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Introduction
Welcome to Beyond Permanency One Year Later: Looking Back, Looking Forward. The journal is an
outgrowth of the October 2015 “Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster Youth” Symposium,
to memorialize the work of that day, the work that has continued in its aftermath, and the work that is yet
to be done. We know that foster care is a temporary situation for children when their parents need time or
support to adequately care for them or the children need the system’s protection. We know that the goal is
for children to be reunited with their biological families or, when reunification is impossible, to be adopted.
Yet the foster care system lacks mechanisms to know if “permanency” has been achieved. On October 23,
2015, we listened and learned about challenges some former foster youth faced after adoption.
True permanency eludes more youth than many of us realize. We can call it “adoption disruptions,” “adoption
dissolutions,” “adoption discontinuity,” “failed adoptions,” or “broken adoptions.” Whichever name you
choose, these terms haunt youth as they try to establish themselves, develop permanent connections, and
take their place in the world. Last fall, youth directly impacted, along with professionals and academics,
gathered to discuss and understand the scope of the issues that surround no longer being with your adoptive
parents, losing or being denied contact with your siblings after an adoption, and the troubling construct of
the adoption subsidy.
The symposium was not a beginning, but rather a stage in a continuum. We all know that in order to
improve the outcomes of a system, we have to work on the front end as well as the back end. During the last
year, laws and policies have been revisited. Individual practitioners have made shifts in their practice, and
data is still being collected. In fact, in New York State, the symposium spurred the creation of post-adoption
sibling contact legislation. That bill made it to Governor Andrew Cuomo’s desk—and was signed into law!
For all of the work on the symposium and the journal, I want to acknowledge and thank all of the sponsors—
the Diane Abbey Law Institute for Children and Families of the Impact Center for Public Interest Law at
New York Law School, the New York City Administration for Children’s Services, New York City Family
Court, Lawyers for Children, The Legal Aid Society Juvenile Rights Practice, The New York State Bar
Foundation, the Viola W. Bernard Foundation, the Columbia Law School Public Interest Law Foundation,
and FamilyKind. Thank you to all of the planners, presenters, and behind-the-scenes staff who made this
an educative and enlightening event. Thank you to all the attendees who joined us for the symposium. The
overwhelming response and interest in attending showed that we are all encountering the topics explored.
Over 250 attendees along with participants from 46 states, the District of Columbia, and two countries
were part of the symposium day!
The journal is from all of us, but its production is made possible through the generous support of New York
Law School. We hope in your respective jurisdictions and programs you continue this work. Children’s
well-being is at stake. The foster care system charged to care and protect children when others cannot and
all of us who work in or around it must individually and collectively continue to stimulate change. Thank
you.
Karen P. Simmons
Executive Director, The Children’s Law Center

Part

Looking Back: Beyond
Permanency Symposium,
October 2015
The “Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster Youth”
Symposium was held at New York Law School on October 23,
2015. The Symposium provided the opportunity for government
officials, government agencies, non-profit agencies, academics,
attorneys, and social workers to discuss obstacles to permanency
for former foster youth. Together, symposium participants sought
to develop legislative and policy changes, as well as practical
solutions that can be implemented when serving adopted foster
youth and their families. Symposium attendees and panelists also
had the opportunity to hear from three youth panelists regarding
their experiences with foster care, adoption, and post-adoption
services.
The following section of articles includes the Symposium remarks
of the Honorable Jeanette Ruiz and New York City Administration
for Children’s Services Commissioner Gladys Carrión, and of the
three youth panelists. It also includes articles about several panel
presentations from the day.
Video of the symposium, as well as PowerPoint presentations
and Continuing Legal Education materials, are available here.

Remarks by

the Honorable Jeanette Ruiz

Administrative Judge, New York City Family Court
Good morning, everyone. I am truly delighted to be here and to have this opportunity to welcome all of you to today’s
symposium. As all of us know in this room, in our work, we too often learn that a young person’s hope for having a permanent
family has been dashed, that an adoptive family’s hope of having their foster child become a permanent member of their family
fades away, that despite the best efforts of many case workers, lawyers, judges, and others, an adoption has failed, and we ask
why and we try harder the next time, always hopeful that we can prevent whatever it was that went wrong before. Today we
have the opportunity to focus on the issues that cause these problems and perhaps arrive at some shared conclusions about what
we can do about it.
Gathered here today are some of the most passionate advocates and most prominent champions in child welfare. By virtue
of what we do, day in and day out, each of us is a source of knowledge and experience on this topic. Each of us, I’m sure, has
deeply held convictions about why adoptions fail and what needs to be done to correct the problem. Our job today is to use this
opportunity to combine our thoughts [and] our hearts, and through a meaningful process, gain a better understanding of the
problem in finding workable solutions. Present today are many Family Court judges, and I do want to acknowledge, and you
always get into trouble when you start acknowledging people, but I do want to acknowledge, Judge Bing Newton, of course,
Judge Staton, [and] the Honorable Carol Sherman. I saw Judge Perry and, I think, Judge Dean Kusakabe. I’m sure there are
other judges who haven’t arrived, I see Judge White in the back. I want to acknowledge all my colleagues. We also have here a
number of court personnel, contract agencies, other service providers, social workers, lawyers, policy makers, adoptive parents,
and youth.
As I look around this room I see many present and former colleagues with whom I’ve had the pleasure of working over the years.
We’ve all come here today to work towards solutions. All of us know how much work has gone into improving permanency
outcomes for children in our city’s foster care system; however, notwithstanding all of the important progress that has been
made over the years, we all know there is much work to be done in order to ensure that every child in foster care obtains the
sense of belonging, of being loved and supported, that only a family can provide.
The issue of providing timely permanency for children we serve through the creation of adoptive families is one that is especially
close to my heart and precedes my appointment as a Family Court judge. As many of you here know, I have worked in the area
of child welfare for over 20 years, having served as Deputy General Counsel and Deputy Commissioner for the New York City
Administration for Children’s Services [“ACS”]. I was responsible then for the ACS adoption unit from 2002 to 2007. During
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that time, a record number of adoptions were completed. The success that we achieved then could not have happened without
the collaboration of many of you who are here today. We all worked together to help create families for children, who for a
number of reasons, were unable to be reunified with their parents of origin.
My time on the Family Court bench over the last eight years has afforded me a broader, more nuanced perspective on the
issue of permanency for children. I have personally witnessed the tremendous satisfaction that comes along with the creation
of the family through adoption, whether kinship or non-kinship. I am moved by the way people—extended family members
and ordinary citizens alike—choose to become foster parents and in making that choice, create bonds, new connections, new
families. But with those successes, there are some real challenges to creating lasting permanency for children and families that
last through the good times, the hard times, and all of the challenges life presents to us all in one form or another.
Today we will search for ways in which the adoption process can be strengthened and improved to prevent children who are
adopted from returning back to the foster care system. With the guidance of today’s presenters, we will look to find solutions.
In doing so, the scope of our deliberations will need to be broad and take into consideration everything from policy changes
to changes in our day-to-day practice, and we want to be sure to always include in our consideration the perspective of the
children and youth whose lives we impact through our determinations and our judgments about what is in their best interest.
It is truly all about them, and we can never, ever lose sight of that fact. Whether the solutions require small adjustments or
systemic reform, we want to take the opportunity we have today to figure it out, or at least to begin to figure it all out.
Now, there is important work already happening on this issue. As many of you are aware, the issue of broken adoption was
highlighted in a 2012 law review article titled “The Revolving Doors of Family Court: Confronting Broken Adoptions,”
authored by attorneys Dawn Post and Brian Zimmerman, both of whom are here today and will be participating in panel
discussions.1 We should commend them for their work in bringing this important issue to the forefront. In my capacity
as recently appointed Administrative Judge of the New York City Family Court, I am also very pleased to report on the
collaborative work of the Child Protective Advisory Committee of our court, led by Judge Marybeth Richroath, who, if she’s
not here, will be here shortly, and its subcommittee on termination of parental rights and adoptions led by Referee Emily
Martinez, who is here in the front. These two bodies, composed of judges and other court personnel (child welfare attorneys,
agencies, and service providers), have been developing specific proposals for ways in which to address the growing issues in failed
adoptions [and] to ensure that the children we serve are heard. Additionally, the Family Court Advisory Rules Committee, of
which I am a member, and I believe our counsel Jan Fink is also in the room, is exploring proposals for legislation that would,
among other things, provide Family Court judges with explicit authority to order post-adoption sibling contact.
As I assume the leadership of the New York City Family Court, I am encouraged by the very thoughtful work that is taking
place along several fronts to address the complex issues that are associated with broken adoptions. I would also like to thank
at this time The Children’s Law Center, its Executive Director Karen Simmons, and her team for spearheading today’s effort
and for the wonderful opportunity that has been presented to us all today. I also wish to acknowledge Commissioner Gladys
Carrión of the New York City Administration for Children’s Services for co-sponsoring today’s event. Together with Karen
Freedman and her team at Lawyers for Children, Tami Steckler and her team at The Legal Aid Society, New York Law School
and the Diane Abbey Law Institute for Children and Families, and, of course, Mrs. Abbey, who is here in person. Thank you.
As we sit here today and listen to the various presenters, I charge us all, I challenge us all, to think in a more focused and more
holistic way about the concept of permanency and its impact on the children and the families we serve. Think about how each
of us in our daily practice needs to be attuned to hearing the voices of our children. And perhaps instead of viewing adoption
as the end of the child’s journey through the foster care system, we [may] look at it as the beginning and the new chapter in the
life of that child in his or her adoptive family, and recognize that some adoptive parents may have a continuing need for support
to help them succeed in creating and, more importantly, maintaining a strong and lasting family that is able to weather all of
the joys and challenges that life inevitably brings to us all. So, with that, I bid you to have a wonderful, terrific, and thoughtprovoking day, with lots of invigorating thoughts for moving forward. Thank you.

ENDNOTES
1

Dawn Post & Brian Zimmerman, The Revolving Doors of Family Court: Confronting Broken Adoptions, 40 Cap. U. L. Rev. 437 (2012).
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Remarks by

Commissioner Gladys Carrión

New York City Administration for Children’s Services
Good afternoon, everyone. I am Gladys Carrión, the Commissioner of ACS, the Administration for Children’s Services, and I
will be introducing our keynote. I want to thank Karen [Simmons] for inviting me, and before I introduce our keynote, I want to
say a few words. I would like to thank The Children’s Law Center and everyone who made the symposium possible, and all of you
for advocating for young people in the city of New York. ACS partnered with Karen, and it was a wonderful partnership to help
put together the symposium, so I’m really pleased with the number of people who showed up today.
While I consider myself the chief advocate for children in the city of New York, I can say that there are never enough advocates,
so I would like to thank you for the work you do on behalf of all of our children. We could never have enough people advocating
for our children and for their well-being, so, it’s critical, as we can see by all of the people [who] are here today, how important
it is for us to be able to talk with each other, for us to be able to work with each other, and for us to partner. Because working
together, we can improve our systems, both our child welfare systems and our juvenile systems, so that they can be more
effective [and] can really serve young people. … Doing it together really does make a difference, and as probably all of you
know, we need a lot of help.
I want to thank you all and especially acknowledge the young people … weren’t they wonderful? Let’s give them a hand. You know
what they did, what they experienced, no young person should ever experience in our system. It took a lot of courage to share those
experiences. So I really would like to thank them for sharing. I want to respect their experiences and commit to making change
that will improve [things] for the young people [who] will come after them. I want to thank them for their ideas on how we can
do better; that’s really important. As Commissioner of ACS, your voice, all of your voices, matter a lot. There’s not one young
person, one perspective, one sector that can represent the interest of young people. It’s all of us; all of us are stakeholders. I can’t say
it enough: we all need to be advocates for young people. There aren’t enough advocates for young people.
Prior to coming to the City, I was the State commissioner, and every time it was budget time, and I would go to lobby, there
were a lot of lobbyists there for Verizon, but there weren’t a lot of lobbyists for our children. So we have to remember that
their voices are often not heard, and we need to encourage them to lift their voices, but we need to make sure that we’re
there representing their interests. Since becoming a commissioner for the City, my team and I have regularly met with youth,
families, and advocates, and we continue to make that a priority because I do understand, and my team understands, how
important it is to have your perspective in our work, and more importantly than your perspective, I need you to work with us
to make a difference in improving our system.

Looking Back: Beyond Permanency Symposium, October 2015
5

At ACS, we have a new Office of Family Engagement and Youth Advocacy, which is recruiting members for our youth
leadership council and is having its first meeting next month. The council hopefully will be a forum for young people to share
their experiences and ideas and to make sure that we incorporate the voices of young people in how we make decisions and how
we develop policies, to help us improve our system. So if you know any young people, Courtney Ramirez is the new director.
Please reach out to Courtney.
So I want to make it very clear that it’s unacceptable for young people to endure what people like Demetrius, Jaquan, and
LaToya each so eloquently expressed earlier.1 It’s just unacceptable, and we take these concerns very seriously, and hopefully
we’ve seen change in our system, improvement, and we’re on a track for even further improvement. The issues raised today,
including broken adoptions, adoption subsidy fraud, and sibling visitation after adoption, are incredibly complex and deserve
a meaningful examination of what happens not just after adoption, but what happens before adoption. You know, it was
mentioned, beginning with how we recruit and how we support our adoptive parents and our foster parents. ACS is committed
to providing support and resources for families and children after an adoption is finalized. We have dedicated ACS staff [who]
work with families and youth to respond to requests for assistance from adoptive parents and children who have been adopted,
and we help them resolve conflicts and get them connected to services. We’re also exploring how we [can] increase family
services in the community.
I want to amplify on a question that was asked at one of the panels. The reality is that New York State was responsible or
assumed responsibility for providing support for post-adoption services. There is no county in the state that actually pays [for]
or provides post-adoption services. We encourage every county to do it through preventive services, but most of them don’t,
including New York City. There is a commitment in this administration to provide funding for post-adoption services, and
ACS actually has a budget request to OMB [the New York City Office of Management and Budget] asking for that as a new
need to make sure we are providing the right types of services to support families, and providing post permanency resources.
When the budget advocacy time comes ... I expect all of you to be on the steps of City Hall asking for what? Funding for postadoption services. I can’t be the only one.
And I will let you know that when it’s appropriate, we suspend adoption subsidies ... Our hands are pretty tied with federal
law, but in the past three years we’ve suspended almost 500 subsidies when an adoptive parent has passed away so that
we can transfer [the subsidies] to the new guardian. In far fewer cases, unfortunately, we have suspended subsidies when
parental rights have been terminated, or if the child joins the military or passes away. We’ve also suspended over 300 cases
where the adoptive parent actually comes in and says they are no longer supporting the youth. The challenges we have
are what constitutes “support” under the federal regulations, and what is our ability to suspend subsidies even when we
know there is no support. We take the allegations of fraud very seriously. We report each one of them to the [New York
City] Department of Investigation. But we can do better, and we acknowledge that. So, I’m pleased that ACS is part of a
work group with The Children’s Law Center and other partners to look at ways to improve services and boost support for
adoptive and foster parents.
We have an initiative called No Time to Wait. We are looking at the entire adoption process in ACS. Sarah, one of our funders,
is here, and we are working hard to see what the system can look like, what we can do differently to provide the support that
foster parents and adoptive parents need, [and] how we identify better foster parents and adoptive parents. And by “better,”
[we mean] that they are committed and love kids. I mean, shouldn’t that be the first thing? That you really care and love
children, that’s why you’re doing it. Not because there’s a paycheck. So we’re looking at policies. We’re looking at protocols.
We’re looking at our entire system, including visitation for siblings and children who have been adopted.
We need more tools to better monitor the adoption subsidy payments. We need guidance and support from the federal
government to be able to suspend or terminate subsidies when adoptive parents fail to meaningfully provide support to their
children and [to] remind them that they have a legal responsibility to raise and care for their children. We lack a federal
standard about what “support” is, and without that guidance, it can mean any type of support, which varies dramatically from
parent to parent. Recently we submitted comments to the federal Administration for Children and Families to better define
what “any support” means. … What we want, like we have for kinship or guardianship, is a real definition for what support
looks like and documentation. … We defined what we thought the standard of support would be. And we want to make
sure at least [50 percent of ] the funds are going to support the well-being of a young person. We have a standard for kinship
guardianships, but we don’t have that for adoptive parents. This is what we are doing … and with your support, we can do much
more and have a greater impact.

Looking Back: Beyond Permanency Symposium, October 2015
6

You know, the title of this conference is “Beyond Permanency,” and the issues raised today ask us, ACS, to really shift our
focus to move beyond the view ... that our involvement terminates when a child is adopted. I think that we have for many,
many years very narrowly defined what adoption should look like. And I think we’re, at ACS, very committed to looking at
open adoptions. And what does that look like, and how do we promote that and support open adoptions. It’s certainly not a
new concept. We need to really listen to young people and [think about] how we can support them throughout the adoption
process [and] after adoption, and hopefully support them so that adoption really is that forever family. We are committed to
an agenda that focuses on a child’s well-being. We know that in order to improve well-being, we need to work collaboratively.
So I’m eager to continue on that journey we’ve begun with this new administration to improve outcomes for children. Once
again, I want to thank you for being here, for working with us, and for participating in this conversation and allowing us to be
a part of this conversation.

ENDNOTES
1

The statements of the three youth panelists appear in “Be A Voice” Youth Panel, infra at 8.
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“Be a Voice” Youth Panel
By Sara Nassof1

YOUTH PANELISTS:
Demetrius Johnson • LaToya Lennard • Jaquan Melton
MODERATOR: Hon. Bryanne Hamill, (retired) New York City Family Court Judge
PRESENTATION VIDEO LINK: http://nyls.mediasite.com/mediasite/Play/fd3a6d77cc494552a7a6b1b756f2d0de
1d?catalog=ce6292f8-7c2b-4db8-ac02-2d5b5d738421
For the “Be a Voice” panel, three former foster youths discussed their post-permanency experiences with the foster care system
and their individual experiences with multiple placements, broken adoptions, abuse, sibling visitation, subsidy fraud, and
neglect. They recounted their stories, struggles, and strengths in learning the complexities of the legal system and the true
meaning of family. They also provided recommendations for improving post-permanency experiences and reducing abuse,
subsidy fraud, and broken adoptions.
The panelists made the following recommendations:
1. Educate children who have been victimized by the system
2. Permit children to determine whether they want to have visitation rights with their biological families
3. Conduct thorough observations of adoptive homes post-adoption
4. Speak to children about their homes in private
5. Increase oversight of adoption subsidy recipients
6. Provide court records to children upon request
The panelists ended their discussion by defining “family.” The panelists agreed that family is not defined by blood, but by
loyalty, support, and whether a person will be there through the “highs” and“lows.”
The following pages include the youth panelists’ remarks.
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Remarks by Jaquan Melton
Hi, my name is Jaquan. I feel like I have lived in a world where my voice has never been heard. I ask you now, are you
listening?
I am more than a paycheck!
But that is how I feel I have been treated for years—not as a child, not as a human being, but just a means to a paycheck.
The good times I’ve had—can I honestly say any of them happened when I was younger? No, I have been in more than 15 foster
homes. I lived in a world where my voice was never heard.
The beginning of my time in foster care was just your basic home to home to home. It’s part of the reason I know as many
languages as I do, because half of the houses I went to didn’t speak English.
I learned Spanish, Creole, and Patois. Eventually I got adopted by the most abusive foster parent of all of them.
Initially I could not be adopted because my adoptive mother’s son was a felon. But he never exactly moved out of the house.
His name was just taken off of the lease. And there was no way of actually proving he was still there.
Everyone in the house was taking medication. I think that my adoptive mother exaggerated what we were all feeling and how
we behaved. Not just for the extra money but so when something came up, the caseworker never really processed that it might
actually be true. The caseworker just chalked it up to the fact that we had behavioral or mental health problems, so then we
weren’t believed.
In any event, if anyone asked how I was doing in that home, we were all taught to lie. I wish caseworkers were taught better how
to look past the words to the children behind them.
I didn’t know what it meant to be adopted. No one explained it to me. I thought I was on my way to a banquet. Seriously, so
many people were there, kids were running around, and there was a big old table maybe waiting to be set up with food. That
was my experience with those kinds of long tables. So when the judge said to me, “Do you want to be adopted?” I said, “Yes,
your honor,” but I didn’t exactly know what was going on ...
It sounds funny, but the only time we were safe was when our adoptive mother was in a relationship. Because then she behaved
herself: I wasn’t getting hit by an extension cord, two-by-four, bottles, or even once cut by a coffee pot. I didn’t know that my
adoptive mother was getting money to care for us. We always wore clothes that were donated to us. And believe me, as I think
back on the expenses, my feet were not as big as they were now. Where did all that money go? Had I even known that she was
getting money, I wish that not only would it have been used on me, but I believe there should be some regulations in place that
allow a percentage to be put directly in the adopted child’s name.
When I was 11, a neglect petition was filed against my adoptive mother for me and five other children, including some of
my biological siblings, and we were all removed. My adoptive mother gave my sister Ruby back to the system on a voluntary
[placement].
Two other children went to other family members.
The rest of us were all returned. To this day, I don’t know why.
Once, when I was 14, I called 311 about how could I go about being un-adopted. They just told me to go to my agency. But
when I went to Fordham Road, I learned that the family adoption place had been closed down. I never learned, where does all
the children’s paperwork go when the agency shuts down?
Another time, when I got kicked out by my adoptive mother, I went out in the cold with no sneakers and walked trying to seek
help. At that time I lived in Gun Hill, and I kept just walking. Finally, I went inside a 99-cents store to try to get a pair of shoes
with, like, $2. That didn’t get me far. I then took a cab but ran out once I realized I had to pay for it.
Finally, my adoptive mother moved us all to Maryland, and then I was permanently kicked out of [what] was supposed to be
my “forever” home. At 17, I was working at McDonald’s, going to school, and trying to pay rent ... it wasn’t easy. So I went down
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to welfare, and the guy told me, “Oh, you’re disapproved because you’re receiving some sort of income.” I had a dumb look on
my face like, “I’m receiving what?” I said, “I work, sir; this is all the income I’m receiving.” He said, “Not according to these
papers, and unless [your adoptive mother] says you’re no longer living there, we won’t be able to approve you.” I showed him
documentation that [I wasn’t] residing at that place, and he said, “It doesn’t matter, because at the end of the day, [your adoptive
mother] is still getting an income for you.”
Turns out my adoptive mother kept getting paid for me, for years, even after she kicked me out. An estimated $38,400! Also,
I learned during the child support case that I brought against my adoptive mother, she continued to get money for other
children [who] were no longer in her care after the neglect case that she had years ago.
At a minimum, money should not go to adoptive parents who no longer care for their children. Better regulations need to be
put into effect to check on the care of the child and to ensure that the money follows the child whether they live with someone
else or become independent (even if it was forced on them) like myself.
It is sad that I suffer with trust and knowing how to love all because it was never given to me. Can you imagine being constantly
reminded you don’t belong? I feel love has a limit. If you never got it young, you will be confused when you get older.
You will be questioning everyone’s motives and feel they want to bring you nothing but pain.
I am here to tell you that adoption is not always the best option. Too often, children like myself are cared for just for the
money—and they aren’t even cared for well. Better decisions have to be made. If I had the power, I would say that adoption
should be treated like renewing a lease on a car. You should have to come back every few years just to make sure the child is O.K.
and the family has everything that they need.
The outcomes for children who age out of foster care are poor. They say that two out of three children end up either homeless
or in jail. But I am here to say that the outcomes for those who have been adopted may not be much better. No one wants to
be a percentage in a negative outcome.
But I refuse to have a negative outcome. I have managed to stay on the right side of the law. I was never given the proper ground
to stand on. I will make my own way. And I will be a better father to my beautiful baby girls.
Update: Jaquan is working as a security guard and recently received a decision in his child support
case brought against his adoptive mother awarding him nearly $9,000. Jaquan continues to speak
out about the issue of adoption subsidy misuse in various public forums and is committed to bringing
awareness and change for future generations of foster and adopted children.

Remarks by LaToya Lennard
Have you ever been separated from a family member, and it was beyond your control? Sad, isn’t it?
My name is LaToya Desiree Lennard. I’m 23 years old. I’m currently enrolled in LIU [Long Island University], studying
anthropology and sociology. When I’m finished, I hope to find an opportunity for grad school and pursue my dream career as
a social worker. I’m also an older sister who lost contact with her younger sister after my younger sister’s adoption, and I’m here
to talk about my personal experience.
My younger sister’s name is Jaylin Lennard. I can remember clearly when Jaylin was born. I was 8 years old. I was at a babysitter’s
house, and I can remember my grandmother coming to pick me up and telling me that I had a little sister. I already had two
younger brothers, and I was ecstatic to have a younger sister too.
When Jaylin was born, my brothers and I were all living with my grandmother. My grandmother had adopted me and had
custody of my two younger brothers. Our parents had serious problems with drugs, and had been in and out of jail. I knew
that Jaylin wasn’t going to be able to live with us, since my grandmother was starting to have health problems and wasn’t going
to be able to care for a newborn baby. Jaylin was put into foster care with a woman named Wanda, who was not related to us.
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Even though Jaylin wasn’t living with us, I still was so excited to see her visits. Twice a week, we would see her at the agency
for several hours. At the start, my parents would come, but my parents soon had their rights terminated in court, and were no
longer allowed to come visit. After my parents lost their rights, my grandmother, my brothers, and I all kept coming to see our
baby sister. All through fourth and fifth grade, I would come to the agency after school and play with my little sister. I watched
her learn to walk and to babble a few words. I was always so excited to see her.
One day, when I was 11, my grandmother sat me down and explained that Jaylin’s foster mother, Wanda, had adopted her.
There weren’t going to be any more visits at the agency. If we wanted to see her, we had to talk to Wanda. Hearing this news,
I felt distraught. Nobody had asked me my opinion on whether or not Jaylin should be adopted. I really didn’t have any say,
or any place to give input about whether she should be adopted. I never met with any lawyer or caseworker before this change
happened. I felt worried that maybe I wasn’t going to be able to see my sister again.
Shortly after Jaylin was adopted, I saw her one more time. Wanda let our mother pick Jaylin up and bring her to the Bronx to
see my grandmother, brothers, and aunt. My mother told Jaylin, who was about 3 or 4, that she was a friend of Wanda’s.
After that visit, the excuses started. Whenever I would call Wanda and ask to see Jaylin, there was a different excuse. She would
tell me that Jaylin was asleep, that she was sick, or that she was visiting their family in another state. Often, she just wouldn’t
answer at all. At that time, Jaylin was too little to answer the phone herself.
My grandmother’s health problems got worse. She had to have open heart surgery and had a series of strokes. She also had an
aneurysm. My grandmother never stopped telling me how important it was for me to be there for Jaylin, and how I needed to
keep trying to be there for her. She would tell me, “You need to find a way to see Jaylin.”
So I kept trying. All through middle school and high school, I would call Wanda’s house and try to reach Jaylin. I would
use different phones and call from other numbers. As she got older, Jaylin would sometimes answer. Since Wanda wouldn’t
let me actually see her, I tried to use these short phone calls to get to know my sister. I learned during one of these phone
calls that she liked vanilla ice cream and “Hannah Montana.” As a way to hold on to some connection, I would record our
conversations using my phone. I hated losing my cell phone, because every time, it was like I was losing my only connection
with my sister. But even though I would lose my phone, I never would forget Jaylin’s number. I never stopped trying to reach
her.
I had so many emotions during these years of trying to keep contact with my sister. I wanted to ask, “What did I do to deserve
this?” I wanted to ask Wanda, “What did we ever do to you?” I didn’t understand why Wanda wouldn’t let me see her. I knew
that Wanda might be afraid of my parents, but I knew that I had a very different life from my parents. I didn’t know what to do.
I was very resilient and kept a positive attitude, but not being able to see my sister hurt me deeply.
It was my grandmother who suggested that we needed to go to court and file for visitation with Jaylin. When she first suggested
it, I was too young to file on my own, and my grandmother was too sick to make it. After my grandmother passed away in 2012,
I could hear her voice in my head, telling me, “Don’t forget about your sister.” My grandmother’s words lived through me.
So I went to court to file for visitation. I had never known the address where Wanda and Jaylin were living, and I had to have
an address to serve Wanda with the court papers. But luckily, I had memorized her home phone number. Using Google, I was
able to do a reverse address look-up, and find the right address.
On the first day that I walked in to see the judge, she shouted at me like I was a deadbeat dad who’d been missing for years.
She said, “Where have you been all these years? Why are you here now?” I wanted to yell back, and say, “What do you mean
where have I been? I was 11 years old! I did everything I knew how to do!” The judge assigned me a lawyer, who told me that
he thought I was a victim of the system, and that I was being punished because my parents had lost their rights.
We went to court for over one year. The judge wasn’t sure about whether the law allowed her to order sibling visits after an
adoption, and my lawyer wrote a motion arguing that she could.
One day, over a year after I’d first filed the case, Wanda walked in with a 12-year-old girl behind her. She walked up to me and
asked, “Do you know who this is?” I knew right away that it was Jaylin, and that I was finally seeing her in person. Wanda told
me that I could see Jaylin now. My lawyer said, “Do you still feel like you need me?” We didn’t stay in court that day, and my
case was withdrawn since Wanda was now going to let me see Jaylin.

Looking Back: Beyond Permanency Symposium, October 2015
11

Later, I was able to speak to Wanda and find out what had caused this change. She told me that she hadn’t wanted Jaylin to
know that she was adopted. She was scared that Jaylin would resent her, and she didn’t want Jaylin to feel different from the
other kids in the family. Wanda’s plan had been to tell Jaylin when she was 16 and to keep it a secret until then. She hadn’t
wanted me to see Jaylin for all those years because if I was seeing Jaylin, Jaylin would know that she had another family.
When I’d filed my court case, Wanda had reconsidered and had realized that I might be able to be a role model for Jaylin and
help push her to succeed in school. Wanda had also started having health problems, and [she] wanted Jaylin to know her other
family in case anything happened.
It turned out that Wanda’s plan to keep Jaylin’s adoption a secret from her hadn’t exactly worked. Jaylin had never quite felt
like she fit in the family, and hadn’t felt like she was related. She also could see that she didn’t look or act anything like Wanda.
Since that day in court, I’ve been seeing Jaylin whenever I can. I am able to mentor her, guide her, and give her advice on her
personal life and the problems she’s facing. I feel very grateful and happy to see her again and be a part of her life. Even though
she’s very different from the last time I saw her, when she was 3 years old, she’s not too different at age 13 than I imagined she
would be. She’s going through the phase of opening up and finding herself. She reminds me of myself when I was 13.
After learning that there are many other kids in my situation, I’ve thought a lot about how the law could be changed to help
kids like me. It’s traumatic enough to be in the system without losing your only ties to everything you once knew. I think that
an adopted child should have a voice about whether or not he or she wants a connection with his or her biological family.
When parents lose their rights, siblings shouldn’t lose their rights along with them. Why should we be victimized for actions
that aren’t ours?
If I could ask the judges and attorneys who decided Jaylin’s case a question, I would ask them, “Were you thinking of me? Were
you thinking of how your decisions might impact my life for the next decade?” I would also ask them, “What do you think
Jaylin wants?” I would ask them to think ahead, and to imagine what would be best for Jaylin, not just when she was 3 years old
but for the rest of her life. If they thought about it, I think they’d realize that siblings should keep seeing each other, even when
one of them is adopted. I’m glad that Jaylin now knows that there is more support out there, more people who care about her,
and more people who will extend their hands to her to help and who never stopped trying to see her for 10 long years.
Update: In part as a result of LaToya’s advocacy around the issue of post-adoption sibling visitation, the
Office of Court Administration suggested legislation to address this significant issue. This legislation
was passed by the legislature and signed by the Governor on August 18, 2016. LaToya hopes to enroll
in the City University of New York to continue to pursue her dream of becoming a social worker.

Remarks by Demetrius Johnson
For any young person who has experienced a broken adoption, this powerful and traumatizing experience shatters a child’s dream
of a forever family. This experience—of yet another adult giving up on them in a world where they already have experienced so
much grief, pain, loss, and trauma, makes the child resentful not only towards their adoptive parent but also the world at large.
I know because I was that child. I was taken away from my biological parents. My adoptive mother promised my biological
mother on her deathbed that she would always take care of me. But she didn’t. At 13, my adoptive mother gave up on me. To be
taken away from my adoptive mother felt like a repeat of losing my biological parents again. I internalized this experience and
blamed myself for everything. I was angry.
On reflecting on this experience, I do not know all the answers, but I do know there needs to be someone—whether it’s the
social worker, a lawyer, or a mentor—[who] will commit to helping the child revisit or rebuild that broken relationship in order
to help them move on.
Over the years, as I made my way through 25 different placements and five high schools, through my own initiative, I traveled
back to the past alone to try to reunite with my adoptive mother. I unintentionally re-opened closed wounds, and that pain
deepened before it got better. Every time I went back to her home, all of my attempts at reconciliation were met with rebuffs;
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my eyes would meet with the pavement as I tried to fight back the tears. Although my heart was aching from yet another and
an unreasonable rejection, I knew I had to continue to attempt to rebuild that broken relationship, and I was determined to fix
our broken adoption even at the cost of my own emotional health.
One of the last times I returned to my adoptive mother’s home, in May 2015, ended with both of us saying hurtful things to
one another. I promised myself I would never return. I was wrong. In August, I found out that her nephew committed suicide
at age 18. In my heart, I knew that if I wanted closure between the two of us, I would have to return to my past once more.
I thought about my previous approaches and realized they were not genuine. I was hurt and emotionally unstable, and hence
I took my anger and disappointment out on her. After coming to that self-realization, I decided to take a different approach. I
would return once more but this time with my hand offered out in love and forgiveness—an adult decision. I returned to her
home, but this time I left the anger, pain, and past behind me, and I told my adoptive mother how sorry I was for everything.
I decided to take full responsibility for everything, a noble act not many would do. I told her that I would never give up on
her and she should not have given up on me. Before I knew it, we both were in tears. As I walked away to head back home, she
called out and said, “Demetrius, I am proud of you. Whatever you are doing, continue because you are making your mother
proud.” It was at this moment I knew returning to the past was worth it. Although it was an arduous journey, I did not want to
go the rest of my life without receiving closure with her.
I am different from almost every child who has experienced a broken adoption because I knew in my heart if I was ever going
to move on from foster care, I would have to return to this woman and face a pain that haunted me for years. Many children are
too hurt to go back to their adoptive parents, and by all means they are entitled to feel this way. However, how can one move on
without coming to closure with those who damaged them? The onus should not be on the child to walk that path alone. This
part of my journey would have been easier if I had my social worker by my side, encouraging me to get back on my feet every
time Ms. Johnson [my adoptive mother] knocked me down.
I believe the path to recovery and forgiveness is one of the most crucial journeys a young person who has experienced a broken
adoption can take. However, I suggest this to you: as adults who may encounter children who have experienced a broken
adoption, this may not be the right decision for everyone, and you must respect it. The child may decline to take this journey
because they may be scarred in ways that they may feel will never be healed and cannot see into the future where personal
growth and liberation may result from forgiveness. However, I believe through faith, support, and love, reconciliation can
happen. Not only has my heart been liberated from my broken adoption, it has taught me a valuable lesson I would never
forget: through faith and forgiveness, even the past can be healed. Although I ventured on this journey alone, I believed in
myself. Every time I got knocked down, I inspired myself to get back up and I believed in the power of forgiveness. I did not
forgive Ms. Johnson for her; I forgave her because I wanted to free myself from the pain that kept my heart caged in for the past
seven years. And in the end, it was the best decision I have ever made.
Update: Demetrius interned at the Congressional Coalition on Adoption Institute in Washington,
D.C., during the summer of 2016. The program allows youth to spend time researching policy issues
affecting foster children across the country. The interns created a policy report that was presented at
congressional and White House briefings and released to child welfare advocates across the country.
Demetrius focused his area of study on broken adoptions. He is continuing his studies at New York
University this fall.

ENDNOTES
1

Sara Nassof graduated from New York Law School in May 2016. She received her Master’s degree in Social Work from the University
of Utah in 2012.
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Learning Through the Data
By Krystina Drasher1

PANELISTS:
•D
 r. Roger W. Sherman, Ph.D., Adjunct Professor, CUNY Hunter College Silberman School of Social Work, and
Consultant on the Broken Adoptions Project, The Children’s Law Center
• Virginia Gippetti, Director of Data Analysis, New York City Family Court
•A
 ndrew White, Deputy Commissioner for the Division of Policy, Planning, and Measurement, New York City
Administration for Children’s Services
MODERATOR: Lisa Grumet, Director of the Diane Abbey Law Institute for Children and Families, Associate
Director of the Impact Center for Public Interest Law, New York Law School
PRESENTATION VIDEO LINK: http://nyls.mediasite.com/mediasite/Play/ce75173778bc4acfbc5e032e4426601c
1d?catalog=ce6292f8-7c2b-4db8-ac02-2d5b5d738421
PRESENTATION SLIDES: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-for-children-and-families/wp-content/
uploads/sites/136/2015/10/Data.pdf
CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION MATERIALS: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-forchildren-and-families/wp-content/uploads/sites/136/2015/10/CLE-Learning-Through-Data.pdf
This panel discussed how capturing and analyzing data informs decision-making about foster youth and the allocation of
resources in many fields. The panel also explored what data has taught us about the policies, policymaking, decisions, and
opinions that impact children and families. The speakers presented New York City Administration for Children’s Services
(ACS) data about broken adoptions and returns to foster care, New York City Family Court data on placement of siblings in
care, and the results of a Children’s Law Center survey on these topics that was completed by people who registered for the
“Beyond Permanency” symposium.
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Broken Adoptions and Returns to Foster Care in New York City
Andrew White presented a longitudinal analysis of post-adoption returns to foster care. White explained that from 1993 to
2014, of the 51,810 subsidized adoptions that ACS facilitated in the City of New York, 2,435 (about 4.7 percent) resulted
in a broken adoption, with the children returned to the foster care system. White noted this data has some limitations, as
it only reflects the number of broken adoptions that resulted in the youth returning to foster care. Youth who experience a
broken adoption but do not return to the foster care system, including youth who stay with friends or other family and youth
who live on their own, are thus not captured in ACS’s data. Similarly, youth who return temporarily to the foster care system,
but ultimately go back to their adoptive homes, are represented in the 4.7 percent. Lastly, youth who are placed through the
juvenile justice system are also considered to have returned to the foster care system because of the way the system is funded.
These youth are included in the 2,435 figure, but such placement does not necessarily represent a broken adoption.
White also presented data that showed, for the years 1993 through 2014, both the age of adoption and the age the youth
returned to placement. This data demonstrated that most youth returned to placement between the ages of 13 and 17. The data
also indicated that many children in this age range returned to placement because of Persons in Need of Supervision (PINS)
proceedings, Juvenile Delinquency ( JD) cases, or voluntary returns. The numbers of PINS and JD dockets have decreased
overall since 1993, as has the number of children who entered the foster care system in New York City. However, in addition
to voluntary and abuse-and-neglect placements, PINS and JD cases remain predominant reasons adopted youth between the
ages of 13 and 17 return to foster care.
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Reunification with a parent or guardian was the permanency goal for 4,000 of the 5,635 children removed. As of 2015,
3,744 (94 percent) met that goal. For 192 children, custody was the post-removal permanency goal, and by 2015, 166 (86
percent) achieved that goal and were living with a fit and willing relative. For 73 children, guardianship was the post-removal
permanency goal, and by 2015, 58 (79 percent) achieved that goal and were living with a legal guardian. For 456 youth, the
post-removal permanency goal was APPLA, and by 2015, 245 (54 percent) of youth had been discharged under APPLA.
Lastly, 914 of the 5,635 children removed from care had a post-removal goal of adoption, and by 2015, 577, or 63 percent of
150
children, met this goal and were adopted.
This leaves 845 children (15 percent) who entered care in 2010 and were still in care as of 2015: 256 children (30 percent)
120

waiting to be reunified, 41 children (5 percent) waiting to be placed in the custody of a willing and able relative or legal
guardian, 211 youth (25 percent) waiting to be discharged to APPLA, and 337 children (40 percent) waiting to be adopted
90
after five years.
The
914 children with the goal of adoption came from 702 families; however, 1,831 children were removed from those 702
60
families. Of the 1,831 children who entered care, only 216 children (representing 31 percent of the families) were the only
child
30from their family in care (including only children). Fifty-seven percent of families had two to four siblings in care, and
12 percent of children had more than four siblings in care. This data indicates that some children had different permanency
goals than their siblings.

0

Sibling Groups of Children Who Entered Care in 2010 and Who Were Subsequently
Adopted or Have a Goal of Adoption (Total Children = 1,831, Total Families = 702)
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31% of these 702 families had only one child in care.
57% had up to four children in care. 12% of families had more than four children in care.
Data provided by Virginia Gippetti, New York City Family Court

Gippetti further explained that the perceived differences in permanency goals may result from the fact that many of these
siblings entered care at different times and therefore may not be represented within the data of children who entered care in
2010. Similarly, some siblings never enter care. By 2015, some siblings from the same family achieved permanency while other
siblings remained in care, adding complexity to the family dynamic and the children’s lives.
Gippetti also noted additional differences in permanency goals among siblings. She presented the permanency plans for all 914
children with the goal of adoption and the plans for those children’s siblings in care. Of the 914 children for whom adoption
was the permanency goal, 698 had siblings in care; 377 children shared the goal of adoption with their siblings, while 321
children had siblings with differing permanency goals.
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Results of the Symposium Survey
Dr. Roger W. Sherman presented data collected from the event’s registration survey, assessing opinions of practitioners, youth,
and parents navigating the foster care system. For more information on the symposium attendee survey and results, please see
Educating Child Welfare Stakeholders on Sibling Visitation: Learning from the Data, infra at 36, and Beyond Permanency: PostAdoption Services, infra at 70.
Outstanding Questions
The panelists agreed that further data collection and analysis may help to address the current data’s limitations. Further data
collection may also help to answer policy questions the current data raises.
Questions raised for this author include the following: Can data be broken down further to reflect differences in permanent
returns to foster placement, temporary returns to foster placement, and youth who are placed as the result of a JD case? Can we
track youth who leave their adoptive placements but do not return to the foster care system? Would post-adoption “check-ups”
give us insight and data about where the youth are, and what is happening in their homes that results in returns to placement?
Further questions remain regarding children who are voluntarily returned to care: Are adoptive parents returning children
voluntarily for the same reasons adoptive parents bring PINS petitions? Do some parents voluntarily return children to
care to avoid the process of filing a PINS petition? What post-adoption resources or services could be provided to adoptive
parents and youth that could prevent tensions from escalating to a PINS case? Could preventative resources for at-risk youth
in adoptive settings improve outcomes? Could facilitating contact between siblings separated by adoption prevent adopted
youth from acting out?
Each family is different and has different needs, but are siblings who need and want to be together being kept apart? How do
differing sibling goals correlate with children who return to care post-adoption? Could separation of siblings account for some
family tensions that result in PINS filings or voluntary returns? Are siblings able to have contact despite differing permanency
goals?
Analyzing the available data enhances our understanding of the systemic issues surrounding permanency, and, ultimately,
broken adoptions. While the data may raise new questions, it also strengthens our ability to develop solutions.

ENDNOTES
1

New York Law School, J.D. Candidate, 2017; John Jay College of Criminal Justice, Masters in Forensic Psychology Candidate, 2017.
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The Revolving Door
of Family Court
By Sarah Schmidt1

PANELISTS:
• Sarah B. Greenblatt, LMSW, Child Welfare Policy and Practice Consultant
•D
 r. Jacqueline McKnight, Executive Deputy Commissioner, Child Welfare Programs, New York City
Administration for Children’s Services
• Hal Silverman, Attorney in Charge of Litigation, Lawyers for Children
• Carolyn J. Silvers, Attorney in Charge, The Legal Aid Society, Juvenile Rights Practice
• Brian Zimmerman, Assigned Counsel Panel Attorney
MODERATOR: Tanisha S. McKnight, Director of Paralegal and Volunteer Services, The Children’s Law Center
PRESENTATION VIDEO LINK: http://nyls.mediasite.com/mediasite/Play/28de1132f14a4fd391c6db29ebf28e7c
1d?catalog=ce6292f8-7c2b-4db8-ac02-2d5b5d738421
PRESENTATION SLIDES: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-for-children-and-families/wp-content/
uploads/sites/136/2015/10/Revolving-Door-Presentation.pdf
CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION MATERIALS: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-forchildren-and-families/wp-content/uploads/sites/136/2015/10/CLE-Revolving-Door.pdf
In this presentation, the panelists discussed the concept of “broken adoptions” and possible solutions. “Broken adoption client”
was defined broadly as “a child who is adopted out of foster care and is no longer able to live with their adoptive parent.”
Causes of Broken Adoptions
Brian Zimmerman listed the top three reasons for broken adoptions as identified through a 2011 trend study he conducted
with Dawn Post and others at the Children’s Law Center (CLC).2 The reasons were death of the caregiver, abuse or neglect, and
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infirmity of the caregiver. Common issues found to be related to broken adoptions included a lack of services for the adoptive
family and/or inappropriate placements for the child, a lack of arrangements for the child to have contact with siblings from
the child’s biological family, and a lack of follow-up regarding the adoptive family’s subsidy on behalf of the child after he or
she left that family’s care.
Hal Silverman discussed data from approximately 150 cases of children Lawyers for Children represented. All of the children
had experienced broken adoptions and 132 cases involved voluntary placements into foster care.3 This data showed that
the average age of disruption in adoptive placement mirrors the onset of adolescence: a child is typically adopted at around
age 7 and is given back to the system at around age 14. Silverman presented statistics about post-disruption family contact
that showed the impact such a major event has on the child: Fifty percent of these children never had visitation with their
adoptive family. Only 21 percent had contact with siblings who remained with the adoptive parent. As many as 25 percent
of the cases studied involved allegations of behavioral or mental health issues with the adoptive parent, and approximately 35
percent involved the adoptive parent’s death or infirmity. A majority of cases also involved allegations of behavioral or mental
health issues for the adopted youth. Mr. Silverman spoke about the need for services for adoptive families, continued ties with
biological siblings or other biological family, and back-up resources for older adoptive parents.
Experiencing Broken Adoptions: The Impact on Children
Carolyn Silvers discussed the experience of children in broken adoptions, based on The Legal Aid Society’s work representing
children in juvenile delinquency ( JD), Persons in Need of Supervision (PINS), and abuse-and-neglect proceedings. Adopted
children who are placed back into the foster care system can feel “disposable” or like they are being “given back,” which can have
a detrimental effect on their self-esteem. She noted that some challenges may happen during adolescence, when a child may
ask questions about his or her biological family. She encouraged practitioners to consider a child’s interest in reaching out to
biological family members through social media and otherwise as normal behavior, and that an adopted child who leaves to see
a relative should not be considered “AWOL.” She spoke of the importance of pre- and post-adoption services and permitting
relationships with siblings and grandparents before and after adoption.
Sarah Greenblatt emphasized that trauma has a major impact on children during the course of foster care and adoption and
stressed that caregivers must be made aware of what has happened to a child who is placed in their home. Caregivers need to
know about the child’s history, both pre- and post-removal from the biological family, including whether the child has gone
through multiple moves since entering foster care. This is particularly important because each move may have its own traumatic
impact; it can result in the child experiencing loss and unresolved grief, as well as mental health issues, all of which may be
misunderstood and/or untreated. While the child may not fully understand what is happening, he or she may be aware of being
absent from the family and given back to the system.
ACS Programs for Adoptive Families
Dr. Jacqueline McKnight discussed how the New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) is working to reduce
the number of children in foster care and out-of-home care and to improve post-adoption supports for families. Dr. McKnight
explained that ACS uses a two-pronged model to provide support for families who have adopted foster youth and experienced
instability, including financial support and counseling and mediation. She also described ACS’s use of Title IV-E Waiver
program models. These models include an Attachment Behavioral Catch-up program for young children and their caregivers
that could be available to foster and adoptive families, and to biological families where the permanency goal is reunification;
and a Partnering for Success program that involves a partnership between child welfare and mental health providers and may
incorporate cognitive behavioral therapy and trauma services. To enhance post-adoption services, she noted, ACS is seeking to
improve outreach and to “create a model to strengthen families and neighborhoods by developing networks of family services
and peer supports that would result in increased child and family stability.”
The Children’s Law Center’s Broken Adoptions Project
Tanisha McKnight spoke about CLC’s Broken Adoptions Project. The project assists youth throughout New York City
who experience broken adoptions, raising awareness about the problem and seeking systemic change. CLC contacts Broken
Adoption youth and families and collects data to evaluate the issues that surround broken adoptions in an attempt to create
a better system. Part of the program includes training for parents, foster care agencies, and mental health professionals who
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frequently interact with foster youth. The program’s legal work includes filing for sibling visitation, filing child support cases
to address adoption subsidy challenges, and promoting legislative change to help children in the foster care system and prevent
broken adoptions.
Recommendations
The panelists identified issues that need to be considered when preparing for a potential adoption. For example, a caseworker
should have clarifying conversations with a child’s new caregiver and provide full disclosure to the extent possible as to what
concerns or issues the potential adoptive parent might encounter. Open communication is essential to ensure that the child has
the best experience possible in the new placement.
The panelists also discussed the importance of competent post-adoption support and therapy for adoptive parents and the
children in their care. They emphasized that adoption is a lifelong process. Even if a child ends up in a wonderful placement
where he or she is given all the love and care possible, issues unique to the adopted child may still arise.
In spite of the hardships identified, the panelists remained hopeful. They stressed that children are not “returnable” or
“disposable.” Many steps can be taken to ensure that foster and adopted children have the loving, stable home environment
every child deserves. While there are still many changes needed within foster care and adoptive settings, as Dr. McKnight
pointed out, “Something that is broken can be fixed.”
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Are You Still My Family?
Post-Adoption Sibling Visitation
By Yanniquegail Coleman1

PANELISTS:
• Sarah B. Greenblatt, LMSW, Child Welfare Policy and Practice Consultant
•R
 andi Mandelbaum, Clinical Professor of Law, Director of the Child Advocacy Clinic, and Annamay Sheppard
Scholar, Rutgers School of Law
• Dawn J. Post, Co-Borough Director, The Children’s Law Center
MODERATOR: Kim Hawkins, Professor of Law, New York Law School
PRESENTATION VIDEO LINK: http://nyls.mediasite.com/mediasite/Play/3cf3ad2c34bf407fb7ffc525e8eb9cd81
d?catalog=ce6292f8-7c2b-4db8-ac02-2d5b5d738421
PRESENTATION SLIDES: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-for-children-and-families/wp-content/
uploads/sites/136/2015/10/Are-You-Still-My-Family-Final-Symposium.pdf
CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION MATERIALS: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-forchildren-and-families/wp-content/uploads/sites/136/2016/08/CLE-Sibling-Visitation.pdf
This panel explored the effect of foster care and adoptive placements on sibling relationships and considered ways the adoption
process could be reformed to preserve sibling contact.
The Importance of Sibling Relationships
Sarah Greenblatt explained that sibling connections promote the type of peer relationships children need to successfully
navigate adolescence and early adulthood. Maintaining and nurturing a sibling relationship also helps to prevent long-term
negative outcomes. Further, Greenblatt explained that a special relationship is created among siblings who experience abuse
by the same caregiver. Severing the sibling relationship can negatively affect children’s emotional attachment, well-being, and
identity formation.
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Despite the importance of the sibling relationship, siblings may be separated in foster care, particularly in larger families with
four or more siblings. Until the 1990s, the importance of the sibling relationship was largely ignored, and siblings were often
separated both pre- and post-adoption. Today, while separation still occurs, courts now ask why siblings aren’t placed together.
Current federal legislation generally mandates reasonable efforts to ensure sibling placement within the same home or
community and provides for facilitating sibling visitation for youth who are separated in foster care.2 However, post-adoption
sibling visitation raises complex issues, and different states have different approaches.
Legal Mechanisms for Post-Adoption Sibling Visitation
Professor Randi Mandelbaum explained that sibling visitation is not currently recognized as a constitutional right. Further, at
the time of the symposium, post-adoption sibling visitation was not statutorily mandated in New York.3 Professor Mandelbaum
discussed legal theories to promote post-adoption sibling visitation, such as the use of First Amendment Free Association
rights to allow children to petition for sibling visitation.
Another option, currently the most common tool used to facilitate sibling visitation, involves siblings’ use of third-party
visitation statutes, which most states have. However, applications of third-party statutes may still be insufficient. As of the
time of the symposium, only 12 statutes specifically mentioned siblings. Professor Mandelbaum explained that many such
statutes also now require the petitioner to show that the severing of the sibling relationship causes harm pursuant to the
United States Supreme Court decision Troxel v. Granville.4 Psychological harm can be hard to prove without an expert
evaluation.
Professor Mandelbaum also reviewed state laws concerning sibling visitation. Sixteen states have statutes that provide for
sibling contact with the consent of the adoptive parents. Seven states permit post-adoption contact between siblings without
requiring the consent of the adoptive parents. Notably, California explicitly provides the opportunity to prevent parental
rights from being terminated if termination would cause a “substantial interference with a child’s sibling relationship.”5
The Role of the Attorney for the Child
Dawn Post emphasized a child’s attorney’s responsibility to consider the effect of permanency as it relates to the meaning
of family, and urged practitioners to have conversations with their clients about their relationships, rather than make
assumptions. Post provided important questions practitioners should keep in mind during such conversations and when
representing children in termination of parental rights and adoption proceedings: Who is important to my client? Who does
my client want in his or her life? What factors are important for the court to know, and how should those factors impact the
termination of parental rights? What was the quality of sibling visitation before adoption? If the adoptive parent is resistant
to sibling visitation, why is this the case? Practitioners should also communicate with the adoptive parent to determine what
happens when the adoption is granted and whether sibling visitation will continue. She discussed the importance of educating
adoptive parents and normalizing the visitation experience with pre-adoptive parents by encouraging family activities instead
of meetings in office settings.
Post also suggested ways attorneys can advocate for their clients to maintain a sibling connection. She urged advocates to keep
the scope of authority of pre-adoption visitation orders in mind and to utilize third-party visitation statutes when the adoption
process is being finalized to create long-standing orders for visitation. Stipulating to sibling visitation during final adoption
hearings or petitioning shortly after can be more effective than requiring the older sibling to petition for visitation years later,
under a third-party visitation statute before a judge who is unfamiliar with the family.
Determining the Best Interests of the Child
The panel concluded with audience questions. Some audience members felt it was obvious that sibling visitation should
be promoted, while others questioned what would happen in instances when visitation is not beneficial or desired by the
adopted child. The panelists responded that the benefits and purported harms should be examined closely. For example,
most instances of siblings fighting are normal and should not automatically negate the benefit of visitation; in fact, visitation
among quarreling siblings could be used to teach children to manage relationships. Conversely, simply cutting off visitation
could teach children to shut down emotionally when conflict arises. Complete severing of sibling relationships can also
cause children significant worry.
Looking Back: Beyond Permanency Symposium, October 2015
22

The panelists further explained that some resistance from adoptive parents toward sibling visitation can be reasonable. Post
stated that adoptive parents may be apprehensive because they believe that the sibling relationship may interfere with the
adopted child’s ability to bond with the adoptive parent. Such feelings are increased in instances where the older sibling had
been parentified prior to removal and had been providing care for the younger sibling. Ultimately, the panelists called for
reform of the adoption process to preserve the post-adoption sibling connection as often as possible.

ENDNOTES
1

New York Law School, J.D. Candidate, 2018.

2

See 42 U.S.C. § 671(a)(31).

3

In 2016, new legislation was enacted that enhances and clarifies children’s right to sibling visitation while in foster care and following
termination of parental rights. This legislation is discussed infra at 30.

4

Troxel

v. Granville, 530 U.S. 57 (2000). Troxel specifically dealt with a broad Washington state statute, and did not involve sibling
visitation. The decision did not reach the question of whether a showing of harm would be required when a fit parent objects to
visitation by someone other than a parent.

5

C
 al. Welf. & Inst. Code § 366.26(c)(1)(B)(v).

Looking Back: Beyond Permanency Symposium, October 2015
23

The Adoption Subsidy
Conundrum
By Jarienn James1

PANELISTS:
• Sarah Jaffe, Staff Attorney, Broken Adoptions Project, The Children’s Law Center
• Betsy Kramer, Director of the Public Policy and Special Litigation Project, Lawyers for Children
• Tinaddine Turner, Director of Adoptions, New York City Administration for Children’s Services
MODERATOR: Sandy Santana, Executive Director, Children’s Rights
PRESENTATION VIDEO LINK: http://nyls.mediasite.com/mediasite/Play/cde3dd4011f14c70b0e43badd52f0b48
1d?catalog=ce6292f8-7c2b-4db8-ac02-2d5b5d738421
CONTINUING LEGAL EDUCATION MATERIALS: http://www.nyls.edu/diane-abbey-law-institute-forchildren-and-families/wp-content/uploads/sites/136/2015/10/CLE-Materials-Adoption-Subsidy.pdf
Editors’ Note: After this panel presentation occurred and this article was written, the New York State Office for Children and Family
Services (OCFS) issued new guidance concerning adoption subsidies. This guidance is discussed in New Adoption Subsidy Guidance
in New York and Issues Remaining, infra at 28.
Raising a child is an extraordinary and expensive commitment. In an effort to promote the adoption of children in foster care,
Congress enacted the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act.2 This statutory scheme provides financial assistance to
adoptive parents through subsidies. Parents are reimbursed for non-recurring adoption expenses and receive monthly payments
for the adopted child’s care. In 2010, the U.S. government’s payments to states for adoption assistance amounted to more than
$2.5 billion; additional expenses were paid by the states.3
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Defining the Problem
Consistent with federal legislation, under New York State law, the adoption assistance agreement entered into between the
State agency and the adoptive parents is only terminated when the social services official determines that (1) “the adoptive
parents are no longer legally responsible for the support of the child” or (2) the adoptive parents are no longer providing “any
support” to the child.4 The panelists described how some adoptive parents have misused adoption assistance subsidies and
noted the restrictive requirements for terminating the subsidies.
Tinaddine Turner explained that there are three subsidy categories available to adoptive parents: basic, special, and
exceptional. In New York City, the subsidy amounts range from $600 to almost $1,900 a month based on the child’s age
and needs. The New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) is required to send a letter on an annual basis
reminding adoptive parents of their obligation to support the adopted child and to notify social services officials if they
are no longer providing any support to that child or are no longer legally responsible for such support. From 2012 to 2015,
about 300 parents informed the agency that an adopted child was no longer under their care. At the time of the symposium,
ACS could not terminate the subsidy for failure to respond to the notice. Also, “any support” was construed very broadly,
and there were constraints on oversight.
Sandy Santana discussed one of the worst subsidy misuse cases, that of Judith Leekin. Leekin adopted 11 children using
different aliases in the 1980s and the 1990s. One child is missing and presumed dead. She handcuffed her adopted children,
beat them, threatened them with a gun, denied them access to food and the toilet, and committed other gruesome acts against
them.5 Moreover, when the children were removed from her home in 2007, “six were declared either ‘totally incapacitated’ or
‘vulnerable adults.’”6 During this time, New York paid Ms. Leekin $1.68 million in subsidies.7 In 2014, eight of the children
entered a $17.5 million settlement with three private foster care agencies who placed them in her care; two children settled
with New York City for $9.7 million in 2012.8
Sarah Jaffe discussed how The Children’s Law Center (CLC) works to help adopted youth who are no longer being supported
by their adoptive parents to obtain child support orders against those adoptive parents. One method of doing this is to require
the adoptive parent to provide the subsidy money to another person who is actually supporting the child. Jaffe stated that
orders of support had been granted in five out of nine cases already brought, but only one was being paid. In one egregious case,
the parent had agreed to send money to the child, but instead sent the child Monopoly money.
In this author’s view, while Leekin is an extreme case, the reality is that fraudulent adoptive parents are unaccounted for within
the system. The legislation places the onus on the adoptive parents to inform the agency if they are no longer supporting the
child. It is true that adoptions are final and the State should not invade the privacy of such families. However, the government
is providing a significant contribution to the welfare of the child and should be allowed to ensure the money is being spent for
the correct purpose.
Proposals for Change
All panelists sought clarification of the term “any support” within federal and State law. According to a study by The Children’s
Law Center, out of 25 states that responded to Freedom of Information Act requests, 10 “did not define the termination
condition of no longer providing support;” seven used language from the Administration for Children and Families Children’s
Bureau’s Child Welfare Policy Manual; three “define[d] support as ‘financial’”; and one “exclude[d] maintenance of [the] home
for [the] child’s return.”9 According to the Child Welfare Policy Manual, “‘[a]ny support’ includes various forms of financial
support. The State may determine that payments for family therapy, tuition, clothing, maintenance of special equipment in the
home, or services for the child’s special needs, are acceptable forms of financial support.”10 At the time of the symposium, New
York did not provide a definition.11
With respect to oversight, ACS and others had suggested the adoption assistance program should develop rules similar to the
Kinship Guardianship Assistance Program (KinGAP).12 In New York, when localities have “reasonable cause to suspect” that
a child is not receiving support from his or her guardian, they can direct the guardian to submit documentation or attend a
meeting.13 Failure to do so “may be a ground for termination of the kinship guardianship agreement” and requisite payments.14
Both Jaffe and Betsy Kramer suggested that the law provide a mechanism to ensure money is paid to the person who is actually
taking care of the child, even when the adoptive parent is still legally responsible for the child. Currently, some adoptive parents
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set up direct accounts with the person who is caring for the child. However, the subsidy beneficiary may refuse to transfer funds
pursuant to this informal arrangement.
From this author’s perspective, State law needs to be amended to effectively meet the needs of youth experiencing broken
adoptions and protect the State’s interest in preventing fraud, while also respecting the privacy of adoptive parents. The
law in its current state leaves too much room for abuse causing a tremendous disadvantage to our children. The symposium
highlighted positive movements to create the changes needed in adoption assistance programs.
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Part

New in 2016: Adoption
Subsidy Reform,
Sibling Visitation
Legislation,
and Next Steps
In 2016, there were several significant developments in New York
State relating to issues addressed at the “Beyond Permanency:
Challenges for Former Foster Youth” Symposium.
• In February 2016, the New York State Office of Children and
Family Services (OCFS) issued new guidance clarifying the
authority of local social services districts with respect to
oversight and termination of adoption subsidies.
• In June 2016, OCFS issued a Request for Proposals for
Regional Permanency Resource Centers for post-adoption and
post-guardianship supportive services. The New York State
Legislature had previously appropriated $4 million for this
purpose.
• O
 n August 18, 2016, Governor Andrew Cuomo signed new
legislation concerning visitation between siblings when a child
is placed in or adopted from foster care. The legislation was
proposed by Chief Administrative Judge Lawrence K. Marks,
on recommendation of the Family Court and Rules Advisory
Committee, following the symposium.
This section includes articles on the new subsidy guidance, the
new sibling visitation legislation, and the importance of educating
child welfare practitioners on sibling visitation.

New Adoption Subsidy
Guidance in New York
and Issues Remaining
By Jarienn James1

One of the issues addressed at the symposium was the misuse of adoption subsidies by some adoptive parents. This article
provides an overview of changes made since the symposium. It also discusses the need for additional legislation to ensure that
youth who experience “broken adoptions” are supported financially and that misuse of adoption subsidies is effectively curbed.
What Was Wrong?
•F
 ederal and State law did not clearly define sufficient support by an adoptive parent. In New York, an adoption subsidy
is terminated when the adoptive parent is “no longer legally responsible for the support of ” the adopted child, or is not
providing “any support” for the adopted child.2 However, at the time of the symposium, there was no unified definition
for the term “any support” within federal or State law.3 With no definition, there was concern that a parent could take only
partial actions, such as buying a few items for school, and qualify as having supported the child.
• State law provided limited oversight on the use of adoption subsidies. New York social service regulations require the
social services official to remind adoptive parents every year about their obligations under the subsidy agreement.4 However,
at the time of the symposium, there were no express statutory indicators within the legislation that led to automatic review
of how a parent was using the adoption subsidy.
• The adoption subsidy may be terminated but cannot be transferred except upon an adoptive parent’s death. There is no
mechanism within the State legislation for the money from a terminated subsidy to be transferred from the adoptive parent
to another person who is actually taking care of the child (as discussed below).
What Changed After the Symposium?
In February 2016, the New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) issued Local Commissioners
Memorandum 16-OCFS-LCM-02 (LCM).5 It included several positive changes.
• The LCM defines “any support.” The definition is below:
“[A]ny support” is limited to support that is directly for the benefit of the adopted child that meets the food, clothing, education,
medical and shelter needs of the adopted child and which has an identifiable value.6
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	This definition gives meaning and context to “support” and helps ensure the child’s essential needs are met by the adoptive parents.
• Th
 e LCM strengthens oversight of how adoptive parents use adoption subsidies. Adoptive parents are asked to complete
annual certification forms attesting that they provided support for their adopted children or were legally responsible for such
support. An adoptive parent’s failure to respond to these yearly requests now may result in a review of an adoption subsidy.
When the Local Department of Social Services (LDSS) has “reasonable cause to suspect that the adoptive parent(s) is no longer
providing any support, additional follow up by the LDSS is warranted in order to verify that the adoptive parent(s) continue
to provide support to the adopted child.” The LCM specifies letters, phone calls, and home visits as methods of following up.
	Also, a mere statement by the adoptive parent that he or she is providing support is insufficient during a review of an adoption
subsidy. There must be evidence of such support. Failure to provide evidence of “any support” may lead to termination of the
adoption subsidy payments. “Acceptable evidence” of support includes “receipts or other written documentation” showing
“that the adoptive parent is providing direct financial support to the adopted child in meeting the food, clothing, education,
medical, and shelter needs of such child.”7
What Issues Remain?
•M
 echanisms are needed to transfer subsidy payments from the adoptive parent to another custodian. The LCM and
the current legislation only allow transfer of subsidy payments upon the death of the adoptive parent. In some “broken
adoption” situations, a child begins to live with another custodian or guardian even though the adoptive parent is still legally
responsible for the child. Currently, the new caretaker has no right to the adoption subsidy, even if a court has appointed the
person as a custodian or guardian for the child.
	Terminating a subsidy to an adoptive parent who has not been supporting the child should allow the LDSS to enter into
a new agreement with another person who has been granted physical custody or appointed as guardian of the child. Such
payments should be made retroactively from the termination of assistance to the adoptive parents. The transfer of the subsidy
would help ensure continued financial support for the child notwithstanding the “broken adoption.”
	To implement this change, New York State would be required to adopt legislation that permitted the provision of subsidy
funds to a person other than the adoptive parent. No current State or federal law provides for payments to be made to
someone other than the adoptive parent, except in the case of an adoptive parent’s death. Giving the money to the new
custodian or guardian and terminating the subsidy payments made to an adoptive parent who is no longer taking care of the
child would result in better usage of the funds.
Conclusion
The conversations among stakeholders, the demonstrated will to work together to address the problem of broken adoptions,
and the issuance of the LCM are significant strides. However, the problem of ensuring that children in “broken adoptions”
receive adequate financial support will not be addressed until the law permits the transfer of funds that have been terminated
from an adoptive parent to a new custodian. Legislation is needed both to address the problem of adoption subsidy fraud and
to ensure that children in “broken adoptions” are provided for in the future.
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Post-Adoption Sibling
Visitation: Implementing
New York‘s New Law
By Shante’ Morales1

Post-adoption sibling visitation is a complex issue. Consistent with federal law,2 New York law provides for sibling visitation
in some circumstances when children are separated due to social service intervention in their families. Recently enacted New
York State legislation, introduced in part because of the October 2015 “Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster
Youth” Symposium, clarifies and strengthens foster children’s rights to see their siblings and extends sibling visitation beyond
adoption for children whose parents’ rights are terminated.3 In this essay I will discuss prior law and the new legislation,
potential benefits of the changes, concerns these provisions raise, and how the court might implement the changes and address
these issues.
Because there are so many variables to consider, the issue must be contemplated from the perspective of the parents and the
children involved. Although I cannot and do not speak for all adoptive parents, I do speak from experience. I am an adoptive
parent of minor children whose two older siblings were adopted into another family and whose birth mother is currently
pregnant with her fifth child.
I. New York Law Before the New Legislation
Before the new legislation was enacted, New York Domestic Relations Law section 71 allowed siblings to seek to compel
visitation with their other siblings.4 Section 71 treated siblings as having equal right to petition the court for visitation, whether
they were full or half siblings.
State law and regulations also generally required that when a social services department intervened and removed children from
a household, the children should be placed in the same foster home as their siblings unless this placement would be against the
children’s best interests.5 Placement of siblings together was “presumptively in the child’s best interests unless ... contrary to the
child’s health, safety, or welfare.”6 When placement together was not possible, the law provided for visitation to be arranged for
siblings or half-siblings who were separated but had “geographic proximity,” unless visitation “would be contrary to the health,
safety, or welfare” of one of the children.7
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II. The New Legislation in General
The new legislation differs from section 71 in that it provides explicit rights to petition for visitation for siblings who are
separated as a result of their family’s involvement with the child welfare system. The provisions increase the protections already
provided under several sections of the Family Court Act and Social Services Law. With respect to the Family Court Act,
the provisions amend section 1055, which concerns kinship placements or placement in foster care during child protective
proceedings; section 1081, which pertains to visitation rights and visitation for minors in foster care; and section 1089, which
relates to permanency hearings.8 The new law further seeks to protect the familial relationship between separated siblings by
providing a clear right to compel visits when sought by a child in foster care or a sibling of a child in care, where it would be in
the best interest of both the child and the sibling.9 It provides for social services officials to maintain some form of “regular”
contact between siblings when at least one child has been removed from his or her home, unless not in the child’s or sibling’s
best interests.10
The amendments specifically provide that “[a] child remanded or placed in care of a social service official ... shall have the right
to move for visitation and contact with his or her siblings.”11 The law further allows that “[t]he siblings of a child remanded or
placed in the care of a social service official ... shall have a right to petition the court for visitation and contact with such child.”12
It ensures that any child who is remanded or placed in foster care, or any sibling of that child who is not in care, may move
independently of the parent for visitation. This provides an established right to continue that familial or sibling relationship/
connection, at least while one or more of the siblings is in care.
Section 384-b of the Social Services Law, concerning termination of parental rights proceedings, was also amended. The
legislative goal of section 384-b, which predates the new legislation, is to help ensure that children “grow up with a normal
family life in a permanent home and that such circumstance offers the best opportunity for children to develop and
thrive.”13 Reunification with the birth parent is generally the desired outcome, but when this is not achievable, a permanent
alternative has to be sought for the child or children involved. To ensure that children who have been placed in foster care
are not deprived of “nurturing family relationships,” the law allows that where reunification is no longer the goal and it is
in the child’s best interest, a parent’s rights may be terminated and the child in foster care may be released for adoption.14
The new legislation clarifies and ensures that even when parental rights are terminated, a child’s right to sibling contact
continues.15
In sum, the new legislation reaffirms the right of a child who is remanded or placed in the care of a social services official, or
whose parents’ rights have been terminated, to petition the court for visitation with siblings, and extends these protections to
the child’s siblings. The amendments expressly provide for sibling visitation petitions as part of the Family Court proceedings
and for sibling visitation to be included as a part of removal, placement, and permanency hearing orders.
III. Benefits of the New Law
The road to adoption can often be a long and emotional one for everyone involved. It is extremely unfortunate to have multiple
children from the same family enter into the foster care system. It is an even more unfortunate situation when those children
are not able to be placed together, and some or all are ultimately freed for adoption and adopted into different families.
Maintaining contact between siblings may be beneficial to the children (and their caretakers) because it will help to ensure
that siblings are not completely separated even though they have been adopted by different families. Preserving these close
relationships may help to reduce the trauma older children in placement sometimes experience. Post-adoption sibling visitation
also allows children to maintain some sense of normalcy, as well as a connection with someone who is biologically related to
them. This may help a child learn about his or her biological parents and provide answers to some of the questions the child
may have about his or her identity.
Additionally, the amendments endeavor to keep the lines of communication between siblings open, even after the adopted
sibling’s involvement with foster care has ended. This can be beneficial to the children’s mental and emotional development
in the long run, because a continued relationship with siblings can provide some relief for children who are struggling with
or adjusting to their adoption.16 In addition to the possible mental, emotional, and social benefits, facilitating post-adoption
contact ensures that the adoptive family remains connected to people who are genetically similar to their adopted child in case
there is ever a medical emergency or a genetic issue.
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The legislative language recognizes that relationships can be facilitated in multiple ways. The term “contact,” which is included
in addition to “visitation,” provides alternatives for and protection against “the practical constraints presented where long
distances separate siblings.”17 This inclusion acknowledges that we live in an ever-evolving technological society. In situations
where siblings may live in different boroughs, counties, or states and it is not practical for children to see one another on a
regular basis, contact may be maintained by telephone, letter writing, social media, or videoconferencing via FaceTime, Skype,
or Google chat.
Even with various alternatives to in-person visits, there could be a situation in which an adoptive family opposes visitation
for legitimate reasons, or other circumstances when sibling visitation may be inappropriate. The law therefore provides for
a determination that visitation or contact would be granted if it is “in the best interests of ” both “the child and his or her
sibling[s].”18
Furthermore, the new legislation allows for a child 10 years or older to be served with a petition for sibling visitation, so he or
she is given notice of the proceedings.19 This allows the child to be a part of the decision-making process for establishing or
maintaining sibling visits and/or contact.
The law also requires that “notice and an opportunity to be heard” be given to the sibling as well as all of the other parties
involved.20 This is an important advantage of the amendments because frequently when children are removed from the home,
removal is done in an abrupt and/or traumatic manner, without the children’s input. The amendments give the child(ren) an
opportunity to be heard prior to the court rendering a decision as to whether visitation and/or contact would be in the best
interest of the child and his or her siblings.21
IV. Addressing Potential Concerns: Recommendations for Successful Implementation
The recent amendments do raise potential concerns that should be noted, given the myriad of circumstances the court will have
to consider when determining these sibling visitation cases. Here are some factors courts and advocates should consider so that
the legislation is successful:
A. Contemplation of the Interest and Desires of All of the Children
Though the language of the statute requires that visitation be in the best interest of both siblings, the law does not specifically
address how to resolve situations in which visitation or contact is deemed to be in the best interest of one child but not the
other. How would the court make a determination that would adequately balance the interest and needs of both/all children
involved? What if an adopted child does not want to know his or her biological family or to maintain ties? Further, would
the court be able to require visitation for younger children until they reach an age where the court feels they can make that
determination on their own?
In another possible scenario, what would happen in situations where the siblings had not been raised together and had little
to no contact prior to placement, yet one or both ended up in the foster care system? This is an important factor for courts to
consider when evaluating the best interests of both children. How could a court gauge the impacts of facilitating a relationship
between siblings who have barely even met?
When a visitation proceeding is initiated on behalf of one sibling, courts should ensure that the interests of the other sibling
are adequately heard.
B. Sensitivity in Explaining the Proceedings to Siblings Who Are Served
Although providing notice about a sibling seeking visitation directly to a child can be empowering, some young children
who receive a court notice about visitation may not understand that it is not a threat to their living situation, stability, or the
relationships they have established. Other notices the children may have seen may relate to permanency hearings, termination
of parental rights proceedings, or other matters concerning their placement.
Further, some adoptive parents, especially those who have had the child from birth or a very young age, may not have told
the child that he or she was adopted. A notice served directly on the child could force the adoptive parents into having a
conversation they were not prepared to have or never intended to have.
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For these reasons, great consideration should be given to the procedures and language used in the notification process for
children to ensure that it is child-friendly and sensitive to these issues. The court and/or agency should take care to avoid
making the child feel that his or her living situation is being jeopardized (again).
C. Minimizing the Potential Burden on Adoptive Parents
Adoption represents a new beginning, a time of officially becoming a “real” family. As an adoptive parent, one of my biggest
joys, once I consented to the adoption, was looking forward to my family’s privacy and not having outside agencies make
decisions for my family. If post-adoption sibling visits were mandated, it may be problematic in some circumstances. First,
sibling visitation may force adoptive parents to continue their contact with ACS and their contract foster care agencies. Such
contact may be frustrating for adoptive parents who wish to “move on” but cannot achieve true finality and certainty. These
frustrations may be compounded if an adoptive parent brings a child to a sibling visit that does not occur because the other
foster or adoptive parent does not appear—a situation with which I have firsthand experience. Indeed, requiring adoptive
families to establish or maintain post-adoption sibling visitation may feel to the adoptive parent as a diminishment of the
parental rights and privileges that adoption bestows. Of utmost concern is the perceived infringement upon an adoptive
family’s autonomy and adoptive parents’ rights under the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution to make decisions
on behalf of their children.22
Also potentially problematic are “after-born cases,” in which a birth mother or birth father has more children who enter into
the foster care system after the older child’s adoption was completed. The adoptive family could be required to engage in agency
sibling visits or contact, even if that wasn’t the case prior to or at the time of the adoption. If post-adoption visitation were
mandated, it could also derail some of the progress made with children who were shuffled between multiple foster homes or
living situations. There should be some consideration as to how these cases will be handled.
These concerns are particularly strong in the case of closed adoptions. The new legislation does not clearly differentiate between
children adopted through closed or private adoptions and those adopted through open adoptions. In a closed adoption,
the information about the birth parents is sealed. One reason people choose to place a child for adoption through a closed
adoption is because of the anonymity of the closed adoption. It is worth exploring whether the legislation should be applicable
to this situation, first because it could violate privacy laws and the agreement between the adoptive parent(s), the parent(s)
who placed the child for adoption, and the adoption agency, and ultimately could reveal parents’ private information. Second,
there may be no way for a child who was adopted through a closed adoption to be informed that he or she has a sibling in the
foster care system without violating the adoption agreement. A parent who places his or her child for adoption and wants to
ensure that the child can find the parent and/or can later become acquainted with any siblings, could elect an open adoption.
When evaluating the best interests of adopted children involved in sibling visitation proceedings, significant weight should be
given to the expressed preferences of a child who is mature enough to make this decision. But particularly for younger children,
some deference should be given to the adoptive parents’ position. This is not to say that the adoptive parents’ rights somehow
supersede those of the children involved. It is to say two things: first, that an adoptive parent is no less a parent than a biological
parent. The rights of parents to make decisions as to the care and upbringing of their children have been firmly established
and should not be compromised because of the lack of biological connection to the child(ren). Second, the court must be able
to balance the privacy needs and legal rights of the adoptive parent along with the desires and best interests of the children
involved. According some deference to the position of adoptive parents would be consistent with how courts have interpreted
section 71 of the Domestic Relations Law.23
D. Facilitating Compliance with Sibling Visitation Orders
Another important factor to consider is the method used to ensure that post-adoption sibling visitation takes place. The law
provides little guidance as to how the court can address noncompliance short of its power under New York Judiciary Law
§753 to punish civil contempt.24 Any monitoring and enforcement system the court or agency would devise would need to
be unobtrusive in nature, in order to avoid deterring adoptive parents from complying, or even deterring prospective adoptive
parents from adopting. One potential way to do this is to allow for unsupervised visits in non-office settings (when appropriate),
and to provide a visitation log for families to sign at the end of each visit and submit to the oversight agency on a monthly basis.
Contact (as opposed to visitation) in most cases would be easier to facilitate in ways that respect the parties’ privacy because of
the various methods that can be employed to maintain contact.
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If there were a situation where both children were in foster care, or where one was in the biological home while the other was in
care, and a foster parent failed to comply, the court could compel visitation or remove the child to another foster home—but
situations involving adoptive parents are more complex than those involving foster and biological parents. It is unclear what
methods might be used for enforcing visitation and contact orders post-adoption, prior to the agency moving for a contempt
proceeding and the court being able to issue a civil contempt finding against the uncooperative party. Contempt proceedings
should be used only as a last resort. In addition, procedures should be in place to ensure that adoptive parents receive adequate
notice of the petition for sibling visitation, that their concerns and desires are considered when determining whether visitation
or contact would be in the child’s best interest, that the parents are given adequate time to come into compliance once notified
that an order has been issued, and that they are given an opportunity to appeal a visitation order.
The court and social service system could further address these issues by providing full disclosure agreements to prospective
foster and adoptive parents. Although foster parents are made aware of their rights and responsibilities to facilitate visits
between siblings when required, the new legislation could be incorporated into the training and expressly reviewed with
adoptive parents prior to their consent to adopt. The current laws, as well as the rights and responsibilities of adoptive parents,
could further be reiterated by putting educational and resource information in the annual verification (certification) packet.
Adoptive parents should also be made aware of their rights to oppose or appeal visitation orders, and what methods and
remedies are available to the court should the adoptive parent fail to comply with the order.
V. Conclusion
Requiring post-adoption sibling visitation may be instrumental in ensuring that the bonds formed prior to adoption between
siblings who are adopted by different families are not indiscriminately severed post-adoption. However, consideration must
be given as to how to implement the amendments so that they provide the protection they were intended to provide without
negatively affecting individuals and families in ways that could undermine the purposes of the legislation. If there are clearly
established factors for the court to consider the interests of all siblings when making best-interest determinations, and policies
for providing notice of sibling visitation applications and enforcing sibling visitation orders in ways that are sensitive to the
needs and interests of the children and families, the new legislation could be extremely beneficial to children in care, adopted
children who seek to retain or develop bonds with siblings, their siblings, and the families involved.
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Educating Child Welfare
Stakeholders on Sibling
Visitation: Learning from
the Data
By Roger W. Sherman, Ph.D., Tracey Tronolone, MSW, and Jasmine Amor, M.A.1

Abstract:
Opinions in this study are utilized to capture the theoretical and practice positions of professionals, parents, and children who
experience out-of-home care, and who are or have been involved in Family Court proceedings. The sample was comprised of 773 out
of 816 registrants who participated in the “Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster Youth” Symposium. The attendees
were separated into four main groups (legal, mental health, parents, and children who experienced out-of-home care) and their
survey responses were analyzed. The remaining 43 self-identified as “other” and therefore were not included in the data analysis. The
survey’s intent was: 1. to capture through opinions the alignment of the four main groups with social science research on the issues
of sibling contact post adoption and 2. to gauge where on a proactive dimension for legal issues the main groups would be situated.
The data found less alignment with social science research addressing sibling contact post adoption for the legal, parent, and child
main groups. The data supported our contention that the children in the out-of-home care main group would be the most proactive
concerning sibling contact post adoption. The study concluded with recommendations for social science education for all four main
groups and a clear recognition that children who experience out-of-home care are strongly in favor of continued sibling contact post
adoption.
Introduction:
This section describes the contextual frame for the legal-psychological issue we are assessing. Social science research shows
that sibling contact post adoption is salient for the development of positive mental health and permanency stability. It is our
contention that this social service research needs to have a greater impact on decisions reached in Family Court and that there
is a clear need for professionals, parents, and children to be educated on the value of sibling contact.
We begin by presenting the readily-accepted and well-documented view that sibling relationships are significant in respect to
child development and identity formation. We continue by demonstrating through a brief review of current literature that
the field of child welfare has been cognitively aware of the significance of the sibling relationship and the concomitant issue
of sibling contact for quite some time and that it has been proactive in crafting policy and practice to support regular sibling
contact when appropriate and where siblings in out-of-home care are not placed in a single foster home. Lastly, we make
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the case that adoption creates an axial point in the journey to permanency. In closing, this section reflects upon the issues of
stigmatization, Western conceptualizations of a family unit, and issues of societal morality as possible drivers or justifications
for the current state of support—or lack of support—for sibling contact post adoption.
Children grow up within a network of relationships: parents, grandparents, friends, and others. Eighty to 90 percent of
children grow up with siblings (Circirelli 1995;2 Dunn 1983).3 Sibling relationships are often an individual’s longest lasting
relationship, and a growing body of work shows that they have unique implications for the youth’s well-being and development
(Kim et al., 2003).4 For example, Sanders (2004)5 underscores the significant role older siblings can play in the socialization
process of younger siblings and in the transmission of social skills crucial for successful adulthood.
Sibling relationships are of mutual developmental significance. Sutton-Smith and Rosenberg (1970)6 found that individual
differences in a broad range of behaviors are influenced by sibling relationships; e.g., aggression, power tactics, and sex-role
preferences. Siblings can develop an intimacy and share not only common interests but also an emotional intensity that can
create a “direct reciprocity” between them as they formalize their identity (Sullivan 1953;7 Piaget 1965).8 Dunn (1998: 797)9
clearly suggests that sibling interaction influences “both later relationships between siblings as well as the personality of each
sibling as an individual,” thereby implying the existence of a recursive process of development.
Somewhat counterintuitively, Stocker and McHale (1990)10 report that the significance of the sibling relationship does not
wane as siblings grow older and spend more time with non-family members. Blyth et al., (1982)11 report that the majority of
high school students interviewed indicated the importance of the sibling relationship even as they began to spend less time at
home and live more within the public view.
Stocker et al., (1997)12 and Lee, Mancini, and Maxwell (1990)13 address the issue of sibling closeness in early adulthood. They
emphasize the significance of the amount and frequency of past contact between siblings as being correlated to the quality
of the current and future sibling relationship. They related positive sibling relationships, in turn, to positive psychological
adjustment and greater self-esteem.
Berscheid, Snyder, and Omoto (1989: 792)14 are even more definitive as to the significance of sibling relationships and what is
necessary for a sibling relationship to flourish:
A close relationship between siblings requires: 1. the siblings to have frequent impact on each other; 2. an impact
that is both strong and meaningful; 3. an impact that involves diverse kinds of activities for both; 4. these
activities must occur for a long or extended duration of time.
The very real question of the protective factor of a sibling relationship has been raised by Gass et al., (2007).15 It is well
established that children who experience stressful life events and trauma are at an increased risk of developing emotional
difficulties (Swearingen and Cohen 1985;16 Leadbeater et al., 1999).17 However, not all children exposed to trauma and
life stressors show difficulties in childhood or in later adolescence. Hankin and Abela (2015)18 suggest the significance of
moderating factors. Cicirelli (1982)19 and Jenkins and Smith (1990)20 both offer that positive sibling relationships need to be
considered as a moderating or protective factor. They conclude that siblings are an important source of comfort at times of
stress and emotional upheaval.
Finally, Gass et al., (2007)21 demonstrated through their research study that positive affection between siblings proved to be a
protective factor for emotional difficulties regardless of the quality of the parent-child relationship.
To summarize, the literature addressing the significance of sibling relationships indicates that they can have a lasting mutual
effect and can be a strong protective or mediating factor for siblings. The warmth and caring of a sibling relationship is associated
with less loneliness, fewer behavioral issues, and heightened self-esteem. Stocker (1994).22 A positive sibling relationship that
is frequent, meaningful, and regular can help sibling pairs develop resilience to stress and traumatic events. Kosonen (1996)23
found that children experiencing emotional stress would first seek support from mothers but would look to their older siblings
for this support if mothers were not available, even before turning to their fathers. It is of little surprise, then, that the field of
child welfare is supportive of sibling contact in out-of-home care and views it as a pathway to develop resilience in a population
of children who have experienced not only the initial familiar trauma that accompanies neglect and abuse but also the potential
systemic stress that can accompany out-of-home placement.
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Even when professionals believe that maintaining sibling relationships is in a child’s best interest, laws and policies must be
in place to support these connections both in foster care and when permanency is achieved through adoption. The Fostering
Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 was the first federal law to address the importance of sibling
connections. This law required states to make reasonable efforts to maintain sibling contact in order to receive federal funding.
However, although the federal government, through the Fostering Connections Act, took the lead role in mandating reasonable
efforts to maintain sibling contact, it continues to be left to the states to vigorously support these connections (Gustavsson
2010).24
When siblings are not placed together, there are significant challenges to maintaining contact. For example, keeping in touch
with siblings placed in different homes requires that caregivers and caseworkers facilitate placing phone calls, arranging visits,
or writing letters or emails. In an exploratory study, Smith (1996)25 found that caregiver and caseworker attitudes towards
supporting sibling contact varied greatly. Caseworkers generally viewed sibling contact as a significant source of support to
siblings and placement, whereas caregivers questioned whether contact between siblings added value.
We have already demonstrated that sibling relationships are emotionally powerful and critically important not only in
childhood but over the course of a lifetime. For those families involved in the child welfare system due to abuse or neglect,
sibling relationships take on a greater significance because they have the potential to provide support and nurturance that may
not be available from parents. Kosonen (1999)26 demonstrated the increased salience of sibling relationships based upon the
child’s (in out-of-home care) diminished network of family relationships. Shlonsky et al., (2005)27 makes clear that for these
children, sibling relationships have the potential to ascend to primary importance in out-of-home care.
Consequently, a sibling relationship can play a critical role throughout the foster care experience. Foster youth often view foster
care as a time of worry, guilt, confusion, and identity loss (Wedge and Mantle 1991).28 Siblings can serve as a buffer to these
affective reactions and provide comfort and support (Kempton 1991).29 Siblings can alleviate some of the fear, loss, confusion,
and anxiety associated with being separated from parents (McNamara 1990)30.
The sibling relationship can serve as a way for the youth to maintain a sense of history as well as a way to better understand
themselves and their experience (Bank and Kahn 1997).31 Ward (1984:327)32 refers to the sibling relationship as a “link to the
past.” Therefore, it is no surprise that when asked about placements or having contact with siblings, youth in foster care have
consistently preferred placement together or frequent and regular contact. When conducting qualitative interviews with preadolescent foster children about their experiences in the foster care system, Whiting and Lee (2003)33 found the consistent
theme of siblings relying upon each other as a means of support. Qualitative interviews with alumni of foster care show a strong
preference for being placed together or having regular contact with siblings (Herrick 2002;34 Bernstein 2000).35Through their
narratives, foster children expressed a wish to know what was occurring in their siblings’ lives (Washington State Department
of Social and Health Services).36
Sibling contact is extremely important for children in the foster care system. Except in specific cases where there are safety
concerns, such as physical and/or sexual abuse, or a trauma history where sibling contact may retrigger and exacerbate a
traumatic experience, legal and mental health professionals need to advocate for and support the continuation of contact
between siblings (Herrick and Piccus 2005). That being said, what a sibling relationship means or can potentially mean to
a child is as diverse as the children who are in out-of-home care. Casey Family Services (2003)37 advises that child welfare
workers elicit and consider the wishes of the child in care regarding sibling contact. We believe this to be sound advice and in
keeping with the legal position of direct representation of children in Family Court.
In summary, studies of siblings in substitute care generally demonstrate positive outcomes when siblings are allowed to maintain
regular and frequent contact (Herrick and Piccus 2005).38 Moreover, “the unique relationship between siblings has through-out
recorded history been a source of comfort, identification, and individuation; a point of reference used to gauge one’s place in the family
and world at large and for those children entering foster care a mediating variable for the loss of one’s parents” (Shlonsky et al 2005:
693).39 Continuing contact between siblings post placement is critical in maintaining a child’s sense of community with his or
her family as well as a sense of well-being and identity (Wulczyn and Zimmerman 2005).40
Unfortunately, in situations of abuse and neglect where children have been placed in alternative care settings, sibling
relationships are at grave risk of interruption and possible premature termination. When children are removed from their
home, child welfare workers face the difficult task of trying to minimize trauma by selecting placement settings that will meet
the needs of the children, including the need for maintaining sibling contact. Although child welfare practitioners recognize
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the significance of sibling relationships as supportive and protective, joint placement and continued contact remains a
challenge. This is especially true post adoption. Since the passage of the Adoption and Safe Families Act (1997), parents are
allotted limited time to work on their case plan for reunification with their children. As a result, children move more quickly
into permanent adoptive homes, making these decisions about siblings even more crucial. For siblings temporarily separated in
foster care, this issue is compounded further by more foster parents being given the option of adopting first and making what
was an initial temporary separation permanent.
Many adopted children are in foster care before they are adopted. When in foster care, sibling relationships are supported both
legally and by agency policy. This is not the situation post adoption. Although Child Welfare League of America standards
for adoption services state that brothers and sisters who have a relationship should be placed together unless it would be of
greater benefit to be kept apart, various factors come into play. One such factor is the availability of homes and best achievable
alternative placement for the children (CWLA 1978). While the issue of joint sibling placement at the time of adoption has
been a focus of study (O’Neill, McAuley, and Loughran 2014;41 Ryan 2002),42 the issue of sibling relationships and contact
post adoption, if the siblings are not in joint placement, has been significantly under-researched and unexplored (Baden and
Raible 2011;43 Caspi 2011).44
Many states legislate sibling contact in foster care, but few legislate contact post adoption (New York State Office of Children
and Family Services 2007). Mandelbaum (2011)45 has conducted an in-depth and rich review of the issue of sibling relationships
and contact from a legal perspective. Her work, coupled with the work of this article, will provide a comprehensive presentation
of the current state of affairs addressing sibling contact. This article closes by presenting the psychological–sociological
perspective that frames this legal conversation.
We will begin the deconstruction of the sociological frame for this issue with the belief that we have several intersecting biases
about adoption and adoptive parents that are the cultural drivers for our legal positions towards adopted children and their
families of origin. The first of our intersecting biases is the stigma associated with adoption and how a vestigial, albeit unspoken,
sense of moral failure continues to be associated with adoption.
In the United States, the first adoption law passed in Massachusetts in 1851 began the legally-sanctioned practice of secrecy
and confidentiality in adoption (Sachdev 1989).46 Perhaps embedded in religious conservatism, and without precedent in the
ancient societies, this law called for the complete severance of the relationship between the child and the biological parents.
This law represented the community attitude towards adoption that the birth of children out-of-wedlock historically shaped.
Although the social acceptance of out-of-wedlock births has increased since the 1960s and concomitantly social attitudes
towards unwed mothers have become more lenient, there is still a sense among some that adoptive children come from lessthan-optimal hereditary backgrounds (Brodzinsky, Smith, and Brodzinsky 1998:11).47 Social work theory has long been
characterized by the tensions between a focus on the individual as being “pathological” and an emphasis on social forces that,
as Pierre Bourdieu (Garrett 2007)48 indicates, are the structure behind the structure.
This bifurcation of the micro/macro world does not reflect our grounded experiences between the two (Kondrat 2002).49 Its
continued assertion allows society to blame the abusive/neglectful parent unable to appropriately care for his or her children
without giving recognition to the recursive process that exists between the individual and the contextual structure that creates
that individual’s reality. If substance abuse is added to the presentation picture, the perception of the biological families having
a dual moral deficit—parenting deficits and substances—further justifies our negative perspective and their stigmatization.
(De la Riel and Furth 2005).50 When adopted children share the stigma of their biological families, the significance of their
relationships, whether parental or with siblings, is societally diminished.
The second variable in this matrix of intersecting biases that we perceive as salient in creating a non-supportive view of sibling
contact post adoption is our Western culture’s concept of family and how it impacts our understanding of permanency.
Family is a social institution, and as such, the family is an established social system that changes within a given historical and
geopolitical context. Like all institutions, families are shaped by their relationship to systems of inequality in society. Race,
class, gender, and age stratification affect how society values and defines families. From the traditional perspective, the family
is viewed as: “a social unit of people related through marriage, birth, or adoption who reside together in an officially sanctioned
relationship and who engage in economic cooperation, have socially approved sexual relations and are tasked with reproduction and
child rearing practices” (Gough 1984).51
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This Western concept of family creates a holding environment within which children grow and are socialized that is
reductionist rather than expansive and inclusive and sets relatively firm boundaries, addressing who is truly a part of the
family collective. This concept is often the social cultural justification for how to negotiate a relationship between the
adoptive and birth families and the resulting legal policy and practice that guides this relationship and our understanding
of permanence.
We can readily make the case that the adoption of children previously in foster care necessitates considerations for adoption
practices that typically do not exist in traditional neonatal adoptions. Children adopted from foster care, especially at an older
age, are likely to have existing relationships with their biological families, which we believe necessitate a reconfiguration of our
understanding of family in a less restrictive form, one that creates a viable role for birth family and especially siblings (Frasch
et al., 2000).52
“In all cultures and throughout history there have been various practices of placing children for adoption. The child’s move to another
family was often done openly and with the child’s original identity sustained” (Sullivan and Lathrop 2004).53 Non-Western
and ethnic-minority cultures are typically centered on the family and supported by extended kin and formal and informal
community networks (Barrio and Hughes 2000;54 Lefley 1990).55 These cultures generally emerge from collectivistic, sociocentric societies and offer a more inclusive concept of who comprises a family and what permanency may actually mean. They
legitimate the concept that it takes a village to raise a child.
This brings us to the issue of permanency, which is understood as being comprised of an enduring relationship that arises out
of a strong feeling of belonging and a binding and enduring commitment that is legally enforceable (Testa 2004).56 This is what
underpins the permanency planning movement in the United States: a search to find a foster child a home that is intended to
last indefinitely. Permanency through adoption awards the care, custody, and control of the child to his/her adoptive parents.
Herein lies a potential problem. The legal mandate accompanying permanency places the power to make decisions clearly in
the hands of the adoptive parents. There is a sense that parents, by virtue of being parents, will intuitively know what is in the
child’s best interest and will rarely, if ever, succumb to conflicted interests. At the point of adoption, the court transfers the
obligation to speak on behalf of the child from the attorney for the child to the adoptive parents at a time when the child may
need an advocate to support his or her maintaining the existing birth-family relationships. The risk at this point becomes that
what has been clearly demonstrated as being in the child’s best interest (sibling contact and birth-family contact) may now take
a second seat to the goal of permanency.
It should be clear that we are attempting to situate our understanding of permanence and the perception of birth family within
a socio-cultural context. We believe it is in the best interest of all children, especially those adopted, to be supported through
legal means, and to express their voice in making decisions about continued birth-family contact. Although the primary focus
of this section is to state as clearly as possible the significance of sibling contact as a path to resilience and stability, this itself
is in actuality an epiphenomenon of a much larger issue, that of our society’s collective perceptions of family life and the
intersection of systemic structures within which we all live.
Hypotheses:
•H
 ypothesis 1. There exists a gap or significant difference between expressed opinions for our four main groups on the positive
significance of sibling contact post adoption. Specifically mental health and legal professionals will express the strongest or
most favorable position and greatest alignment with social science research concerning the positive impact of sibling contact
among all four groups.
• H
 ypothesis 2. Children who have experienced out-of-home care (foster children, adopted children, and siblings of either)
will be least certain of social science research and least in alignment with the social science data among all four main
groups.
•H
 ypothesis 3. Children who have experienced out-of-home care will have the most proactive stance towards legal issues
concerning the support and maintenance of sibling contact post adoption among all four main groups.
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Methodology:
The Children’s Law Center, in collaboration with New York Law School (NYLS) and other organizations, sponsored an
all-day symposium on adoption and post-adoption issues on October 23, 2015. All conference participants were required
to complete the survey (see Appendix A) in order to attend the symposium. Eight hundred and sixteen attendees completed
the survey, of which 773 were selected to participate in the study. The participants were divided into four main groups for
analysis: legal professionals, mental health professionals, parents (both foster and adoptive), and children in out-of-homecare (foster children, adopted children, and siblings of either); see Table 1 below. All registrants in this study were 18 years
of age or older. The study was conducted anonymously. The survey was used to craft two indices for analysis. Theoretical
indices were comprised of questions 6, 7, 8, and 12, which measured the main groups’ alignment with social science research.
The second indices crafted were measures of a practice dimension and were comprised of questions 9, 10, 13, and 16. The
practice dimension indices measured the position of the four main groups on a proactive stance towards being supportive
of sibling contact post adoption. This is an indirect observational study based upon self-reported data. To gauge either
alignment with social science data or position on practice, dimension indices are used. Indices are re-expressions made by
combining the specific questions addressing each of our two dependent variables. The real expression for each indices are
interval or scale data. The highest score equates to greater alignment or a more proactive stance towards supporting sibling
contact post adoption.
Table 1: Main Groups of Study (X) Number and % • Total Survey Participants: 816
Children
Out-of-Home
Care
52 • 6%

Other
43 • 5%

Parents
(Foster/Adoptive)
104 • 13%

Legal
285 • 35%

Mental Health
332 • 41%

Results:

5

Table 2 presents the aggregate indices scores for our main groups on theoretical questions. The indices score measures an
individual group’s opinion in comparison to the position on the issue of sibling contact as expressed or supported by social
science research. A score of 5.0 would indicate the strongest alignment with social science data. Hypothesis 1 predicted a
significant difference between our main groups and that our professional groups (legal and mental health) would be most
aligned or knowledgeable about social science research. This in effect was supported with the mental health main group indices
score (4.35) and the legal main group indices score (4.11) being greater than the scores of either parents (3.90) or children in
out-of-home care (3.64).

4
3
2
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Table 2: Aggregate Indices Score on Theoretical Questions (X) Main Groups

55
44

4.11

4.35
3.9

33

3.64

22
51
1
40
0

Legal

Mental Health

Parents (Foster/Adoptive)	Children Out-of-Home Care

3
4.0
2
When the children’s main group was disaggregated (foster care, adopted children, and siblings of either), the foster care cohort
3.5
yielded the lowest indices score (3.60) of all the aggregated cohorts and of all of our main groups: see Table 2.1.
1
3.0
2.5
0
2.0Table 2.1: Aggregate Indices Score on Theoretical Questions for Disaggregated Children Main Groups
1.5
4.0
1.04
3.5
3.5
3.70
0.5
3.60
3.62
3
3.0
0.0
2.5
2.5
2.02
1.51.5
1.01
0.5
0.5
0.00
Foster Child	Adoptive Child
Biological Sibling
To further understand the gap between what social science data recommends concerning sibling contact post adoption and the
degree of adherence of the four main groups studied, percentages for each of our main groups were tabulated for both the “not
sure” response (Tables 2.2 and 2.3) and for certainty of opinion or strongly agree (Tables 2.4 and 2.5).
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Table 2.2: Aggregate % for Theoretical “Not Sure” Position (X) Main Groups

2525

24.40

2020

21.00
19.43

2515

15
25
20

1010
20

11.80

15

55
15

10

00
10
5

Legal

Mental Health

Parents (Foster/Adoptive)	Children Out-of-Home Care

30
5
0Table 2.3: Aggregate % for Theoretical “Not Sure” Position for Disaggregated Children Main Groups
25
030
30
20
29.41
25
25
30
15
20
2520
20.31
10
15
2015
5
10
10
15
9.59
05
5
10
00
60
Foster Child	Adoptive Child
Biological Sibling
5
50
0
60
Table 2.4: Aggregate % For Theoretical “Strongly Agree” Position (X) Main Groups
40
50
6060
30
40
52.90
5050
20
30
43.42
42.54
4040
41.10
10
20
3030
10
0
20
20
0
1010
50
50
00
40

Legal

Mental Health

Parents (Foster/Adoptive)	Children Out-of-Home Care

40

30
50
30

20
40
20
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30
20
10
0
Table 2.5: Aggregate % for Theoretical “Strongly Agree” Position for Disaggregated Children’s Main Groups

5050
4040

48.42
40.98

39.70

3030
2020
1010
00

Foster Child

Adoptive Child

Biological Sibling

Hypothesis 2 indicated that children who have spent time in out-of-home care would express opinions on sibling contact
post adoption that are less certain or less in alignment with social science research than any of the other main groups. Study
data found that of the four main groups, the legal profession was the least sure of what social science research data indicated.
Within that group, 24.40 percent of responses were “not sure” what social science data indicated. This percentage was more
than double that of the “not sure” responses of the mental health main group. The group representing or comprised of children
in out-of-home care had a percentage of 21.0, which was slightly less than the legal profession. However, when the children’s
group was disaggregated, those in the foster care cohort had more “not sure” responses (29.41) than any other cohort or main
group.
Finally, when strength of response was analyzed (strongly agree), the mental health main group had more “strongly agree”
responses (52.90) than any other main group. The foster care cohort had the lowest “strongly agree” response (39.70) of all
groups or cohorts.
The practice questions in the opinion survey captured a dimension of proactive thinking towards supporting sibling contact in
Family Court. A high indices score (a 5) indicates a strong proactive posture supporting sibling contact. Hypothesis 3 posited
that the main group comprised of foster children, adopted children, and siblings of either would have the highest indices score,
expressing their desire for sibling contact post adoption or post placement. Table 3 presents the aggregate indices score for
practice questions by main groups. There is little difference between the main groups on these indices.
Table 3: Aggregate Indices Score on Practice Questions Main Groups
4.0
4.0
3.5
3.5
3.0
3.0
2.5
2.5
2.0
2.0
1.5
1.5
1.0
1.0
0.5
0.5
0.00

3.90

Legal

3.80

3.70

3.50

Mental Health

Parents (Foster/Adoptive)	Children Out-of-Home Care

5
4
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3.5
3.0
2.5
2.0
4.0
1.5
3.5
However, when the children’s main group is disaggregated (Table 3.1), the children in the foster care cohort have the highest
1.0
indices score of all cohorts and other main groups (4.12).
3.0
0.5
2.5
0.0
Table 3.1: Aggregate Indices Score on Practice Questions for Disaggregated Children’s Main Groups

2.0
1.5
55
1.0
44
0.5
0.0
33

4.12
3.83
3.54

2
52
1
1
4
0
0
3

Foster Child

Adoptive Child

Biological Sibling

25
2
When “not sure” responses were analyzed (Tables 3.2 and 3.3), the youth self-identified as being in the foster care cohort (a
20
1 of the children’s main group) had 50 percent fewer respondents in the “not sure” category than any other main group
subset
or other cohort.

15
0

Table 3.2: Aggregate % for Practice “Not Sure” Position for Main Groups

10

2525
5

2020
0

1515

18.33

20.16

19.00

10
1010

10.00

8
55
60

0

4

Legal

Mental Health

Parents (Foster/Adoptive)	Children Out-of-Home Care

10
2
8
0
6
4
2
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15
10
5
0
Table 3.3: Aggregate % for Practice “Not Sure” Position for Disaggregated Children Main Groups

10
10
88

9.37

9.59

Adoptive Child

Biological Sibling

8.82

66
44
22
00

Foster Child

Finally, when strength of position (strongly agree) responses were analyzed, the foster care cohort had the highest percentage
of “strongly agree” responses of all main groups and subsets (53.0). See Tables 3.4 and 3.5.
Table 3.4: Aggregate % for Practice “Strongly Agree” Position (X) Main Groups

4040
3535
3030
40
2525
35
2020
30
1515
25
1010
20
55
15
00
10

38.92

38.42
33.44

23.80

Legal

Mental Health

Parents (Foster/Adoptive)	Children Out-of-Home Care

5

60
0

Table 3.5: Aggregate % for Practice “Strongly Agree” Position for Disaggregated Children Main Groups

50

6060

40

5050

53.00

30

4040

20
30
30

37.50

10
20
20

26.31

010
10
00

Foster Child

Adoptive Child

Biological Sibling
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Discussion:
Although our professional main groups (legal and mental health) did demonstrate awareness of social science research on
the issue of sibling contact post adoption, the legal main group had almost double the number of respondents who were not
sure about social science research data and its implications for being beneficial and supportive of sibling contact than did
the mental health main group. In addition, the legal main group had significantly fewer respondents who were strongly in
agreement or alignment with social science research data than the mental health main group. These findings indicate a need
for incorporating social science research into the legal education process, perhaps in a more formalized or systemic fashion.
Also evident was that parents and children in out-of-home care lacked information about social science research and its
supportive posture toward pre- and post-adoption sibling contact. This was especially true for the foster care cohort who
were the least knowledgeable about social science research and who were unsure of their position, and it is least in alignment
theoretically with the social science research data. This finding is in keeping with Hypothesis 2. Here it seems clear that foster
care agencies need to be responsible for better educating foster care children as to what social science research indicates. Who
assumes this responsibility for children adopted from foster care is less clear, and addressing the issue is more nuanced and
complex. Hypothesis 3 posited that the children in the out-of-home care main group would have the strongest stance on the
practice dimension regarding sibling contact post adoption. Our data is certainly supportive of this contention.
The question of whether there is a disconnect between social science research as understood by the main groups and the
practice dimension in the real world is difficult to answer. A disaggregation of the legal and mental health main groups by
demographics and practice history could be explanatory, but unfortunately that is beyond the scope of this study and clearly
suggestive of a next step in the analysis of this relationship. Although our data was not gathered randomly and we needed to
conflate some of the main groups to achieve healthy cell size for analysis, the authors believe that the survey tells an accurate
story about sibling contact through expressed opinions of our four main groups. There appears to be a clear need to incorporate
social science research into the legal educational process in more effective ways and to provide this knowledge to parents and
children involved in the Family Court process. In analyzing our practice data, the children in the foster care subset are clearly
asking for strong and proactive advocacy to support and maintain their sibling relationships.
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APPENDIX A:
Broken Adoption Survey of
Symposium Attendees
The first step in registering for the symposium is an anonymous survey. The anonymous survey seeks to
gather input about diverse thoughts from a broad range of symposium participants on issues surrounding
the topic of permanency or permanent connections for youth. All symposium participants are required to
complete the anonymous survey and we thank you beforehand for your participation. The survey results
will be shared with all survey participants on the day of the symposium.
*1.

Please check all that apply to you:
Educator
Legal (attorney/judge/referee)
Social work or mental health professional
Student
Foster parent
Adoptive parent
Foster child
Adopted child
Biological parent of foster/adopted child
Sibling of either an adopted or foster child
Legal guardian of a non-biological child
Work in child welfare or family court in 5 boroughs of New York City
Work in child welfare or family court outside of 5 boroughs of New York City
Work in child welfare or family court outside of New York State
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*2.

Please select the region that best corresponds to the place you work or live.
Region I: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Vermont
Region II: New Jersey, New York, Puerto Rico, U.S. Virgin Islands
Region III: Delaware, District of Columbia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Virginia, West Virginia
Region IV: Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina,
Tennessee
Region V: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, Wisconsin
Region VI: Arkansas, Louisiana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Texas
Region VII: Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska
Region VII: Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, Wyoming
Region IX: Arizona, California, Hawaii, Nevada, American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana
Islands, Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands
Region X: Alaska, Idaho, Oregon, Washington
Other (please specify) _________________________________________________________________

*3. 	The foster care system is effective at finding placements that meet the emotional, physical,
and psychological needs of foster children while they are in care.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*4. 	The foster care system is effective at discharging youth from care into adoptive placements
that meet their emotional, physical, and psychological needs.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*5. 	The foster care system is effective at placing children in pre-adoptive homes that align with
the child’s racial and/or cultural identity.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
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*6.

Social science research is supportive of sibling contact post adoption.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree

*7. 	It is of benefit to the adopted child to maintain contact with his/her sibling(s) post adoption
if they wish to.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*8. 	Sibling contact post adoption is supportive to the permanency and stability of the adoption
placement.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*9. 	Judges should consider a sibling group’s ability to continue to have contact with each other
in deciding whether to terminate a parent’s rights.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*10. 	Judges should consider a sibling group’s ability to continue to have contact with each other
in deciding whether to finalize the adoption of one of those siblings.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
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*11. 	Pre-adoptive parents generally receive effective training about the psychological or
developmental challenges that their adoptive children might face post adoption.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*12. 	Adopted children are better psychologically and developmentally adjusted when they
maintain contact with their sibling(s) post-adoption.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*13. 	Judges should have the power to order contact between siblings as part of a post-adoption
contact agreement.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*14. 	The adoption subsidy* should stop when the child is no longer being supported by the
adoptive parent.
	* An adoption subsidy is a monthly payment mandated by law to be made to the adoptive parent
for the care, maintenance, and/or medical needs of an adopted child. Subsidy payments are
available for all eligible children, some states up until the age of 18 and others until the age of
21, depending on the state’s rules. In New York State, eligibility for subsidy is not based on the
parent’s income. The subsidy payments is a contract between the adoptive parent and social
services official and generally cannot not be transferred.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*15. 	There should be a mechanism to transfer an adoption subsidy to a new caretaker if an
adopted child is no longer supported by an adoptive parent.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
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*16. 	Siblings should have the ability to file a visitation case if their sibling is adopted into a home
that does not want to facilitate contact.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*17. 	The biological parent should have the opportunity to have their parental rights restored post
adoption when an adopted child returns to foster care.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*18. Post-adoption services* are readily available to adoptive families.
	* P
 ost-adoption services are services available to the adoptive family after the adoption has been
finalized to support and stabilize the adopted child or family.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*19. Youth are effectively supported throughout the adoption process.
strongly disagree
somewhat disagree
neutral opinion (not sure)
somewhat agree
strongly agree
*20. 	What are some of the changes that you think would most benefit youth who are adopted out
of foster care and the families who adopt them?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Part

Looking Forward:
Preventing and
Addressing Broken
Adoptions
The articles in this section analyze several aspects of the continued
problem of broken adoptions, and include recommendations for
the future.

Fostering Families and
Adoption Today
By Dawn Post1

Since 2013, media attention and legislative responses have focused on “re-homing” through advertising adopted children brought
to the U.S. from overseas. Americans have vilified these adoptive families, comparing their decisions to return children to the
system to the act of returning a defective product to a store. Re-victimizing an already vulnerable and innocent child is certainly
difficult to justify. However, the actions of the adoptive families and the reactions of many Americans raise very different questions
for me. I practice as an attorney for children in one of the busiest family courts in the country. Unlike the adoptive parents who
were publicly vilified, very little to no attention has been paid to the many children who are a product of the foster care system and
who return to family court through its revolving doors after achieving so-called “permanency” through adoption.
For any young person who has experienced a broken adoption, this powerful and traumatizing experience
shatters a child’s dream of a forever family. This experience—of yet another adult giving up on them in a world
where they already have experienced so much grief, pain, loss, and trauma, makes the child resentful not only
towards their adoptive parent but also the world at large.
I know because I was that child. I was taken away from my biological parents. My adoptive mother promised
my biological mother on her deathbed that she would always take care of me. But she didn’t. At 13, my adoptive
mother gave up on me. To be taken away from my adoptive mother felt like a repeat of losing my biological
parents again. I internalized this experience and blamed myself for everything.
These powerful words were spoken by 21-year-old Demetrius at the “Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster
Youth” Symposium held in New York City and attended by over 250 people in person and over 800 via live webcast in 46 states,
the District of Columbia, Canada, and Australia. The symposium drew on a range of expertise including, most importantly,
youth who experienced a broken adoption, in order to explore the laws, regulations, and policies affecting broken adoptions
and to identify ways in which the foster care system can work towards true permanency for youth.
Every child should have a safe and permanent family. However, the numbers of broken adoptions revealed at the symposium
tell a different story. The Children’s Law Center (CLC) has seen over 150 adopted children during the last few years enter into
the care of a custodian other than their adoptive parent. Since September 2014, the Advocacy/Legal Services Department at
Covenant House New York, a homeless shelter for youth, has seen at least 99 youth who reported they were adopted. CLC has
represented children in child support cases as the adoptive parents continued to receive the adoption subsidy even though they
were no longer providing any care for the child.
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In 2014, Lawyers For Children (LFC) actively represented approximately 150 children who experienced broken adoptions,
including 132 cases in which the adopted child had been voluntarily placed back into foster care. LFC represented children
in around 725 voluntary placements, with broken adoptions constituting 15 to 20 percent of their cases. In 73.3 percent of
the cases LFC examined, the adoptive parent either wasn’t actively planning for the child’s return, or was ambivalent about
planning for the child’s return. Fifty percent of the children had no contact with their adoptive parent. Despite the adoptive
parent alleging that many of these children could not be maintained in the community, over 43 percent were placed in regular
foster boarding homes after returning to foster care.
These numbers are just a part of the picture, and all stakeholders need to collect data in order to determine not only how many
children are no longer living with their adoptive parents, but why. The first question that must be asked is this: Are the adoptive
parents unconditionally committed to the child and, if not, why not? As Demetrius asked, “I didn’t give up on you. Why did
you give up on me?”
Undoubtedly, some families are confronted with teenagers who present with significant mental health and emotional issues.
However, CLC learned through its work that in some cases, what may have been normal adolescent behavior was seen as
problematic, and adoptive parents appeared unequipped with sufficient knowledge of adolescent development or lacked
the patience to properly address the behavior. Or, while many of the adoptive parents were aware that their children had a
pre-existing physical, mental, or emotional disability prior to the adoption, they appeared unable or unwilling to handle the
resulting behaviors as the child got older, resulting in, or contributing to, the broken adoption. Ultimately, their commitment
to the child was conditional. Jaquan, another panelist who suffered a broken adoption, described the emotional repercussions:
It is sad that I suffer with trust and knowing how to love, all because it was never given to me. Can you imagine
being constantly reminded you don’t belong? I feel love has a limit. If you never got it young, you will be confused
when you get older. You will be questioning everyone’s motives and feel they want to bring you nothing but pain.
So, how do we avoid broken adoptions? Decisions to move forward with an adoption should always be with an eye toward
ensuring that the adoptive parent and child are bonded and attached to each other. As an initial matter, adoptive parents must
be prepared with knowledge about the child that they are adopting, including the child’s trauma history. Not only that, adoptive
parents should be educated about trauma and its effect on children and development. As a result, when children present with
symptoms of confusion, withdrawal, sadness, anxiety, fear, depression, anger, hostility, and self-blame, the adoptive parent can
be better equipped to understand and work with them through their unresolved feelings of grief, anger, and loss, and questions
about who they are and their place in the world.
It must also be acknowledged that adoption is a life-long process and parents need quality ongoing supports and services well
after the adoption occurs. To effectively serve these children and their families long after the adoption finalization, service
providers must be identified who understand the developmental impact of neglect, abuse, and interrupted attachment on
children and the emotional and mental health needs of children who have been adopted. More needs to be done to advocate
for and fund such services in every state.
Pre-adoptive and adoptive parents should be provided with ongoing support and training on how to address not only normal
adolescent behavior and development, but also children’s physical, mental, or emotional disabilities, especially in relation to
adolescent behavior and development. Where there is biological family involvement, families and children should be provided
support and services to understand and navigate new or ongoing relationships.
A best-practices approach should be created to address adoptions that are in the process of destabilizing, with case and social
workers’ provision of supportive services. These case and social workers should receive training on attachment and emotional
issues related to adoption, and should help adoptive parents understand the dynamics of adoption from the child’s point of
view, as well as the child’s feelings and behaviors. This will help the adoptive parents understand the impact of genetics and
negative life experiences on the child and parent to the child’s needs.
Finally, children need unconditional love and acceptance.

1

	Co-Borough Director, The Children’s Law Center.
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Foster Care and Broken
Adoptions: Lawyers For
Children’s Experiences and
Recommendations
By Silvie Senauke and Betsy Kramer1

In 2014, Lawyers For Children (LFC) conducted a thorough investigation into the phenomena of broken adoptions within
our client population. The results were staggering and indicated that the child welfare system can no longer afford to ignore
the issue of broken adoptions.
Through the internal study, we found that LFC actively represents approximately 150 children who experienced broken adoptions
(the number fluctuates slightly as children enter and leave foster care). We found that the average age at which adopted children
re-enter foster care is 14, just as they are entering their teenage years. The vast majority of these children, around 93 percent, have
been placed in foster care on voluntary foster care placement petitions by their adoptive parent or a substitute caregiver. These cases
comprise a significant portion of the voluntary foster care caseload at LFC: between 15 percent and 20 percent. LFC is the primary
provider of legal representation for such cases in New York City, so it is reasonable to assume that what we have observed in our cases
can also be applied to other young people suffering broken adoptions and placed in foster care voluntarily in New York.2
Frequently, child welfare practitioners assume that children voluntarily placed in foster care by a parent have significant behavioral,
health, or mental health problems that their parent could not manage. A major theme identified during our investigation, however, is
that this does not hold true in broken adoptions. In fact, in more than half of the cases we examined, the adoptive parent’s behavior or
circumstance contributed significantly to the disruption. In 25 percent of cases, a parent’s behavioral problems or mental health issues
were a contributing factor, while the death or infirmity of the adoptive parent caused another 35 percent of the cases.
Examining the foster care placements of this population presents further evidence that these children are not entering foster
care because of their own extreme behavioral or mental health problems. Less than half of LFC’s broken adoptions clients were
living in specialized treatment settings one year after they entered foster care, by which time most clients had settled into their
permanent treatment level. More than 40 percent of our clients were living in a foster home setting, whether regular, kinship,
or therapeutic. This evidence begs the question: If these young people can be maintained in home-like settings, why can’t they
be maintained in their adoptive home?
Unfortunately, all too often it is because the adoptive parent has stopped trying to maintain a parent-child relationship. The
most staggering result of our investigation was that in about 73 percent of the cases we examined, the adoptive parent was
not actively planning for the child to return home. Breaking this number down, we concluded that in 48 percent of cases,
the adoptive parent was not planning to have the child return home, while an additional 25 percent of parents appeared
ambivalent about a reunion. Similarly, and astoundingly, in fully half of the cases we examined, there was no visitation between
the child and the adoptive parent. Incredibly, virtually all of these parents continued to receive the adoption subsidy payment
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intended for the care of their child. For young people who are no longer in their adoptive parent’s home, the knowledge of this
ongoing payment can further exacerbate the pain of rejection by their parent.
When children are adopted from foster care, we promise them a “forever family.” This is what our children deserve—a home
and a family who love them for the rest of their lives. Even in crisis, we found that nearly half of our clients who return to foster
care following an adoption do want to return home to live with their adoptive parent. While the majority of adoptions are
successful, every child adopted from foster care deserves that forever home. For the advocate community, the next steps must
focus on supporting adoptive families so that they never reach the crisis level of disruption and on enabling young people to
move on from adoptive families who no longer care about them.
Recommendations for Reform
• Targeted mental health services must be easily available to adoptive families. These services could come in the form of a type
of “adoption support center,” which would serve as a hub for community mental health providers that specialize in clinical issues
that arise in adoptions. To make such centers effective, information about their location and services would have to be spread widely
to all City and contract-agency workers, as well as included in the annual certification letter sent to adoptive families. Linkages
must also be made to community schools, so that families can be reached before crisis leads them to the child welfare system. As
our investigation showed, often the adoptive parent’s own behavior or mental health problems can precipitate a breakdown; these
support centers should be prepared to handle not only the mental health needs of adopted children but also those of their families.
We found that adoptions frequently break down as the child enters his or her teenage years, so special outreach should be made to
families at middle schools and in early high school to specifically support parents and teens during this difficult period.
• Systems must be enacted to enable continuity of mental health care. At the time of adoption, the adoptive family and
child frequently face the termination of mental health services that had been provided through their foster care agency. Even
if families are able to locate replacement services, this disruption in treatment can lead to setbacks in a child’s clinical progress,
which is especially damaging during this stressful life event. Foster care workers need an explicit protocol to ensure that the
issue of continued mental health care is raised during the discharge process and that families are left with a comprehensive
plan to continue their child’s mental health care, either within the agency or in the community. A necessary part of this
process must be a clinical meeting with the adoptive parent or parents, to help them understand what to expect as their child
processes the adoption over the next several years.
• “ Backup resources” must truly function as a backup family for the adopted child. As it currently stands, too often this
resource is just a name on a piece of paper. Our investigation showed that a significant portion of our broken adoptions
cases—35 percent—followed the death or infirmity of an adoptive parent. This finding highlights the urgent need for
appropriate and committed backup resources for adopted children. To ensure that backup resources will be truly committed,
they should be required to be present at critical court hearings and conferences and at the final adoption proceeding. In
addition, backup resources should sign an agreement acknowledging their commitment to the child.
• The current adoption subsidy policies must be amended to ensure that subsidies are not paid to adoptive parents who
no longer play a meaningful parental role in their child’s life. While the action that can be taken to address this is limited
by federal statute, progress has already been made in the form of a Local Commissioners Memorandum (LCM) issued by
the New York State Office of Children and Family Services on February 3, 2016. This LCM offered expanded guidelines
regarding when social services officials can and should initiate an investigation into whether an adoptive parent is providing
any support to his or her child, as well as guidelines regarding the termination of adoption subsidies in such cases. While this
LCM is a positive first step, we must ensure that it is enacted effectively and supported by State legislation.
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From Permanency to
Homelessness: Lessons from
Broken Adoption Youth at
Covenant House New York
By Jenn Strashnick1

I. Introduction
“She always said, ‘I never wanted you, I never planned on keeping you.’ That hurts.”

– Gabriella,2 age 18

“Legally they are my parents, but I do not consider them parents. People are meant to be loved. I was not.”
– Lee, age 19
“I feel I was treated like a piece of dust. She’s acting like I don’t exist. I exist.”

– Lily, age 18

Adoption is assumed to be a permanent solution for children in foster care, but too often, this is not the case. These situations
result in broken adoptions, where children are still legally adopted, yet the adoptive parents no longer provide care and support
for them. The most extreme form of broken adoptions is when a young person who was supposed to have a permanent home
becomes homeless.
The quotes above are from young people who experienced broken adoptions and sought shelter at Covenant House New York,
one of the nation’s largest, privately funded, non-profit adolescent care agencies serving homeless, runaway, and trafficked
youth. While it is unknown how many adoptions result in youth homelessness, from September 2014 through September 2016,
Covenant House has provided a home to at least 99 youth between the ages of 16 and 21 who reported they were adopted,3 at
least 60 of whom were confirmed broken adoptions.4 Based on a survey of each youth who entered our crisis shelter from April
2016 through July 2016, 44 youth reported they had been adopted, and therefore, we estimate Covenant House will serve over
120 youth experiencing broken adoptions each year. These youth were supposed to have permanent families who cared for and
supported them, yet the adoption system failed them, leaving them no choice but to turn to a shelter.
In addition to the added trauma of becoming homeless, most of our youth experiencing broken adoptions reported that their
adoptive parents continued to receive a monthly adoption subsidy. Yet, in these instances, the child saw minimal, if any, of that
support and instead had to rely on shelter services and public assistance to meet his or her basic needs. These youth often felt
they were just a “paycheck” for the adoptive parent and never truly felt like a part of the permanent family they were promised.
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We seek to highlight the issues facing youth who have experienced broken adoptions and homelessness. We also offer
recommendations on how to assist these youth and prevent homelessness among future adopted youth.
II. Background
While most adopted children are placed with loving, safe families, some children are placed with families with whom they
experience further trauma, abuse, and neglect, often replicating the environments from which they were originally removed.
These children grow older and continue to experience abuse and trauma; as a result, many run away from home. Other children
have adoptive parents who care deeply for them but are not provided with the necessary education and resources to meet their
needs. When these children grow older, some adoptive parents kick them out of their homes because the parents feel they are
left with no other option. While too many youth who experience broken adoptions before age 18 are returned to foster care
due to abuse or neglect, or because the adoptive parent voluntarily places them back in care,5 adopted children over the age
of 18 do not even have that option. These young people, who were promised permanent homes, instead become particularly
vulnerable to homelessness.
The goal of the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) is to achieve permanency for foster care children and to “promote the
adoption of children in foster care.”6 While it is clear ASFA has significantly increased the number of children adopted from
foster care, it does not provide any mechanism for measuring the success of these adoptions, including for assessing how many
adopted children become homeless as adolescents and young adults. Similarly, states do not have mechanisms for tracking these
outcomes either. The Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act7 provides grants for states to administer adoption assistance
subsidies to adoptive parents as a means to incentivize adoption, especially for hard-to-place children. While this program has
expanded the pool of potential adoptive families by providing additional financial support, and while most adoptive families
use these funds appropriately, we at Covenant House have seen many cases where adoptive parents have used the subsidy for
themselves rather than to provide for their adopted children, even after the children become homeless. This occurs because
the law allows the termination of a subsidy in very limited circumstances: when the parent is no longer legally responsible for
the child or if the parent is not providing any support to the child.8 In New York State, despite the fact that children reach the
age of majority at 18, parents are legally responsible to support their children until age 21, and therefore adoption subsidies
continue until the adopted child turns 21. However, before 2016, the definition of “any” support had been widely construed,
so buying a child a single pair of socks could be considered support for the purpose of continuing adoption subsidy payments.9
Therefore, so long as the adoptive parent provided any support to the adopted child, the adoptive parent could continue to
receive the full amount of the subsidy until the child turned 21 years old, even if the child became homeless. In New York
City, these subsidies range from approximately $800 to $1,900 per month for children age 12 and older, depending on the
needs of the adopted child.10 The definition of “any support” in New York was clarified in February 2016, which has made it
easier to terminate subsidies to parents who are not supporting their children.11 However, this assumes that the government
agency administering the subsidy has been informed that an adoptive parent is not using a subsidy to support an adopted child.
Further, this change still provides no mechanism by which to transfer the subsidy to a new caregiver for an adoptive child or
to an adopted child over the age of 18. Therefore, even if the subsidy is terminated to the adoptive parent, the adopted child is
left without much needed support.
III. The Reality of Youth Homelessness
When a child under age 18 experiences a broken adoption, he or she is often returned to the foster care system. The New
York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) estimates that during the past 22 years, one out of every 20 children
adopted from foster care in the city was eventually returned to the system.12 However, the ratio of broken adoptions is likely
higher than one out of 20 adopted children because this statistic does not account for children who went to live with another
family member or another adult outside of the foster care system, nor does it account for adoptions that break after the child
turns 18 years old. While children may remain in foster care until age 21, children adopted prior to their 18th birthday cannot
return to care.13 Of the 99 youth at Covenant House who reported they were adopted, we were able to gather data for 9614 of
these youth, which showed that 13.39 percent reported they first experienced homelessness before they turned 18 years old,
while 46.39 percent reported they first experienced homelessness after they turned 18.15 This supports the theory that after
age 18, the lack of the safety net that is the child protective and foster care system may contribute to homelessness. Therefore,
youth over the age of 18 who experience broken adoptions are particularly vulnerable to becoming homeless and may be forced
to turn to shelters.
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One option for homeless youth is a program like Covenant House, where we have served at least 99 youth in the past two years
who reported they were adopted16 and have provided them with the same on-site services we provide to all young people seeking
our assistance: food, shelter, medical care, mental health and substance abuse services, legal services, high school equivalency
classes and other educational programs, and job-training programs. All of these services help young people overcome the trauma
of abuse, homelessness, and exploitation and move toward stability. On any given night, we provide shelter and transitional
housing to approximately 250 young people between the ages of 16 and 21, including pregnant women and mothers with
their children, LGBTQ youth, and commercially sexually exploited youth and trafficking survivors. Many of our youth have
experienced abuse or neglect at the hands of parents or other caregivers, and a disproportionately high percentage of our youth
struggle with the pervasive impacts of trauma, mental health issues, and substance abuse. Approximately 35 percent of our
youth reported they spent time in foster care, with an average age at placement of 9 years old and an average length of stay in
foster care of four years.17
The statistics on the adopted youth we identified are similar to those on the general population of youth we serve, but these
numbers are especially concerning since these youth were supposed to be placed in permanent homes through adoption. We
gathered the following noteworthy statistics from 96 out of the 99 youth seeking shelter and services at Covenant House who
reported they were adopted:
•F
 ewer than 15 percent reported having a supportive relationship with a parent (including an adoptive parent). 18 percent
reported a supportive relationship with an extended family member.
• 44 percent reported they were abandoned by someone close to them; often times this included an adoptive parent.
• 6 7 percent reported they were not currently enrolled in school. However, 82 percent reported that they wanted to continue
their education.
• 39 percent reported a learning disability.
• 59 percent reported being bullied in school.
The stories of abuse, neglect, abandonment, and rejection from our youth experiencing broken adoptions are similar to the stories
all of our youth tell us but are particularly disturbing since many of these adopted youth already experienced similar trauma with
their birth families and were supposed to have loving, permanent, adoptive families. Many of our youth experiencing broken
adoptions reported feeling they were treated differently than their adoptive parents’ biological children. Joy said she was treated
“terribly” because she is Hispanic and Asian and said her adoptive mother “hated” that. Akaya felt her adoptive mother was always
“very disrespectful toward her” and did not buy her things she bought her biological children. Akaya recalled an occasion when
she needed a new pair of shoes, and while her adoptive mother bought new shoes for her siblings, Akaya had to get a pair from
a friend. Other youth experience outright rejection from the adoptive parent who was supposed to provide them a permanent
home, such as Angela, whose mother sent her text messages that said, “It’s your real mother’s turn to take care of you” and referred
to Angela as a “sore that won’t heal.” The prevalence of physical abuse is also significant. Many of our youth do not necessarily
classify physically abusive behavior as “abuse” and instead view it as discipline, so it is worth noting that 65 percent of our adopted
youth reported a history of being disciplined physically, which our assessment defines as “hit, punched, spanked, etc.”
The following stories illustrate some of the experiences of homeless youth who sought shelter and services at Covenant House
due to broken adoptions:
Jasmine
Jasmine came to Covenant House multiple times due to abuse and neglect by her adoptive mother. Throughout Jasmine’s
childhood, her adoptive mother hit her “really bad,” kicked her, punched her, and slammed her up against walls. Jasmine was
raped when she was 12, but she lied to the police and said it did not happen because she was afraid of what her mother would
do to her. Starting when Jasmine was about 10 years old, her mother began telling Jasmine she was going to kick her out of
the home as soon as she turned 18. Her adoptive mother did not wait until Jasmine turned 18 and instead kicked Jasmine out
at age 17. Jasmine came to Covenant House, and ACS opened a child protective investigation. ACS sent Jasmine back to her
mother, but when she arrived home, her mother refused to take her in and sent her to stay with a friend instead. Eventually
Jasmine went back home, but her adoptive mother kicked her out again at age 19, gave her $50, and called the police to make
sure she left. Jasmine then came back to Covenant House.
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Gabriella
Gabriella came to Covenant House at age 17 when her adoptive mother kicked her out after a physical altercation. During
the fight, Gabriella’s adoptive mother cut her hair, punched her, and stepped on her, then refused to let her back into the
home. Gabriella said throughout her childhood she was beaten frequently. She added, “There should have been a [child
protective] case a long time ago.” Gabriella grew up thinking her adoptive mother was actually only her foster mother
because she frequently told Gabriella, “I never wanted you, I never planned on keeping you,” and Gabriella only found out
she had been adopted when she came to Covenant House.
Victoria
Victoria was adopted at age 17 by her foster mother, who had been abusing her since she was first placed in that home at
age 11. Victoria was diagnosed with bi-polar disorder and depression; she also has a developmental disability. In the past,
Victoria’s school had called the police on her adoptive mother after noticing signs of physical abuse. When Victoria came
to Covenant House at age 19, she had a bruise on her upper right arm from being hit by a hanger and metal bar after being
kicked in the chest by her adoptive mother. According to Victoria’s school psychologist, Victoria’s adoptive mother kept her
locked up most of her life, and forced her to quit school, stay home to clean the house, and take care of her younger siblings.
While Covenant House and other youth shelters can offer refuge to youth experiencing broken adoptions, funding and
resources for youth shelters are limited, and there are too few beds to accommodate all youth seeking shelter. On average,
Covenant House is forced to turn away 48 youth each month due to lack of space,18 and other youth shelters similarly struggle
to meet the need. For these young people, very few options remain.
Youth over the age of 18 can turn to the adult shelter system, but many fear going to a shelter with older, chronically homeless
individuals, and adult shelters do not necessarily have services designed to effectively serve youth. Youth without support and
safe places to stay, including youth experiencing broken adoptions, are at increased risk for developing HIV/AIDS, becoming
involved in the juvenile delinquency or criminal justice systems, becoming victims of human trafficking and commercial sexual
exploitation,19 and, ultimately, suffering chronic homelessness.
Further, homeless youth experiencing broken adoptions often lack the financial resources to support themselves, while their
adoptive parents often continue to receive monthly adoption assistance subsidies. Many youth apply for public assistance in
order to provide for their basic needs of food, shelter, and other necessities, while public dollars are already being spent for their
care in the form of adoption subsidies.
For the 99 adopted youth who sought shelter at Covenant House, it is clear that permanency was not achieved through
adoption. There are several issues that need to be addressed within the foster care and adoption systems in order to prevent
homelessness for these adopted children, including the lack of mental health services and support for adoptive families,
both before and after an adoption takes place, to ensure adoptive families remain intact. When an adoption does break, it is
imperative that youth have the support and resources they need, without having to turn to the shelter system, and that adoptive
parents do not continue collecting subsidies unless they are providing reasonable support to their adopted children.
IV. Preventing Broken Adoptions: Pre- and Post-Adoption Support for Families
To prevent future broken adoptions, appropriate services and supports must be available to children in foster care and
potential adoptive families prior to an adoption, as well as to adopted children and adoptive families after an adoption is
finalized. Children in foster care experience high rates of trauma and mental health disorders, and therefore require specialized
attention. Further, adoptive families need education and resources to be prepared for challenges that arise when taking on the
responsibility of caring for these children. One study found that 77 percent of adoptive families said they needed post-adoption
services such as “individual or family counseling, child guidance and mental health services, help with issues regarding a child’s
prenatal exposure to drugs or alcohol, and ‘someone to help with crisis.’”20 Despite the great need for these services, a case study
conducted by The Children’s Law Center (CLC) found that post-adoption services were in place at an adoption finalization
in a mere 12 percent of cases.21
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A. Clinical Services for Children: Trauma and Mental Health Disorders
Children adopted from foster care have already experienced a major trauma in their lives: their biological parents have died,
they were removed from their biological parents, often due to abuse or neglect, or their parents gave them up and voluntarily
placed them into foster care. While some were adopted as very young children and do not remember their biological parents,
many of our youth experiencing broken adoptions vividly remember the trauma they experienced. Maria “hated” her childhood.
When asked what it was like with her biological parents, Maria said she felt “hurt, pain, darkness, like nobody could hear me,
[I was] taken advantage of.” Joe called his childhood “horrible” due to emotional and physical abuse. Kiara reported years of
physical and sexual abuse from her biological family, as well as emotional abuse, telling us that her family called her “the black
sheep of the family” and constantly told her that no one wanted her.
Further, some youth experienced more abuse at the hands of foster parents, while others were placed in multiple foster homes,
disrupting their stability. One young woman, Kayla, was placed in 18 different foster homes before being adopted at age 12.
She was sexually abused by her foster brother, but her foster mother (who later became her adoptive mother) did not believe
Kayla when she reported the abuse. Kayla said she was hurt and confused but did not want to be forced to start over, yet again,
with a new foster family. She said, “I wanted [my foster mother] to adopt me because I wanted a family.” Each time Kayla was
removed from a home was a new traumatic experience for her, while all she wanted was to find a permanent family.
Childhood trauma can develop into a mental health disorder, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, and
depression, and trauma can worsen preexisting mental health conditions.22 Given the prevalence of traumatic experiences
among children in foster care, it follows that “[i]t is undisputed that children in foster care have a disproportionately high
prevalence of mental health disorders. In one New York study, it was estimated that up to 80 percent of children in foster care
have a mental health problem serious enough to warrant treatment, yet most problems remain undiagnosed and untreated.”23
Not surprisingly, 55 percent of Covenant House youth who reported they were adopted had been diagnosed with a mental
health disorder, and 67 percent had received counseling in the past. The most common diagnosis these youth reported was
depression, while ADHD, bipolar disorder, and anxiety were also common.
Frustratingly, youth often face barriers to necessary mental health treatment. Several Covenant House youth who reported
they were adopted said that their adoptive parents stopped the mental health treatment they were receiving, sometimes against
the young person’s wishes, but this may be due to factors outside of the adoptive parent’s control. Barriers to accessing services
include “limited availability of mental health treatment providers[;] accessibility issues, such as inconvenient locations and
office hours; lack of adoption competence on the part of mental health providers; and cost of services.”24 While all adopted
children receive Medicaid, the insurance often does not cover all of the treatment a child needs.25 The need for mental health
treatment for adopted youth is clear, so it is imperative that there are adequate and properly-funded services available for
adopted children and their families.
Left unaddressed, childhood trauma can result in “ongoing emotional distress, grief, challenging behavioral changes, difficulties
with attention, academic failure, nightmares, or illness. For some children, these reactions interfere with daily life and their
ability to function and interact with others.”26 Trauma also negatively impacts a child’s ability to handle his or her emotions
and behavior and to form positive relationships.27 As these children grow older, unaddressed, repeated childhood trauma
can increase risk-taking behaviors such as smoking, substance use, and high-risk sexual behaviors.28 Therefore, it is crucial
that children receive the necessary care and counseling to process this trauma while they are in foster care and regularly after
adoption.
B. Education and Resources for Foster Parents
Since children in foster care have been exposed to trauma and may receive a mental health diagnosis while in foster care, it is
imperative that adoptive parents have adequate education and resources to be able to care for their children. Even if an adopted
child does not have a specific mental health diagnosis upon adoption, the child may develop mental health issues later on, or
unaddressed trauma may lead to negative behaviors in adolescence. This can create difficulties for adoptive parents and can lead
to a broken adoption if the adoptive parents do not have appropriate resources and support. This is especially important for
adoptive parents who adopt older children, since these children tend to have endured more trauma due to multiple placements
or abuse.29 Several Covenant House youth reported that their adoptive parents frequently called 911 and often had the youths
sent to a psychiatric hospital to deal with their behavior. For example, Ana borrowed her adoptive mother’s car without
permission. When Ana’s mother realized what she had done, she called the police and had Ana arrested.
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Calling the police for what could be construed as adolescent rebellion appears drastic, but Ana’s story and similar stories
from our other young people indicate that parents resort to calling 911 when they feel they have no other options. Ana had a
history of mental health diagnoses and spent time in residential treatment centers, which added to the parenting challenges
her adoptive mother faced when Ana was a teenager. Adoptive parents take on a great responsibility to care for a child with
emotional and mental disabilities, and, therefore, they need appropriate support and education through adolescence and into
young adulthood to raise that child. Adoptive parents should be educated on trauma and mental health issues, and they must
be given resources so that adoptions do not break and young people do not become homeless.
V. Addressing Broken Adoptions: Supporting Children and Families
Even if all of the necessary supports are in place to prevent broken adoptions, we must still provide effective support to youth
when an adoption does break, since a broken adoption results in further trauma and rejection30 and can ultimately lead to
homelessness, as it did for the youth we have seen at Covenant House. These youth, and their families, need on-going mental
health treatment and other clinical services to help repair a broken adoption. When an adoption cannot be repaired, these
youth still need the same ongoing services, as well as direct access to the financial support provided by the adoption subsidy.
A. Service Resources for Adoptive Families: ACS’s Post-Adoption Program
When an adoption breaks, a goal for ACS’s post-adoption program is to repair what has broken.31 ACS social workers work
with families and adoptive children to keep families together. However, as previously mentioned, a small percentage of families
actually have post-adoption services in place at the time of the adoption, and in most of the confirmed broken adoption cases
we saw at Covenant House, the adoption has deteriorated to the point where neither party wished to reconcile. Alexandra
came to Covenant House when she was 17 years old; subsequently, ACS opened a neglect investigation against her adoptive
mother. Originally, Alexandra had been open to working toward reconciling with her adoptive mother despite enduring
years of physical and emotional abuse. Then, her adoptive mother filed for an order of protection against Alexandra, which
appeared to have no basis and was dismissed by the family court judge when her adoptive mother failed to show up to court.
Understandably hurt by her adoptive mother’s actions, Alexandra decided her mother had taken things “too far” and expressed
no further interest in reconciling. Her adoptive mother also indicated to ACS she had no desire to work toward reconciliation,
nor did she want any further contact with Alexandra.
As Alexandra’s story demonstrates, it is important that post-adoption services begin at the time of an adoption and continue
through adolescence. ACS’s post-adoption program and other similar agencies need the necessary funding and resources to
assist adoptive parents or adopted children in need of their services, including those cited below by the North American
Council on Adoptable Children:
Counseling for families, including assistance with children’s attachment issues[; g]uidance in responding to
adopted children’s emotional, behavioral, and developmental issues[; c]risis intervention services[; c]ounseling
for children, including groups for older children[; and s]pecialized children’s treatment services, including
psychiatric residential services and drug and alcohol treatment.32
Information about post-adoption services must be made available to both adoptive parents and adopted children at the time
of adoption and throughout a child’s life to avoid situations like Alexandra’s, where adoptive families believe the adoption has
broken past the point of repair. For adoptions that do break, services must still be made available to adopted children to help
them avoid homelessness.
B. Financial Support for Youth Experiencing Broken Adoptions: Adoption Subsidies
In addition to emotional and moral support, it is clear that youth experiencing broken adoptions, especially those who become
homeless, are in need of financial support. While adoption subsidies have provided tremendous support to many families
seeking to adopt who could not otherwise afford to, it is deeply concerning that some adoptive parents continue to receive
significant government assistance intended to benefit children for whom they no longer provide care, while public and private
dollars are being spent to care for these same children through homeless shelters,33 the juvenile and adult criminal justice
systems,34 and public benefits. Further, children who become homeless are placed at great risk of harm that could have life-long
consequences.
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Often these youth turn to public assistance for support. Some youth experiencing broken adoptions are found ineligible to
receive benefits because their parents are already receiving government benefits for them in the form of the adoption subsidy.
Others receive public assistance, which means the government pays for the youth twice—once in the form of an adoption
subsidy and again in the form of cash assistance.
Currently, there is no direct mechanism for youth experiencing broken adoptions to receive the adoption assistance subsidy
intended for their care. The options that do exist to receive such financial support can be time-consuming and traumatizing and
are not always effective. Presently, youth in New York City can contact ACS’s post-adoption unit. Social workers in that unit
will attempt to mediate a resolution where the adoptive parent agrees to give a portion of the subsidy to the child. If that fails,
the only other option is for the adopted child to file for child support against the adoptive parent. Ultimately, neither option is
consistently effective, especially for homeless youth, and adoptive parents who fail to support their adopted children continue
to be rewarded while these young people struggle to survive.
i. ACS’s Post-Adoption Program and Financial Assistance
In New York City, the first option for youth experiencing broken adoptions seeking financial assistance is to contact ACS’s
post-adoption program. A substantial number of youth experiencing broken adoptions, however, do not realize this unit exists
and only learn of it when they arrive at a place like Covenant House or another social services provider. When informed
about the unit, many Covenant House youth who experience broken adoptions do not want to pursue mediation because
the parent-child relationship has deteriorated to the point where the youth does not trust the parent to comply with any
agreement reached. Unit social workers attempt to mediate adoption subsidy disputes between adoptive parents and those
adopted children who contact the unit directly or through an advocate or attorney. Any agreement reached, however, is nonbinding. Consequently, the agreement cannot be enforced when the adoptive parent fails or refuses to make payment. In these
instances, ACS does not have the authority to take further action beyond recommending that the child file for child support.
Notably, when the unit reaches out to an adoptive parent, the adoptive parent can simply send a letter requesting to terminate
the subsidy payments. While this solves the problem of the adoptive parent receiving a subsidy for a child he or she is not
supporting, it also leaves the child without much needed financial assistance. For example, Keisha ran away from a residential
treatment center and came to Covenant House when she was 18 years old. Keisha’s adoptive mother had moved to Florida,
refused to let Keisha come with her, and was not providing Keisha with any support. We contacted ACS and were informed
that her adoptive mother had suspended the subsidy; ACS advised that Keisha should apply for public assistance.
ii. Child Support
In New York State, parents are responsible for their children until age 21.35 Therefore, a child over the age of 18 and under the
age of 21 may go to Family Court and file for child support against his or her parents. Presently, this is the only legally binding
recourse for youth experiencing broken adoptions to receive financial support from their adoptive parents. This process
requires a child to affirmatively file in court and then face the adoptive parents in an adversarial proceeding to determine if the
parents should continue to support the child. For young people who have been abused or kicked out by their adoptive parents,
this can be an incredibly traumatic experience. For example, with the help of CLC, Dante filed for child support against his
adoptive mother, who had been collecting over $1,200 a month for two years after she kicked Dante out of her home and was
giving him about $200 a month while she kept the rest. The reason she gave for kicking Dante out was that he had found his
biological mother and wanted to have a relationship with her. The adoptive mother approached Dante in the waiting room of
the courthouse, moved toward him aggressively and demanded, “Why are you doing this? Do you realize how ungrateful you
are?” Meanwhile, she had kicked Dante out of his home and collected over $20,000 during the time Dante was couch-surfing,
staying with multiple friends and acquaintances for short periods of time, and living in a shelter. Other youth express concern
that their parents would act in a similar way to Dante’s, or worse, and would rather avoid the potential re-traumatization of
facing their adoptive parents in court.
Many youth are emotionally conflicted about having to sue a parent in an adversarial proceeding, because the parent may have
been the only source of physical, emotional, or financial support, so they avoid the issue altogether. For example, James, who
bounced around between multiple foster homes before being adopted at age 9, believes his adoptive mother only adopted
children in order to receive adoption subsidies. He noted that she kicked out all of her adoptive children upon their 18th
birthdays, James included. Despite this, James felt conflicted about filing for support. He acknowledged his adoptive mother
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had given him some support previously, and said that he did not want to “get her in trouble,” but also recognized that he is
homeless and has not received any support from his adoptive mother since she kicked him out over a year ago.
Child support cases can extend over several months with multiple court dates, which is a significant burden to a homeless
young person trying to get back on his or her feet. Many young people simply do not have the time to commit to pursuing a
support case because they are trying to find work, finish school, address mental health or substance abuse issues, find housing,
address other legal issues, and deal with past trauma, usually without any support from adoptive parents or other family.
Additionally, for young people who are about to turn 21 years old,36 there may be no remedy: In New York, child support
orders are retroactive only to the date the case was filed,37 so despite the fact that an adoptive parent may have been receiving
a subsidy for several years while not caring for the child, the child will never see any of that money. Even for youth who are
successful in obtaining an order of support against their adoptive parent, enforcing the order becomes another issue. We at
Covenant House and other advocates have learned that many adoptive parents use the subsidy for rent or other expenses, and
while they accumulate arrears, it may take months or longer for the youth to actually receive any of that support.
Many youth experiencing broken adoptions, particularly homeless youth, often do not have access to the necessary legal and
social services to assist them in these processes. Homeless youth frequently couch-surf, staying with multiple friends or other
family members over short periods of time, and many are not connected to legal and social services that can inform them of
their options. Youth do not generally realize that filing for child support is even an option and pursuing cases against their
parents pro se is very difficult for a young person.
Ultimately, a child support case is often not an effective mechanism to resolve adoption subsidy disputes for youth who become
homeless.
iii. The Need for Reform
It is clear that the current adoption subsidy scheme does not provide an effective avenue of relief to youth experiencing broken
adoptions, especially those who become homeless. Youth over the age of 18 who have undergone broken adoptions need
financial support, but the current mediation offered through the post-adoption unit at ACS is non-binding, and filing for child
support is inefficient and often traumatizing. Agencies that administer the adoption subsidy program, such as ACS, must be
allowed to conduct effective annual reviews to ensure adoptive parents are continuing to support their adopted children and
must be granted the legal authority to suspend or terminate subsidies to parents who are not caring for their adopted children.
In cases where the adoptive parent has forced the child out of the home, or has been physically, emotionally, or sexually abusive to
the child, adopted children over the age of 18 need an avenue by which they can apply to receive the adoption assistance subsidy
themselves in order to gain financial stability and prevent homelessness. Presently, adopted children over the age of 18 in New
York State whose adoptive parents have passed away are able to petition to receive the subsidy themselves, or another payee can be
certified to manage the payments on the young person’s behalf.38 Youth who have endured broken adoptions, especially those who
have become homeless, must be provided the same option to receive the financial assistance intended for their care.
VI. Conclusion
Given the prevalence of broken adoptions, it is clear that permanency after adoption is not always achieved. The fact that so
many adopted youth become homeless after being promised a family is tragic and needs to be addressed, both by enacting
preventive measures and responding after an adoption breaks. More support and services are needed for adopted children and
their families, both before and after an adoption is finalized. These measures will require more funding and resources. However,
they may ultimately lead to cost savings since the alternative, in the cases of broken adoptions, is that these children are often
paid for twice: first, through the adoption subsidy that parents continue to collect until the child turns 21, and second, through
foster care, public assistance, shelters, and other social services.
What is not clear is the scope of this issue. More must be done to track the success of adoptions, especially instances where
children become homeless or return to foster care. This tracking should coincide with annual adoption subsidy certifications
to ensure that adoptive parents are still caring for their adopted children. Additionally, homeless youth service providers can
offer great insight into the numbers of youth experiencing broken adoptions they are serving. Other youth shelters and service
providers in New York City have informed us anecdotally that they too are seeing many broken adoptions. Therefore, more
formal tracking of youth seeking services at these programs would help demonstrate the scope of this issue.
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If adoptive parents are no longer providing support to their adopted children over the age of 18, those young people must
have an avenue to receive the financial support meant for their care. For youth who may need assistance managing the subsidy
payments, a representative payee could be certified and could help the young person learn financial responsibility. If an adoptive
parent terminates a subsidy, ACS or the equivalent agency elsewhere should be following up with the adopted child to ensure
they have the proper support they need.
All children deserve loving, supportive, and permanent families. Too many of the Covenant House youth experiencing broken
adoptions tell us they feel like they were “just a paycheck” and never gained the family they were promised. These are young
people with dreams and goals who deserve so much more than they were given. Policymakers, the child welfare system, and
communities need to ensure that youth experiencing broken adoptions are provided the emotional and financial support they
need and, for future adopted children, that “permanency” will never lead to homelessness.
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Beyond Permanency:
Post-Adoption Services

Changing the Face of Adoption and Reducing Broken Adoptions
by Increasing Availability, Providing Information, and Increasing
Funding for Post-Adoption Services in New York
By Sara Nassof1

I. Introduction
Having children can be an emotional decision for any family. When parents decide to adopt children, the process can be
exciting, stressful, and overwhelming.2 When adoptive parents are approved to adopt, they may be sent to participate in support
services to determine whether their home is an appropriate placement for a particular child and to ultimately ensure that the
adoptive placement is successful.3 However, some adoptions fail, and some children who have been adopted end up back in
the foster care system or living with someone other than the adoptive parent. These outcomes are called “broken adoptions.”4
Adoptions in New York are intended to provide a permanent home for a child, with the focus on the child’s health and wellbeing.5 In emphasizing the best interest of the child,6 prior to adoption, best practices dictate that the child be evaluated to
address his or her placement needs; that pre-placement planning be thoroughly conducted; that prospective adoptive parents
be evaluated, recruited and counseled; and that the agency supervise the child throughout the adoption process.7 All of these
services should be provided prior to adoption finalization. Subsequent to adoption finalization, families are referred to “postadoption services.”8
This article discusses the importance of post-adoption services and recommends extending the availability of post-adoption
services in New York, to address broken adoptions. New York regulations permit post-adoption services to be provided for
up to three years after the adoption is complete. However, New York City data show that adoptions most commonly “break”
more than three years after they are finalized. Furthermore, expert panelists and attendees at the October 2015 symposium
“Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster Youth” expressed concerns about the lack of post-adoption services. Part
II provides background information about post-adoption services. Part III discusses post-adoption services in New York. Part
IV offers recommendations for changes that can be made to New York law so that families can participate in the services
potentially most effective for preventing broken adoptions.
II. Background: Post-Adoption Services in General
A. The Need for Post-Adoption Services
Many children who are adopted experience some type of mental health problem during their lives.9 Parents who adopt children
may also experience some type of mental health problem post-adoption.10 These issues can lead to broken adoptions: children
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returning to foster care after being adopted, children being “re-homed”11 illicitly, or increased juvenile delinquency and
family court interactions.12 Post-adoption services can help to alleviate the emotional anguish that adoptive family members,
including adoptive children, may experience, and may address mental health and behavioral concerns of members of the
adoptive family. This, in turn, can help prevent broken adoptions. Such prevention is critical, given that broken adoptions can
lead to adopted children feeling even more psychological distress than before, including increased relational problems and
feelings of abandonment.13
Adopted children often experience mental health problems at some point post-adoption, whether immediately or years
later.14 Studies have found both behavioral and emotional problems to be common for children in foster care and children
who have been adopted.15 These problems can include or lead to depression, anxiety, acting-out behaviors, attachment
issues, developmental problems, and post-traumatic stress disorder.16 The behaviors may be attributed to previous incidents
of neglect and abuse, choppy transitions from foster care placements or other home placements, other trauma experienced
prior to or during the adoption process, the experience of cycling through unpredictable and unstable living environments,
a sense of abandonment from biological families, or many other factors.17 Many children who have been in and out of foster
care placements experience difficulties adjusting to a new home environment, attachment disorders, and other mental health
disorders known to start in early childhood and young adulthood.18 Attachment disorder is a “long-term psychiatric condition,
displayed through a number of negative behaviors that result when an infant or young child does not have an opportunity
to bond with a significant, stable caregiver.”19 Children who experience attachment disorders may require long-term services
in order to address disruptive and damaging behaviors.20 Regardless of the cause or specific issue, these problems all present
potential lifelong struggles and shape how children and young people continue to navigate their lives.
Adopted children and their families may require services in order to best process and cope with the traumas that the children have
experienced.21 “Research focused on adoptive families has demonstrated a need for post-adoption services” over time, including
counseling, support services, accessible information, advocacy services, educational assessments, specialized children’s services,
crisis intervention services, and parenting education.22 These services can help to identify and appropriately address emotional and
mental health concerns in foster children and adopted children before the issues become complex lifelong problems.
Like children, parents can also experience their own emotional problems throughout the adoption process.23 After intensive
planning and preparation for, and in anticipation of, the adoption, some parents feel a sense of disappointment or sadness
once the adoption is complete.24 In addition, these new parents may be raising children who have previously endured trauma,
and who experience behavioral issues that would represent a challenge for any parent.25 Without education and support
services, some parents may be particularly ill-prepared for their adopted child’s behaviors, and may regret the decision to adopt,
especially when their children do not respond to them in a manner that they want or expect, no matter how unrealistic their
parental expectations.26
B. Post-Adoption Services Nationwide
In the United States, some individual states have made considerable efforts to address broken adoptions through implementation
of unique state and federally-funded post-adoption services.27 Although heartening that a number of states have made such
efforts, there is no consistent approach to the provision of post-adoption services.28
The Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) and subsequent reauthorization legislation provide incentives to states to increase
the number of adoptions nationwide.29 These funds have been used for many different adoption-related purposes, including
the adoption subsidy, post-adoption services for families for children with special needs, raising adoption awareness, enhanced
training for those working in the adoption field, and general child welfare services.30 ASFA provided states with funding to
promote adoption and extended subsidies for adoptive children with the intended goals of reducing the amount of time
children spent in foster care and promoting permanent placements.31
Each state responds to adoption issues differently, and while some states provide for post-adoption services, others restrict the
services that are provided or do not provide services. Post-adoption services available to families are typically, but not always,
included in state regulations, standards and licensing rules.32 In researching these issues, the author discovered that in many
states, it was difficult to find easily accessible information about which services were provided, how extensive they were, and for
what length of time they were available. There have been articles and websites devoted to breaking down this information on
a state-by-state basis;33 but these resources are not a substitute for information and resources provided directly from the states
about their programs.
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Information about post-adoption services provided by a selection of states outside New York appears in Appendix A. It has
been shown that the most effective services consider the type of adoption that has occurred and respond to each family’s
individuality, but also provide a wide range of available services for a continuing period of time.34
III. Post-Adoption Services in New York
A. New York Post-Adoption Services Regulations
New York regulations include special provisions for adoptive placements.35 At the time prospective parents are first identified
to adopt a child, decisions about the placement are made with the best interest of the child in mind.36 Agencies consider, among
other things, the ability of the prospective parents to foster a supportive environment and to meet the needs of the child.37
When an adoptive placement has been approved, the family may be eligible for an adoption subsidy that provides monetary
assistance to care for the child.38
Post-adoption services are defined under New York regulation as “counseling, training parents on how to care for children
with special needs, providing clinical and consultative services, and coordinating access to community supportive services for
the purpose of ensuring permanence of the placement. Such services may be designed to treat problems which developed after
the date of the adoption decree.”39 These services are provided by local social services districts or other authorized voluntary
agencies.40 The New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) is responsible for providing information about
the services offered to adoptive parents and is required to list this information by social services district.41
The post-adoption services that providers offer may include providing information and referrals for additional services, parent
support groups, family support groups, counseling, and respite, as well as therapeutic and crisis intervention.42 Although
these services may be provided to or available for adoptive families, it is unclear if these services are comprehensive enough
to adequately address adoptive family concerns. One study reported that the most frequently utilized services in New York
include individual child or parent counseling, family counseling, parent training, and parent support groups.43 It was also
noted that additional counseling, support groups, and mental health and guidance services were requested.44
Parent training is offered to provide parents with an understanding of relationships with their children and how to respond
to their children’s behavior, to assist the child’s adjustment to the new home, and to help in their child’s development.45 These
trainings are facilitated by the adoption worker, agency personnel, or an outside agency through subcontract and may be
conducted on an individual or group basis.46 The family also receives supervision.47 “Supervision is a process involving individual
and group interviews to support the mutual adjustment of the child and family, to enable the agency to keep informed on the
progress and well-being of the child in the adoptive home, and to help the family and child to obtain services.”48 However,
supervision concludes when the adoption decree is signed; then, a family is solely eligible for post-adoption services.49
Facially, these services appear to be comprehensive. However, when accounting for services that parents and families have
identified as wanted or needed, there appears to be a gap in the services offered and the services that families actually receive
post-adoption.50 A study conducted in 2010 by the New York State Citizens’ Coalition for Children found that one of the
most significant barriers to post-adoption services was access to information.51 It can be difficult to locate and connect with
available services even when people and families have stable access to the internet and live in populated cities. Therefore,
families who lack these resources or live in rural communities may experience more difficulty in accessing needed services. In
order for services to be effective, the consumer must first know and recognize that services are available and that the family is
eligible for these services.
Not only are there potential gaps between families who need services and families who actually receive these services, but under
the regulations, a family is only eligible for services for three years after the adoption decree is signed.52 A family that adopts a
child at a young age who does not start to display any mental health or development problems until the teenage years may not
be considered eligible for State-provided post-adoption services, even if the problems stem from the adoption and the adoption
process.53
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B. Data on Broken Adoptions in New York City
Significantly, in New York City, data provided by the New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS)54 shows
that while most adopted children who returned to foster care were adopted young, they were returned to ACS care during
their critical teenage years:
Age at Adoption and Return to Placement,
CY 1993-2014 Subsidized Adoption with Returns to Care as of July 2015
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Thus,0as the next chart illustrates, for a number of children, the adoption “broke” more than three years after it was completed.55
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Furthermore, while this data provides some insight into the number of children who are victims of broken adoptions and the
ages at which these broken adoptions occur, the data is limited to children who return to foster care, and thus does not include
everyone who has experienced a broken adoption.56 A lack of services for families in the years after the adoption is completed
could contribute to broken adoptions.
C. “Beyond Permanency” Symposium Survey Results
As part of the registration process for the “Beyond Permanency” symposium held on October 23, 2015, each person who
registered was required to complete an online survey.57 In total, more than 800 participants responded to the anonymous
survey, and several participated in optional post-survey phone interviews. Each participant was asked to answer a scaled
21-question survey pertaining to post-adoption services and sibling visitation for adoptive children.58 In addition to the premade scaled questions, participants had the opportunity to provide additional information on an optional “write-in” response
option. The survey participants included attorneys, social workers, adoptive and foster parents and children, and others
interested in the subject matter of the symposium.
The survey responses demonstrated dissatisfaction and/or lack of familiarity with post-adoption services, and a sentiment that
post-adoption services need to be provided and reformed in order to be most effective to meet individual family needs. Below
are selected responses on pre- and post-adoption services for all respondents nationwide, for Region II (including New York,
New Jersey, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands) and for individuals who indicated they work in child welfare or Family Court
in the five boroughs of New York City.
• Q11 Pre-adoptive parents generally receive effective training about the psychological or developmental challenges that their
adoptive children might face post adoption.
All (820)

Region 2 (NY, NJ, PR, VI)
(475)

Work in child welfare or family
court in NYC (157)

Strongly disagree

24%

23%

23%

Somewhat disagree

35%

32%

36%

Neutral opinion (not sure)

23%

31%

24%

Somewhat agree

15%

11%

13%

Strongly agree

4%

3%

4%

•Q
 18 Post-adoption services* are readily available to adoptive families.
*Post-adoption services are services available to the adoptive family after the adoption has been finalized to support and
stabilize the adopted child or family.
All (820)

Region 2 (NY, NJ, PR, VI)
(475)

Work in child welfare or family
court in NYC (157)

Strongly disagree

19%

19%

22%

Somewhat disagree

27%

26%

26%

Neutral opinion (not sure)

27%

36%

33%

Somewhat agree

18%

14%

13%

Strongly agree

9%

6%

6%
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• Q19 Youth are effectively supported throughout the adoption process.
All (820)

Region 2 (NY, NJ, PR, VI)
(475)

Work in child welfare or family
court in NYC (157)

Strongly disagree

18%

17%

17%

Somewhat disagree

37%

36%

36%

Neutral opinion (not sure)

24%

28%

27%

Somewhat agree

17%

15%

17%

Strongly agree

4%

3%

4%

In individual responses, participants from across the country highlighted the following as service needs or pressing concerns
that should be addressed:
•C
 ontinuous and comprehensive services and training that begin pre-adoption in preparation for the adoption to ensure that
the child and the family are prepared for the adoption, and continue post-adoption to ensure permanency
• I ndividual and family counseling and educational services
• S ervices focused on addressing and managing trauma and attachment issues
•T
 ransparency in the dissemination of information and services provided to individual children and their families, including
transparency about the complexities of adoption and the possibilities of problems post-adoption
•O
 pen dialogue about the difficulties of child-rearing and the particular concerns that arise among adopted children
• Th
 e possibility of making some services mandatory for high-risk populations or the possibility of providing services on an
as-needed basis
Participants also discussed the importance of improving the adoption process through these actions:
• I ncreasing resources for social service workers and adoption agencies
•D
 ecreasing caseloads for mental health workers and case managers to enable these workers to be more invested in their cases
•A
 dopting more comprehensive processes for screening adoptive parents to ensure they are adequately prepared for a new
child in the family
•C
 onnecting families to potentially needed resources at the outset of adoption and being transparent about what to expect so
that these families will know where to turn when and if they experience problems
Ultimately, many participants shared the view that prevention of broken adoptions begins before the adoption and continues
through the adoption process with the active participation of the family and caseworkers.
IV. Preventing Broken Adoptions: Recommendations for New York
Post-adoption services should be well-funded and made available until the adopted young person reaches adulthood. Services
can help families adapt to an adoption and a new child in the home and can thus contribute to the success of an adoption. Many
times these services are needed to respond to a crisis or a concern that arises years after the adoption has been completed.59 This
means that services need to be accessible to parents long after the completion of the adoption and that the adoptive parents
need to know who to contact in order to receive these services. In this context, not only do the services themselves need to be
available to these families, but information on which services are available and how to successfully receive those services also
needs to be provided. If parents are not aware of whom to contact in the case of stressful situations, the adoption may break
even years after it is finalized.
Post-adoption services in New York would benefit from a three-fold systemic change that (1) extends the time limit on services
beyond three years, (2) gives adoptive parents sufficient information on available resources, including through caseworkers or
adoption agency workers checking in with the family on a regular basis, and (3) increases funding to expand post-adoption
services as a means of preventing broken adoptions.
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A. Expanding the Time Limit on Available Services
New York should extend its three-year regulatory limitation for services.60 Limiting services to the three years after adoption
does not account for the problems discussed above, which may arise later in the adoption. Adoptive families may need
continued assistance and support, and/or may not need services until a problem arises, potentially more than three years after
the adoption. It is important that these families know that they have access to services when problems occur, no matter how
long after the adoption. Many problems that lead to broken adoptions begin because parents are not properly equipped to
handle these situations, which range from “normal” teenage acting-out behaviors to more severe behavioral, psychological, or
developmental problems—all of which are common among adopted children.61
Extending the time limitation on services is logical: the data indicates that most children are adopted at younger ages, and
broken adoptions most often occur in the teenage or young adult years. If a child is adopted at the age of 9, her family will be
unable to access State-provided post adoption services by the time she reaches the critical teenage or young adult years, the
years in which most psychological and behavioral problems emerge and are recognized. The lack of available services may
contribute to a broken adoption; however, this could easily be remedied by extending the availability of services for families to
account for the stressful experience of adoption and emerging adulthood.
In sum, adoptive parents sometimes need supportive services or therapeutic services for themselves or their children many years
after the adoption has been finalized, and these options can help prevent broken adoptions. While post-adoption services do
not guarantee that adoptions will be permanent, they at least provide an avenue for families to pursue assistance in order to
preserve the adoptive family relationship.
B. Providing Information to Adoptive Parents
Even though post-adoptive services are available in New York State,62 families are not always aware of these services and how
to access them.63 Many times a family cannot predict the future need for services and when the need does arise, they may not
know how to respond.
Furthermore, even when parents are provided education and training, sometimes this does not adequately prepare them for
unexpected occurrences.64 Successful adoptions are predicated on the adoptive parents being honest and educating themselves
on all of the complications that can occur pre- and post-adoption.65 Many times the difficulties that arise throughout an
adoption process can be alleviated through available and accessible resources provided to the family. However, families may
not have enough information to fully take advantage of such resources. “[P]arents who dissolve [their adoption] most often
mention a lack of information about where to go for services and the cost of services as the two biggest barriers to making the
adoption successful.”66
Parent education, support, and preparation can assist new adoptive families by giving them “more realistic expectations on the
part of adoptive parents[,] better parenting skills on the part of adoptive parents[,] increased support seeking and utilization
of relevant supports on the part of adoptive parents[,] greater stability of adoption placement ... [and] reduced adjustment
problems for adopted children.”67 Parents who lack information and preparation are more likely to misinterpret their adoptive
child’s actions.68 Through receiving information and services up-front, parents gain a better understanding of what to expect
from the adoption process. Furthermore, additional follow-up services would provide adoptive parents with access to resources
on a continual basis.69 Continual check-ins, even yearly, could give parents a safety net and sense of support in times of stress.70
These measures could also help provide parents with current information on their eligibility for services.
Being transparent with potential adoptive parents about the realities of the experiences faced by many parents and children
throughout the process of adoption can help to adequately prepare parents for the struggles of child-rearing, or, alternatively,
can provide information to parents that indicates they are not prepared for adoption. Despite the fact that this may mean that
a child is not adopted at that moment in time, the harmful impact of the broken adoption later down the line may prove to be
more harmful to the child psyche than remaining in a foster placement for a longer period. By providing truthful and up-front
information, the State will be promoting permanency in adoption placements.
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C. Increasing Funding for Post-Adoption Services
A broken adoption can have a profound impact on the child and the family.71 Broken adoptions can lead to the adopted child
having lifelong trust issues with others, psychological distress, depression and anxiety, low self-esteem, and rigidity in their
relationships with peers and authority figures.72
Providing services more than three years after finalization may involve the expenditure of additional resources. However, it
is reasonable and worthy to spend the money up-front to keep a child from coming back into the system. Not only will this
investment support adoptive children and families, but it could also save money. By increasing the funding for providing
services, parent training, and education, and ensuring that the adoption will be successful at the onset of the adoption process,
the State may ultimately decrease the number of broken adoptions and reduce the costs associated with placing children back
into foster care and working towards finding a new adoptive placement for the child.73 Furthermore, a child who is experiencing
distress or lack of stability in the home environment may act out in other ways, sometimes requiring costly additional court
intervention.74
The appropriation of $4 million in the 2016-17 New York State budget to fund Regional Permanency Resource Centers that
provide post-adoption and guardianship services is a positive step.75 New York State can further enhance services for adoptive
families statewide by increasing funding to expand access to post-adoption services beyond three years when needed.
V. Conclusion
It is widely recognized throughout the U.S. that adopted children and their families are in need of services. New York recognizes
the importance of post-adoption services in the current law and regulations. However, at present, the law and service offerings
are insufficient to adequately provide sufficient services. Therefore, systemic change, including increased training and education,
increased funding, and a removal of time limitations on services need to be implemented statewide.
While implementation of these recommendations would not guarantee that all adoptions will succeed, it would give vulnerable
children a better chance to be in lifelong loving homes and families. These services should vary and respond to the individual
needs of the child and the family. Moreover, these services need to be provided on a consistent and as-needed basis, as each
family has different needs and requires differing amounts of attention. Broken adoptions can be extremely painful for the child
and the adoptive parents and can cause lasting impacts that are detrimental to the individual family system and society. It is
critical to address these concerns prior to adoption, throughout the adoptive process, and post-adoption in order to reduce the
number of broken adoptions in New York State.
APPENDIX A
Information on Post-Adoption Services for Selected States Outside New York76
Illinois
In Illinois, post-adoption services are defined as “services meant to assist and support the family in maintaining itself in a
healthy and nurturing environment and in preserving the adoption. Post-adoption services may include, but are not limited
to, social, psychological, psychiatric, health, educational, and adoption preservation services.”77 Illinois also provides financial
services after the adoption is legally complete, as well as services to “address the needs of adult adoptees and their biological
families to seek information and contact, when desired.”78 These services are provided by Illinois’s Department of Children and
Family Services or a service provider agency.79
Illinois regulations highlight that post-adoption services are “often essential in maintaining the adoptive family unit and
empowering families to be advocates in the community for their children’s needs.”80 In light of this recognition, the Department
provides post-adoption services “in order to reduce the risk of adoption dissolution and to support the goal of permanency
in adoption.”81 Under legislation enacted in 2015, the Department is required to provide information about post-adoption
services to adoption agencies and adoptive families; and to report to the legislature specific data on the services provided and
on broken adoptions.82
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Indiana
The Indiana Department of Child Services (DCS) indicates that it “contracts with agencies across the state to provide postadoptive services to adopted children and families until the child reaches 18 years of age. Post-adopt services are available to
Indiana families who have adopted, whether they adopted through DCS or privately.”83 When a family is in need of postadoption services, a service provider will conduct an assessment to determine which types of services are needed.84 “The postadoption service provider will maintain ongoing dialogue with the family and their team to see that care is consistent and that
there is progress toward the goals” that have been prioritized by the child and the family.85 “The plan of care for the family
may include assistance in connecting with other community resources, behavioral health care services, respite, and/or support
groups. Availability of services [is] dependent on funding and the individual child and family situation.”86
Maryland
Under Maryland regulations, short-term counseling relating to the adoption and “information and referral services” may be
provided on the request of the family.87 In addition, “[t]he local department shall provide information to the adoptive family
regarding the following: (1) Counseling in support of the placement and to prevent dissolution of the adoption; (2) Post
Adoption Permanency Program Services; [and] (3) Referral services.”88 Post-adoption permanency program services, which
may be provided to some families based on a needs assessment, may include: “(a) Short-term adoption-related counseling; (b)
Medical treatment; (c) Mental health services; (d) Crisis intervention services; and (e) Information and referral services.”89
New Jersey
The New Jersey Department of Children and Families indicates that post-adoption services are available to residents of New
Jersey who have adopted a child under the age of 21 through the New Jersey Department of Children and Families Post
Adoption Counseling Services (PACS).90 “Services include family and/or individual therapy, support services, participation in
educational meetings and groups.”91 PACS “clinicians specialize in the clinical concerns of adoption including, but not limited
to: identity issues; loss and separation; curiosity about origins; and feelings of difference.”92 According to State statute, when
entering a judgment of adoption, the court may also order counseling for adopting parents.93 New Jersey provides various types
of services for adoptive families through private and public agencies.94
Oklahoma
Oklahoma regulations state that post-adoption services are provided as “an essential component of the adoption program.”95
Services include adoption assistance, comprehensive home-based services, Medicaid, and “respite vouchers to be used to
prevent adoption dissolution.”96 Post-adoption services are “designed to assist the adoptive family in maintaining the child in
the home and to support the adult adoptee and birth family members to deal with the lifelong impact of adoption.”97
Pennsylvania
The Pennsylvania Department of Human Services provides post-adoption services to families who have adopted children
and live in the state, through its Statewide Adoption and Permanency Network (SWAN).98 SWAN provides free services for
families, which include case assessment, case advocacy, support groups, and respite.99 Additionally, SWAN helps to connect
families to services such as mental health services, educational services, and birth parent conflict resolution. The goals of
SWAN are to provide education to families and to connect them to local resources in order to support and strengthen adoptive
families throughout the adoption process and to promote permanency.100
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Delaware’s Efforts to
Decrease Adoption
Displacement: Post-Adoption
Services and Support
By Kelly C. Ensslin, MSW, Esq., CWLS1

I. National Data
The issues of disrupted adoptions, adoption dissolution, and adoption displacement2 have gained much attention in recent years
due to sensationalized stories involving international adoptions and the problem of parents “re-homing” adopted children.3
In response to concerns about adoption displacement in the United States, the Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening
Families Act (P.L. 113-183) enacted in September 2014 included the topic of disrupted and dissolved adoptions in Section
208. This section of the federal law requires states to collect and report the number of children who enter foster care after
finalization of an adoption or guardianship. Specifically, this section requires states to collect data concerning “the length of the
prior adoption or guardianship, the age of the child at the time of the prior adoption or guardianship; the age at which the child
subsequently entered [or re-entered] foster care ... the type of agency involved in making the prior adoptive or guardianship
placement; and any other factors determined necessary to better understand [the] factors associated with the child’s” entry into
foster care after an adoption or guardianship was granted.4
Unfortunately, adoption displacement statistics are not easily tracked due to name changes, closed records, and the inconsistency
with which the terms “adoption disruption,” “dissolution,” and “displacement” are used. Rates of displacement have varied by
study, but most research indicates that a vast majority of adoptions are permanent.5 A more recent national study showed the
adoption dissolution rate to be in the range of 1 to 7 percent.6
II. Delaware’s Adoption and Displacement Statistics
In Delaware, more than 90 children are adopted from the foster care system each year.7 An average of 12 children per year
re-enter Delaware’s foster care system due to displacement from their adoptive homes.8 In the past, these numbers were not
formally tracked; a review conducted by the Office of the Child Advocate for the calendar years 2011-2015 of all dependency
and neglect petitions filed by the Delaware Division of Family Services (DFS) provides the best data currently available in
Delaware. There were a total of 59 children displaced in the five years that were reviewed,9 and 23 of those displaced children
were adopted out of the foster care system in Delaware (39 percent). The remaining 36 children were either adopted in another
state and later moved to Delaware, were in foster care in another state but were adopted by a Delaware family, or were private
adoptions (either domestic or international). It is important to note that none of the 59 displacements included an incident of
“re-homing,” and there has been no evidence of “re-homing” in Delaware to date.
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The petition and record reviews revealed some important data regarding the displacements of the 23 children adopted from
0.6 foster care system. The median age at the time of adoption was 6.1 years old, and the median age for adoption
Delaware’s
displacement was 12.5 years old. The median length of time between the adoption and displacement was 5.1 years. Not
surprisingly,
a large majority of the children re-entering foster care were between 11 and 17 years old (more than 66 percent).
0.4
The biggest stated reason for return to foster care for this age group was “the child’s behavior” (more than 80 percent).10 In fact,
for children aged 15 to 17, the only stated reason for adoption displacement was the child’s behavior, whereas younger children
0.2 re-entered foster care due to abuse or neglect by the adoptive family.11
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The category of “child’s behavior” encompasses many different scenarios. For instance, the displacement could have occurred
due to parent/child conflict, the child’s mental health needs, criminal behavior by the child, or the family’s inability to parent
the child given the child’s current needs. One such example is “Jeremy,”12 who was adopted at 3 years old, but returned to foster
care at age 14 after a disclosure by a younger sibling that he had been sexually abusing her and other children in the home. Due
to the allegations, and subsequent criminal charges, Jeremy was unable to return to the home of his adoptive parents, where his
victims still resided. The adoptive family had no family members who could step in to care for Jeremy, and he eventually aged
out of foster care.
Another example is “Michael,” who was adopted at age 6 and returned to foster care at age 8 after the adoptive parents filed
an “Imperiling Family Relations Petition”13 requesting his removal from the home. The family reported concerns that the
child’s mental health needs, and subsequent behavior, put them and his older sister at risk. Although services were offered and
encouraged to help reunite the family, the adoptive parents decided that they did not wish to reunify with Michael. He was
placed with his original foster family, who later adopted him.
Sometimes the “child’s behavior” is related to the child making false allegations against the adoptive family, a situation that
requires a DFS or criminal investigation. “Monique” and her younger sister were adopted by their foster mother at ages 9 and 7.
At age 11, after a verbal argument with her adoptive mother, Monique told a neighbor that her adoptive mother had locked her
out of the house and beaten her with a belt. The police were called, and, although there was no physical evidence proving either
allegation, the adoptive mother was arrested, and both children entered foster care. The criminal charges were later dismissed,
and DFS did not find any evidence of abuse or neglect, but not before the family was separated for over a year while they tried
to work through the conflict that led to the false allegations.
The situations that lead to an adoption displacement are very complicated, but they typically involve a combination of the
child’s needs and the parents’ inability to meet the child’s needs at that time. Children who are adopted out of the foster
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care system experience complex trauma. Those experiences are not magically erased at the time of adoption and instead carry
over into their relationship with the adoptive family. For that reason, adoptive families need long-term support, services, and
understanding.
III. Delaware’s Post-Adoption Services
Recognizing that a child’s behavior is the single most important contributor to disruption, some Delaware adoption
agencies provide intensive pre-service training to potential adoptive families to ensure they fully appreciate complex
trauma in children. In recent years, Delaware has taken to supporting adoptive families by offering post-adoption services
to adoptive families living in the state. Since 2011, DFS has contracted with a private adoption agency, A Better Chance
for Our Children (ABC), to provide free post-adoption services statewide to any adoptive family in the state regardless
of where, when, or how the child came to be adopted. ABC has served approximately 400 adoptive families since 2011
through services such as support groups, education and training, a “Rec and Respite” program,14 case management and
support, and crisis intervention. Out of the 400 families served, only four have experienced an adoption displacement.
The other 55 adoption displacements show no participation in any post-adoption services. Three of the four families who
participated in post-adoption services were families who adopted out of Delaware’s foster care system, and the other family
had children placed with them from out-of-state but had worked with ABC during the pre-adoption supervision period
and were already connected to services.
It is almost impossible to know how many adoption displacements were avoided due to the post-adoption services provided
to families. However, with almost 94 percent of adoption displacements involving no participation in post-adoption services
by the adoptive family, and only 1 percent of families served having experienced a displacement, it is hypothesized that postadoption services may have helped the families to prevent the displacement. Of course, with adoption displacements that
occurred due to abuse or neglect by the adoptive family, it would not be surprising that they did not seek out additional
services. However, it is unclear why so many of the other families did not seek the support of post-adoption services, especially
for Delaware families who adopted after 2011, when this free service became available.
What is known about the adoptive families who participate in post-adoption services is that they usually begin their
involvement very early on in the adoption process, and find a supportive environment that keeps them coming back for
more training and services. While the use of post-adoption services is encouraged by the private agency adoption workers
and DFS long before the adoption is finalized, DFS also sends a post-adoption services brochure to families who adopt
from foster care with their adoption subsidy agreement prior to adoption, and annually as the agreement is renewed. While
this ensures that all families who adopt from Delaware’s foster care system are informed of this service, there is no formal
system to educate and inform those adopting privately (international or domestic), or those who move to Delaware from
another state.
For the adoptive families who are aware of the post-adoption services available, their degree of involvement greatly varies.
Some may only participate in the occasional training or social event, while other families feel that they need more intense
support such as involvement in “Rec and Respite,” support groups, and case-management services. As one can see by some of
the cases of displacement that occurred even after post-adoption services were provided, there are instances when adoption
displacement, and subsequent foster care placement, cannot be avoided. Unfortunately, many adoptive families do not have
family members who are able or willing to assist with a child exhibiting extreme mental health needs or negative behaviors.
However, there may be an additional service that would further decrease the need for adoption displacement for families
engaged in post-adoption services. Adoption experts in Delaware have been talking for years about the need for respite care
for adoptive families who are dealing with more difficult children, as a means to prevent eventual displacement. The idea is
that regular and planned respite with a family trained in trauma and adoption issues would give the entire family a needed
break before the family reaches crisis mode. This concept could also be used in crisis situations where the family is trying
to avoid displacement, but a short-term separation is needed. Of course the major barrier to this plan is financial, as respite
families would need to be compensated for the care they provide. Delaware will continue to work on ways to make this idea
a reality.
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IV. Conclusion
A review of all the data shows that Delaware is not unique compared to the nation. Children are mostly returning to foster
care due to the child’s behavior, and the adoptive parents’ inability to manage those behaviors. A protective factor utilized in
Delaware is the use of post-adoption services that build on the intensive pre-service training, and continue to educate and
support adoptive families as they raise their children to adulthood.
Unfortunately, the data show that despite education provided to families who adopted from Delaware’s foster care system,
many families do not utilize the post-adoption services prior to displacement. Significant opportunities exist to improve
this engagement of Delaware families during pre-service training, court hearings, and the placement supervision process.
Additionally, there is no system in place to inform and educate those adoptive families moving into Delaware or those who
adopt privately.
Delaware’s child welfare system has shown a commitment to supporting adoptive families through their lifetime and continues
to improve services provided, including a closer look at providing respite care to adoptive families parenting children with
difficult behaviors and adoptive families in crisis. Delaware will continue to rise to the challenge of engaging families early and
often with consistent training and support across systems so that all families engage in post-adoption supports through their
lifetimes.
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Children Are Best Raised In
Families, Preferably Their Own,
Whenever Safely Possible
And when they are not … their very survival is at risk

By Amelia Franck Meyer, MS, MSW, LISW, APSW1

“Children are best raised in families, preferably their own, whenever safely possible.” This is a statement said frequently, and a
sentiment with which most people can readily agree. Therefore, why is it that more children are not being raised in families?
Do we believe that it is not safely possible? According to 2013 data provided by the United States Department of Health and
Human Services Administration for Children and Families,2 approximately 14 percent of youth living in out-of-home care
were living in congregate care (non-family group settings). This represents about 56,000 children at one point in time in 2013
who were being raised by shift-staff—not parents—with an average length of stay of eight months.3 In addition, what about
the other portion of the nearly 400,000 youth who are not living at home? What would it take to get them all, or even some
portion of them, into permanent, loving, families? That is the multi-billion-dollar question.
Many of the efforts geared at finding permanent homes for youth start in a logical place, finding a family willing to have the
child live with them. Therefore, a search is begun, often for strangers who might be willing to make a commitment to caring
for a traumatized child. Too often, youth are separated from their siblings when placed into care, even though approximately
two-thirds of children placed in care have siblings also placed in care.4 In addition, we know that siblings offer protection
from abuse, and because of what they have endured together, offer support and validation that no one else can. For this reason,
siblings who are abused and neglected by caregivers share especially strong ties.
However, the challenge is that when children experience the profound injury of being separated from their caregiver—which is
one of the worst things that can happen to a child—the pain from that wound is overwhelming and often results in unconscious,
un-willful, pain-based behaviors.
Pain-based behaviors often manifest as one of the body’s normal stress responses: 1) flight: which may look like self-injurious,
self-harming, internalizing behaviors or literally fleeing through running away; 2) fight: which can be outward expressions of
pain such as rage, aggression, and externalizing behaviors; or 3) freeze: which can take the form of numbing through drugs,
alcohol, sex, etc. When these and other pain-based behaviors are expressed, the adults in the child’s life feel a sense of fear
and anxiety about the potential risk and work to stop the behaviors, rather than heal the root cause of the behaviors. If the
undesirable or risky behaviors cannot be stopped in short order, then the child is often asked to leave or move to another
setting. This move inadvertently recreates the initial caregiver-disruption wound that created the pain-based behaviors from
the beginning. This cycle repeats itself over and over; the treatment for the pain of disconnection from caregiver results in
multiple additional disconnections from caregivers. Essentially, the youth are being re-victimized for expressing the body and
the brain’s normal, natural response to what has happened to them.
Looking Forward: Preventing and Addressing Broken Adoptions
86

In addition to further disconnecting the youth through multiple moves, placements, and sending them away to alternative
schools, residential settings, etc., our responses also often include blaming the youth for their normal, natural responses to
what happened to them. Another common response is shaming the youth for not being able to stop or control the pain-based
behavior and demanding that they “make better choices” or we might also say, “What were you thinking?” Finally, we use
punishing interventions where we take things away from youth who express their pain-based behaviors in the form of loss of
privileges and freedoms. One thing we intuitively know is that sending youth away, who have already been sent away, or taking
things away from a youth who has already lost everything, will not solve the problem.
Instead of healing the root cause of the un-willful, pain-based behaviors that youth present, we disconnect, blame, shame, and
punish the youth for the normal, natural responses to what has happened to them. Furthermore, it is rare that youth are offered
interventions, outside of talk therapy, in which they can work to heal the root cause of the pain they are experiencing. As is often
true with their caregiver relationships, youth often have multiple, disrupted connections in their therapeutic relationships,
changing therapists with each placement move, or because of workforce retention challenges. When youth do not want to tell
their story over and over again, they may be sent away again to a higher level of care, be punished with a removal of privileges,
or have their pain further numbed with medication or increases in medication.
Although challenges facing youth in out-of-home care are many, there are two very significant challenges that contribute to a
youth’s likelihood of not being able to be raised in a permanent, stable, and loving family: 1) a lack of exhaustive searches being
performed and 2) insufficient opportunities for healing from relational trauma. Even when we do understand the incredible
importance and long-term benefits of a youth having a secure connection to a permanent family, we typically pursue strangers
to care for the youth. Cursory or diligent searches are traditionally performed within the context of information provided and
the time allowed. It is far less common for a youth to have an exhaustive search performed that extends to the far-reaching edges
of a family tree and includes kin-like connections mined from the youth’s entire life history in an exhaustive manner; to have
the benefit of someone searching the way they would for their own baby. It is not surprising that there are many youth who,
“have no one,” or more accurately, for whom “we have found no one.”
In addition, youth who have experienced significant trauma, especially disruption from a caregiver, must have the opportunity
to begin to heal these wounds. Arguably, these youth have a right to the time and resources needed to heal the wounds of what
has happened to them as adults failed to keep them safe. Instead, the profound grief and loss youth experience when caregiver
bonds are abusive, broken or not present at all, is often overlooked. We tend to think that permanence is an end-all cure;
however, without opportunities for healing, youth have a dramatically reduced capacity to form healthy, secure connections
with others. When connections are made without the opportunity to heal—as is often done with the identification of a
“forever family” without healing opportunities—the pain-based behaviors that youth experience continue. These pain-based
behaviors threaten the permanence of connections and make the youth more vulnerable to additional disruptions. When we
find family, or other potential permanent connections, we put youth in a position of needing to deny or hold in their pain;
which is impossible in the long run and will eventually threaten their chances for long-term permanency.
One of the challenges currently facing our field is how exactly to heal the grief and loss felt by youth who are in out-ofhome care. Trauma, especially early childhood trauma, disrupts our capacity to form loving, stable connections with other
humans. When we are disconnected from others, or separated from the protection and connection of our “tribe,” our
survival is at risk. Humans, especially human young, must have safe and secure connections with other humans in order
to survive and thrive. Once this capacity is disrupted by trauma, especially in the form of caregiver or relational trauma,
the healing process becomes critical to a youth’s wellbeing, and greatly impacts the ability to take advantage of permanent
connections.
After multiple, innovative pilot projects involving more than 60 youth over four years, Anu Family Services has found
a very predictable pattern of healing we call Intensive Permanence Services (IPS). IPS involves four phases: Trusting,
Healing, Connecting, and Supporting. After youth agree to participate in the healing process and “hire” their Intensive
Permanence Specialist, it reliably takes approximately 10 to 12 months for youth to build trust. Once trust is built, healing
work can begin. The healing process and connecting take another six to 12 months, depending on the youth. Overall, the
initial healing process, which results in a youth having dramatically improved capacity to form trusting connections with
others—whom they already know and love or to whom they are related, and an increase in the quality and quantity of their
close relationships, is an 18- to 24-month process. Depending on the youth’s level of trauma and history, a longer period
of aftercare or support may be needed. However, we firmly believe, based on experience, that if willing, all youth—and
adults—can find healing and a restored capacity for permanent connections through this process; even those who had
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previously been unable or unwilling to form permanent connections. Early evaluation shows that 79 percent of youth
who had 14 to 21 months of healing found permanency back into their known and related networks of support. This is an
incredible result, reconnecting youth with their families and natural networks and creating a sense of connectedness and
belonging, which is what we all need to heal!
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Just a House
By Jahkeem Owen Dwyer1

I made the mistake of getting comfortable
Calling your kids my siblings
Calling this house my house
Claiming a spot on your couch
I gladly called you mommy and daddy
You were the first to give me a home
And it made me happy
Anxious
Relieved
I thought I had a family
I wasn’t alone
You marched past my defenses
Got through my walls
Tore down my dome
I let it happen
Ready to open up
Let my love evolve
But now I’m in a new house
One that’s not my own
Just a place to stay
I know this is not home
I sit up in the couch
Call their first names
Merely acquaintances
Who offer me a place to stay
ENDNOTES
1

Jahkeem Dwyer is a full-time student, whether in school or the workplace. He currently is working to become a music producer,
gaining experience and knowledge about music composition, and working on a project to bring local artists and local residents
together to create a community.
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Postscript
Last October, we gathered at New York Law School for the “Beyond Permanency: Challenges for Former Foster Youth”
Symposium. The journey to the symposium began with shifting our focus from piecemeal case-by-case work in family court
to the broader data, along with youth narratives and advocacy, to learn the reasons youth were returning to court in need of
another permanency solution. To study this phenomenon and explore what could be done to mitigate it, we brought together
public systems, not-for-profits, academia, and people affected by the system in a collective impact model.
Each symposium attendee was given a call to action: change just one area of your practice to improve outcomes for former
foster youth. The call to action for a policy leader was to look at the policies presented at this forum. One area of collective
impact success was New York State’s new law concerning sibling visitation.
We know there is more we can do together, and we provide this journal as a resource in the pursuit of reform. Through this
journal, we have had the opportunity to memorialize the work of the symposium, to discuss the positive changes implemented
in the past year, and to consider best practices and future changes. In our policy review and development, we must continue
to listen to the population our decisions will impact. For these youth, practices and policies have contributed to traumatic life
narratives. Decision-making has a ripple effect and a generational impact.
The call to action continues for all of us: those who currently work with youth or the systems that affect youth; those who teach
the next generation of youth advocates and policymakers; and those who are beginning their careers in this field. The world
feels different than last year and is filled with unknowns. But many of the issues concerning “broken adoptions” are known, and
we can collectively continue to work to address them.
Thank you to everyone who contributed to this journal, and to the individuals and agencies listed below, who made production
of the journal possible. To the youth panelists and the students who contributed: we are inspired by your work, your willingness
to share your perspectives, and your dedication and commitment to helping others. You are the advocates and leaders of the
future.
Karen P. Simmons & Lisa F. Grumet, December 2016
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