!

10.  Be Willing to “Step Back in Time”:  Foster kids may be emotionally younger than their chronological age.  It may not be a developmental delay, but an emotional delay.  Don’t be afraid to step back in time with a foster child, because, well, they may have missed alot of “stuff.” Examples: 
· Reading to them and having them read to you
· Playing with toys and games with them
· Teaching about different foods like what fruits are or how to cook
· Taking the child to a place like a zoo — where they may never have been
· When I went into foster care, one of my favorite games at age 7 was Candy Land.  I had NEVER played that and I loved the colors and the counting and the candy.  I thought it was funny.  That game is for young children, but I played it constantly.  I also was fascinated with Hungry Hungry Hippos, which is this game where you push the back of the hippo and it opens up to eat the marbles that are rolling around the board.  The person whose Hippo eats the most marbles wins.  I thought it was hysterical and it was about food.  That game was also “below” where I should have been.

11. Let the Children Have a “Life”:  Just because the children in your home are “foster children,” does not mean they don’t need a life.  Encourage sports, music, extracurricular activities that can help build their self-esteem and that they enjoy.  I know things cost money, but if money is an issue, encourage school-based activities or free activities.  I grew up never having any extracurricular activities but wishing I had; because now as a young adult, I have very little clue what I like or what I would like to do for “fun.”  I never experienced playing a sport or the yearbook club or drama club or playing an instrument, etc.  All these things help define a child…make sure the opportunity is there.

Think about cross-over if the child is moved.  Are there activities that the child can continue if moved to another home?  Sometimes foster parents and workers use the excuse that the kids “move so much” and that is why they are not active…work hard to think about ways to get them involved in activities that can stay CONSTANT.

12.  Be THE Parent:  Just because you are a “foster parent” does not mean you should not be THE parent.  What I mean is attend parent-teacher conferences, attend the science fair, attend the game or the play or whatever else the child is involved in.  Include them in your family events; don’t isolate them away.  Act like their parent; not a friend, etc., because a parent is what the child needs.

13.  Don’t Give Up!  This is probably the hardest suggestion to give, because I recognize that being a foster parent is not easy.  I also recognize that you may get some kids who “give you a run for your money” and that you want to send back.  My advice is to please think carefully about your decision.  Although we as foster kids may egg-you-on to “send us back” or “to get rid of us” — deep down inside we are really terrified of being abandoned again. And in most cases, we are just testing you to do so.  When you make that decision to get rid of us, in most children, it is very painful because we again feel “bad,” “unwanted,” “unworthy,” etc.  The example I share here, I am NOT proud about and feel tremendous guilt about to this day; but it eloquently shows what I mean. Example: 

· Recall the Hippies…one of the best foster homes I lived in.  For personal reasons, they could no longer keep me and made the decision to “send me back.”  I was devastated inside; beyond belief….. but I cursed them out, acted-out, and set fire to many of their record albums.   My behaviors were so “bad” that they “sent me back” several weeks before the planned time.  Their reaction to me acting-out reinforced how horrible I felt about myself and how “bad” I truly was.

It is like a vicious cycle.  We egg-you-on, you respond how we expect, and it proves exactly how horrible we are. … Break that cycle and don’t respond or react how the foster kid wants.  This builds trust.  If you give up, deep down inside, so does a piece of us.  A shattered heart is hard to rebuild.

14. LISTEN: Please.  Hear us.  Sometimes lending your ear to a child in pain and turmoil is the best thing in the world.  When a child is ready, she/he will talk.  And when she/he talks…. PLEASE LISTEN.

15.  Be HONEST.  Period:  Don’t lie — about anything.  We are lied to enough by bio-parents and many other people in our lives.  Model honesty.  Lying will break trust. Don’t lie about our bio-parents, don’t lie about why we are in foster care, don’t lie about yourselves.  If you don’t know the answer, say so; but do not lie.  Foster children tend to be excellent at reading body language and small signals — it is part of being hyper vigilant.  If you lie, we will know it….eventually.  The foster parents I respected the most were the ones who told me the truth no matter how hard it was to hear.  For example:

· “LT, I know you want to see your mom, but everyone has tried very hard to find her.  She is gone.  They will keep trying but if she does not come back, there is no way to see her.”
· “LT, your dad is going to jail.  The judge made the decision.  You are safe now.  But many, many years from now, he may get out.  But then you will be big.  Do you have any questions?”
· “LT, you have to leave our home because we are moving to another state.  We can’t take you with us.  We only wanted to do foster care and never planned on adopting. “

These examples were somewhat confusing and painful at the time, but I appreciate the honesty.  Lies DO NOT protect….always remember that.
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Appendix C
SUGGESTED READING

The following list was taken from http://nysccc.org/family-supports/recommended-reads/.
[bookmark: _Toc173208897]Adoption Books
· Adopting the Hurt Child: Hope for Families with Special-Needs Kids by Gregory C. Keck & Regina Kupecky
· Adopting The Older Child by Claudia L. Jewett
· Attaching in Adoption: Practical Tools for Today’s Parents by Deborah D. Gray
· Being Adopted: The Lifelong Search for Self by David Brodzinsky, Ph.D., Marshall Schechter, M.D. and Robin Hening
· Beneath the Mask: Understanding Adopted Teens by Debbie Riley
· Brothers and Sisters in Adoption by Arleta M. James
· Help I’ve Been Adopted by Brenda McCreight
· Helping Children Cope with Separation and Loss, Revised Edition by Claudia L. Jewett Jarratt
· Nurturing Adoptions: Creating Resilience After Neglect and Trauma by Deborah D. Gray Perspectives Press, 2007
· Parenting Adopted Adolescents: Understanding and Appreciating Their Journeys by Gregory C. Keck
· Parenting the Hurt Child: Helping Adoptive Families Heal and Grow by Gegory C. Keck
· Parenting Your Adopted Older Child: How to Overcome the Unique Challenges and Raise a Happy and Healthy Child by Brenda McCreight, Ph.D.
· Real Parents, Real Children: Parenting the Adopted Child by Holly van Gulden and Lisa M. Bartels-Rabb
· Telling the Truth to Your Adopted or Foster Child: Making Sense of the Past by Betsy E.Keefer and Jayne E. Schooler
· The Family of Adoption: Completely Revised and Updated by Joyce Maguire Pavao
· The Open Adoption Experience – A Complete Guide for Adoptive and Birth Families by Lois Ruskai Molina
· Twenty Things Adopted Kids Wish Their Adoptive Parents Knew by Sherrie Eldridge
· Wounded Children, Healing Homes by Jayne E. Schooler, Betsy Keefer Smalley, and Timothy J. Callahan, Psy.D.
[bookmark: _Toc173208898]Foster Care Books
· A Child’s Journey Through Placement by Vera I. Fahlberg, M.D.
· Another Mother: Co-Parenting with the Foster Care System by Sarah Gerstenzang
· A Guide to Foster Parenting: Everything But the Kids! by Mary Anne Goodearle, M.S.,
· A Guidebook for Raising Foster Children by Susan McNair Blatt, M.D. -
· Advocating for Children in Foster and Kinship Care: A Guide to Getting the Best out of the System for Caregivers and Practitioners by Micheal Rosenwald, Phd and Beth Riley, MSW
· The Heart Knows Something Different: Teenage Voices from the Foster Care System by Al Desetta
· Families Change: A Book for Children Experiencing Termination of Parental Rights by Julie Nelson
· Kids Need to Be Safe: A Book for Children in Foster Care  by Julie Nelson
· The Lost Children of Wilder: The Epic Struggle to Change Foster Care by Nina Bernstein
· Maybe Days: A Book for Children in Foster Care by Jennifer Wilgocki
· Parenting Someone Else’s Child by Ann Stressman
· Building A Bridge: Stories About Connections Between Parents and Foster Parents from Youth Communication
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