Summary of Youth Discussion Group Results

(taken from the full Youth Survey Data Report at pp. 10-12; 16-22)
Youth Discussion Groups
In addition to the survey, three “Discussion Groups” were held with youth in Yakima, Richland and Seattle. The meetings were arranged by Independent Living providers in each of those areas. The discussions took place as the Adolescent Telephone Survey was still in progress.  All Independent Living providers that we contacted agreed to participate in the discussion groups to gather additional qualitative information.  This required each IL provider to make their foster youth aware of the study and to recruit them for this purpose.  SESRC provided assistance by designing a flier that IL providers could use to announce the groups and recruit foster youth.  (Copies of these are in the study documents section of this report.)  There was no formal selection process used to identify the youth who participated in the discussion groups. For example, the IL providers gathered the youth by:

· Contacting the youth and foster parents by letter and following up with a phone call, 

· Gathering a group of youth who were starting a four week Employment class and invited them to participate

· Advertising in their newsletter and gathering youth who happened to be in the building on the day of the discussion group.
The discussion groups were scheduled to be as convenient and non-disruptive as possible for each IL provider during the month of June 2008 in the following locations:

· Yakima:  Friday, June 20, 2008  Noon to 1:30

· Seattle:  Monday, June 23, 2008  3:30 to 5PM

· Richland:  Tuesday, June 24, 2008  11:30 to 1PM

· Spokane:  Thursday, June 26, 2008  Noon to 1:30

Three of the four IL providers were successful in recruiting sufficient foster youth to come to the discussion groups.  Both Yakima and Richland IL providers were able to recruit 15 and 16 youth respectively for their discussion groups.  The Seattle IL provider was only able to recruit five youth who had already aged out of the foster care system.  And due to competing events, the IL provider in Spokane was not able to recruit enough youth into the study to warrant conducting a discussion group, so this one was canceled.

Given the small number of youth that participated in these groups and the means by which they were selected to participate, this was not a representative sample of adolescents in foster care in Washington State.  While their comments may accurately reflect their personal experience in foster care, they cannot be taken as representative of the experiences of other youth in foster care.    

Youth at all three discussion groups that were conducted were very participative and had much to say about their experiences in foster care, both positive and negative.  While the discussions were broad ranging, the discussion group moderator (Dr. Tarnai) attempted as much as possible to discussion the discussion on the following issues:

ISSUE 1.
First, how many of you remember participating in this telephone survey?  You would have received a letter about the survey sometime this spring.

ISSUE 1A.
For those that do remember participating in this telephone survey, how was the experience for you?  Was it positive, negative, OK.  Was it too long, or about right?  Did your foster parent encourage you to participate?  Any other reactions or things you want to say about it?

ISSUE 1B.
For those that did not participate in the survey, what’s the main reason that you didn’t participate?  Do you remember receiving the letter?  Did a foster parent discourage you from participating?  Would you be interested in participating, and if so, may we call you for an interview?

ISSUE 2.
In general, how has the foster care system treated you and what’s the main reason you feel the way you do?  Do you think it’s treated you very well, somewhat well, or not very well?  Why do you feel this way?

ISSUE 3.
How involved have you been in your case planning?  Would you say you are very involved, somewhat involved, somewhat uninvolved, or very uninvolved?  Why do feel this way?
ISSUE 4:
How well prepared to you think you are to meet your educational goals?  Would you say you are very well prepared, somewhat prepared, somewhat unprepared, or very unprepared?  Why do feel this way?

ISSUE 5:  
How are you doing in school, and do you get help from your school in dealing with issues?  What kinds of problems do you have in school?

ISSUE 6:
Overall, how satisfied are you with the quality of support provided by your social worker?  Would you say you are very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied?  What’s the main reason you feel this way?

ISSUE 7:  
For those who are 18 or who will be turning 18 soon, how prepared do you feel to live on your own?  How prepared do you feel you are to get a full-time job?  Why do you feel this way?  Are there things that the foster care system could do to help you prepare to live on your own?

ISSUE 8:  
What do you know about the Independent Living or the Transitional Living program, sometimes referred to as the IL or the TL program?  Have you participated in these programs?  Why or why not?  Are there things you’d like to see improved in IL and TL?

ISSUE 9:  
How many of you have been invited to a shared planning meeting to discuss your transition from foster care?  What does “shared planning meeting” mean to you?  If this has occurred, where did it take place?  If it hasn’t occurred, will you take part in this?  Why or why not?

ISSUE 10:  
What is the best way for DSHS to keep you informed about things?  What’s most effective; email, postal letters, via your social worker, or foster parent?

ISSUE 11:  
Are there any other issues that you want to talk about?  Any positive or negative things that anyone wants to mention?  Or changes you’d like to see?

Youth Discussion Group Results
Youth Discussion Group/Informational Session

Yakima, WA
Friday - June 20, 2008

Youth-Participant Demographic Profile:

N = 15 (One participant left the session after about 30 minutes)

Age Range: 16 – 19

Years in Foster Care (Range): 1 – 14 years





 Mean = 5.6 years





 Median = 5.5 years

Racial/Ethic Background: Caucasian, Latino and unspecified mixed race

Gender: 13 female; 2 male

Summary


A few youth have had excellent experiences with foster care. Typically, these young people were assigned to foster homes where they were welcomed warmly, treated like family members and respected.  Many youth report having had negative experiences with the system. Some felt that they were not wanted or liked by their foster parents, who seemed only to be in it for the money. Several say they were physically or emotionally abused. Youth felt that they had little recourse in cases of abuse and neglect, because CPS investigations are superficial and ineffective.


In general, the youth seem to be doing well in school. Despite moving from school-to-school, they are not deficient of credits and are on track for high school graduation. Some youth reported instances of racial discrimination or discrimination from school administrators who seem to regard foster youth as inferior.  Youth rarely hear from or see their social workers, although they see caseworkers and Catholic Family Services counselors more frequently and appreciate the attention and assistance. It is difficult to get caseworkers and social workers to respond to telephone or email messages. Many of the foster youth reported being “stood-up” for scheduled appointments with no apology or explanation.


The foster youth consider themselves poorly prepared for the transition from foster care. They receive little assistance with planning. Some simply are turned out with no discussion of future plans or preparation. Youth identified many problems that need to be addressed to improve their experience in foster care and help them cope better with life, including attending promptly to medical and emotional problems, selecting foster care providers more carefully, matching youth to foster homes better, helping youth stay connected with their families, and providing coaching for the transition to life on their own.

Youth Discussion Group/Informational Session

Seattle, WA
Monday - June 23, 2008

Youth-Participant Demographic Profile:

N = 5

Age Range: 17 – 20 years

Years in Foster Care (Range): 5 – 18





 Mean = 11.2 years





 Median = 11 years

Racial/Ethic Background: 4 African American; 1 mixed race Asian American/Latino

Gender: All female

Summary


Most of the session focused on discussing the many problems that the youth experienced or are experiencing currently in the foster care system. Youth were eager to report and discuss their problems rather than respond to the prepared interview questions.


The experience in foster care for most of these youth has been negative. Some felt that they were not liked by their foster parents, who seemed only to be in it for the money. Some foster parents fomented arguments with the youth which resulted in referral to juvenile services and removal. Several of the young women said they were physically or emotionally abused. They had little recourse in such cases, because they said that investigations of complaints did not include their perspectives.


Although two of the young women reported liking school, most are not coping well there. Three of the five youth interviewed did not complete high school. Pregnancy and drug addiction interfered with their school completion. One youth reported that she was automatically disenrolled when she became pregnant.


Youth rarely heard from or saw their social workers or case workers.  They indicated that it was generally difficult to get social workers to respond to their messages or requests for assistance. 


The foster youth consider themselves quite unprepared from the transition from foster care. They say they have received no assistance with planning. They cannot perform even basis functions like cooking, paying bills or managing money. They identified several problems that need to be addressed to improve the experience in foster care and help youth cope better with life, including helping them stay connected with family, placing siblings together in a foster home, if at all possible, and providing coaching for the transition to life on one’s own.

Youth Discussion Group/Informational Session

Tri Cities, WA
Tuesday - June 24, 2008

Youth-Participant Demographic Profile:

N = 16

Age Range: 14 – 18 years (Mean = 15.6 years)

Time in Foster Care (Range): 7 mos. – 9 years





 Mean = 3.7 years





 Median = 2.5 years

Racial/Ethic Background: Caucasian; Asian American, Latino, mixed race

Gender: 8 male; 8 female 

Summary


Several of the youth in this group had excellent experiences in foster care. Typically, these young people were assigned to foster homes where they were welcomed warmly and treated like family members. Unfortunately, many youth also reported negative experiences with foster care. Some felt that they were not wanted or liked by their foster parents. Youth have little recourse in cases of abuse and neglect, because social workers tend not to believe their complaints.  In general, the youth seem to be doing well in school. Despite moving from school-to-school, they are not deficient of credits and are on track for high school graduation. Although some youth reported instances of racial discrimination or discrimination from school administrators who seem to regard the foster youth as problematic, many said that they have been treated well.  Many youth are bothered by the gang activity in the Tri-Cities area.


It is difficult to get caseworkers and social workers to respond to telephone or email messages. Many of the foster youth reported being “stood-up” for scheduled appointments with no apology or explanation. When social workers and case workers keep appointments, they often perform other tasks like making deliveries.  Youth feel that they do not get the agency worker’s full attention.


Youth consider themselves poorly prepared for the transition from foster care. They receive instruction about cooking and doing laundry, but not about things they consider more important, such as managing money, paying bills, securing credit, and buying a house.


Several of the youth cited positive consequences of their experiences in foster care, including improvements in behavior and coping, successful resolution of family problems, and a safer, happier life. 
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