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Editor’s Note—Fall 2007
Th is issue of the Michigan Child Welfare Law Jour-

nal focuses on issues related to Michigan’s foster care 
system. In “How does Michigan Fare in the Fight to 
Improve Outcomes for Youth Aging Out of Foster Care? 
A Response from the State and One of its Communi-
ties” (Day, Watson), the authors note that approximately 
20,000 children age out of the nation’s foster care system 
each year. Many of these youths fi nd themselves mak-
ing an abrupt transition to adulthood and independence 
with little or no assistance from their caregivers, biologi-
cal families, or the child welfare system. Unlike their 
same-age peers in the general population, they have no 
safety net if they fail to succeed at navigating the adult 
world. Th e authors examine how the State of Michigan 
is seeking to improve outcomes for those children aging 
out of the Michigan system.

In “Procedural Injustice: How the Practices and 
Procedures of the Child Welfare System Disempower 
Parents and Why it Matters” (Sankaran), the author 
notes that over 60 percent of children removed by 
Michigan DHS do not return home within one year. 
Soon after the child protective case is initiated, many 
parents become disengaged in the process, fail to 
complete services, and drop out of their child’s life. 
In many cases, this failure occurs, in part, due to the 
ways in which the procedures used by the child protec-
tive system disconnect and alienate parents from the 
decision making process involving their children. To 
the extent that the child protective system is serious 
about reunifying children with their parents, many of 
its practices and procedures undermine that objective. 
Sankaran explores this dissonance, which has signifi cant 
repercussions for child welfare policy.

In “Circumstances and Suggestions of Youth Who 
Run from Out of Home Care” (Day, Riebschleger), 
the authors present the results of a study examining the 
circumstances of youth that ran away from out-of-home 
care. Data was drawn from 111 case records of three 
county courts in southeast Lower Michigan. Data was 
also drawn from four focus groups of youth living in out-
of-home care. Circumstances that preceded youth run-
ning included female gender, African-American ethnicity, 
more restrictive placements, prior running episodes, 
and separations from siblings and children. Focus group 
youth expressed concerns about placement disruptions, 
rules, chores, diff erential treatment, loss of control, safety, 
and especially, feeling that “no one cares about me.” Th e 
authors present specifi c suggestions to help prevent these 
children from running away from their placements. 

Finally, this issue also includes an interview with 
Vicki Th ompson-Sandi, director of Lutheran Foster 
Care Services, and Kari Mascar, director of Lutheran 
Adoption Service. For over a century, Lutheran Social 
Services of Michigan has sought to provide creative 
services to meet a variety of human needs. Services 
to families and children encompass a large portion of 
Lutheran’s work today. Today, Lutheran is the larg-
est private foster care and adoption agency in the 
state, serving over 800 children in diff erent capacities. 
Lutheran maintains offi  ces throughout the state of 
Michigan to serve this population. Th is article provides 
an overview of Lutheran’s services and also discusses the 
challenges that the agency faces working in this most 
diffi  cult fi eld. 

I hope you fi nd this issue interesting and useful. As 
always, the editorial board welcomes your feedback on 
this and future issues to ensure that the Child Welfare 
Law Journal is of value to you. 

Frank E. Vandervort, JD
Clinical Assistant Professor of Law
University of Michigan Law School

Kimberly Steed, LMSW, Coordinator
Michigan State University Chance at Childhood Program

John Seita, Assistant Professor
MSU School of Social Work

Carol A. Siemon, JD
State Court Administrative Offi ce

Editorial and Review Board
Editor in Chief
Joseph Kozakiewicz, JD, MSW, Director 
Michigan State University Chance at Childhood Program

Copy Editor & Production Coordinator
Evelyn C. Tombers, JD, Associate Professor
Thomas M. Cooley Law School

Kathryn Falk Fehrman, JD, Director
Bay County Public Defender

Delanie Pope, JD, Staff Attorney 
Michigan State University Chance at Childhood Program
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Message from the (Outgoing) Chair
As this will be my last chair’s column, I’m going 

to indulge myself and step up onto a soapbox for a 
moment with some “it’s about time” comments about 
three proposed bills waiting for legislative action. For 
those of you who fi nd soapbox speeches distasteful, 
feel free to stop reading now.

Other proposed legislation, bills that would cre-
ate major changes to the standards and burdens of 
proof in termination of parental rights proceedings, 
bills that create discretion in the courts to require an 
agency to fi le a petition to terminate parental rights, 
bills that mandate consideration of relative placement 
and religious affi  liations in placement, among other 
things, are discussed elsewhere in this issue. But for 
now, I want to single out two bills and two provisions 
in a third to congratulate Michigan’s lawmakers for 
proposing them. 

Parity between relative care givers and licensed 
foster care givers

In February 2007, several state senators introduced 
SB 171 to put relative caretakers on the same fi nan-
cial footing as licensed foster care providers. SB 171 
would require DHS to subsidize and support children 
placed in the homes of relatives to the same extent 
that it subsidizes and supports children in state-li-
censed foster homes. DHS would have to provide the 
same “fi nancial assistance and services” to each group. 
Relatives include: grandparents, brothers, sisters, step- 
brothers and sisters, uncles, aunts, all by blood or mar-
riage or adoption. Th e bill says that parity will apply 
regardless of how the child came to be in the relative’s 
care, “including, but not limited to,” court or parent 
placement. 

To that I say, “It’s about time!” According to the 
House Fiscal Agency’s legislative analysis of another 
bill, relative caregivers receive about $157 per child 
per month, while licensed foster care providers receive 
$450-$550 per child per month. I know that most 
of these families, be they relative caregivers or foster 
care givers, do not provide care to children for just the 
state subsidy. But the costs of care for a child certainly 
aren’t any less because the child is living with a relative 
rather than a stranger. 

Most certainly there will be considerable fi scal 
implications to the State if the bill passes both houses 
and is signed into law. Payments to foster parents are 
shared by the state, federal, and local governments. 
Payments to relative caregivers would not be shared 
and would fall on the State. I’m well aware of our 
state’s current fi scal crisis. But if our legislators would 
stop playing partisan politics and recognize that 
children who have been removed from their homes 
because of abuse or neglect come from homes of all 
political persuasions, perhaps they’d fi nd the funds 
in the state’s wallet to allow kids to stay in familiar 
environments and allow their relatives to receive the 
same kind of fi nancial assistance that a stranger would 
receive for caring for that very same child. 

 Kudos to the legislators who introduced the bill. I 
hope it passes. 
 
Foster Care Independence Program

In March 2007, a group of 30 (yes, 30!) legislators 
introduced HB 4481 that would create a foster care 
independence program for youth transitioning from 
foster care to independent living. Th at’s a nice way of 
saying that this program is aimed at those kids who 
will be in foster care until they are 18 years old and 
“age out” of the system. 

Th is bill requires DHS to “off er education, train-
ing, employment, and fi nancial support for young 
adults leaving foster care.” A “young adult” is a person 
between the ages of 14 and 21. 

Educational support and training include services 
to help these young adults get a high school diploma, 
explore careers, get vocational training, get training in 
daily living skills, including budgeting and fi nancial 
management, health and nutrition education, and 
training in substance abuse prevention. Employment 
support includes services necessary to get and keep a 
job. Financial support would include stipends for util-
ity deposits, fi rst month’s rent, and security deposits. 

Any young adult who has been in foster care be-
cause of child abuse or neglect after that person’s 14th 
birthday would be eligible for this program. A young 
adult who is out of the home solely due to a delin-
quency adjudication is not eligible for this program. 
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But if that adjudicated delinquent was in foster care 
after his or her 14th birthday and before the delin-
quency adjudication, that person would be eligible. 

While the House Fiscal Agency’s legislative 
analysis says that the bill merely codifi es DHS policy, 
a statutorily mandated program for youth transi-
tioning out of foster care is long overdue. I would 
feel better knowing that the legislature believes that 
preparing foster youth for independence is important 
enough to statutorily mandate it rather than leaving 
it to agency policy. 

Again, I say, “It’s about time!” 

Child’s participation in permanency planning 
hearings

Next, in August 2007, six senators introduced SB 
669, only two portions of which I’ll discuss here. Th e 
fi rst portion would require a court to consult with a 
child (in an age-appropriate fashion)—hopefully to 
determine the child’s wishes—during a permanency 
planning hearing.

Many groups have been advocating children’s par-
ticipation in their own cases. See e.g., Andrea Khoury, 
“Seen and Heard: Involving Children in Dependency 
Court,” 25 ABA Child Law Practice No. 10, Decem-
ber 2006. And doesn’t that make sense? After all, it is 
the child’s future the court is deciding. And children 
are powerless enough when it comes to changes in 
foster placements, removal from their homes, and a 
host of other instances. Children should have a voice 
in what happens in their cases.

It’s about time!
State must provide services or a court need not 

order the State to fi le a petition to terminate parental 
rights.

Another portion of SB 669 states that a court need 
not order an agency to fi le a petition to terminate 
parental rights if “the state has not provided the child’s 
family, consistent with the time period in the state 
case service plan, with the services the state considers 
necessary for the child’s safe return to his or her home, 
if reasonable eff orts are required.” 

Hooray! Th e legislature is recognizing that the 
State shares some responsibility in helping a family 
complete the services its employees said were necessary 
for reunifi cation. Now I recognize the truth in the old 
saw that “you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t 
make it drink.” But I’ve seen instances in which the 
State’s employees weren’t even showing some families 
where the water was, much less actually leading them 
to it. 

Once again, I say, “It’s about time!”  
And now, I suspect, that “it’s about time” that I 

turn the reins to the team, that is, the Children’s Law 
Section council, over to Mary C. Pino, a Clinton 
County Prosecutor with many years of child protec-
tion experience. Mary not only “talks the talk,” she 
also “walks the walk” as the adoptive parent of nine, 
yes nine, former foster children. Congratulations, 
Mary, on not only acceding to the chair’s position, but 
also for caring enough to put into practice what many 
only write about. 

Evelyn C. Tombers, 
Associate Professor, 

Th omas M. Cooley Law School
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Background and History

According to the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, one-half-million children are in 
foster care at any given time, some of whom are over 
the age of 16. Every year, typically at the age of 18, 
approximately 20,000 of these children will age out 
of the foster care system. Many of these youths fi nd 
themselves making an abrupt transition to adult-
hood and independence with little or no assistance 
from their caregivers, biological families, or the child 
welfare system. Unlike their same-age peers in the 
general population, they have no safety net if they fail 
to succeed at navigating the adult world. Eyster and 
Oldmixon (2007) note that in the general population, 
approximately half of the youth ages 18-24 continue 
to live at home. At the same time, some form of 
parental support is provided for young adults in their 
early 20s whether they live at home or not. 

National Findings

Foster care youth are not as fortunate. In most 
states, youth do not continue to receive support from 
the foster care system when they are released from the 
state’s custody at the age of 18. Th ese youth—and 
society—suff er the consequences of not having a 
structured system in place to address the complexities 
that they will most likely encounter as they age out of 
foster care. 

Numerous studies have been conducted that 
highlight troubling outcomes that include illegal drug 
use, teen pregnancy and early parenthood, homeless-
ness, crime, and unemployment. Other troubling 

How Does Michigan Fare in the Fight to 
Improve Outcomes for Youth Aging Out of 
Foster Care? A Response from the State and 
One of Its Communities

by Angelique Day, MSW, 1 Michigan’s Children and 
Debraha Watson, PhD2, Wayne County Community College District

factors are physical and mental health issues. Pecora 
(2006) found that emancipated youth are more prone 
than the general population to a number of mental 
disorders, including panic disorders, anxiety disorders, 
depression, and social phobias. Most troubling is the 
fact that 25 percent of emancipated youth experienced 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), almost double 
the rate of the U.S. war veterans. Pecora (2006). 

A study conducted by Ryan, Hernandez, and 
Hertz (2007) investigated male adolescents living 
in congregate care facilities in New York who were 
transitioning out of foster care. Th ey interviewed 
both child welfare professionals and the young adults 
regarding their preparation for living independently. 
Th eir fi ndings were consistent with previous studies 
conducted by the National Foster Care Project (2000) 
and Courtney et al., (2005) that indicated that youth 
are less likely to succeed after exiting foster care if they 
lack basic living skills, employment skills, housing, 
health care, and familial support. 

Based upon the information gleaned from this 
study, agencies should have a systematic plan for foster 
children to leave the system, at the time they enter the 
system. Th is can be achieved through kinship care, 
returning them to their parents, or adoption. If these 
options are not available, agencies should be required 
to have a permanency planning goal for those age 13 
and older to transition out of foster care. A second 
recommendation emerged from the fi ndings, which 
stated that collaborative specialized services that focus 
on education and job training opportunities are need-
ed. To achieve this, states should provide an adequate 
number of staff , including educational coordinators, 
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to ensure that no youth exit foster care without a 
GED or high school diploma. A fi nal recommenda-
tion centered on some form of aftercare. Youth should 
be monitored for at least one year post-discharge to 
ensure that they have transitioned successfully, mean-
ing they have employment, housing, access to health 
care, and adult support, which could be a family 
member or mentor.

In a similar study, Geenen and Powers (2007) used 
qualitative data to examine the experiences of youth 
transitioning out of foster care. Th ese researchers inter-
viewed foster parents, child welfare professionals, and 
transitional youth to capture the experiences of youth 
aging out of the system. Several themes emerged: 

(1) Self-determination or autonomy: Th e foster 
care youth and alumni felt that they had 
little or no experience in making important 
life decisions while they were in foster care, 
yet they were suppose to have the skills nec-
essary to transition into independent living 
once they aged out of the system. 

(2) Coordination/collaboration of services: Th is 
was a dominant theme. Youth had diffi  -
culty interfacing with the various systems 
and agencies. Th ey indicated that there was 
duplication of services, role ambiguity, lack 
of communication among providers, and 
disparity in services. 

(3) Family relationships: A stable, positive rela-
tionship was described as a major compo-
nent for successful transition. Many of the 
youth in this study indicated that they had 
experienced uncertainty and instability for 
much of their lives and wanted the secu-
rity of having a strong support system as 
they moved into adulthood. A potentially 
problematic fi nding was that many of the 
youth had unrealistic expectations regard-
ing reuniting with their birth families. Th e 
authors acknowledged that although birth 
families could be a source of support, there 
can also be dysfunction and/or rejection 
that can impede the transitional process. 
Case workers felt so strongly about this that 
they recommended youth be re-introduced 
to their birth families prior to discharge, 
so that if the reunifi cation is not success-
ful, there is time to develop a backup plan 

for mentoring or other adult support. Some 
workers further recommended that there 
be no contact with the birth family until 
they are re-evaluated by professionals and 
the child safety and caretaking concerns are 
addressed.

(4) Normalizing the foster care experience: Find-
ings suggest that foster children are often 
viewed more harshly than their peers. Th e 
study indicated that “professionals over-
pathologize or overreact to typical teenage 
transgressions and experiences” (pg. 1095), 
thus branding the youth as having behav-
ioral problems.

(5) Independent Living Programs: Th ese pro-
grams off er traditional classroom activities 
and were viewed by the participants of this 
study as having little or no relevance to real 
life experiences; however, participants ac-
knowledged that these programs were bet-
ter than nothing. 

(6) Issues related to disability: Youth with physical 
and emotional disabilities face additional 
concerns both while in placement and dur-
ing transition due to lack of professional 
training, accommodations, and informa-
tional resources. 

In summary, the fi ndings from this study support 
the need for additional fi nancial and human resources 
in the child welfare system, continuous education and 
training for foster parents and potential care givers, 
early youth intervention programs, eff ective cross 
system collaboration, formalized mentoring programs, 
educational partnerships, student-centered career plan-
ning and placement, basic life skills development, and 
self advocacy and empowerment of youth in transition. 

Contributing to the growing body of resilience 
research, Osterling and Hines (2006) conducted an 
exploratory study using qualitative and quantita-
tive data to evaluate a mentoring program designed 
to assist youth in acquiring life skills for successful 
emancipation from foster care into independent liv-
ing. Th e eff ects of mentoring at-risk youth have been 
well documented and suggest that its positive eff ects 
include improved self-esteem; successful educational 
outcomes; decreases in at-risk behaviors such as pro-
miscuity, substance abuse, and violence; and improved 
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interpersonal relationships (Clayden and Stein, 2005; 
Grossman and Tierney, 1998; and Rhodes, J.E., 
2002). However, other researchers such as DuBois, 
D.L. et al. (2002) were not as optimistic, noting that 
mentoring programs may not signifi cantly impact the 
outcomes of at-risk youth.

Th e youth in the Osterling and Hines study 
(2006) stated that mentoring was helpful in assisting 
with independent living skills, such as fi nancial plan-
ning, completing their education, fi nding employ-
ment, and teaching them how to take responsibility 
for themselves by using their own brains and instincts. 
Challenges were also reported by both the youth and 
mentors, which echo previous studies, including lack 
of coordination of services, limited resources, and 
ineff ective communication with child welfare profes-
sionals. In conclusion, the results of this study reveal 
that mentoring can be eff ective if (1) a strong relation-
ship between the mentor and youth is established as 
early as possible (suggesting that waiting until the 
youth reaches the age of transition, usually 18, is not 
benefi cial); (2) integration of mentoring programs 
and Independent Living Programs (ILP’s) improve the 
chances for success; and (3) collaboration and coor-
dination of services and support for mentors increase 
positive transitional outcomes. 

Sobel and Healy (2001) focused on the role of the 
foster parent in developing resiliency in foster care 
youth. Th ey noted that foster parents can help build 
hope, faith, and trust, as well as encourage youth to 
identify their needs, think critically, and positively 
handle challenges of life. Managing these issues ef-
fectively strengthens the resilience of youth on their 
journey to adulthood. 

Michigan Findings

According to a report compiled by the Michigan 
Department of Human Services in 2005, nearly one 
of every 100 children in Michigan were in out-of-
home care because of child abuse and neglect or delin-
quency, including one of every 50 African-American 
children. Approximately 14 percent of Wayne County 
youths are in out-of-home care—almost double the 
placement rate for other children in the state. Each 
year, over one-quarter of the children entering out-
of-home care are youths 14 years of age or older, and 
most are unlikely to be adopted if parental rights 
are terminated. Only 14 percent of the 2,843 foster 

youths who were adopted in 2005 were over the age of 
13 (MDHS, 2006).

Similar to fi ndings of the national studies cited 
above, young people who age out of foster care in 
Michigan are at high risk. As many as half are high 
school dropouts; most have been unemployed at least 
half of their time out of care and had experienced peri-
ods of homelessness; nearly half had been forced to rely 
on public assistance; more than one-third had children 
of their own, further limiting their job prospects; and 
too many had been arrested (MDHS, 2006).

Michigan lacks a coordinated strategy for ensuring 
that at-risk youth receive the supports they need to 
move into adulthood. Services that address the needs 
of young people are scattered throughout the major 
State departments, are generally not coordinated, and 
have not traditionally been a high priority.  

Michigan’s Children, a statewide, private nonprofi t 
advocacy organization located in Lansing, Michigan, 
was successful in spearheading the legislative eff orts 
mandating that the state more comprehensively ad-
dress the needs of youth transitioning out of foster 
care. Th rough this mandate, the Michigan Depart-
ment of Human Services was required to convene an 
inter-departmental task force on services to at-risk 
youth transitioning out of foster care and into adult-
hood in the FY 2006 budget cycle. Th is task force 
included wide representation from public and private 
agencies, including youth who were aging out of foster 
care, the departments of Human Services, Labor and 
Economic Growth, Education, Community Health, 
the Michigan State Housing Authority, State founda-
tions, United Way, tribal councils, K-12 education, 
community colleges, Community Mental Health, 
youth advocacy groups, and private foster care place-
ment agencies. 

Barriers to a successful transition were identifi ed in 
the areas of permanency, education, housing, employ-
ment, and physical and mental health. To eliminate 
these barriers, the task force agreed on the need to 
implement 21 initiatives. Th ese recommendations 
were received and approved by the legislature in Sep-
tember 2006. Th e initiatives included:

1. Th e Department of Human Services (DHS) 
will create a youth-friendly website that will 
link to existing services and resources that 
could be accessed by youths, caseworkers, 
birth and foster parents, teachers, and oth-
ers. Th is website will have information from 
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all services areas and should provide links to 
other sources of information.

2. Th e Department of Labor and Economic 
Growth (DLEG) will apply for a federal 
waiver under the Workforce Investment 
Act which would allow them to automati-
cally refer foster youths to Michigan Works! 
Agencies at the age of 14 to develop job 
skills and educational planning that will 
lead to career opportunities that maximize 
the youths’ potential.

3. Th e Wayne County Department of Human 
Services piloted Summer Training and En-
richment Program (STEP) will be expand-
ed into out-state counties (any Michigan 
county outside of Wayne).

4. Th e Department of Community Health 
(DCH) will amend the state Medicaid Plan 
to ensure that all foster youths receive con-
tinued and seamless Medicaid eligibility 
until the age of 21.

5. Expand the Healthy Kids Dental Model to 
include coverage for the population from 
birth to age 21.

6. Th e DCH, in collaboration with county 
level public health departments, will work 
to make educating this population of youth 
a priority in an eff ort to improve health 
through the reduction of risky behaviors 
and lifestyles.

7. Th e DCH and the DHS will develop a 
model for joint purchasing of mental health 
services that will meet the needs of foster 
youths and those transitioning into adult-
hood.

8. Michigan State Housing Development 
Authority (MSHDA), in collaboration 
with the DHS, will hold regular, regionally 
based workshops on how to access safe and 
aff ordable housing.

9. Th e MSHDA will allocate funding under the 
Homeless Youth Initiative to provide rental 
assistance to homeless foster youth across 
the state.

10. Th e Detroit area Housing Resource Center 
will administer a pilot program that will 

provide information and referral services to 
former foster youths in the Detroit area.

11. Th e Department of Education (DOE) will 
expand the Student Advocacy Center mod-
el statewide to ensure that youth are pro-
vided with individual education planning 
and persist to high school graduation.

12. Th e DOE will implement a longitudinal 
tracking system, or “Single Record Stu-
dent Database” that will allow students to 
be tracked from district to district and on 
into post-secondary education. Th is will 
ensure that students will have access to a 
complete and accurate record of their aca-
demic activity.

13. Th e DOE will work to implement the 
Guardian Scholars model for all foster care 
youth who are interested in pursuing post-
secondary education opportunities.

14. Th e DHS will assign education planners 
to youth who are interested in pursuing 
post-secondary education, and will work to 
increase the fl exibility of current post-sec-
ondary education funding options through 
the implementation of tuition waivers and 
housing stipends.

15. Th e DHS will automatically enroll all foster 
care youth who meet eligibility criteria into 
the Michigan Tuition Incentive Program 
(TIP). 

16. Th e DHS will work to ensure that all foster 
youth have a permanent connection with 
at least one caring adult before they leave 
care.

17. Th e DHS will revise current contracts with 
private agencies providing adoption ser-
vices to include performance outcomes that 
demonstrate increases in the adoptions of 
older youth. Statutory changes will also be 
sought to allow for permanent, subsidized 
guardianships for youths whose parental 
rights have been terminated. 

18. Th e DHS will extend foster care beyond the 
age of 18 to all youth who consent.

19. Th e DHS will provide all youth with access 
to their critical documents, including cop-
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ies of their birth certifi cates, Social Security 
cards, and government-issued photo ID 
cards.

20. Th e DHS will assist youth with enrollment 
in driver’s education courses and give them 
access to free and reduced-cost older cars 
from the State fl eet so that they can fulfi ll 
the required number of practice driving 
hours. 

21. Th e DHS will expand the Michigan Youth 
Opportunities Initiative statewide by 
2010.

In October 2006, Michigan’s Children convened 
a KidSpeak ® program in the chambers of the Detroit 
City Council. KidSpeak is a youth public forum that 
empowers young people to advocate on their own 
behalf. Operating on a statewide and local basis, Kid-
Speak brings youth before listening panels comprised 
of legislators, other public offi  cials, and community 
leaders to talk about issues of concern to them. Th e re-
sponses from the young people and policymakers were 
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Recommendations from the young people (N=20) 
on how to improve outcomes for youth aging out of 
foster care encapsulated the following major themes: 
(1) the need to be informed about what was going 
on within their case plan; (2) the need to ensure that 
youth have stability before their foster care cases are 
closed; (3) the need to be informed about available 
services for which they may be eligible; (4) the need 
for supportive services for parenting teens; and (5) the 
need for at least one stable, caring adult in their lives. 

“…I went to several foster homes, as many 
children do. I believe that success begins when 
you have information from the correct source. 
Many children in the foster care system don’t 
get the information that they need to begin 
and start off  in life…after leaving [residential 
placement] I hit a downfall because I had been 
in residential care for so long, and then at the 
age of 18 you’re on your own and what do you 
do….a lot of kids give up; they don’t have the 
resources that they need when they leave. Th ey 
don’t have that support.”

“I left the system with no health insurance, no 
GED, and no driver’s license, and all my SIL 

[semi-independent living] checks were cut off …
Before a case is closed out, please make sure that 
youth have stable housing and a minimal edu-
cation such as a GED and at least a car permit if 
not a driver’s license, some type of money com-
ing through or a job, and please make sure that 
youth know about educational training vouch-
ers and youth in transition funds…have health 
insurance and at least one mental health evalua-
tion and some type of booklet that tells a youth 
about programs that off ers services to youth…
Kids in foster care don’t have parents, and they 
need a lot of things like any kid would.”

“I received my GED in December of 2003. 
A lot of youth have issues with the aging out 
process due to not enough resources or things 
of that nature. Foster care youth are not bad 
kids. You have some youth that really go on to 
become people with good outcomes in society. 
When you have youths in foster care, it’s good 
to allow those kids the resources to be able to 
become productive members of society. As far 
as employment, it’s hard to keep a job when 
you don’t have a good support system. When 
you have negative people around you, it makes 
it harder for you….I think youth in the system 
who are getting ready to age out—they should 
have some type of housing voucher or incen-
tive to help them because a lot of youth are 
homeless when they get ready to age out due to 
many situations. I’m going through that right 
now…”

“I got pregnant when I was 15 years old, and I 
dropped out of school. I didn’t have anywhere 
to go, so I went from foster home to foster 
home and to diff erent types of programs. Th ey 
[the State] should have more teen support. 
Th ey should have jobs set up for youth enter-
ing the system…Th ey should have a placement 
for mothers and their children….I think there 
should be more mentoring programs and more 
resources for people….If they [the youth] don’t 
know [about resources] then they can’t get the 
help they need.”

“I want to talk about the importance of having 
a mentor or a supportive adult in your life. I 
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came into the foster care [system] when I was 
about 14 or 15 years of age. I went to stay with 
relatives and think throughout the whole ordeal, 
that helped me out the most…I had supportive 
adults in my life. My middle school principal 
was very supportive of me. Th e principal would 
look after me like a mother or grandmother 
would. Th ere needs to be more eff ort put into 
developing mentoring programs for youth 18 
years of age and older because current programs 
don’t service that age range….It’s very impor-
tant that us older adults have that mentoring 
support…We need that continuation of sup-
port so that we can have a better future and a 
better outlook on life.”

Policymakers in attendance at the KidSpeak 
event included federal Congresswoman Carolyn C. 
Kilpatrick; Senator Hansen Clarke; Representative 
Marsha Cheeks; and Representative Mary Waters. 
Also in attendance were newly elected offi  cials in-
cluding Shenetta Coleman and Coleman Young, Jr.; 
Detroit City Councilwoman Monica Conyers; Chief 
Judge Mary Beth Kelly, 3rd Circuit Court; Dr. Mar-
lene Davis, superintendent, Wayne County Regional 
Educational Service Agency; Denise Glover, trustee, 
Wayne County Community College; and Mr. Jerome 
Rutland, director, Wayne County Department of Hu-
man Services, among several others. In reaction to the 
youths’ testimony, the following statements were made 
by policymakers in attendance (N=19):

“I’ve seen many of you because you are court 
ordered, and I’ve also seen you because I handle 
the AWOLP (absent without legal permission) 
docket, which is a docket of young persons who 
have truanted from their court ordered place-
ments. Th is is an issue: placements don’t pro-
vide the support systems, the very words you 
have used to young people…From the court’s 
perspective, we are working in conjunction 
with the Department of Human Services…the 
way that we approach the young people and 
the way that we order placements, and we want 
to ensure that the placements in which the 
young person is meets the needs of the young 
person…not the needs of the agency and not 
the needs of the foster parents because they are 
too long…Our court is working very, very hard 

with DHS and with the Department of Com-
munity Mental Health to really change the way 
that foster care youths are treated in our state.”

“We are tremendously aware that in the past, 
the court hasn’t reached out enough to this pop-
ulation. Too often, wardship was terminated at 
the age of 18. Th e issue now is how can we best 
serve these persons from age 18 to 21. Why are 
we terminating wardship at the age of 18 when 
we don’t have to? What we are looking at is ex-
tending wardship and ensuring that these won-
derful youth in transition programs in the state 
are really reaching out to you.”

To keep the momentum and discussion going, 
Michigan’s Children planned a second event, the 
Youth in Transition Forum, in conjunction with 
Wayne County Community College District, in No-
vember 2006. Over 200 policymakers, youth, agency 
professionals, and concerned public citizens attended 
the forum. Discussion at the forum centered around 
one central theme: Th e need for better collaboration, 
information, and resource sharing. Th e importance of 
many services to the lives of at-risk youth cannot be 
underestimated. But many young people fall through 
the gaps when support is not available in the place or 
at the time that it is needed. We must learn more from 
them and from those in agencies and the community 
who know, and have learned from experience, about 
the challenges youth face. We need to know not only 
about the gaps, but also what works well. We need to 
know what matters about the way services are orga-
nized and how they relate to each other. One of the 
key issues of the day was wide recognition that there 
is no room for agencies to “go it alone” if youth are to 
have access to all the supports and services to which 
they are entitled. 

In particular, lack of access to mental health 
services was frequently mentioned in a number of set-
tings. For example, in foster care, many youth do not 
get assessed for the services they need.

“DHS and CMH/mental health services need to 
work together more to make sure youth are evaluated 
so they can get the mental health services.”

Collaboration, information, and resource-sharing 
is essential. One agency  representative remarked: 

“What are the agencies providing to each other? 
Agencies need to quit focusing on their own 
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agency and collaborate so all agencies can advise 
kids on the best place to go.”

Making sure that youth have access to all pos-
sible options means that information and access to all 
resources should be more freely shared. 

“Th ere must be more resource sharing between 
agencies. Agencies should build their resource 
base so that all agencies can work together with 
the most access to programs/services possible.”

Although the voices of young people were apparent 
throughout the day, concern was expressed that child 
welfare workers and others were either poorly trained, 
under-resourced, or just not taking the needs of young 
people seriously enough to act quickly. Th is shock-
ing comment made by a young person highlights the 
importance of responding and being respectful.

“I think the communication piece is a big piece. 
I sat in a shelter for six months and did not meet 
my worker till the seventh month. Th ere was no 
communication there. Th ey are a big piece, very 
important to my life, so the communication is 
very important.”

To further explore Michigan’s progress on improv-
ing outcomes for youth in transition, a second forum 
entitled “Youth Voices Changing Public Policy” is 
being planned at Wayne County Community College 
for September 17, 2007, that will build on the advo-
cacy eff orts of the State Interdepartmental Task Force, 
KidSpeak ®, and the fi rst Youth in Transition Forum. 
Th is forum aims to contribute to a process of change 
that will bring together the voices of young people, 
those active in the fi eld, and those in the community 
who care and are committed to improving the lives of 
all youth, especially those youth that are transitioning 
to adulthood without a high school diploma or GED 
and are not employed.

Conclusion

Services for youth who transition out of foster care 
are woefully inadequate in addressing basic needs. 
Th ose needs include, but are not limited to, educa-
tion, housing, access to health services, and basic job 
skills. Th e State of Michigan is to be applauded for 
the eff orts it has made to improve outcomes for this 
population. Most states do not have a coordinated 

strategy in place to address these needs, nor has much 
attention been paid to ensuring that youth success-
fully transition to adulthood. Th is process was started 
by stakeholders of the system—foster children, the 
Department of Human Services, and the court system, 
as well as private child welfare agencies and youth ad-
vocacy organizations. Some of the highlights include 
extending Medicaid eligibility until the age of 21, 
providing rental assistance to homeless foster children, 
expanding job training programs, and improving ac-
cess to post-secondary education funding. 
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Procedural Injustice: How the Practices 
and Procedures Of The Child Welfare System 
Disempower Parents And Why It Matters

by Vivek Sankaran and Itzhak Lander Ph.D 

Introduction

Many of us appear surprised when families in-
volved in the child protective system do not reunify. 
A parent’s path to reunifi cation seems straightforward. 
Upon a fi nding of neglect, the court prescribes a basic 
regimen, typically consisting of parenting classes, 
counseling, drug testing, and a psychological evalu-
ation, that a parent must fulfi ll prior to having the 
child returned to his/her custody. If a parent success-
fully completes these seemingly minimal require-
ments, the law requires reunifi cation unless the return 
poses a “substantial risk of harm” to the child.1 With 
such high stakes involved, a clearly defi ned path for 
success, and the prospect of termination of parental 
rights looming over them, parents have every incentive 
to complete these requirements quickly and succeed 
in the overwhelming majority of cases. One would 
expect parents, fi ghting zealously for their children, to 
diligently complete court-mandated requirements and 
promptly reunify with their children. Th is is the child 
protective system we strive to achieve. Th is goal is em-
bodied in the Michigan Juvenile Code, which states 
a preference that a child coming within the court’s 
jurisdiction “receives the care, guidance, and control, 
preferably in his or her own home.”2 

Yet, today, we fi nd ourselves far removed from this 
aspiration. Nationally, only 54% of children exit-
ing foster care are returned to their parents’ custody.3 
Local statistics paint an even darker picture of real-
ity. Over 60 percent of children removed by the 
Michigan Department of Human Services (“DHS” 
or “Department”) do not return home within a year.4 
For families under the supervision of a private child 
welfare agency, that number rises to approximately 
70 percent.5 Nearly half of all families never reunify.6 
And, as has been highly publicized, over 6,000 

children remain in the Michigan foster care system 
as permanent court wards whose parents’ rights have 
been terminated but who still await adoptive homes.7 
Th ese statistics present a system that has failed in 
facilitating the prompt reunifi cation of children with 
their parents. Somewhere soon after the child protec-
tive case is initiated, many parents become disengaged 
in the process, fail to complete services, and drop out 
of their child’s life. 

Why has this systemic failure occurred? Certainly 
the complex myriad of problems confronting parents 
such as drug use, mental illness, and domestic violence 
often creates insurmountable barriers that may take 
years to overcome. In a very small number of cases, 
the seriousness of the abuse or neglect warrant a wise 
decision by the DHS and the court to immediately 
terminate the legal relationship between the parent 
and the child.8 In others, the Department fails to 
provide quality services to parents in a timely manner. 
In many cases, parents are willing and able to reunify 
with their children with the provision of services 
which may be available, yet they ultimately fail. Th is 
failure occurs, in part, due to the ways in which the 
procedures used by the child protective system discon-
nect and alienate parents from the decision mak-
ing process involving their children. Th is process of 
disempowerment occurs immediately upon the fi ling 
of a child protective petition, a time during which 
allegations of abuse or neglect have not been proven, 
and continues until parental rights are terminated. 
At every possible opportunity, the system impresses 
upon parents, most of whom come from traditionally 
disenfranchised populations,9 that they are no longer 
capable of raising their children, and does this by 
silencing their voices both in and out of court and giv-
ing them little control over the process. Th e emascula-
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tion is complete when parents completely disengage 
with the system which permits judges to terminate 
their rights and consider other “permanency” options 
for children. To the extent that the child protective 
system is serious about reunifying children with their 
parents, many of its practices and procedures un-
dermine that objective. Th is dissonance, which has 
signifi cant repercussions for child welfare policy, will 
be explored.

Procedural Justice  

Th e “straightforward” picture of the system painted 
at the outset of this article masks the complex relation-
ships in a child protective case between the parent, the 
Department, and the court. Th e challenges confront-
ing child welfare professionals are profound. Typically, 
a parent becomes enmeshed in the court system after 
the Department either has removed or seeks to remove 
children from his/her custody.10 At this juncture, 
parents are angry, frustrated, and frightened about the 
prospects of losing their children to a system in which 
strangers will raise them. Th ey lack any confi dence 
in the Department and the court that has just autho-
rized the removal and are confused about what will 
happen next. Often, these parents appear hostile and 
confrontational as they have been stripped of the most 
important piece of their lives—their children. Few of 
us would behave any diff erently.

Th e challenge facing the child welfare system lies 
in motivating parents, completely disillusioned with 
the process, to accept and comply with a series of 
mandates issued by a department and court that the 
parent has already deemed to be antagonistic due to 
the sudden, traumatic removal. Upon removal, the 
parent often loses confi dence in the decision making 
process, and procedures to re-establish its legitimacy 
from the parent’s perspective must be implemented to 
bolster the chances for reunifi cation. Th e task of estab-
lishing a system to achieve these goals is daunting yet 
attainable. Research in the fi eld of social psychology, 
described generally as “procedural justice,” instructs 
us on how exactly we might promote this delicate 
balance of engendering trust in a seemingly hostile 
relationship between the parent and governmental 
authorities.

Repeated studies by social psychologists pro-
vide compelling evidence that a key determinant in 
retaining the support of those receiving unfavorable 

outcomes is the utilization of fair procedures to make 
decisions.11 Surprisingly, although an individual’s will-
ingness to accept authorities’ decisions is shaped by 
the favorability of outcomes, research shows that out-
come favorability is not the only, or even major, factor 
shaping acceptance and satisfaction.12 Both trust in 
the motives of authorities and judgments about the 
fairness of procedures they use are stronger infl u-
ences on acceptance and satisfaction than achieving a 
particular outcome in a case.13 Th ese fi ndings provide 
hope that courts and agencies can achieve voluntary 
compliance with orders and recommendations even 
when taking actions in the short term that may run 
contrary to the parents’ interests.

In assessing what is “fair,” litigants look to a 
number of factors. Most importantly, procedures that 
permit individuals to present arguments and to exert 
control over the process are deemed just, whereas 
those that silence litigants only exacerbate feelings of 
mistrust.14 Central to these fi ndings is a person’s need 
to have his story told, regardless of whether the tell-
ing will ultimately impact the outcome of the case.15 
Fairness is also enhanced by adequate representation 
and confi dence that the decision-maker is neutral and 
unbiased.16 Courts that reaffi  rm one’s self-respect and 
treat people politely while respecting their rights earn 
the trust of those before it, regardless of the substance 
of the orders it issues.17 

Why is the satisfaction of litigants important? 
Research demonstrates that greater satisfaction with 
the process signifi cantly increases the likelihood that 
litigants will comply with the mandates of authorities, 
even when those authorities are taking actions which 
may be detrimental to the interests of those individu-
als.18 Th is result is particularly salient in child protec-
tive cases in which a fi nding of neglect only represents 
the beginning of the case and the ultimate outcome 
depends largely on the willingness of the parent to 
obey the dictates of others.19 Parents must comply 
with case service plans and court orders to eff ectuate 
the child’s return home. Satisfaction with the process 
helps child welfare authorities achieve voluntary com-
pliance with treatment requirements.

Designing a child protective system based on 
principles of procedural justice would invest more 
parents in the process and enhance the legitimacy of 
the various decision makers ranging from judges to 
social workers. 
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What would be the key elements of such a sys-
tem? Parents would be represented zealously by able, 
adequately-compensated counsel, who would present 
their stories to the court. Th e court, which would 
treat parents with the utmost of respect, would give 
them the opportunity to present evidence regarding all 
aspects of the case, including their story of what hap-
pened and what they need to reunify with their chil-
dren. Judges, mindful of the power imbalance between 
parents and the Department,20 would carefully and 
patiently listen to each party’s story and meticulously 
follow court procedures and evidentiary rules prior to 
making just determinations regarding the family. 

Outside of court, caseworkers would meet regu-
larly with parents and consider their input prior to 
developing and updating case service plans aimed at 
assessing the family’s strengths and needs, and pre-
scribing services to address any defi cits. Lawyer-guard-
ians ad litem would work to understand the parent’s 
perspective, prior to rendering an opinion on what is 
best for the child, by regularly meeting with the par-
ent and other members of the extended family. And, 
of course, parents would have regular access to their 
attorneys, who would advocate on behalf of the parent 
and serve as the conduit of the parent’s perspective. 
In all aspects of the child protective case, the parent’s 
voice would be heard, and his/her opinion would be 
respected. A child protective system based on princi-
ples of procedural justice would not require rendering 
outcomes based solely on the parent’s wishes. It would 
simply empower parents and validate their experiences 
by giving them a voice and input in the process.

Procedural Injustice

Today’s child protective service, however, lacks at-
tributes refl ecting procedural justice values for parents. 
Although laws exist aff ording parents procedural 
protections and rights, in practice, these guarantees 
have been vitiated, leaving parents with few, if any, op-
portunities to participate meaningfully in the develop-
ment of their case. Statutory and constitutional rights 
to parents’ counsel have been eviscerated by delayed 
appointments, low pay, and high caseloads. Relaxed 
advocacy and procedural shortcuts have been justi-
fi ed by effi  ciency considerations and by furthering the 
amorphous “best interests of the child.”21 Receiving 
parental input on important decisions has been re-
placed with decision making based on the opinions of 

third-party professionals, many of whom lack mean-
ingful relationships with the family. Each of these 
factors, among others, contributes to a system that 
disempowers parents, increases their dissatisfaction 
with the process, and reduces the likelihood that they 
will complete services and reunify with their children. 
Some are highlighted below.

Right To Counsel
Attorneys are their clients’ voice in the courtroom. 

Th ey play a crucial role in conveying their clients’ 
perspective to the court, zealously advocating for that 
position in all proceedings, and protecting the sac-
rosanct constitutional rights at stake. As observed in 
Reist v. Bay County Circuit Judge:

Parents most often involved in neglect and 
termination proceedings are usually the least 
equipped, in terms of intellectual and emotional 
resources, to respond to such proceedings. Th e 
indigent are frequently the least able to cope 
with government in its offi  cial functions. Th e 
case at bar was routine for the welfare workers 
and other juvenile court staff . For the indigent 
mother, however, the entire proceedings were 
incomprehensible.22

 
As such, in Michigan, a parent has an unquali-
fi ed right to counsel, which is recognized in statute, 
court rules, and case law. Mich. Comp. Laws Ann. 
§ 712A.17c (West 2002) explicitly provides a parent 
with “the right to an attorney at each stage of the pro-
ceeding” and “the right to a court-appointed attorney 
if the respondent is fi nancially unable to employ an 
attorney.”23 Not only does such a right exist, but at-
torneys representing parents must be eff ective, compe-
tent, and diligent.24 Th e full panoply of responsibili-
ties mandated by the Michigan Rules of Professional 
Conduct applies to parents’ attorneys, who are subject 
to disciplinary actions if they deviate from the rules. 

In practice, however, a parent’s right to eff ective 
counsel has yet to be fully recognized. Whether a 
parent receives court-appointed counsel at the outset 
of the child protective case varies across the state. 
Custodial parents are only represented by attorneys 
in approximately 60 percent of removal hearings and 
50 percent of non-removal hearings.25 For non-custo-
dial parents, that number drops to 30 and 20 percent 
respectively.26 “If the parent . . . is not represented at 
all at the preliminary hearing, decisions to remove 
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the child can appear arbitrary, and parents may feel 
that they do not know how to speak to the jurist to 
explain their situations.”27 In certain counties, such 
as Genesee County, as a matter of practice, no parent 
receives the assistance of court-appointed counsel at 
the preliminary hearing. Th ese jurisdictions typically 
appoint attorneys weeks after the preliminary hearing 
after critical decisions in the case have already been 
made, including the child’s removal from the home 
and placement into care.28 In contrast, statistics reveal 
that children are appointed lawyer-guardians ad litem 
to represent their “best interests” in over 90 percent of 
cases in which removal is requested.29 

Appointment of counsel by itself, however, does 
not necessarily lead to eff ective representation because 
of extremely low rates of compensation. No statewide 
standards exist establishing a baseline compensation 
for parent’s attorneys, and thus, practice varies among 
counties.30 While some counties pay attorneys an 
hourly rate, many, including the counties which have 
the largest foster care populations in the state, includ-
ing Wayne County, Oakland County, and Genesee 
County, compensate parents’ attorneys by hearing or 
stage of the case. For example, in Genesee County, 
attorneys are paid $300 if their clients enter a plea, ap-
proximately $450 if the case goes to trial, and $50 per 
review hearing. In Oakland County, lawyers receive 
$300 for a plea, $450 for a trial, and $120 for review 
hearings. Similar payment structures are utilized in a 
number of the larger counties.31

Th e disincentives to zealous lawyering created by 
this structure are transparent. Attorneys are encour-
aged to practice relaxed advocacy, do little work out-
side of the courtroom, and push their clients towards 
entering into pleas. As described above, in Genesee 
and Oakland Counties, an attorney only receives an 
extra $150 to go to trial if his client does not enter 
into a plea despite the substantial amount of prepara-
tion a trial entails including drafting examinations, 
preparing witnesses, and subpoenaing documents. At 
the review hearing stage, if an attorney spends one 
hour a week on a parent’s case between hearings, a 
conservative average, his hourly billing rate, based 
on the $50 payment, would come out to under $4 
per hour, well below the minimum wage. And, if a 
parent’s attorney engages in creative lawyering and 
gets the Department to dismiss a case prior to the 
court’s assumption of jurisdiction, he runs a high risk 
of not being paid for his eff orts. Under this system, 

the only way a parent’s attorney can make a living is 
to maintain high caseloads and limit the extent of his 
advocacy for any one client.  

Not surprisingly, this skewed system has aff ected 
the quality of legal assistance parents receive. Attor-
neys maintain caseloads in the hundreds, and in some 
courthouses, substitution of counsel is routine due to 
scheduling confl icts.32 As one person observed:

[P]arents’ attorneys in Wayne County meet in 
the cafeteria and ‘deal the morning’s cases like 
cards,’ trading cases back and forth based on 
who is going to be in which courtroom that day. 
Attorneys who work on these cases in Wayne 
County generally are not able to do other kinds 
of work and must maintain high caseload num-
bers to assure themselves adequate income. If a 
parent’s attorney is not available at the time of 
the hearing, the parent is off ered house coun-
sel—an attorney who is on call for that day and 
who is assigned to come in to the hearing with-
out ever having seen the case fi le or ever having 
met the parent.33

Client contact also appears to be infrequent. One-
third of judges responding to a statewide survey report 
that parents’ attorneys rarely speak to their clients be-
fore hearings.34 Attorneys themselves report that often 
they cannot meet their clients in their offi  ces and must 
talk to them in the lobby or outside of the courthouse 
just before the hearing.35 Without frequent contact 
with their clients, it is diffi  cult to comprehend how 
any meaningful advocacy can occur. 

Statistics reveal that relaxed advocacy has become 
the norm in the system. Decisions to remove a child 
from the home are rarely challenged, and the over-
whelming majority of child protective cases resolve in 
pleas. 36 Michigan is one of three states in the country 
that provide parents with the right to a jury trial at 
the jurisdiction stage, yet in 2005, jury verdicts were 
rendered in fewer than 1 percent of cases. 37 In con-
trast, parents pled to allegations against them in nearly 
4,000 cases.38 Similarly, despite clear statutory provi-
sions mandating that the court inquire in each case as 
to whether the Department made “reasonable eff orts” 
to prevent the removal of children from their home 
and to fi nalize the child’s permanent placement, these 
fi ndings are rarely challenged by parents’ attorneys.39 
Over 90 percent of judges have rarely or never found 
that the Department failed to make reasonable eff orts 
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despite signifi cant evidence about the availability of 
appropriate services for parents in the system.40 Proce-
dural protections provided to parents under State law 
are not being exercised because the right to counsel 
has not been fully enforced. 

Not surprisingly, parents themselves provide the 
most blistering critique of their representation. Parents 
report that their attorneys do not return phone calls 
or provide them with contact information.41 Attor-
neys fail to explain what is happening in their cases, 
and do not give parents a chance to tell their story 
at court hearings and make deals without consulting 
them.42 Parents also confi rmed that often, their only 
contact with their attorneys, if any, occurs for a few 
minutes before hearings.43 Consequently, they are left 
confused about what is happening.44 As summarized 
in the 2005 Court Improvement Project Reassessment 
Report, “What was reported to evaluators in this reas-
sessment and what was observed in court hearings fall 
disturbingly short of standards of practice.”45

Th e right to counsel plays a crucial role in enforc-
ing standards of procedural justice in any court process. 
Yet, in child protective proceedings, the system has left 
this right hollow for parents accused of maltreatment. 
Although many practitioners who work in this fi eld are 
passionate and talented, the conditions in which they 
must practice prevent them from engaging in the level 
of advocacy that is needed to empower parents and give 
them a sense of control over the process. Th e system’s 
refusal to embrace the importance of legal advocacy on 
behalf of parents only contributes to the resentment, 
frustration, and hostility that parents inevitably feel 
towards those making important decisions.

Other Forms Of Disempowerment
 Th e failure to fully recognize the parent’s right 

to counsel is only one manifestation of the many ways 
in which the child protective system denies parents 
their dignity and silences their voices. Upon the initia-
tion of a case, parents may fail to receive notice of the 
preliminary hearing. When they arrive at court, they 
wait for hours in a crowded waiting room prior to 
their case being called.46 Often, seats are a premium, 
and no space exists for parents to speak privately with 
their attorneys or case workers.47 Th e following typi-
fi es the experience of many:

Evaluators observed that the lobby waiting area 
became crowded with many people having to 

stand up because there were so few seats. In 
this area, there was chaos, noise, and a lack of 
privacy. Names were called over a loudspeaker 
which was heard throughout the waiting area so 
everyone present learned the names of the other 
persons before the court. Attorneys generally 
had to talk to clients in the lobby or outdoors. 
Because of the lack of meeting rooms, attorneys 
spoke openly about private family matters in 
the waiting area in the presence of strangers. 
Sometimes a person came to the waiting area 
and said in front of others something like “your 
drug test came back OK.”48

Once the hearing begins, the parent may or may not 
be represented by counsel,49 and the process is short 
and perfunctory. Th e Department’s version of the facts 
is generally accepted,50 and more time may be spent 
during the hearing trying to make the appropriate 
“reasonable eff orts” and “contrary to the welfare” fi nd-
ings necessary to preserve eligibility for federal fund-
ing than on pressing issues like placement, visitation, 
and the immediate provision of services for the family. 
A lawyer-guardian ad litem, who, in all likelihood, has 
had little opportunity to conduct any investigation 
of the matter or to meet with the child, is off ered a 
chance to present what is “best” for the child, but few 
opportunities exist during the hearing for the par-
ent to voice his/her concerns about what is happen-
ing. A clear message is sent through this process: Th e 
opinions and wishes of the parent are not important 
or relevant to the decisions being made by the court 
about the child.

As the case continues, the parent is further stripped 
of control over the process. State law requires the De-
partment to prepare an initial service plan within 30 
days after a child’s removal from the home.51 Depart-
ment policy requires the engagement of the parent in 
the drafting of the plan, which means an open conver-
sation between the parent and social worker to discuss 
needs and strengths and to reach an understanding 
of what is entailed in meeting the goals of the service 
plan.52 Th e Department itself notes that “[p]arental 
engagement is an invaluable tool for achieving early 
return home of children from foster care.”53

Unfortunately, the development of the case service 
plan is another area in which parental involvement 
has been stifl ed. A 2005 report issued by the Foster 
Care Review Board found that in a majority of cases 
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reviewed, the plan was unsigned by parents and the 
vast majority of parents felt that they had little input 
and that the elements of the plan were essentially 
decided by the case worker.54 Th ese conclusions have 
been corroborated by other sources. Th e Federal Child 
and Family Services Review (CFSR) found that in 30 
percent of cases reviewed, diligent eff orts were not 
made to involve parents in the case planning pro-
cess.55 Similarly, a statewide assessment discovered that 
parents were not involved in approximately 40 percent 
of treatment plans.56 Th e CFSR also concluded that 
the DHS, in part due to the lack of parental involve-
ment, failed to eff ectively address the service needs of 
families in 27 percent of the cases investigated.57 

Th e systematic practice of shutting parents out 
of decision making extends beyond the development 
of the service plan. Both state and federal law man-
date parental involvement, and often consent, before 
making educational and medical decisions regarding 
their children, even when the child is in the foster care 
system. Th e Individual with Disabilities and Educa-
tion Act (IDEA) preserves a parent’s authority to 
make educational decisions until the child is a “ward 
of the State,” at which point a surrogate parent may 
be appointed.58 State law requires the parent’s consent 
before any non-routine, elective, or surgical treatment 
of the child.59 DHS policy mandates parental permis-
sion before a child can enroll in a private school or be 
home schooled.60 

Yet, experience and documented stories tells us 
that parental involvement of this type is rarely seen in 
today’s foster care system.61 Instead, once the case is 
petitioned, child welfare professionals, with the best of 
intentions, immerse themselves in the family’s back-
ground and independently determine what is best for 
the child, excluding family members from the process. 
Despite having a statutory mandate to “interview 
family members,”62 lawyer-guardians ad litem rarely 
consult with parents prior to making a “determination 
regarding the child’s best interests.”63 Meetings are 
held, decisions are made, and a child’s life is altered, 
yet the opinions of those closest to the child are often 
not considered. Rather than engaging in a coopera-
tive process in which the parent provides substantial 
input into identifying and addressing defi cits, in 
practice, parents are simply told what they need to do 
in a formulaic fashion without consideration of their 
individual needs. 

A fi nal example of a way in which the system 
erodes the decision making control of parents lies in 
the court’s ability, under Michigan law, to assume 
jurisdiction of a parent’s child without a fi nding of 
parental unfi tness against that parent. Th e law cur-
rently permits family courts to obtain jurisdiction or 
temporary custody of a child based solely on a plea or 
fi nding of unfi tness against one parent.64 Th e Juvenile 
Code, as interpreted by the case law, even allows a 
court “to enter an order placing the children outside 
of the custodial parent’s care whose neglect did not 
factor into the assumption of jurisdiction over the 
child.”65 Under this interpretation, a custodial par-
ent who has done nothing to harm her child could be 
deprived of total decision making authority over her 
child based solely on fi ndings made against a non-cus-
todial parent who may have had minimal contact with 
the child. Th is deprivation, even if contested, could 
occur without an evidentiary hearing, which is not 
required under the law after fi ndings are made against 
one parent.66 Afterwards, the extent of the custodial 
parent’s ability to infl uence any of the educational, 
medical, and placement decisions of the child would 
be at the whim of the trial court judge. Th e case law 
demonstrates numerous examples of parents being 
shut out of the decision making process through 
the application of this statutory regime.67 Th is is yet 
another example of how the procedures used by our 
child protection system alienate and disempower those 
whom the system is trying to help.

Conclusion

Th e discussion above is not intended to paint a 
comprehensive picture of the ways in which the proce-
dures employed by the system undermine the goals of 
family reunifi cation, but is meant to merely highlight 
the problem. Much more work in the area is needed. 
Recent initiatives, such as the Family to Family Pro-
gram funded by the Casey Foundation are attempting 
to reverse these longstanding practices. Among other 
goals, the initiative seeks to involve birth parents in all 
decisions to “ensure a network of support for children 
and the adults who care for them.”68 As part of this 
program, team decision making meetings, consisting 
of parents, extended family, and community members, 
along with child welfare professionals, are convened 
prior to a change in a child’s placement. Th e “Parent 
Partners” program, implemented in Wayne County, 
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matches parents with others who have successfully 
reunifi ed with their children, to help show them that 
they have control over the process. Th ese programs 
demonstrate great potential in restoring strength in 
the family, yet they are early in their limited imple-
mentation, and their eff ectiveness has yet to be evalu-
ated fully. Regardless, the principles underlying the 
program demonstrate the importance of recognizing 
the role that parents, even after allegations of abuse are 
made, should play in the rearing of their children.

Others measures, of which a comprehensive discus-
sion is beyond the scope of this paper, must be taken 
as well. In short, I recommend creating a statewide 
task force, with leadership from the judiciary, legisla-
ture, and the Department of Human Services, to con-
duct a comprehensive assessment of how procedures 
used in child protective cases silence the voices of 
parents. Membership on the task force must include 
parents’ attorneys and parents themselves. After con-
ducting the assessment and widely disseminating the 
results, the task force can discuss areas in need of im-
provement including strengthening a parent’s right to 
counsel, making statutory changes to enhance parental 
input in judicial and administrative decision making, 
restructuring court facilities and processes to reinforce 
a parent’s dignity and self-respect, and improving the 
practice of attorneys and case workers to incorpo-
rate the views of parents and other family members. 
Creating an institutional offi  ce to represent parents 
and to provide support to parents’ attorneys similar 
to the Center for Family Representation in New York 
City69 or Community Legal Services in Philadelphia70 
would be a logical fi rst step. Specifi c measures such as 
establishing a reasonable, uniform rate for compensat-
ing parents’ attorneys and capping caseloads, creating 
a statewide offi  ce to monitor the quality of representa-
tion parents receive, and establishing an administrative 
case review process in which parents can participate, 
are some of the other many possibilities for reform. 
Although these measures themselves will not cure all 
the problems that ail the child welfare system, they 
will increase the likelihood that parents will engage 
with the system and voluntarily accept decisions made 
against them. Restoring the confi dence of parents in 
the child welfare system will only increase positive 
outcomes for children in care. 
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Abstract

Th is study examined the preceding circumstances 
of youth that ran from out-of-home care. Youth 
off ered suggestions for preventing future running 
episodes. Data was drawn from 111 case records of 
three county courts in southeastern Lower Michigan. 
Data were also drawn from four focus groups of youth 
living in out-of-home care (n=24). Circumstances that 
preceded youth running included female gender, Af-
rican-American ethnicity, more restrictive placements, 
prior running episodes, and separations from siblings 
and children. Focus group youth expressed concerns 
about placement disruptions, rules, chores, diff erential 
treatment, loss of control, safety, and especially, feeling 
that “no one cares about me.” To prevent running, 
youth recommended caring adults, helping others, 
active roles in case planning, knowledge of resources, 
and maintaining family connections.

Introduction

Jillian, age 16, described running away from foster 
care to look for her nine- month-old son, Ethan. He 
was placed in a separate foster home because Jillian’s 
home was not licensed for infants. Rick, age 14, re-
ported coming home from school to learn that he was 
to move to a new foster care home the next morning. 
He angrily declared that he ran away from the foster 
care home that evening so that he could prevent “be-
ing moved around again.” Jillian, Ethan, and Rick are 
pseudonyms, but their stories are real. 

In this study, youth described the circumstances 
that preceded their running behaviors, also known as 
being Absent Without Legal Permission (AWOLP). 
Since it is not always easy to identify the host of 
reasons that youth run from out-of-home place-
ments, or the multiple reasons any particular youth 
becomes AWOLP, this study examines the individual 
and systemic circumstances that precede youth run-

Circumstances and Suggestions of 
Youth Who Run from Out-of-home Care

by Angelique Day, MSW1 and Joanne Riebschleger, PhD, LMSW2

ning episodes. Th e data is drawn from case fi les and 
focus groups of youth that ran from out-of-home care. 
Within the focus group discussions, youth off ered 
suggestions for changes to prevent future running be-
haviors. Th e data do not include running from homes 
the youth shared with their parents or other kin. Th e 
focus is exclusively on AWOLP from out-of-home 
care, such as family foster care homes and residential 
placements. 

Background Literature

Many youth run from out-of-home care and face 
many serious risk factors. Grayson (2002) reported 
that annually about 12,800 youth run from juvenile 
facilities, and 7,000 run from foster home placements. 
AWOLP youth comprise between 1.2 percent and 2 
percent of the national foster care population (Chil-
dren’s Bureau, 2002, Shirk & Stangler, 2004). 

Youth that become AWOLP encounter many 
hazardous situations. Th ese include malnutrition, 
psychological disorders, HIV infection, sexual ex-
ploitation, unwanted pregnancies, drug and alcohol 
abuse, robbery, physical assault, attempted suicide, 
and becoming engaged in criminal behavior (Court-
ney, et al., 2005; Slavin, 2001). In addition to physical 
dangers, AWOLP youth are also at an increased risk 
of suff ering from severe emotional disturbances. Th e 
rates of major depression, conduct disorder, and post-
traumatic stress disorder are three times higher among 
runaway youth as their peers in the general population 
(Slavin, 2001). 

AWOLP youth may acquire negative life-long 
consequences, such as less education toward future 
employment. To have any choice of career or future 
occupation, young people typically attend school long 
enough to graduate from high school or attain a GED 
(Bimler & Kirkland, 2001). Youth who enter care 
with a history of AWOLP tend to have poorer school 
attendance records than their fellow foster youths and 



Fall 2007

21

attend school less after placement (Finkelstein et al., 
2004). School dropout rates for runaway youth are 
over 75 percent. Grayson (2002) found that youth 
with a chronic running history had a mean education-
al lifetime achievement of completing only the ninth 
grade. Bimler and Kirkland (2001) claimed that these 
youth lack the belief that school will help them. 

Many youth who run from their foster care place-
ments fi nd themselves having to not only answer to 
the foster care system, but the juvenile justice system 
as well. Th e juvenile justice system has defi ned the acts 
of running and truancy as status off enses, and there-
fore, has classifi ed these acts as a form of delinquency 
(Bimler& Kirkland, 2001; Downs, Moore, McFad-
den, Michaud, & Costin, 2004). Status off enses are 
acts that are only an off ense because of the juvenile’s 
age, and would not be off enses if committed by an 
adult (Downs, et al., 2004). Th irty six percent of all 
status off enses processed by the juvenile court were 
either related to truancy (20%) or running (16%) 
(Downs et al., 2004). More than half (59%) of all 
arrests involving girls are for nonviolent off enses, such 
as truancy, running away, and drinking (DeAngelis, 
2003). DeAngelis (2003) said that delinquent youth 
fuel each other’s acting-out behavior, yet most young 
people who commit crimes end up in group homes or 
juvenile detention centers with like peers. 

Another concern aff ecting AWOLP youth is a lack 
of training in independent living skills. Many of the 
youth haven’t received training in life skills because 
they ran before they formally aged out of the system 
(Shirk & Stangler, 2004). Running from foster care 
can lead to delinquency status that, in turn, renders 
youth ineligible for independent living program ser-
vices until the delinquent act has been expunged from 
their records (Shirk & Stangler, 2004). 

Th e act of running away in and of itself is a disrup-
tion; these interruptions are not conducive to building 
warm relationships (Nesmith, 2002). Youth who do 
not bond to a caring adult may come to believe that 
they are unwanted and unlovable. Th e result can in-
clude anger, aggression, shame, and depression (Seita 
& Brentro, 2002). An emotional “toughness” may en-
sue as compensation for feelings of powerlessness and 
vulnerability. When a youth runs from out-of-home 
care and into the streets, survival can mean gaining re-
spect by intimidating others (Seita & Brentro, 2002). 

Young people considered at risk need the same 
things as other children and adolescents, such as op-

portunities to learn and develop, guidance in making 
constructive choices, and help with specifi c problems or 
situations (Grobe et al., 2001). Foremost is the need to 
have the presence of caring, knowledgeable adults who 
will spend time with youth; these can include teach-
ers, counselors, mentors, caseworkers, and community 
members (James & Jurich, 1999). Runaway youth 
often believe child welfare workers, the courts, teachers, 
administrators, and others are not interested in their 
well-being and success (Grobe et al., 2001).

Circumstances that precede a running episode

Recent literature highlights some circumstances 
that precede youth going AWOLP from their foster 
care placements, including youth characteristics, 
placement characteristics, separations, safety concerns, 
a lack of supportive services, and youths’ perceived 
loss of control over placement decisions (Finkelstein 
et al., 2004; Slavin, 2001). Characteristics of youth 
who run away from out-of-home care include be-
ing between the ages of 10 and 17, and the odds of 
runaway behaviors increase with age (Courtney, et al., 
2005; Grayson, 2002). Adolescence alone has been 
cited as a reason for AWOLP behavior (Finkelstein, 
et al., 2004). Resistance to authority, exploration of 
self-identity, and anxiety about one’s social position all 
characterize the developmental process of coming into 
adolescence (Finkelstein, et al., 2004). 

Youth of color are over-represented among youth 
who ran. Although minority youth make up only 32 
percent of the youth population, they constitute 68 
percent of youth living in long-term residential place-
ment facilities (Downs, et al., 2004). Th e odds of run-
ning are three times greater for females than for males 
(Courtney, et al., 2005). AWOLP youth are also more 
likely than other foster youth to have had both of their 
parents’ rights terminated (Courtney, et al., 2005). 

Placement characteristics appear to be important. 
According to Nesmith (2002), there are four primary 
points at which running may transpire: (1) prior to 
the fi rst placement, (2) at the time of removal from 
the biological home, (3) during placement, and (4) 
impending exit from a placement setting. Placement 
in a group home or residential program rather than a 
family foster home was associated with a higher likeli-
hood of running (Courtney, et al., 2005). 

Youth cited separations from friends and family as 
main concerns preceding running episodes. Youth in 
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foster care expressed particular concern about separa-
tions from siblings. Voices (2006) cites Aisha, 21, a 
foster care alumnae that stated, “We have just been 
removed from our parents; don’t make us lose our 
brothers and sisters, too.” (p. 3). In fact, many youth 
that run from out-of-home placement are not running 
away from home. Rather, they are running back to the 
homes of their family and friends. 

Safety concerns can precipitate AWOLP incidents. 
Findings from previous studies suggest that youth who 
run from group homes and residential placements 
may be running due to exposure to victimization by 
their criminally active peers (Nesmith, 2002; Downs, 
et al., 2004). Young females who ran from placement 
reported that they were frequently victims of sexual 
abuse and may view running away as the only way to 
safety (Downs, et al., 2004). In large group homes, 
youth tend to be the same age and are surrounded by 
other youth with social and behavioral problems. In 
addition to facing problems with their peers, runaways 
who were placed in group home situations reported 
being treated with more coldness and authoritarian 
demeanor by the agency staff  than was reported by 
youth who did not run away (Nesmith, 2002). 

Some claim that a lack of supportive services con-
tributes to increased risk of youth AWOLP episodes. 
Th e youth may lack drug and alcohol treatment, 
mental health services, employment assistance, protec-
tion from abuse and neglect, educational supports, 
and information about their living and legal situations 
(Courtney, et al., 2005; Etheridge, 2001; Folman, 
1998; Shirk & Stangler, 2004).  

Historically, foster care youth had minimal control 
over their personal circumstances. Th e unintended 
results of state and federal child welfare policies that 
focus on protection leave little room for youth to 
make decisions regarding their placements and service 
plans (Casey Family Programs, 2001). Folman (2003) 
stated, “Th e loss of control and predictability resulting 
from not having information leads to a situation that 
even when youth do have control over an event, they 
still feel helpless.” Youth in the foster care and juvenile 
justice systems are often left in the dark about court 
processes, and these young adults may believe that 
their attorneys do not represent their interests (Fol-
man, 2003). Voices (2006) cites Rebecca, 20: 

Often our moves are without any warning to 
us and we can’t understand why. Sometimes the 
move is so fast we can’t even say goodbye to our 

friends. We change schools so many times that 
we often can’t graduate on time. We should 
be included in every decision made about us. 
Nothing about us without us! Make sure we 
are present at every court hearing and agency 
meeting . . . we are so accustomed to not being 
heard that many of us have stopped trying . . 
. . (p. 2).

Suggestions for preventing future running episodes
 Th e literature provided several recommenda-

tions for preventing youth from running behavior. 
Th ese included minimizing separations from siblings, 
giving older youth opportunities for leadership and 
responsibility, having access to supportive services, 
ensuring that youth are actively engaged in their case 
planning, and ensuring that youth have at least one 
stable and caring adult (De Stefanis, & Apfel, 2001; 
Fiske, 2002; Grayson, 2002; Folman, 2003; Laursen, 
2000; Lerner, Lerner, Kurtz, Lindsey, Jarvis & Nack-
erud, 2000; Seita & Brendtro, 2002).

Separations from siblings should be avoided 
(Courtney et al., 2005). If siblings are separated, child 
welfare workers or the courts may be able to provide 
information to youth on how siblings can contact one 
another (Folman, 2003). Sarah, 19, described a need 
for ongoing sibling contact information, “So many of 
us are separated from our siblings, and we are moved 
so many times that we can’t fi nd them even after we 
leave care” (Voices, 2006, p. 3).

Leadership and responsibility for older youth in 
out-of-home care are recommended. For example, 
older foster care youth can serve as mentors to new 
children entering the system so as to reduce trauma 
among children entering care (Folman, 2003). When 
a young person’s self worth is validated by helping 
others, he may feel that he is worth caring about 
(Laursen, 2000). Young people who are contributing 
members of their communities are less likely to exhibit 
rebellious and delinquent behavior and are more likely 
to become eff ective in coping with their own life chal-
lenges (Laursen, 2000). 

Supportive services for youth in out-of-home 
care may increase positive developmental outcomes 
and decrease AWOLP incidence. Th ese may include 
drug and alcohol treatment, mental health services, 
employment assistance, protection from abuse and 
neglect, and particularly, educational stability and 
support (Courtney, et al., 2005; Etheridge, 2001; Fol-
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man, 1998; Shirk & Stangler, 2004). Folman (1998) 
explained that youth may need professional services 
for dealing with histories of trauma and, for some, the 
additional trauma of being removed from their family 
home or moved from one foster home to another. 
Youth in care for delinquent behavior need access to 
services that help youth develop skills for transitioning 
to adult living (Shirk & Stangler, 2004).

Active engagement of youth in case planning is 
suggested. When adolescents are given the power to 
be part of the decision-making process, they become 
more motivated to work on their case plans, and con-
tinue problem-solving processes (De Stefanis & Apfel, 
2001; Lerner, et al., 2001). At the very least, youth 
in care need timely information about what to expect 
throughout their placement tenure (Folman, 1998; 
Lerner, et al., 2001). 

Finally, the literature suggests that youth in care 
can benefi t from having at least one stable and caring 
adult in their lives. Laursen (2002) pointed out that 
authentic relationships between children and adults 
in service programs are more important than specifi c 
techniques or treatment modalities. According to Seita 
and Brendtro (2002), building resiliency includes 
adults that hold high expectations of youth, acknowl-
edge youth accomplishments, provide opportunities 
for young people to serve others, connect them with 
positive peers, and particularly, believe in the youth. 
People are more valuable than programs, and process 
is more important than outcomes (Kurtz, Lindsey, 
Jarvis, & Nackerud, 2000).

It is important to note that the body of litera-
ture herein represents much of the newly developing 
knowledge about circumstances preceding youth 
running behavior from out-of-home placement, 
particularly as perceived by the youth themselves. Th e 
phenomenon of youth who AWOLP from out-of-
home care is much less studied than youth running 
from family homes. Th e voices of the youth who run 
from out-of-home care have only recently begun to 
be heard. Th is study is intended to help build on this 
formative knowledge base. 

Methods

A mixed-method study design yielded data to 
answer two research questions. Question one asked, 
“What kinds of circumstances precede youth running 
from out-of-home care?” Question two asked, “What 
are youth suggestions to prevent future running from out-

of-home care?” Data about the circumstances of youth 
that ran from out-of-home care included quantitative 
court case review data and qualitative text data drawn 
from four focus groups of youth with at least one epi-
sode of running from out-of-home care. Data about 
youth suggestions for preventing future AWOLP inci-
dents were drawn entirely from the focus groups. 

 Data about the circumstances preceding youth run-
ning behaviors were drawn from the court records of 
111 youth with AWOLP histories. Th e youth case fi les 
were located within court systems of three urban and 
suburban counties of southeastern Lower Michigan. 
Case fi les were drawn from one month in one calendar 
year. Th e sample was intended to form a “snapshot” or 
point in time reference. Southeastern Lower Michigan 
was selected because the vast majority of Michigan 
AWOLP cases had been reported missing from these 
counties. Th is was a convenience sample as the selection 
was not randomized. However, more than 50% of the 
entire population of AWOLP cases in the three counties 
were surveyed so as to approach an entire population 
sample. Court records were chosen for analysis over 
foster care case records because court records are able to 
identify services and supports youth receive in both the 
foster care and juvenile justice systems. Many AWOLP 
youth are dual wards of the court.

Th e court records of AWOLP youth were reviewed 
with a case reading form developed by the primary 
investigator. Data recorded on the case reading form 
included youth age, gender, reason for placement in 
foster care, number of AWOLP episodes, and length 
of time in care before each episode of AWOLP. Th e 
case review process also collected information about 
whether youth were separated from their siblings, had 
a substance abuse history, and had a temporary or per-
manent placement. Th e data gathered from the court 
records were analyzed using descriptive statistics such 
as frequency analyses.

Qualitative data were gathered using focus groups. 
Th e youth that participated were receiving foster care 
services at the time of the interview. Th ey were recruit-
ed from private providers of residential, foster care, 
and independent living services. Participation was vol-
untary. Youth had the right to answer or not answer 
any or all questions. A questionnaire was designed and 
administered to four focus groups, each containing a 
convenience sample of approximately six youth with 
AWOLP histories. Key readings from the literature 
helped to inform the focus group questions. 
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A total of 24 youth participated in the focus group 
discussions. Th e focus group facilitator asked group 
participants about the duration of their stay in out-of-
home care, their placement types, and the number of 
placements they experienced. Youth participants de-
scribed their perceived reasons for running. One ques-
tion asked what made the place they were running 
to more desirable than remaining in care, and what 
happened when they ran. Finally, youth provided sug-
gestions for preventing future running episodes. Th e 
structure of the focus group was fl exible and fl owed 
with the process of the group. 

All of the responses from the youth were recorded 
using fi eld notes. Th e focus group facilitator recorded 
responses from the youth as verbatim as possible. 
Th e responses from the focus groups were combined 
anonymously and analyzed into themes using an 
open, axial, and selective coding processes (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). 

Findings

Research question one asked, “What kinds of cir-
cumstances precede youth running from out-of-home 
care?” Data to answer this question were drawn from 
case record reviews and focus group discussions.

 
Circumstances preceding youth running from

 out-of-home care
Case record data indicated that African-Americans 

and females run more frequently: Th e demographics 
of the case review sample make up individual circum-
stances. Th e mean age of the 111 youth was 13.5 years 
(SD = 5.58). Fifty-two percent were boys, but girls 
were more likely to run from out-of-home care (60%). 
African-American youth made up 40 percent of the 
foster care population, but represented 61 percent of 
all the youth who were AWOLP from foster care and 
residential placements. 

Shorter durations in subsequent running episodes
Placement characteristics described circumstances 

preceding running episodes. Youth were more likely to 
become AWOLP from more restrictive out-of-home 
placement environments, such as a public shelter or 
private institution, than other forms of less restric-
tive placement options. (See Figure 1). Th e range of 
AWOLP occurrences were one to eight times, with the 
mean being 1.65. Youth AWOLP episodes increased 

with the number of placements. With each AWOLP 
episode, the data suggested that the average time in 
care before a subsequent AWOLP occurrence de-
creased. (See Figure 2). Th e average time in care before 
the fi rst AWOLP occurrence was 24.4 months. At 
episode four, the average time in care before the next 
AWOLP episode was just a few days (0.19 months). 

Separations and substance abuse services
Separations from siblings and children were noted 

in the case records. Over 60 percent of the youth that 
became AWOLP were separated from either a sibling 
or their own children. 

Th e youth appeared to need some additional sup-
portive services. Over 80 percent of the youth were 
placed in foster care because they were neglected by 
their birth families, 40 percent were victims of abuse, 
and 21 percent were placed in foster care because of 
their own behaviors, including substance abuse issues, 
truancy, or delinquency behaviors. More than a third 
of the court records indicated that the young people 
had substance abuse issues. Most were not enrolled in 
substance abuse services. 

Circumstances preceding youth running from 
out-of-home care—Focus group data

Th e 24 focus group participants also described 
circumstances that preceded AWOLP incidents. Th is 
included data about youth and placement characteris-
tics. Ten males and fourteen females participated in the 
focus groups. Th ey ranged from 14 to 18 years of age. 

Th e length of time in care for focus group youth 
ranged from 8 months to approximately 10 years, 
with the average length of stay being 5 years. All of 
the youth reported multiple placements. Th e longest 
time that a youth indicated he or she was AWOLP 
was eight months. In this instance, the youth reported 
choosing to turn himself in. He said that he felt that 
he would still be truant at the time of the interview 
if he hadn’t. Youth indicated that when they were 
AWOLP, they resided in a variety of placements, in-
cluding their biological home, extended family mem-
ber’s home, boyfriend or girlfriend’s home, and staying 
on the streets. Th e overwhelming majority stayed with 
friends. During periods of AWOLP, several of the 
youth stated that they had engaged in illegal behavior 
such as stealing and substance abuse. 
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Disruptions, rules, chores, and differential treatment
Th e types of placements the youth described experi-

encing included “youth home” (i.e., detention), family 
foster care, and residential care. Often the youth were 
not clear as to why they had experienced a change in 
placement. Th ey appeared to be especially concerned 
about disrupted relative foster care placements. 

One thing the youth were clear about was their 
discomfort with what they perceived as overly exces-
sive and restrictive rules. A youth stated, “It feels like 
everyone is trying to control me [state department, 
private agency, court, and foster parents].  Th ere are 
too many rules and restrictions.” A teen in residential 
treatment complained, “Th ey make me go to bed at 
8:30 p.m. when the 5-year-olds go to bed.” Another 
agreed: 

Foster parents are overly strict, placing excessive 
rules on us. If you are fi ve minutes late, the fos-
ter parents make a big deal about it and you are 
punished. We understand that all kids have to 
have rules, but the rules are much more restric-
tive for foster youth.

Another circumstance that was reported to pre-
cede running included unfair practices in the foster 
home, such as excessive chores. One said, “I ran away 
because I was tired of being their [foster parents] 
little Cinderella.”

Additionally, youth said that they were treated dif-
ferently from the biological children of foster parents, 
i.e., “Foster youth are treated diff erently from ‘regular 
kids.’” Another youth talked about his inability to get 
a driver’s license when biological children were able to 
do so: 

Foster kids aren’t allowed to get a driver’s li-
cense. Th e ability to get a driver’s license at the 
same time as your peers is important. Even if 
you can get your worker to agree to pay for the 
driver’s education class, foster parents won’t 
let you drive their car so that you can get your 
mandatory training hours in. Without getting 
the driving hours in, you can’t get your driver’s 
license. 

Separation from family members and loss of 
control over decisions

Youth reported that they were greatly aff ected by 
separations from their siblings. One said, “I missed 
my siblings and I shut down; I got in trouble for being 
in that state [of mind].” Another worried, “I miss my 

family, and not being able to see them was used as a 
punishment.” Th is meant the youth was unable to see 
his family as a punishment for an egregious behavior 
in the placement. 

Several young mothers off ered the most poignant 
examples of separation circumstances preceding 
AWOLP: 

I have a fi ve-year-old daughter, and when I was 
pregnant with my daughter, I was forced to go 
to [residential program for pregnant and par-
enting teens]. I didn’t want to go; I hated ev-
ery bit of it. I ran away from there after a few 
months. When my daughter was born, she was 
taken from me because the State had no place-
ment to place me and my daughter together at 
the time, so they placed me in a juvenile deten-
tion facility…I had to fi ght to get my daughter 
back in my custody.

Another young mother commented, “I went from 
foster home to foster home and to diff erent types of 
programs. Th ey [child welfare agency] should have a 
placement for mothers and their children.”

Th e youth repeatedly complained of having limited 
or no control over their lives. Th ey reported a lack 
of freedom of movement and decision making. One 
youth said: 

People do not trust you. I don’t care if my par-
ents’ rights to me were terminated. I still want 
to see my parents. I’m not the same little girl 
any more, and if my mom was going to try to 
do something to hurt me, I would leave. Th e 
system doesn’t trust me to make good decisions 
and to take care of myself . . . the judge hear-
ing my case told me that if I go to my mother’s 
house, she could lose custody of my younger 
brothers and sisters.

Safety issues
Some of the youth in residential placements made 

the following remarks when asked why they were 
running from placement: 1) “I was scared I was going 
to get jumped”; 2) “Th e girls and boys always want to 
fi ght”; 3) “Being restrained is scary and painful”; and 
4) “Other residents steal your stuff .” Safety issues were 
brought up by youth in non-relative family foster care 
homes as well. One described being returned to an 
abusive foster home: “My foster parents abused me, so 
I ran the streets. When I was found, I was returned to 
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the same foster home.” A second youth agreed: 
My foster parents had their license, but the fos-
ter home was not fi t for a child. I had foster 
parents that were into drugs. I had foster care 
parents who had their own [biological] children 
headed down to court. Th ey were into drugs at 
the age of 10. I had to run away before my case-
worker would move me to my other placement 
[residential] where I stayed at.

“No one cares about me.”
Th e most frequently repeated preceding circum-

stance to running from out-of-home care was, “No 
one cares about me.” One youth said, “Workers act 
like they care about you, but they don’t.” A second 
youth echoed, “It’s hard to trust . . . when your worker 
changes every few months.” Th ese youth said hu-
man services professionals were disrespectful of their 
need for privacy, such as, “During parent or family 
visits, we are not given privacy. Workers stand around 
listening to everything being said, and they write it all 
down. It’s bad enough we are not with our parents. 
Can’t we get some privacy?”

Many said foster parents did not care for the youth 
either: “My foster parents don’t care about me; they 
act one way when my worker visits, but when the 
worker leaves, they go back to ‘normal’ behavior. My 
foster parents don’t care what happens to me. Th ey are 
going to get their money regardless.” Some mentioned 
they were aware that foster parents wanted “little 
kids.” One said this was because, “they can make the 
little kids do whatever they want, and older kids don’t 
put up with the same treatment.”

Within the theme of “no one cares about me,” 
youth stated that they are “stereotyped” by public 
welfare agencies, private agencies, courts, and foster 
parents. Several said that “everyone” had “low expecta-
tions” of them. One said that professionals assumed 
foster care youth would “lie, steal, drop out of school, 
use drugs, and get pregnant.” One of the youth was 
emphatic that she was determined to “get into college 
to show them that they were wrong about me.” 

Suggestions of youth for preventing future running episodes
Question two asked, “What are youth suggestions 

to prevent future running from out-of-home care?” 
Many of the suggestions off ered by the youth were the 
inverse of the preceding circumstances. Youth recom-
mended fewer placement disruptions, minimizing 

changes in foster care workers, and ensuring that those 
who work with foster care youth do NOT have low 
expectations of foster care children. Th ey recommend-
ed that child welfare professionals and court advocates 
listen and care for them. Th ey asked for more privacy 
and respect. One simple suggestion for professionals 
was, “Have the foster care worker interview us alone 
and not in front of our foster parents, so we can be 
truthful about the current situation.” Th ey said foster 
children should be treated as well as biological siblings 
in family foster care. Th ey wanted to able to get a 
driver’s license. 

Youth stated that they were unlikely to leave a 
good foster home but that a good home would in-
clude foster parents that cared about them. One youth 
gave a specifi c example: “Foster parents need to act 
more like parents; they should go to parent teacher 
conferences and treat us like we really are a part of 
their family. We shouldn’t have to feel like if we do 
anything wrong, they are going to send us away.”

However, the most intense recommendations 
of the focus group youth were for someone to care 
about them, more input into their case planning, 
increasing their awareness of resources for preparing 
for the future, and keeping them with their siblings 
and children. 

“I want someone to care about me.”
Youth said they needed to hear messages from 

foster parents, the courts, their child welfare workers, 
teachers, coaches, and other service providers that they 
are “cared about.” Several of the youth made com-
ments about how the system could better connect 
with them to make them feel cared about. One said, 
“I just want to have someone who cares about me and 
who I can lean on . . . there just hasn’t been enough 
emotional support.” Another youth suggested profes-
sionals provide more positive feedback comments: 
“I wish the judge would compliment me instead of 
putting me down.” A youth in family foster care gave 
a positive example of a caring placement: 

My foster parents that I live with now really 
care. I will be able to stay with them until I’m 
done with college. I plan to go to college and get 
good grades…and get my own place to stay.

Youth advised foster parents to be more tolerant: 
“We are going to make mistakes. Work with us. If 
your foster child acts out, it is just anger. We can’t 
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always control it. Give us another chance when we 
mess up.” A young woman dreamed of nurturing: 
“I’ve never been pampered . . . I just want to be pam-
pered once.” Some youth noted that peers are impor-
tant. Th ey commented, “It’s important to have the 
right friends” and “I would really like to know other 
foster kids and just spend time with someone that I 
don’t have to explain my life to.” One recommended 
activities for foster children, citing: “Being involved 
in sports has helped me a lot.” A second youth gave 
instructions for more support and respect by all: 
“Freedom—treat us like we are normal.”

Several youth recommended more support and 
understanding from community members due to the 
“big stigma of being a foster kid.” A peer agreed: 

I think the community should take more time 
to understand what kinds of problems foster 
children go through. Th e community needs to 
participate more. We need role models so we 
can get through our problems…not just bury 
them. I want the community to be a big family 
for me so I have someone to run to.

Opportunities to help others
Youth in this study expressed the desire to have the 

opportunity to provide support to other kids that were 
coming through the system.

I want to help them [other kids] keep their eye 
on what is ahead and not get brought down by 
what they are going through right now. I want 
to warn others that they have to face the fact 
that they are already stereotyped and people 
don’t think they are going to make it. Th ey need 
to not make it worse. I need to warn them not 
to do things that will fulfi ll the belief that foster 
kids are losers.

One young woman said, “I’m really proud of 
what I’ve accomplished, and I want to share what I’ve 
learned with other foster kids.”

“Having an active role in my case plan”
Many of the youth stated that participation in 

the focus group was the fi rst time that they had ever 
been asked by anyone to tell what they think. Th ey 
expressed the desire to “do this more.” A focus group 
participant recommended having youth talk to in-
fl uential decision makers: “I want to talk in front of 

the big people. Th e ones that can actually change the 
system.” Another concurred, “We want to have people 
listen to us about what we need, and not just tell us 
what we need.”

Th e youth wanted an active role in their case plan-
ning and decision making. Th ey talked about the need 
for autonomy, independence, and age-appropriate 
freedoms. 

“I need to know about resources that I’m eligible for.”
Many of the young people said that they were not 

informed about available resources that they could 
have taken advantage of. Th ey explained that access to 
resources was critical to being able to move to adult 
living. One was looking ahead: “I’ll have a job and 
work really hard to take care of myself.” In order to 
do so, other youth pointed out a need for informa-
tion and skill development such as: 1) “I would like 
to know more about my rights, and what things I’m 
entitled to so I can advocate for myself ”; 2) “We 
really need to know what resources are available in 
the community. I struggled so hard without knowing 
that there was someone that could have helped if I 
had only known”; 3) “Independent living classes can 
be good if they are available . . . we don’t have any 
independent living classes to go to”; 4) “TIP [Tuition 
Incentive Program] and other things like that have 
been helpful, but I don’t think that everyone knows 
about them”; 5) “I would really like to learn to budget 
and to cook, but I can’t aff ord to pay for classes; and 
6) “[We need] stress education. We don’t want to slide 
through the cracks. 

“Being able to stay connected to my family”
Youth strongly recommended connections with 

their biological families. One described, “Siblings are 
the only thing we have. Keep us together.” A youth 
with a sibling in the same foster care home noted, 
“My brother and I are in care together, and it really 
helps to have each other.” When siblings were not 
placed in the same home, a youth suggested, “Help 
support sibling bonds when children are separated in 
foster care.” A young mother said, “Teen parents love 
their children. Please don’t separate us from our chil-
dren. We want to care for them.” Similarly, youth sug-
gested that there be “more visitations with our parents 
because it’s so hard to be away from them.” One youth 
addressed the bigger picture. He wanted the systemic 
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biological versus placement family tensions to stop: 
“Th e bio family should be given a chance. Allow visits. 
Work with each other, instead of against each other.” 

Discussion and Summary

Case record and focus group data answered the 
research questions of this study. Circumstances that 
preceded youth running included female gender, Af-
rican-American ethnicity, more restrictive placements, 
prior running episodes, those who had their parents’ 
rights terminated, and separations from siblings and 
children. Focus group youth expressed concerns 
about preceding circumstances of placement disrup-
tions, excessive rules, chores, diff erential treatment, 
loss of control over decisions, safety risks in out-of-
home care settings, and especially, feeling that “no 
one cares about me.” To prevent running, the youth 
recommended caring adults, helping others, engaging 
actively in case planning, increasing their knowledge 
of resources and supports, and maintaining family 
connections. 

Th e quantitative and qualitative data of the study 
largely supported each other. Th e qualitative data 
was particularly rich in providing a sense of youth 
perspectives of out-of-home placements. Th e fi ndings 
aligned well with the newly emerging literature of 
youth AWOLP behaviors. However, it is noted that 
youth made no mention of educational supports and 
little mention of behavioral health services other than 
“stress education.” 

Th e fi ndings appear to demonstrate the value of 
having the same foster care worker follow a youth to 
the extent possible. Th ere is a critical need for keep-
ing youth connected with mentors, extended families, 
and others that are important to them. Licensing 
processes need to be reconfi gured to keep youth with 
their siblings and especially, with their young chil-
dren. Concerns about physical safety in out-of-home 
care should be addressed immediately. Youth living in 
out-of-home care should be interviewed privately and 
listened to. Th ey should receive positive feedback for 
tasks well done. Clearly, youth need to have access to 
adult transition programs, including those served by 

the juvenile justice system. Programs for foster care 
youth should also be available to youth in the juvenile 
justice system.  More enduring out-of-home place-
ments mean investing time and fi scal resources in well 
trained and compensated foster care parents, residen-
tial staff , and other family and community services. 

Components of the child welfare system need to be 
more seamless and youth-focused. Youth could help 
set goals and the plan to achieve those goals. Positive 
assets, skills, strengths, and competencies of youth 
should be built into the assessment and planning. As 
the youth suggested, there needs to be more coordina-
tion and cooperation among biological families and 
foster families. Other child support services, such as 
substance abuse treatment, should be similarly coordi-
nated and available. For youth that run from out-of-
home care, more coordination among juvenile justice 
and child protection services systems is recommended. 

It is important to note that this study has a num-
ber of limitations. Th ese include a non-randomized 
sampling process, geographic limitations, and self-re-
port data subject to some verifi cation for youth court 
case data and no verifi cation for focus group data. 
However, it is also important to also recognize that 
more than 50% of the sample for three entire counties 
was reviewed, and four iterative focus groups of youth 
may be an acceptable sample size for qualitative data 
collection. It is likely that the data is fairly represen-
tative for the three counties of southeastern Lower 
Michigan. It is not possible to generalize the data to 
the entire population of all youth that ran from out-
of-home placement. Certainly, more research is rec-
ommended with larger samples and rigorous designs. 

Given the extent of emphases in the literature, hu-
man growth and development, and these fi ndings, it 
is likely that helping youth in out-of-home placement 
acquire stable, supportive networks of caring adults 
appears to be of utmost importance. Perhaps then 
youth in out-of-home placement can spend more time 
developing their positive potential and less time run-
ning away. Perhaps their voices will begin to be heard 
and their input solicited. For Jillian, Ethan, and Rick, 
this could make all the diff erence. 
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Figure 1. Types of placements of youth prior to an 
AWOLP episode (N= 111)

Location of Incident Number of Occurrences Percent of Occurrences
Own home 3 2%

Relative placement 26 12%

Other legal guardian 3 2%

Adoptive home 1 .5%

Foster Home 20 9%

Semi-independent Living 10 4%

Public shelter* 55 26%

Detention 2 1%

Jail 1 .5%

Private institution 71 33%

AWOLP before placement 20 9%

Current Michigan shelter policies 
mandate that youth need permission 

from a custodial parent to utilize shelter 
resources. A custodian of a foster youth 

is the state appointed child welfare 
agency. This can cause a delay in the 
process or result in permission being 

denied to enter the shelter (Scott, 
2004). This may account for the reason 
why so many foster youth ran from this 

type of placement.

Figure 2. Length of Time in out-of-home care 
before each AWOLP incident (n= 111)

Episode Mean (months) Standard Deviation

1 24.4
32.94

2 4.64
16.11

3 2.81
14.12

4 .19 1.66
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For over a century, Lutheran Social Services of 
Michigan has sought to provide creative services to 
meet a variety of human needs. Services to families 
and children encompass a large portion of Lutheran’s 
work today. Today, Lutheran is the largest private 
foster care and adoption agency in the state, serving 
over 800 children in diff erent capacities. Lutheran 
maintains offi  ces throughout the state of Michigan to 
serve this population.

Th rough its programs, Lutheran seeks to preserve 
families and to fi nd temporary and permanent homes 
for those children who are removed from their birth 
families. Th is article focuses on these services and the 
workers who provide the services. Th e authors met 
with Vicki Th ompson-Sandi, director of Lutheran 
Foster Care Services, and Kari Mascar, director of Lu-
theran Adoption Service, to discuss the challenges that 
the agency faces working in this most diffi  cult fi eld.

Foster care services encompass the majority of 
Lutheran’s services to families and children. Lutheran 
employs approximately 40 full-time employees in this 
department. Lutheran licenses over 400 foster homes 
throughout the state. Cases are appointed to Lutheran 
by local county DHS offi  ces according to procedures 
that vary from county to county. Lutheran can refuse 
a case if staff  determines that the agency does not have 
an appropriate home to meet a child’s specifi c needs. 
Additionally, once a child is in care and a worker de-
termines that the child’s needs are not being met, the 
agency may request additional funding from the local 
DHS offi  ce to meet that child’s needs. County DHS 
offi  ces vary greatly regarding how receptive they may 
be to such requests. 

High staff  turnover rates remain a key challenge in 
the provision of foster care services. As with all private 
agencies, Lutheran struggles with this issue. 

Th e majority of Lutheran’s foster care staff  are 
bachelor level social workers, most of whom are “fresh” 
out of college. Senior staff  serve as mentors to the recur-
ring fl ow of new workers into the agency. Supervisors 
are crucial in the training and ongoing supervision of 
new workers. Th e rate of turnover among supervisors 

is much lower than that for “front-line” staff . Most 
workers who leave the agency do so to work for DHS, 
where pay rates and benefi ts are far more generous than 
private agencies such as Lutheran can aff ord to provide. 
Ironically, workers often fi nd that the increased case-
loads and stress levels that come as part of the DHS 
package mitigate the advantages in pay and benefi ts.

Lutheran also provides independent living skills 
training to many youth that are provided foster care 
services. Th e Supervised Independent Living program 
is geared toward youth between the ages of 16 and 
19. Services provided to these youth include housing 
placement, employment referrals, life skills assessment, 
and individualized life skills training. Youth are also 
paired with adult and/or peer mentors. While some 
of these youth reside in foster homes, many have 
obtained their own apartments through this program. 
Lutheran is currently working with the Michigan State 
University School of Social Work to conduct a study 
measuring the effi  cacy of this program. 

Lutheran also administers Michigan’s program 
providing educational training vouchers for youth 
who have aged out of foster care. Staff  work closely 
with youth in the community to ensure that they are 
taking advantage of all fi nancial resources available 
through this program and also seek to ensure that 
youth are managing those resources wisely. Program 
staff  also seek to provide each youth a peer mentor 
who is currently or has successfully taken advantage of 
this program.

Lutheran’s adoption services staff  number ap-
proximately 15 full-time employees, many of whom 
bring prior experience with foster care services. In the 
past, Lutheran provided services for infant adoption 
and international adoptions but no longer does so. At 
the current time, Lutheran provides adoption services 
only for children who have been placed in the foster 
care system. Th e majority of its cases are referred by 
Lutheran foster care services once a petition to termi-
nate parental rights is fi led with the court. Adoption 
services staff  work with youth until the age of 19, 
assuming the youth still desires to be adopted. 

Agency Spotlight: 
Lutheran Social Services of Michigan
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While adoption services is often viewed by many 
as the “happier” piece of child welfare work, this fi eld 
is not without its stressors. As Ms. Mascar points 
out, very few “easy” adoption cases exist. Matching 
children with special needs to appropriate families 
is diffi  cult, often stressful, work. Further, in recent 
years, an increasing percentage of cases have involved 
competing petitions for adoption. Th us, while adop-
tion workers do not have the stress that comes with 
interacting with hostile birth families, this fi eld has its 
share of contention and hard feelings.

One frustration in the practice of adoption services 
involves the reluctance of many courts to practice ef-
fective concurrent permanency planning. Th e failure 
to plan for the potential termination of parental rights 
at the onset of a case often presents great challenges 
to providers of adoption services. While 80 percent 
of those cases referred to adoption services are con-
sidered to have been “matched” to families, another 
20 percent of those cases must start from scratch. Ms. 
Mascar compares the process of matching these chil-
dren with a family to an adult searching for a spouse. 
Th e more time workers have to focus on such a search, 
the greater likelihood for success. A more concerted 
commitment to concurrent planning would assist in 
this endeavor.

Regardless of their fi eld of specialization, many Lu-
theran workers share common frustrations working in 
the fi eld of child welfare. One such frustration stems 
from diff ering expectations from county to county 
and court to court. While the Child Welfare Institute 
training provides a sound “generalist perspective,” 
workers gain insight into how specifi c courts actually 
practice only through the process of trial and error 
gained through repeated court appearances. 

Workers genuinely want to provide the neces-
sary information required by judges, attorneys, and 
LGALs; however, the nature of that precise informa-
tion and the manner in which it is expected to be 
presented diff ers among the various judges, attorneys, 
and LGALs with whom the workers interact. Th at 
is, providing eff ective testimony and court reports is 
often as much an art as a science. 

In light of this situation, new workers rely greatly 
on more senior staff  as well as supervisors to get a 
handle on what they may be walking into in any given 
courthouse. Th e high turnover rates referred to above 
exacerbate this challenge because there often seems 
to be a plethora of new workers requiring this time-

intensive “on the job” training. Ms. Th ompson-Sandi 
stresses that if a worker is struggling with some aspect 
of a case, Lutheran supervisors would prefer to be 
advised sooner rather than later. Supervisors welcome 
opportunities to provide feedback and training to 
workers under such circumstances. 

Along these same lines, workers are often frustrated 
when a judge or referee sits in for an assigned judge or 
referee at a particular hearing. In these circumstances, 
the court sometimes abruptly changes the course the 
case has been following. Th e assigned judge or referee 
then often again reverses direction at a subsequent 
hearing. Th is circumstance is frustrating not only to 
workers, but also to the families and children whose 
lives are most directly aff ected by these seemingly 
random shifts in direction. 

Workers appreciate the recent attention paid 
to enforcing LGAL contact with the children they 
represent. But while improvements have been made in 
this area, there still exist practices that undermine the 
spirit of the requirement. When LGALs are allowed 
to substitute for one another at specifi c hearings, there 
is again a risk for a lack of continuity. Additionally, 
workers occasionally receive requests from LGALs 
to bring a child to court so that the required face-to-
face visit may occur there just prior to the hearing. 
Workers complain that such contact is artifi cial and 
precludes the LGAL from making a thorough assess-
ment regarding the child’s current placement. Mean-
ingful contact between the LGAL and child can lead 
to better advocacy. At times, this advocacy may take 
the form of advising a caseworker to “get on the ball” 
regarding a particular case.

As a practical matter, workers also struggle with 
court orders that may not accurately and/or fully 
refl ect what the court ordered at a hearing. While 
workers understand that the court “speaks through its 
written orders,” poorly written or vague orders tend to 
become a source of confl ict between workers and the 
other players in the system, including the birth fami-
lies. Additionally, many orders contain specifi c statu-
torily required terms for funding purposes. Failure to 
adhere to such requirements can delay the provision of 
services in many cases.

A fi nal challenge that both Ms. Th ompson-Sandi 
and Ms. Mascar noted is based upon the diff erent 
communication styles of attorneys and social workers. 
New workers rarely appreciate the attorney’s perspec-
tive as a zealous advocate for a single client involved 
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in the cases. Th e caseworker’s more holistic view of 
the case often leads to confusion over what precise 
information attorneys and judges may be seeking to 
help reach a very specifi c legal discussion. Workers 
may “lose their audience” when they digress from the 
precise information they are being asked to communi-
cate even though the information they are presenting 
is relevant form a larger perspective. 

Despite these challenges, both Ms. Th ompson-
Sandi and Ms. Mascar agree that cases progress well 

more often than not. Th e only publicity aff orded the 
child welfare system tends to be negative publicity—
stories of system failures that led to a child’s injury or 
death. In reality, in most cases, children’s interests are 
well served. It is this reality that leads many workers 
to remain in this fi eld. Th e successes that children 
and birth parents make provides Lutheran’s staff  the 
inspiration to continue working as advocates for those 
who might otherwise not be heard. 

In response to the recommendations of the 2006 interdepartmental task force, the 
Department of Human Services successfully released a youth-friendly website in June 
2007. Th e website has information from all service areas, including education, employ-
ment, fi nances, health care, housing, transportation, and information on how to access 
vital records, as well as access to online support services. Th e website is not only user 
friendly for young people who are in foster care or who have aged out, it is also a use-
ful tool for foster parents, caseworkers, and other professionals who work with these 
young people every day. Th e website can be accessed at www.michigan.gov/fyit. Becom-
ing familiar with this website is an excellent fi rst step in becoming familiar with several 
resources that can be used to improve outcomes for youth aging out of the foster care 
system in the state of Michigan.

For young people interested in connecting with other young people who are in the 
foster care system, or those who have exited the foster care system, FOSTER CLUB, 
a national network created to connect young people with supportive peers and adults 
who share similar experiences, has been developed. To get connected, visit http://www.
fosterclub.com/index.cfm. Foster Club helps young people to obtain advocacy resources, 
including information on foster children’s rights and responsibilities, and it provides 
young people with a sounding board to discuss issues of concern to them. 

Foster care youth who are interested in learning about opportunities for leadership 
development may be interested in visiting http://www.fyi3.com/fyi3/index.cfm. Th is 
website focuses on providing resources that empower foster care youth and alumni to be 
more involved, more informed, and more independent. 
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SB 543:  Administrative Procedures Act contested 
case provisions to be applied to an appeal of the 
MCI superintendent’s decision  

• Introduced May 25, 2007, by Senator Barcia
• Currently in Senate Committee on Families and 

Human Services

Th is bill proposes to add a Section 205b to MCL 
400.201—MCL 400.214 that provides that if a child’s 
attorney wishes to appeal the MCI superintendent’s 
decision under MCL 400.205 or under MCL 
712A.13b, that “case” proceeds as a contested case un-
der Michigan’s Administrative Procedures Act, MCL 
24.201—MCL 24.328.

Under MCL 400.205, the MCI superintendent 
must consent to placement of a child in a private 
home if the child has been committed to the MCI.  
Th is section does not prescribe any procedure to ap-
peal the superintendent’s decision if the superinten-
dent investigates and determines that the home is not 
a suitable placement for the child.  

Under MCL 712A.13b, foster parents who dis-
agree with a DHS-proposed move of a child to a new 
foster placement may appeal that proposed move to 
the Foster Care Review Board.  MCL 712A.13b(2)(b).  
If the Foster Care Review Board determines that a 
change in the child’s foster placement is not in the 
child’s best interests, the Review Board must report 
its decision to the court or to the MCI superinten-
dent if the child is under MCI jurisdiction.  MCL 
712A.13b(3).

Th e court must schedule a hearing within 7-14 
days, where the rules of evidence do not apply.  MCL 
712A.13b(5).  But if the child is under MCI jurisdic-
tion, the MCI superintendent resolves the confl ict 
between DHS and the foster parents, and the superin-
tendent must do so within 14 days.  Id.  

Th e proposed bill, SB 543, provides that if the 
child’s attorney appeals the superintendent’s decisions 

under either of these statutory sections, the appeal 
must “proceed as a contested case” under the Michi-
gan Administrative Procedures Act.  By requiring an 
appeal to proceed under the APA, this bill creates at 
least two large problems.   

First, contested cases under the APA are presided 
over by the agency (presumably DHS), or a “a person 
designated by statute,” or hearing offi  cers “designated 
and authorized by the agency to handle contested cas-
es . . . .”  MCL 24.279.  If the contest is between the 
agency and the foster parents, the agency as decision 
maker in this context is hardly the neutral decision 
maker due process requires.  And if the decision maker 
is the MCI superintendent, the MCI superintendent 
must now educate him/herself in the rules of evidence 
and other procedures the APA requires.  Michigan’s 
Administrative Code does, however, provide for an 
administrative law judge to hear cases involving “li-
censees.”  R 400.909.

Second, the APA also requires notice, MCL 
24.271; hearings, taking of testimony, adherence 
to  the rules of evidence “as far as practicable,” MCL 
24.275; keeping a record of the hearing, MCL 
24.276; and a written proposed decision if the deci-
sion is in the agency’s favor, MCL 24.281.  Moreover, 
the decision maker’s fi nal decision must be in writing 
or stated on the record, and it must include fi ndings 
of fact and conclusions of law.  MCL 24.285.  

Th is bill adds another layer of unnecessary ad-
ministrative hearings to cases that must be decided 
quickly if the needs of children are to be given any 
serious consideration. While lots of administrative 
and legal wrangling provides lots of opportunities for 
adults to have their say, they delay crucial decisions for 
children. Th e current statute—MCL 712A.19c—and 
court rule—MCR 3.978—when read together give 
the court very broad discretion in entering orders 
regarding children under MCI wardship. In general, 
we should be seeking to streamline and speed up deci-
sion-making regarding children. Th is bill would seem 

Proposed Child Welfare-related Statutory 
Amendments
with commentary from Evelyn C. Tombers and Frank Vandervort
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to greatly slow the process as well as add yet another 
decision-maker to an already complicated mix of 
bureaucratic and judicial decision-making.

In sum, if the legislature passes this bill, it will be 
requiring quite a bit of the MCI superintendent.  A 
better bill would amend MCL 712A.13b to require a 
court hearing to determine if a change in foster place-
ment is in the child’s best interests for all children, not 
just those who are not under MCI jurisdiction.  Th e 
legislature could also amend MCL 400.205 to require 
a court hearing if the MCI superintendent refuses to 
allow a child to be placed in a private home.  Th is way, 
the MCI superintendent’s power is checked by judicial 
review of that decision at the child’s attorney’s request.  

SB 171:  Financial parity for children placed with 
relatives and not in licensed foster homes

• Introduced February 1, 2007, by Senators Clark-
Coleman, Jacobs, Schauer, Gleason, Brater, Scott, 
Anderson, Barcia, and Clarke

• Referred to Senate Committee on Families and 
Human Services

SB 171 would require DHS to subsidize and sup-
port children placed in the homes of relatives to the 
same extent that it subsidizes and supports children 
in state-licensed foster homes.  DHS would have to 
provide the same “fi nancial assistance and services” to 
each group.  Relatives include:  grandparents, broth-
ers, sisters, step- brothers and sisters, uncles, aunts, all 
by blood or marriage or adoption.  Th e bill says that 
parity will apply regardless of how the child came to 
be in the relative’s care, “including, but not limited 
to,” court or parent placement.  

Other than the fi scal impact on the State, which 
would be considerable, this bill would fi nally provide 
signifi cant help to families caring for relatives’ chil-
dren.  Indeed, Michigan State University’s Kinship 
Care program has been gathering information on 
relatives caring for relatives’ children in Michigan.  
Th ese families do not receive the kind of support that 
children in licensed foster homes receive.  For more 
information on MSU’s program, see http://www.fact.
msu.edu/Connect/kinship.htm#resourcelist.  

Question:  Would this mean that relatives would 
have to be licensed or licensable before a child could 
be placed there? Currently, a relative must meet the 
licensing requirements and get licensed to get the 

same fi nancial support. While supporting relatives 
fi nancially is a great idea, a rule that would block 
children from being placed with a fi t relative because 
the relative’s home lacks adequate square footage, etc., 
makes no sense. 

Because of the fi scal impact this bill would have, 
sadly, it probably has no chance of passing given 
Michigan’s current budget situation. 

SB 172:  Leaving a child with a relative after de-
linquency or status offense petition has been fi led

• Introduced February 1, 2007, by Senators Clark-
Coleman, Jacobs, Schauer, Gleason, Brater, Scott, 
Anderson, Barcia, and Clarke

• Referred to Senate Committee on Families and 
Human Services

SB 172 prohibits a court from removing a child 
from a relative’s care when the court receives informa-
tion that the child is subject to a delinquency peti-
tion or when the child is subject to a petition alleging 
that the child is a runaway, ungovernable, or truant, 
among many of the other reasons given in MCL 
712A.11 and MCL 712A.2.  Th e court may order 
removal of the child if the court determines that the 
child is at risk of being harmed.  

Th is bill makes eminent sense.  Why remove a 
child from an established environment with a rela-
tive only to place the child with a stranger if the child 
is having the kinds of problems enumerated in the 
statute and the relative is willing to care for the child?  
Th e “risk of harm” alternative still allows the Depart-
ment or the court to remove a child if it’s shown that 
the relative caregiver could potentially harm the child.  

Th is bill also raises some important questions.  For 
example, would it prohibit the court from committing 
a delinquent child if the child is placed with a rela-
tive? Are courts taking kids from relatives because they 
aren’t legally responsible for the child?

HB 4481:  Foster care independence program

• Introduced by Reps. Clack, Shaff er, Hammel, 
Hammon, Meadows, Johnson, Jackson, Constan, 
Vagnozzi, Cushingberry, Accavitti, Gonzales, Mei-
sner, Kathleen Law, McDowell, Lahti, Valentine, 
Farrah, Condino, Melton, Virgil Smith, Brown, 
Angerer, Warren, Garfi eld, Robert Jones, Griffi  n, 
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Sheen, Hoogendyk, and Cheeks
• Passed the House, transmitted to the Senate, and 

referred to Senate Committee on Families and Hu-
man Services

HB 4481 would statutorily create a foster care 
independence program for children in foster care 
aged 14 and older to help these children transition to 
independent living.  

Th is bill requires DHS to “off er education, train-
ing, employment, and fi nancial support for young 
adults leaving foster care.”  A “young adult” is a person 
between the ages of 14 and 21. 

Educational support and training includes services 
to help these young adults get a high school diploma; 
explore careers; get vocational training; get training in 
daily living skills, including budgeting and fi nancial 
management, health and nutrition education; and 
training in substance abuse prevention.  Employment 
support includes services necessary to get and keep a 
job.  Financial support would include stipends for util-
ity deposits, fi rst month’s rent, and security deposits.  

Any young adult who has been in foster care be-
cause of child abuse or neglect after that person’s 14th 
birthday would be eligible for this program.

A young adult who is out of the home solely due to 
a delinquency adjudication is not eligible for this pro-
gram.  But if that adjudicated delinquent was in foster 
care after his or her 14th birthday and before the delin-
quency adjudication, that person would be eligible.    

While the House Fiscal Agency’s legislative analy-
sis says that the bill merely codifi es DHS policy, a 
statutorily mandated program for youth transitioning 
out of foster care is long overdue.  Without a statutory 
mandate, what prevents an agency from eliminating or 
changing its policy? 

On the other hand, Prof. Vandervort thinks dif-
ferently.  He doesn’t see this bill as necessary. Th is 
program already exists—Youth in Transition—which 
is funded by the Chafee funds. Th e federal govern-
ment requires this program to be in place, so this 
proposed law  is unnecessary. And when they codify it, 
the agency may read the law to say it doesn’t have to 
provide service X because the statute doesn’t say it has 
to. So, this could end up actually hurting these youth 
by providing them fewer or diff erent services that can 
now be advocated for.

Companion Bills – HB 4835, 4736, AND 4737

HB 4735:  Placement of a child with relatives
• Introduced by Reps. Polidori, Clack, Rick Jones, 

Sheen, Garfi eld, Angerer, Vagnozzi, Constan, 
Gonzales, Sak, Dean, Farrah, Bennett, Espinoza, 
Mayes, Miller, Warren, Lahti, Lindberg, Hopgood, 
Ward, Nofs, Stahl, LaJoy, Hune, Virgil Smith, 
Meisner, Accavitti, Alma Smith, Meadows, Do-
nigan, Hood, Byrum, McDowell, Melton, and 
Lemmons

• Passed by the House, submitted to the Senate
• Referred to Senate Committee on Families and 

Human Services

HB 4735 amends MCL 722.954a by adding a 
new Subsection 3 that requires DHS to give special 
preference to a child’s relatives before placing a child 
with strangers if a child has been removed from his or 
her home.  DHS would be required to place that child 
with a relative if DHS “determines that a child’s rela-
tive is willing to care for the child, is fi t to do so, and 
would meet the child’s developmental, emotional, and 
physical needs, unless that placement is determined to 
be not in the child’s best interests.”  

Th e proposed amendment does not defi ne “fi t to 
do so” or “meet the child’s developmental, emotional, 
and physical needs.”  Social services and psycho-
logical researchers have long recognized that a child 
who grows up in an abusive environment is likely to 
become an abuser.  Without a defi nition of fi tness, 
and without previous allegations of abuse against that 
relative, the child may be heading into an environ-
ment potentially as dangerous as the one from which 
he or she was removed.    

In addition, there is some accumulating evidence 
that demonstrates that children placed with relatives 
actually do worse than children placed in foster care 
with non-related persons.  Perhaps the best combi-
nation for children would be to continue the DHS 
preference for relatives without a statutory command.  
Th is would provide maximum fl exibility to astute 
social workers and LGALs in advocating for the best 
placement for the child.  

Th e House Fiscal Agency’s analysis recognizes 
the impact of this bill on the State’s coff ers by point-
ing out that if the relatives do not seek foster care 
licensing, the relatives would receive $157 per child 
per month from the State.  It also recognizes that 
if SB 171 passes the legislature, the State would be 
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responsible for the entire $450-$550 per month per 
child payment to the relative caretaker that foster care 
providers receive.  Foster care providers receive that 
amount per child per month, but about half of that 
amount is paid by the federal government and county 
governments.  

As noted previously in the comments to SB 171, 
fi nancial parity for relative care givers is long overdue.  
I suspect, however, that given the potential fi nancial 
impact on the state, Michigan’s children may remain 
casualties of the lawmakers’ budget battles.  

HB 4736:  Consideration of child’s religious preferences
• Passed by the House and transmitted to the Senate
• Referred to Senate Committee on Families and 

Human Services

HB 4736 would amend MCL 722.954a by adding 
a Subsection 3 that requires DHS (or other supervis-
ing agencies) to consider placing a child in a home 
where the family shares the child’s religion, “especially 
if religious laws regarding food have been observed 
in the immediate family before the child’s removal.”  
Th e bill also, however, does not allow an agency to 
delay placing a child solely because it wants to fi nd a 
religion-compatible home.  

Th e bill does not require the agency to place a 
child in a religion-compatible home; it merely tells 
the agency to, in eff ect, do its best to fi nd one.  Once 
again, the House Fiscal Agency’s legislative analysis 
points out that DHS policy currently requires that 
children have access to religious instruction and 
services if the child or parent wishes them to do so.  
Th is bill doesn’t exactly codify current policy; rather, 
the bill seems to go one step beyond access to religious 
instruction and services.  

Th is bill has the potential to run afoul of the First 
Amendment.  If individual kids are somehow harmed 
by this action/failure to act, then individual advocates 
can step in and seek to correct issues.  Th e bill seems 
unnecessary.

HB 4737:  Court order to child’s parent, guardian, or custo-
dian to disclose existence and location of child’s relatives

• Passed by the House and transmitted to the Senate
• Referred to Senate Committee on Families and 

Human Services

HB 4737 would amend MCL 712A.13 by adding 
subsection (14)(c) to require a parent, guardian, or 

custodian to disclose names and addresses of relatives.  
Th e bill explicitly provides that disclosure does not 
guarantee placement with relatives.  But together with 
HB 4735, this bill emphasizes the legislative prefer-
ence for relative placement.  

Once again, the legislative analyses recognize the 
costs to the state of relative placement versus foster 
care placement.  

Ten years ago, Michigan enacted a statute that 
says that parents must disclose health care providers, 
and all of our form (SCAO) court orders contain this 
boilerplate. See e.g., JC 11a, JC 11b, JC 19, JC 75, JC 
49, and JC 17.  I don’t think it has changed a single 
thing, and the law’s mandated medical passport has 
never materialized. Th is would likely be the same. Th e 
better way of dealing with this is to train lawyers and 
caseworkers to build an alliance with parent-clients 
and to inquire of children about relatives on an ongo-
ing basis.

SB 668:  Permissive suspension of parenting time; 
change in reasons for terminating parental rights

• Introduced August 1, 2007, by Senators Hardi-
man, Jansen, Jacobs, Kahn, and Birkholz

• Passed the Senate; transmitted to the House
• Referred to House Committee on Families and 

Children’s Services

SB 668 would amend MCL 712A.19b by chang-
ing the mandatory suspension of parenting time when 
a petition to terminate parental rights is fi led in sub-
section 4 to a permissive suspension of parenting time.  
Th e bill deletes the provision that requires the court to 
suspend parenting time and rather says that the “court 
may suspend parenting time . . . .”  

Th e bill also removes Subsection 5 of MCL 
712A.19b’s mandatory termination of parental rights 
“unless the court fi nds that termination of parental 
rights . . . is clearly not in the child’s best interests . . .” 
and instead states that the court “shall order” termina-
tion if it fi nds grounds for termination and if it fi nds 
that “termination of parental rights is in the child’s best 
interests, and that termination of parental rights is in 
accordance with a court-approved permanency plan.”  

Th e fi rst part of this makes good sense; immedi-
ately stopping visits in every case is a problem because 
in a number of instances, it would be helpful for the 
child to continue to see the parent.  But the change in 
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the best interests language may be problematic.  Th at 
change could result in more children spending more 
time in temporary foster care.  And, as before, the 
statute still would not defi ne “best interests.”  Fi-
nally, while the court must fi nd clear and convincing 
evidence of one of the grounds in MCL 712A.19b(3), 
the bill is silent about the standard of proof the court 
must use to determine that termination of parental 
rights is in the child’s best interests.  

SB 669:  Consulting with the child during per-
manency planning; court discretion to order the 
agency to fi le a petition to terminate parental rights

• Introduced August 1, 2007, by Senators Jansen, 
Hardiman, Jacobs, Kahn, Basham, and Birkholz

• Passed the Senate; transmitted to the House
• Referred to House Committee on Families and 

Children’s Services

SB 669 would amend MCL 712A.19a to add to 
Subsection 3 a requirement that the court consult 
with the child during a permanency planning hearing.  
Th is consultation would be required to occur in an 
age-appropriate way.  

Th e bill would also amend Subsection 6 to give the 
court some discretion in ordering the agency to fi le a 
petition to terminate parental rights after the perma-
nency planning hearing, even if the court determines 
at that hearing that the child should not be returned 
to its parents.  

While the court would still be required to order 
the agency to fi le the termination petition if the child 
has been in care for 15 of the most recent 22 months, 
the court retains discretion not to enter that order for 
one of three reasons:  (1)  Th e child is in relative care; 
(2) Th e case service plan contains compelling reasons 
showing that a termination petition would not be in 
the child’s best interests (adoption isn’t an appropri-
ate permanency planning goal, no grounds to fi le the 
petition to terminate exist, or the child is an unaccom-
panied refugee minor); or (3) Th e State hasn’t pro-
vided the child’s family with the services the State felt 
necessary for the child’s safe return home.  Th is tracks 
the Title IV-E language and seems to be an attempt to 
bring Michigan’s law into closer compliance with it.

Finally, the bill provides that a court may appoint 
a long-term guardian for the child if the court deter-
mines that termination of parental rights is clearly 

not in the child’s best interests or if the court does not 
order the agency to fi le a petition to terminate.  But 
without a change in the guardianship statute, this 
seems to be meaningless. Th e guardianship statute 
does not provide for a “long term guardian” or for 
appointment of a “permanent guardian” for a child. 
So, without a companion bill to add that to the EPIC, 
this proposed amendment would seem pointless.

At least one of these amendments shows that the 
legislature recognizes that reasonable eff orts to reunify 
are not merely magic words used to trigger federal 
funding.  Th e State must bear some responsibility for 
actually providing the services that it determined that 
the family needed for reunifi cation.  Th is proposed 
statutory mandate will hopefully send that message to 
the State agency working with the parent and the child.  

SB 670:  Allowing electronic or regular mail no-
tice of proposed changes in placement

• Introduced August 1, 2007, by Senators Jacobs, 
Hardiman, Kahn, Jansen, and Birkholz

• Passed the Senate; transmitted to the House
• Referred to the House Committee on Families and 

Children’s Services

SB 670 would amend MCL 712A.13b by amend-
ing various subsections to allow the State and the 
court to agree that notice of proposed changes in 
placement, notices of the foster parent’s right to ap-
peal a proposed change in placement, and notice to 
the child’s guardian ad litem of the proposed change 
in placement to be made either electronically or by 
mail.  Th e bill would also amend Subsection 2 by 
adding Subsection d that would require the notice of a 
proposed change to include information about (1) the 
reason for the change; (2) the number of placement 
changes already eff ected; (3) any required change 
in schools; and (4) any eff ect on sibling visitation, 
including separating or reunifying siblings.  

SB 671:  Allows reasonable efforts to fi nalize a 
permanency plan and reunifi cation plan to occur 
concurrently

• Introduced August 1, 2007, by Senators Kahn, 
Hardiman, Jansen, Jacobs, and Birkholz

• Passed the Senate; transmitted to the House
• Referred to House Committee on Families and 

Children’s Services
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Th e only substantive change contained in SB 671 
is to add a Subsection 12 to MCL 712A.19 that al-
lows the agency to use reasonable eff orts to fi nalize an 
alternative permanency plan at the same time that it’s 
using reasonable eff orts to reunify a family.  

For a discussion of the implications of the changes 
proposed in SB 668-671, see the spring and summer 
issues of the Michigan Child Welfare Law Journal and 
the dialogue between Th e Hon. Kenneth L. Tacoma, 
chief judge, Wexford County Circuit Court, and Prof. 
Frank Vandervort, Child Advocacy Law Clinic, Uni-
versity of Michigan.  

SB 672:  Allows the court to appoint a guard-
ian for a child in placement after termination of 
parental rights

• Introduced August 1, 2007, by Senators Jansen, 
Hardiman, Jacobs, Khan, and Birkholz

• Passed the Senate; transmitted to the House
• Referred to House Committee on Families and 

Children’s Services

Th is bill allows the court to appoint a guardian for 
a child who remains in care after termination of pa-
rental rights if the court fi nds that a guardian is in the 
child’s best interests.  Th e MCI superintendent must 
grant permission for the guardian to be appointed, 
and the superintendent must consult with the child’s 
LGAL before granting written permission.

Th e bill also creates an appeal process—through 
a motion and a hearing—if a person believes that the 
superintendent arbitrarily and capriciously withheld 
consent to the guardianship.  Arbitrary and capricious 
must be proved by clear and convincing evidence—a 
high standard, indeed.  But if the court determines 
that the consent was arbitrarily or capriciously with-
held, the court may grant the guardianship without 
the superintendent’s permission.   

Guardianships must be reviewed at least one year 
after the guardianship was created, but the court may 
review the placement earlier.  

Finally, the bill contains a provision allowing the 
child’s LGAL, the agency, or the guardian to petition 
to have the guardianship revoked.  To terminate or 
revoke the guardianship, the court must fi nd, by a 
preponderance of the evidence, that the guardianship 
is no longer in the child’s best interests.    
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Physicians Guide for Reporting Suspected Child Abuse and Neglect

YOU are a 
mandated reporter.
The Michigan Child Protection Law requires that certain persons report 

any case of suspected child abuse or child neglect to the Michigan 

Department of Human Services (DHS). The definition of mandated 

reporter includes physicians. 

Why this is your responsibility

Physicians play an important role in the lives of children. 
You are in a unique position to observe and interact with 
children. You see changes in children that may indicate 
abuse or neglect. Because of this special relationship, 
you may learn information that suggests a child is being 
abused or neglected.

Once you file a report, the child and family may become 
eligible to receive a wide variety of services that will 
improve the family’s ability to care for the child. The 
family may be provided parenting classes, counseling, 
treatment for substance abuse, medical services, anger 
management education and other services designed to 
meet the family’s specific needs. 
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The legal standard for reporting

The Michigan Child Protection Law requires you to file a report when you have 
reasonable cause to suspect abuse or neglect. This is an extremely low legal standard. 
This pamphlet describes some signs of abuse and neglect. However, you must keep 

in mind that you are not required to determine whether abuse or neglect has actually 
occurred. DHS is responsible for investigating reports of suspected abuse and neglect and for 
determining how each case progresses. You must make a report whenever you suspect that 
abuse or neglect may have occurred. 

Your liability for failure 
to report

If you fail to file a report of suspected abuse 
or neglect, you will be subject to both civil 
and criminal liability. In a civil action you 
may be held liable for damages that any 
person suffers due to your failure to file a 
report. In a criminal action, you may be found 
guilty of a misdemeanor punishable by 
imprisonment for up to 93 days and a fine 
of $500. 

Notifying a hospital administrator DOES NOT 
satisfy your legal obligation to file a report 
with DHS. 

There are NO 
excuses for failing to 
report

You may believe that filing 
a report will not lead to any 
benefit to the child involved. 
You may believe that filing 
a report may actually place 
the child at an increased risk 
of abuse or neglect. You may 
feel uncertain that abuse or 
neglect has actually occurred. 
Such concerns of any nature 
DO NOT discharge your 
legal obligation to file a 
report. Such concerns WILL 
NOT protect you from 
liability for failing to report. 

You CANNOT be “punished” 
for filing a report

When you file a report in good faith, you cannot be 
held liable to any person for any damages they may 
suffer. You are immune from any criminal and civil 
liability that could otherwise result. When you file a 
report, you are PRESUMED to have acted in good 
faith. A person suggesting false reporting would have 
the burden of proving that you made a report for some 
reason unrelated to the well-being of the child who 
was the subject of your report. This burden could not 
be met if you filed a report due to your concern for a 
child’s well-being. 

Further, you cannot be penalized for making a 
report required by the Child Protection Law or for 

cooperating in an investigation.

Your identity must be 
kept confidential

When you file a report with DHS, 
your identity may not be shared 
with any person unless you agree 
to that disclosure or a judge or-
ders such disclosure. Your iden-
tity may be disclosed to a child 
protective agency, a law enforce-
ment agency that is investigating 
the alleged abuse or neglect, or 
the Children’s Ombudsman. Any 
concern that a parent may dis-
cover or learn your identity DOES 
NOT discharge your obligation to 
file a report. 
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Sexual abuse and sexual exploitation. 
Engaging in sexual contact or sexual penetration 
with a child (as defined in the criminal code) 
constitutes sexual abuse. Sexual exploitation is 
defined as allowing, permitting, or encouraging a 
child to engage in prostitution or to be depicted in 
a sexual act (as defined in the penal code).

Common indicators of sexual abuse 
and sexual exploitation
• Age-inappropriate knowledge of sexual 

behavior
• Sexually explicit drawings and behavior
• Unexplained fear of a person or place
• Unexplained itching, pain, bruising or 

bleeding in the genital area
• Age-inappropriate seductive behavior
• Pregnancy 
• Venereal disease, frequent urinary or yeast 

infections
• Laceration of the hymen, missing segment of 

hymenal tissue
• Perianal lacerations extending deep to the 

external sphincter
• Laceration or bruising of labia, penis, scrotum, 

perinal tissues or perineum
 
Maltreatment. Treatment of a child that 
involves cruelty or suffering that a reasonable 

person would recognize 
as excessive. Examples 
include forcing a child 
to eat dog food as 
punishment, locking 
a child in a closet, or 
teaching a child to assist 
in criminal activities.

Physical abuse. Harm or threatened harm 
to a child through non-accidental injury by a 
person responsible for the child’s health or welfare. 
Examples of physical abuse include beating, 
kicking, punching, and burning.

Common indicators of physical abuse
• Pattern bruises or scars
• Symmetric immersion burns
• Pattern contact burns
• Bruises or burns on a non-ambulating infant
• Multiple injuries in different stage of healing
• Bruises on earlobes
• Subdural hemorrhage
• Liver or kidney laceration
• Pancreatic injury
• Scapular fractures
• Posterior rib fractures
• Fractures of different ages
• Bite marks

Neglect. Harm or threatened harm to a child’s 
health or welfare that occurs through either failure 
to provide adequate food, clothing, shelter, or medi-
cal care or placing a child at unreasonable risk to the 
child’s health or welfare by failure to intervene to 
eliminate that risk when the person is able to do so 
and has or should have knowledge of the risk.

Common indicators of neglect
• Persistent hunger
• Stealing or hoarding food
• Abrupt, dramatic weight change
• Persistent poor hygiene
• Recurring untreated medical issues 
• Ongoing lack of supervision
• Consistently inappropriate dress
• Excessive school absences

What constitutes child abuse or neglect?

The definitions of child abuse and neglect below may be a challenge to apply to a 
particular circumstance. Most importantly, keep in mind that you are not required to 
determine whether these legal standards are met. If you suspect that circumstances in 

your situation may constitute abuse or neglect, then you MUST file a report with DHS. 

The following list of common indicators of abuse and neglect IS NOT exhaustive. Use common 
sense, and always err on the side of caution by filing a report when in doubt.
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Step 2:  Follow-up written report
Within 72 hours after making the oral report, 
the reporting person shall file a written report 
with the DHS office in the county where the child 
is found or resides. The report must be mailed 
or otherwise transmitted to this DHS office. The 
local county DHS office can be found through the 
statewide DHS hotline or DHS Web site, both listed 
in this pamphlet. The 72-hour period includes 
weekends and holidays. 

For the written report, DHS 
encourages reporters to use 
its Form DHS-3200, which 
includes all the information 
required under the law. You 
should complete form items 
1-21. One report from an 
agency will be considered 
adequate to meet the law’s 
reporting requirement. 
Keep a copy for your own 
records. Do not place a copy 
in the patient’s record.

Step 3: Reporting obligations to person 
in charge of facility

You must notify the person in charge of your facility 
of the suspected abuse/neglect that the report has 
been made with DHS. You must provide the person 
in charge with a copy of the written report. 

Note: Reporting the suspected allegations of 
child abuse/neglect to the person in charge 
of your agency does not fulfill your mandated 
requirement to report directly to DHS. 

How to make a report

Upon suspecting child abuse/neglect, you must both report to DHS and to the 
person in charge of the facility in which you work. DHS may be prohibited 
from discussing the details of any investigation stemming from your report. You 

should receive a very general letter, stating whether or not the case was assigned for investigation 
or the results of an investigation. You should have at least one contact with the assigned Children’s 
Protective Services worker. Do not assume a lack of “follow-up” with you indicates nothing was     
accomplished. Although DHS may be unable to share with you details about an ongoing investiga-
tion, you should continue to report any new concerns that might arise after your initial report.

Step 1:  Oral report
You must immediately make, by telephone or 
face-to-face, an oral report of the suspected child 
abuse and neglect to DHS, followed by a written 
report. (DHS contact information and written 
requirements are provided in this pamphlet). 
You should be prepared to provide, if known, 
the following information when making a verbal 
Children’s Protective Services report:

• Child’s current address as well as past 
addresses if known and the address where the 
alleged incident happened if different.

• If the alleged perpetrator lives with the child.
• Alleged victim’s full name, birth date, and race.
• Alleged perpetrator’s full name. If known, 

provide the relationship of the perpetrator to 
the child.

• Statements of the child’s disclosure and 
context of the disclosure. For example, was 
the child asked about the injury, or did they 
volunteer the information?

• History of the child’s behavior and patterns 
of attendance may be helpful to the 
investigation.

• Why you think the child is being abused, 
neglected, and/or maltreated.

Be sure to document the log number for your 
records (provided by the Protective Services 
intake worker). 

You SHOULD NOT attempt to investigate the 
matter yourself. Investigation and appropriate 
action are the responsibility of Children’s 
Protective Services, a division of the Michigan 
Department of Human Services, the state agency 
responsible for child welfare. 
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Childhelp USA, National Child Abuse Hotline 
1-800-4-A-Child (1-800-412-4453) 
Childhelp hotline is staffed 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week, by professional crisis counselors who have access 
to a database of emergency, social service, and support 
resources. 

Michigan Office of Children’s Ombudsman is 
charged with the oversight of Children’s Protective 
Services, adoption and foster care services. 
1-800-642-4326

Child Pornography Tipline
1-800-843-5678
 
Common Ground Crisis Line
1-800-231-1127
248-456-0909
 
Listening Ear Crisis Hotline
517-337-1717
 
Michigan Assault Hotline
1-800-NO-MEANS-NO
 
Michigan Parent Help Line
1-800-942-4357
 

National hotlines and helplines
 
National Domestic Violence/Abuse 
Hotline
1-800-799-SAFE
1-800-787-3224 TDD
 
National Runaway Switchboard
1-800-RUNAWAY
1-800-786-2929
 
National Suicide Hotline
1-800-SUICIDE

1-800-784-2433
 
No Abuse Helpline
1-800-996-6228
 
Rape, Abuse, and Incest National 
Network (RAINN)
1-800-656-HOPE
 
RAPLine (Michigan Runaway 
Assistance Program)
1-800-292-4517
 
School Violence Hotline
1-800-815-TIPS

Reference and contact numbers

The Department of Human Services (DHS) statewide number is 1-800-942-4357. 
Personnel staffing the statewide DHS number will connect the mandated reporter to the local DHS office 
for purposes of reporting the suspected or actual child abuse/neglect directly to the local DHS office for 
investigation. 

DHS-3200 Form can be requested from the local DHS office and can be accessed at: 
www.michigan.gov/dhs or www.michigan.gov/documents/FIA3200_11924_7.pdf
 
Local county DHS offices can be accessed through the DHS Web site at: www.michigan.gov/dhs 

If a mandated reporter is dissatisfied with the response of the county DHS, he or she may call the 
Mandated Reporter Hotline at 1-877-277-2585.
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For more information, contact:

MSU Chance at Childhood Program
541 E. Grand River Avenue

East Lansing, MI 48823

517.432.8406
http://chanceatchildhood.msu.edu

The Chance at Childhood Program is sponsored by:

This pamphlet was prepared by the Michigan 
State University Chance at Childhood Program, 
with  assistance from the Michigan Department 
of Human Services and the MSU College of 
Human Medicine, Department of Pediatrics. 

This project was supported by Grant No. 2007-
SK-BX-0001 awarded by the Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of 
Justice Programs, US Department of Justice. 
Points of view or opinions in this document 
are those of the author and do not necessarily 
represent the official position or policies of the 
US Department of Justice.

This pamphlet was inspired by the dedication 
and donation of Judith Mynsberge, a 
classroom teacher for 32 years, and by 
Marcie Schalon, an MSU alumnus whose 
care for children is further informed by her 
background in child welfare.
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Th e editorial board of Th e Michigan Child Welfare Journal invites manuscripts for an issue regard-
ing the topic of child development. Th e Journal takes an interdisciplinary approach to child welfare, 
as broadly defi ned to encompass those areas of law that directly aff ect the interests of children. Th e 
editorial board’s goal is to ensure that the Journal is of interest and value to all professionals working in 
the fi eld of child welfare, including social workers, attorneys, psychologists, and medical professionals. 
Th e Journal’s content focuses on practice issues and the editorial board especially encourages contribu-
tions from active practitioners in the fi eld of child welfare. All submissions must include a discussion 
of practice implications for legal practitioners. 

Th e main text of the manuscripts must not exceed 20 double-spaced pages (approximately 5000 
words). Th e deadline for submission is April 15, 2008. Manuscripts should be submitted electronically 
to  to kozakiew@msu.edu. Inquiries should be directed to: 

 Joseph Kozakiewicz, Editor
Th e Michigan Child Welfare Law Journal 
School of Social Work
238 Baker Hall
Michigan State University
East Lansing, MI 48823 
(517) 432-8406

The Michigan Child Welfare Law Journal 
Call for Papers: Child Development
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Upcoming Training and Conferences 
SCAO Family Services Child Welfare Services Training Schedule 2007-2009—as of 10/10/07

Training 
Date

Title 
(Bold font indicates 
that Child Welfare 

Services [CWS] is the 
administrator of the 

training)

Location Sponsor/contact Eligible Participants

2007 TRAININGS

Nov. 
8 –9

Foster Care Review 
Board 
Annual Training:  
November 8 
will focus on 
best interests 
considerations and 
will be open to a 
limited number 
of non-FCRB 
child welfare 
professionals.

Frankenmuth

Sponsor: SCAO- 
Family Services- Foster 
Care Review Board 
(FCRB)
Contact: Kathy 
Falconello
313-972-3288

Identifi ed co-sponsors: 
SCAO- Family Services 
Division- CWS

For both dates: FCRB 
members and program 
representatives
For November 8 only:  
invited guests, including 
judges, attorneys, and 
workers, and tribal child 
welfare professionals

Nov. 20
Bridges Out of 
Poverty (Aha! 
Process program) 

Kellogg Center
East Lansing 

Sponsor: SCAO 
Family Services 
Division—CWS
Contact: Joy Th elen
517-373-5322

Identifi ed co-sponsors: 
DHS and GTF

Judges and referees; 
attorneys; children’s 
protective services, DHS, 
and private agency foster 
care and adoptions 
workers; tribes; CASAs; 
representatives of 
university schools 
of social work; and 
related child welfare 
professionals

Dec. 10

Medical Issues 
in Child 
Maltreatment: 
Th ings Judges and 
Attorneys Want to 
Know but Never 
Had a Chance to 
Ask

Hall of Justice 
Lansing

Sponsor: SCAO 
Family Services 
Division—CWS 
Contact: Joy Th elen
517-373-5322

Identifi ed c-osponsors: 
Michigan Professional 
Society on the Abuse of 
Children (MiPSAC)

Judges, referees, and 
attorneys practicing 
in child protective 
proceedings
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2008 TRAININGS

Training 
Date

Title 
(Bold font indicates that 
Child Welfare Services 

[CWS] is the administrator 
of the training)

Location Sponsor/contact Eligible 
Participants

Thursday Luncheon Webcast Series:

January 24 Children Missing From 
Care: AWOLP Update

Webcast only, no 
on-site audience

Registration: MJI 
webcast website at:

http://webcast.
you-niversity.
com/youtools/

companies/default.
asp?affi  liateId=43

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services Division—CWS 

professionals
For questions contact: Joy 

Th elen
517-373-5322

Identifi ed cosponsors: 
DHS

Judges; referees and 
other court staff ; 

attorneys; children’s 
protective services, 
DHS, and private 
agency foster care 

and adoptions 
workers; tribes; 

CASAs; legislators 
and policy-makers; 
and related child 

welfare

February 21 CFSR Issues for Courts

March 27 Youth Self-Injurious 
Behaviors

April 24
Reducing Trauma to 
Children During
Removal and Placement

May 29

Working with Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Questioning 
Youth

June 19 Title IV-E update

TBA Eff ective Petition Drafting TBA

Sponsor: DHS- Offi  ce 
of Training & Staff  

Development - Child 
Welfare Institute

Contact: Dawn Brown 
517-335-6216

Identifi ed co-sponsors: 
SCAO Family Services 

Division—CWS; 
University of Michigan 

Child Advocacy Law Clinic

DHS and tribal 
children’s protective 

services workers; 
DHS, private agency, 

and tribal foster 
care and adoptions 

workers

February 
12-13

Michigan Association of 
Drug Court Professionals: 

8th Annual Conference
Continuing to Change the 
Face of Michigan Justice

Lansing Center
Lansing

Sponsor: Michigan 
Association of Drug 
Court Professionals; 

SCAO; Michigan Judicial 
Institute

Contact: Cathy Weitzel, 
MJI

517-373-7510
Identifi ed co-sponsors: 

SCAO- Family Services 
Division—CWS
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Yellow Book Regional Trainings:

Guidelines for Achieving Permanency in Child 
Protective Proceedings: Regional Trainings on 

the “Yellow Book”
Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services—CWS 
Contact:  Rose Homa, 
Michigan Federation for 
Children and Families
517-485-8552

Identifi ed co-sponsors: 
Michigan Federation for 
Children and Families, 
Children’s Charter of the 
Courts, MSU School of 
Social Work, and Chance at 
Childhood Program

DHS and private 
agency workers

Date Location

March 13 Bethany Christian Services-
Grand Rapids

April 17 Lansing—Hall of Justice

May 2 University Center-Gaylord

May 27 Schoolcraft VisTaTech 
Center—Livonia

April 9-10
Addressing Domestic 
Violence Issues in Child 
Welfare Conference

Kellogg Center
East Lansing

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services Division—CWS
Contact: Deborah Jensen, 
Children’s Charter of the 

Courts
517-482-7533

Identifi ed co-sponsors: DHS, 
GTF, OCO, Children’s 
Charter of the Courts; 
Prosecuting Attorneys 

Association of Michigan

Judges and referees; 
attorneys; children’s 
protective services, 
DHS, and private 
agency foster care 
and adoptions 
workers; tribes; 
CASAs; legislators 
and policy makers; 
DV treatment 
providers; and 
related child welfare 
professionals

May 14 Protective Proceedings Lansing

Division—CWS Contact:  
Joy Th elen517-373-
5322Identifi ed co-

sponsors: University of 
Michigan (U of M) Child 

Advocacy Law Clinic
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Training 
Date

Title 
(Bold font indicates that 
Child Welfare Services 

[CWS] is the administrator 
of the training)

Location Sponsor/contact Eligible 
Participants

Summer Series on Enhancing Parental Involvement in Child Protective Proceedings: 

June 3 Legal Issues Regarding 
Fathers’ Involvement

Holiday Inn- 
South

Lansing

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services Division—CWS

Contact:  Joy Th elen
517-373-5322

Identifi ed co-sponsors: DHS, 
GTF

Judges; referees and 
other court staff ; 

attorneys; children’s 
protective services, 
DHS, and private 
agency foster care 

and adoptions 
workers; tribes; 

CASAs; legislators 
and policy makers; 
and related child 

welfare professionals

July 15

Dealing with Absent 
Parents: Implementing the 

Absent Parent Protocol 
and What to do About 
Incarcerated Parents

August 12
Engaging Fathers:  

Resources  and Programs 
for Full Engagement

Sept. 10

Post-Termination 
Proceedings: Post-

Termination Reviews and 
Adoption Proceedings 

(Specialized Legal 
Training)

Hall of Justice 
Lansing

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services—CWS

Contact:  Joy Th elen
517-373-5322

Identifi ed co-sponsors: DHS, 
GTF,OCO

Judges, referees, and 
other court staff ; 

attorneys 

October
TBA

Indian Child Welfare Act 
(ICWA) Training TBA

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services Division—CWS
Contact: Jennifer Doer 

at Prosecuting Attorneys 
Association of Michigan 

(PAAM)
517-334-6060

Identifi ed cosponsors: 
Tribal/State Partnership; 

Prosecuting Attorneys 
Association of Michigan

TBA

Oct. 20-21
U of M Medical  School 
Child Abuse and Neglect 

Conference
TBA

Sponsor: University of 
Michigan Medical School

Contact: Registrar
800-800-0666 or

734-763-1400

Identifi ed co-sponsors: 
SCAO Family Services 

Division—CWS

Doctors and other 
medical personnel; 
law enforcement; 
judges; attorneys; 

children’s protective 
services, DHS, 

tribal, and private 
agency foster care 

and adoptions 
workers; CASAs; and 
related child welfare 

professionals
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Training 
Date

Title 
(Bold font indicates that 
Child Welfare Services 

[CWS] is the administrator 
of the training)

Location Sponsor/contact Eligible 
Participants

Nov. 6 & 7
Foster Care Review Board 

Annual Training

Four Points by 
Sheraton

Ann Arbor

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services—FCRB

Contact:  Kathy Falconello
313-972-3288

TBA

Handling the Child Welfare Case: “Applying the Law to Practice”

TBA 2008 
2 trainings annually for 
L-GALs and parents’ 

attorneys

TBA

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services—CWS
Contact: Deborah Jensen, 
Children’s Charter of the 
Courts
517-482-7533

Identifi ed co-sponsors: DHS, 
GTF, Children’s Charter of 
the Courts of Michigan

Judges, referees and 
attorneys

TBA 2008 
1 training annually for 

prosecutors and assistant 
attorneys general

TBA

Sponsor: SCAO- Family 
Services- CWS
Contact: Jennifer Doer 
at Prosecuting Attorneys 
Association of Michigan 
(PAAM)
517-334-6060

Identifi ed co-sponsors: DHS, 
GTF, PAAM

Prosecutors and 
assistant attorneys 
general

TBA
2008

Child Interviewing for 
Legal Professionals TBA

Sponsor: SCAO Family 
Services—CWS

Contact: Joy Th elen
517-373-5322

Judges, referees and 
attorneys

TBA
2008

Judicial Curriculum 
Trainings TBA TBA Judges and referees

2009 Trainings

April 1-2

Dealing with Invisible 
Injuries: Neglect & 

Emotional Abuse annual 
conference

Kellogg Center 
East Lansing

Sponsor: SCAO Family Services 
Division—CWS

Contact: Joy Th elen
517-373-5322

Identifi ed co-sponsors: DHS, 
GTF, OCO

Judges; referees and 
other court staff ; 

attorneys; children’s 
protective services, 
DHS, and private 

agency foster care and 
adoptions workers; 

tribes; CASAs; 
legislators and 

policy makers; and 
related child welfare 

professionals
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Notes
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Editor’s Note—Fall 2007
Th is issue of the Michigan Child Welfare Law Jour-

nal focuses on issues related to Michigan’s foster care 
system. In “How does Michigan Fare in the Fight to 
Improve Outcomes for Youth Aging Out of Foster Care? 
A Response from the State and One of its Communi-
ties” (Day, Watson), the authors note that approximately 
20,000 children age out of the nation’s foster care system 
each year. Many of these youths fi nd themselves mak-
ing an abrupt transition to adulthood and independence 
with little or no assistance from their caregivers, biologi-
cal families, or the child welfare system. Unlike their 
same-age peers in the general population, they have no 
safety net if they fail to succeed at navigating the adult 
world. Th e authors examine how the State of Michigan 
is seeking to improve outcomes for those children aging 
out of the Michigan system.

In “Procedural Injustice: How the Practices and 
Procedures of the Child Welfare System Disempower 
Parents and Why it Matters” (Sankaran), the author 
notes that over 60 percent of children removed by 
Michigan DHS do not return home within one year. 
Soon after the child protective case is initiated, many 
parents become disengaged in the process, fail to 
complete services, and drop out of their child’s life. 
In many cases, this failure occurs, in part, due to the 
ways in which the procedures used by the child protec-
tive system disconnect and alienate parents from the 
decision making process involving their children. To 
the extent that the child protective system is serious 
about reunifying children with their parents, many of 
its practices and procedures undermine that objective. 
Sankaran explores this dissonance, which has signifi cant 
repercussions for child welfare policy.

In “Circumstances and Suggestions of Youth Who 
Run from Out of Home Care” (Day, Riebschleger), 
the authors present the results of a study examining the 
circumstances of youth that ran away from out-of-home 
care. Data was drawn from 111 case records of three 
county courts in southeast Lower Michigan. Data was 
also drawn from four focus groups of youth living in out-
of-home care. Circumstances that preceded youth run-
ning included female gender, African-American ethnicity, 
more restrictive placements, prior running episodes, 
and separations from siblings and children. Focus group 
youth expressed concerns about placement disruptions, 
rules, chores, diff erential treatment, loss of control, safety, 
and especially, feeling that “no one cares about me.” Th e 
authors present specifi c suggestions to help prevent these 
children from running away from their placements. 

Finally, this issue also includes an interview with 
Vicki Th ompson-Sandi, director of Lutheran Foster 
Care Services, and Kari Mascar, director of Lutheran 
Adoption Service. For over a century, Lutheran Social 
Services of Michigan has sought to provide creative 
services to meet a variety of human needs. Services 
to families and children encompass a large portion of 
Lutheran’s work today. Today, Lutheran is the larg-
est private foster care and adoption agency in the 
state, serving over 800 children in diff erent capacities. 
Lutheran maintains offi  ces throughout the state of 
Michigan to serve this population. Th is article provides 
an overview of Lutheran’s services and also discusses the 
challenges that the agency faces working in this most 
diffi  cult fi eld. 

I hope you fi nd this issue interesting and useful. As 
always, the editorial board welcomes your feedback on 
this and future issues to ensure that the Child Welfare 
Law Journal is of value to you. 
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