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Introduction and mission statement
Teens in the care of the Director of the Alberta Ministry of Child and Family Services are vulnerable by virtue of their young age, lack of maturity and life skills, less than ideal family circumstances, and often a deficit of ongoing financial and emotional support from family.  Most have not yet finished high school and do not have vocational skills or training.  These youth in care are faced with additional stresses and pressures which place them at a disadvantage in their transition to adulthood.  These youth have a poor prognosis regarding finding stable living arrangements, completing school, finding employment and developing healthy relationships. Research shows that their chance of difficulty with unplanned parenthood, legal system involvement and substance abuse is also much higher than average (Avery 2010) .  They would be better served in a supportive family model until early adulthood (minimum of 18) for a better overall life outcome, as opposed to Independent Living at the age of 16 or 17.  Encouraging extended stay or at least the ongoing connection with adults who care about these youth would help provide them with the support that they need and give them a better chance of success and happiness in adulthood.
This policy project paper will outline the current policies and casework practice model in place for teen independence planning.  It will relate reasons why this ought to be revised and what the proposed changes should be.  Also included will be an explanation of the intended beneficiaries, social justice framework backing the proposed changes, and how we will advocate for the change and influence decision makers.  
Summary of Current Policies/ Ideological Background:
The majority of current policy regarding youth in care can be found in Section 16 of the Enhancement Policy Manual.  This section, entitled “Youth Transition Planning”, covers a number of topics, including the types of legal agreements that can be entered into with youth, the development of the Transition to Independence Plan, and directives on how and when to terminate involvement with a youth.   A youth in care is required to have a Transition to Independence Plan by the age of sixteen.  Youth are expected to work with their caseworkers to develop goals and tasks in a number of areas, including employment, education,  life skills and placement objectives.  In the area of “placement objectives”, the policy manual directs the worker to develop goals and tasks that work towards the youth living independently (outside the care of the Director).  The manual directs workers to terminate agreements with youth if they persistently fail to comply with the terms as outlined in the Transition to Independence Plan.
The Enhancement Act is the legislative base under which the policy manual was made.  The Enhancement Policy Manual is described as  “policies and procedures that direct caseworkers working under the Alberta Child, Youth and Family Enhancement Act” (Section 1.1, Enhancement Policy Manual).    Of particular importance in the Act are the “Matters to be Considered”(p.12), which outline a number of values and principles under which a worker is expected to practice.  There are a number of matters to be considered; only the most relevant ones will be outlined here.  The first Matter to be Considered outlines the importance of the family unit.  The Act indicates that family is the basic unit of society, and that it should be preserved.  The Act states that every child should have the opportunity to be a wanted and valued member of a family.  Next is the importance of stable, permanent and nurturing relationships for the child.  The next principle is that services should be delivered in a way that ensures the least amount of disruption to the child.   The matters to be considered outlines what should be taken into consideration when placing a child outside of the family home.  These considerations include the benefits of a placement with extended family and/ or within their community and the suitability of the placement in terms of meeting the child’s basic, emotional, cultural and developmental needs.  Also outlined in the Matters to be Considered is the expectation to provide services at a level that is consistent with community standards.  The Matters to be Considered is an essential element of the  ideological framework for the policies regarding youth in care.  In a broader sense, Western Society’s value of independence would have been influential in the development of these policies, which clearly emphasizes independence as the desired outcome.
The Casework Practice Model is another important document in relation to the current policies as it provides workers with a guideline on how to incorporate the model’s philosophy, beliefs and values into daily practice.  The Casework Practice Model works in conjunction with the policy manual and Enhancement Act to influence and guide daily practice in the front lines.  It  was developed in response to the implementation of the new legislation, the Child, Youth and Family Enhancement Act, which replaced the Child Welfare Act in 2004.  The intent of the model was to recognize that shifts in casework practice needed to occur in order to realize the intent of the legislation. The Casework Practice Model speaks to how the system’s current way of dealing with youth has persistently failed.  The following statement from The New Casework Practice Model (Child Intervention Planning and Implementation Office Program Quality and Standards Division, 2006) speaks to the complexity of working with youth in care, and describes these youth as having significantly higher needs:
Historical methods of working with high-risk youth have not tended to be effective, as youth were asked to accept unrealistic expectations considering their life experiences (e.g. achieve sobriety, maintain residence, leave abusive relationships, disconnect with ‘negative’ peers, budget effectively, leave the streets) in order to receive any formalized services. Caseworkers struggled with the challenge of knowing that the higher risk youths on their caseloads were largely unable to meet the requirements for service, yet at the same time, wanting to ensure that these youth were not placed at further risk… Youth who live higher risk lifestyles are those least likely to be able to make the drastic changes required of them for consideration of service. (p.18)
The Enhancement Act defines a youth as a child who is sixteen years of age or older.
Outline of reasons to revise the Policy
The current policy for youth in care as outlined in the Enhancement Act Policy Manual allows for the frequent practice of planning independent living arrangements, such as apartment style living, with youth as young as 16 years old.  Youth are encouraged to find affordable housing in a shared accommodation, apartment or a board and lodging situation.    Quite often this will require a youth to be responsible for paying bills, shopping and cooking and maintaining a home, as well as attending and being successful in a school program.   Most teens at this age would find it very challenging and probably overwhelming to maintain this level of responsibility, and a teen with disadvantages as is very often the case for foster children would lack the skills, emotional maturity and ongoing support required to be successful in maintaining this living situation.  In terms of providing services that are consistent with community standards, it would be difficult if not impossible to identify a community within Alberta in which it is a community norm for youth aged 16 to live (successfully) on their own.  As is stated by Miriam Krinsky (2010), “few of us would turn our emerging child out on the street with no job, no fiscal backing, no place to sleep at night, and minimal life skills” (p.250).    Former foster youth are living in areas that may not be safe or with people that are not positive role models or influences.  Very often, these youth also make poor lifestyle choices that are facilitated by a large amount of independence and lack of supervision or mentoring.  These poor decisions can lead to trouble with the law, losing their housing, financial and personal disasters, so the arrangement may break down.  Without the support and guidance of a family, these youth form a high percentage of the homeless, imprisoned and unemployed (Krinsky 2010).  Youth in rural areas are also faced with the additional problems of lack of housing choices, scarce community support services and lack of public transportation.
If a youth does have the opportunity to stay on in his or her foster home past the age of 18, this would become a board and lodging situation and the foster family would no longer be recognized or paid for providing family type support to the youth.  This practice discourages continuity and permanency for the child.  Avery (2010) defines permanency as being about “having an enduring family relationship that is safe and meant to last a lifetime; offers the legal rights and social status of full family membership; provides for physical , emotional, social, cognitive and spiritual well being, and assures lifelong connections to birth and extended family...” (p. 403). 
As youth preparing for the independence of adulthood, this is a time when there is great need for ongoing support and guidance.  Krinsky (2010) also describes the concept of social capital, derived from the support system  and relationships a youth typically has with parents or other significant adults in his or her life which would improve their chances of success in adulthood.   As is identified in Avery (2009), however, a high percentage of youth aging out of foster care leave with a deficit of social capital.  This practice of severing the relationship between the foster parent and the youth clearly contradicts the value of maintaining stable, permanent and nurturing relationships as defined in the Act.  
It is developmentally appropriate for youth of this age to still be living within the protection of their family while acquiring the skills and confidence to live on their own.  The community norm for youth aged 16 and 17 is to be living in a family scenario, with the expectation that they stay with their family until they have at minimum finished high school and are either supported to continue further education or are able to be self- supporting through employment or some other measure.   As stated in Avery (2010), “ adolescents on the path to adulthood rely upon their families for myriad forms of support, support that is critically important to their development and future life outcomes” (p.400).  If the family of origin cannot provide the connection that is needed, other committed adults need to fill this role.   An overarching policy statement for the Child, Youth and Family Enhancement Act and Youth Enhancement Policy manual should be added to guide social workers in this issue, namely being that these youth are still children under the Act and should be living in family model situations.  Youth living on their own without the guidance and support a family model would provide should only be considered in very exceptional circumstances.
Appeals Process
There are currently a number of processes available to youth who wish to appeal decisions made by their caseworker, such as their placement or termination of services.  They are encouraged to access informal conflict resolution processes prior to accessing the legislated appeal procedure.   Clients, including youth in care, can speak with the caseworker directly or speak to someone in a supervisory or managerial position.    Family Group Conferencing and mediation are other available conflict resolution processes.  Oftentimes youth feel they do not have a voice when negotiating services.  Current policy states that it is mandatory for the Director to notify the Office of the Child and Youth Advocate when a young person disagrees with a significant decision that is made on their behalf.  Advocates are available to youth at any time to answer questions, advocate for services, and to navigate through the current system of Children’s Services.  According to the Child and Youth Advocate Report of 2009/2010, 1393 young people between the ages of 12-17 were served by Advocacy Services during the fiscal year of 2009-2010. The report does not specify the reason for referral.    Advocates can also assist youth in accessing the formal, legislated processes of appeal.  The Administrative Review is the initial process of appeal.   Youth have 30 days to file an Administrative Review after a decision by a caseworker or other delegated worker is made.  The Director then has 15 days to complete the review.  If the review is regarding placement, no changes in placement will take place until the review is complete (unless there is a risk to the youth or others).  The Administrative Review is completed by other delegated staff at the supervisory and managerial positions who are not directly involved in the dispute.   The other alternative is an Appeal Panel Hearing, where both parties are represented by lawyers.  The youth again has 30 days following a decision to file an Appeal.   If the youth or other party wishes to appeal the Appeal Panel’s decision, the matter is brought to the Court of Queen’s Bench.   
It should be noted that the policy manual specifically states that an Administrative Review is not allowable when a youth disputes a change in caseworker.  Continuous change in caseworkers is common practice and is often done in order to meet the needs of the department, not to meet the needs of the youth.  It can affect the quality and consistency of care provided to a youth.  It also contradicts the Act’s value of continuity of relationships.  Although the current system of appeals appears to be serving its purpose, it would be beneficial to explore the possibility of giving youth the option of appealing a change in caseworker in certain circumstances.
Who are the intended beneficiaries of the policy?
The proposed policy change is an overarching policy statement that it is most appropriate for youth to be in a family model living situation.  This would therefore be targeted towards all youth covered by the Ministry’s mandate, aged 16 through 18 years who have either signed a voluntary agreement or who are subject to temporary or permanent guardianship orders.  The specific teens that would be impacted by this policy are those who might otherwise pose a placement challenge for case workers and the default has been to simply fund independent arrangements such as low rent apartments.  Some special consideration would also be made to include teens from aboriginal and rural communities who would need support and consideration to have family style care in their home communities.  This policy is a general one in that the ideology behind it is that all youth belong with a family, either their family of origin or another family that will best meet their needs.   Avery(2010) reviews research which provides good evidence to the fact that few young people are ready to take on adult roles and live completely independent of support until they are in their mid-twenties.   Most teens already have the support of family, so this policy is specifically directed at those in the care of the Ministry.
Although the Ministry justifies placement of youth in independent living by indicating that such placements do meet the basic and developmental needs of youth, a critical approach would question whose best interests are being considered.  A more realistic justification of independent living is that it frees up placement and financial resources for other younger (and some would say more vulnerable) children in need.  This would bring in the idea of judgement of deserving and non- deserving recipients. 
The Alberta Child and Youth Advocate’s Report from 2009 to 2010 discusses the issue of permanency for youth:

Helping a young person in permanent care achieve permanence equates with helping that young person achieve a feeling that he or she will be living in the same place and with the same people for an extended period of time; that he or she has developed an association with, and relationships within, a particular community and is seen as being a member of a particular family; and that he or she attends the same schools as the majority of other young people who live in the neighbourhood. Permanence for young people is centered in feelings of stability and continuity of care and relationships.

The 2009-2010 Child and Youth Advocate Report goes on further to say that:

When a young person becomes subject of a Permanent Guardianship Order (the result of which terminates the guardianship and custody rights of the birth parents), that young person becomes available for permanent placement. Generally, permanence is achieved through adoption or granting of a Private Guardianship Order. However, many young people in permanent care will never achieve permanence in these ways and will grow up “in care.” In the latter instances, the Director, as the substitute guardian, holds the responsibility for assisting the young person to gain as much of a sense of permanence as is possible. Usually that is achieved through long term placement in a particular foster home. However, some young people are not able, for whatever reason, to live with a family. While these young people have the same stability and continuity of care needs as their peers, their lives are more often characterized by transience and multiple short term relationships, with no sense of belonging to anyone. It is from within this population of young people that our Office receives many of its requests for services and support.
What remains is the ever present need to retain existing foster and kinship care homes and to recruit, train and support new foster and kinship families; to move young from group care to family-type settings wherever possible; and to ensure that when young people are in specialized settings, they are receiving the care they need to optimize the possibility of them moving back to their families of origin or into a more community-normative living arrangement (like foster care or kinship care).  As stated in last year’s Annual Report from the Child and Youth Advocate’s Office, “having placements for young people whose survival, security or development cannot be assured through living with their families is essential. Caseworkers cannot do their job without this resource”.
What is the social justice framework that we intend to use and the rationale -  Egalitarianism
The social justice framework and ideology backing the proposed policy of continued family care and support for older youth is one of egalitarianism.  The ideology supporting the policy proposal is that all youth require and benefit from ongoing support, advice and nurturance of adults who care about them and provide security and consistency as the youth transition into adulthood.  This process does not magically happen overnight on a teen’s eighteenth birthday, but occurs gradually over a period of years.  With youth in foster care already having the disadvantages of disrupted family lives, histories of abuse or neglect and possible difficulties with health, mental health, developmental delays, etc. they have an even greater need for permanency, security and support to meet the developmental goal of eventual independence in adulthood.  This is a form of social equality through equal opportunity of outcome, by providing the most or best services and support for these children who are in the greatest need due to their disadvantages, history and lack of familial support.
Building on the idea of egalitarianism is the capabilities perspective as a framework for social justice (Morris, 2002).  The capabilities perspective supports the proposed amendments as it indicates that it is not only resources, such as financial support and education that is necessary to create a just society; youth need the knowledge of how to use those resources.  In this case, guidance from parents is seen as a valuable asset.   As Morris (2002) states, “this perspective focuses on the fair distribution of capabilities- the resources and power to exercise self determination- to achieve well- being” (p.368).  Oftentimes, government agencies will provide financial support with little to no support in the form of empowering individuals to become self- sufficient.  Such is the case with our youth in independent living.  These youth are taught how to rely on the government to support them financially but are not always provided with the tools to become productive members of society as adults.  Morris (2002) goes on to say that “while the capabilities approach recognizes the importance of social primary goods as valuable resources necessary for well-being, it views them as a means to and end, not an end in themselves.” (p.368).  In other words, the provision of financial resources is not enough.   There are certain things that are learned from being a part of a family unit that is not easily defined.   For example, being a part of a well functioning family means that there is an expectation that every member of the household contributes.  These skills can be transferred into adulthood as one will have learned that they are expected to be a contributing member of society.   Morris (2002) explains that “capability is based on what a person wants to achieve and what power she or he has to convert primary goods to reach his or her desired ends” (p. 368).  It is our perspective that the family environment can provide youth with the tools necessary to achieve their potential in life. 
How is the policy to be improved?
The Act and policy manuals directing social workers in the case management of youth in care have been well planned and written, and there is no intention to replace them.  An amendment to the guidelines for social workers in the areas which speak to independence planning would provide general guidance about the need for continued family style support for youth as is developmentally appropriate and a societal norm in 21st century North America.  It is perhaps the current wording of case practice guidelines which leaves “independence planning” open for interpretation to mean “living independently”.  Scarcity of resources and difficulty to place some youth has led social workers to consider and use independent living arrangements as a viable option.  Over time, this has become an accepted practice that needs to be challenged.   Kenny-Scherber in Westhues (Ed.)(2006) discusses the role social workers have as active proponents of social policy development and change.    She states that “social workers bring something unique to the policy process: an understanding of client’s life circumstances and the social world, knowledge of how means and ends can work together, and a commitment for social change based on inclusion.” (p.92).  It is our responsibility as social workers to bring this perspective to the policy table to provide a better voice and better service for our vulnerable youth in foster care.
How will this policy include people who do not meet the mandate for youth enhancement programs or adult programs due to current exclusion criteria?
The current practice for permanency planning usually involves adoption or a kinship placement outside of the Ministry.  There is not the same planning or consideration for those children or youth who do not have this kind of arrangement, despite the fact that permanency is an expected part of care planning for all children in long term care of the Ministry.  For those children who remain in foster care, there is no written policy direction towards permanency planning (2008-2009 Child and Youth Advocate report).   This leads to the problem of premature “independence planning” for 16 and 17 year old youth, in which independence is defined as “outside the care of the Ministry”.    The report states “The 2004 Enhancement Act Policy provided a definition of permanency as being, “placement other than in the care of the Director.” From the Advocate’s perspective this definition excluded those young people in permanent care who will never be adopted or made subject of a private guardianship order, from any Ministry policy direction that would ensure they are provided with as much stability and continuity of placement (i.e., with as much permanence) as is possible. The definition left a large number of young people in care stranded with no policy-based recognition of the service system’s permanency obligations to them.”
As mentioned previously, there is no proposed major shift in policy.  The statement regarding the appropriateness of family style living for 16 and 17 year old youth, however, is a global statement that would be applied to all youth under the jurisdiction of the Ministry.  This is a guideline for best social work practice, but also takes into account the special or extenuating circumstances in exceptional cases that would need to be negotiated.  Other options that might be considered in exceptional circumstances might be group homes, residential treatment and supported independent living agencies.


Draft of Proposed Policy
Section 16. Youth Transition Planning
(Preamble to existing policy)
Youth in the care of the Director, whose survival, security and development cannot be supported in their family of origin, shall be provided with an alternate family model placement.  An independent living situation without the guidance and support that a family model would provide should only be considered in exceptional circumstances.  A family model is defined as  a group of people living together and functioning as a single household, usually consisting of parents and their children.  A Family model includes but is not limited to the youth’s family of origin, extended family or kinship home, or a foster home. 
How will we advocate for change?
When lobbying for change at the level of the provincial government, it would be important to be aware that change will not happen overnight.  There would be a need to be committed to the cause and to take several different approaches to increase the chances of success.
Engaging with champions of the cause such as the Child and Youth Advocate’s Office would increase the chances of success.  The Child and Youth Advocate’s Office would be the ideal partnership as their mandate is to advocate for our children and youth in care.  Their recommendations in the Annual Report are put forward to the decision makers; putting the recommended policy changes in the Annual Report would be one approach to lobbying for change.  The Child and Youth Advocate’s Office would also be an excellent resource in terms of organizing a youth forum to connect with our youth in care and to get the youth involved in the process.  Another potential champion for the cause could be the Alberta Teachers Association.  One could gain their support by arguing that youth in care would have a higher success rate in school if they were in a family environment and would be better able to focus on their studies if they were not expected to maintain their own residence.  The ATA has published documents guiding parents and community members on how to advocate for change within the public school system (The Alberta Teachers Association, 2008) and as such could be utilized in terms of their expertise on advocating for change.
As mentioned above, engaging youth would be an important part of the change process.   It would be important to approach people at the grassroots level, talking to youth, families, foster parents , social workers and service providers to get their opinions, suggestions and other feedback to seek further clarification of reasonable goals and expectations.  They can make some first hand commentary on what has worked well and what systemic changes could be made to provide the most optimal level of support and guidance as well as living situations for youth in care.  They could also rally to become part of a greater advocacy group to further the cause.  Doing  an education campaign with the youth themselves, as well as case managers and services providers to share some of the data around markers of success for youth aging out of foster care and becoming “independent”, as  the data supports the proposed policy initiative towards much longer involvement and support.
Historically, high profile media reports have prompted policy shifts in Canada’s child welfare systems (Callahan & Swift in Westhues, p.204).  More specifically, the media’s negative portrayal of Child Welfare has worked in conjunction with the government’s tendency to be reactive as opposed to proactive to create change.  It would be important to be mindful of what is happening in the media in terms of timing when lobbying for policy change.  It would be a smart tactic  to take advantage of a media report which portrays the current child welfare system as having failed to protect our youth in care.  
An often effective approach to advocate for a change is to get  public attention regarding the proposal in a positive way.  There could be an ad campaign with the underlying message that we believe that all children need and deserve the security, guidance and support of people who care about over the long term, and that this does not disappear in the teen years.  There is a need to promote the importance of fostering youth in their teens years and encourage skilled and caring people to apply to be foster parents.
An education and advocacy approach could be taken within the Ministry of Child and Family Services by finding out which people within the Ministry might have the connections and ability to gain upper level support  and partnering with these individuals and groups.    The proposal to provide more support for youth  for a longer period of time will require additional resources and funding to implement and support programs and foster homes.  Evidence regarding the long term effects of teens leaving care without ongoing support and continuity of relationships clearly shows the difficulties they face and the social and financial costs to them and to society.  A case would need to be made that not only do these children need and deserve ongoing support and connection, but that the cost overall for providing for their needs would be reduced over the long term by giving them the tools they need to be self supporting, productive and contributing members of society.
An important component in advocacy for this change is to lobby for funding and training for both current and new foster parents in order to have the resources in place for the youth as they need them.  Foster parents and other support people need to be recognized and compensated for the important work that they do.  A important step is to research who the important players are within the various levels of government as well as the ministry to assist with the proposed changes.  These could include the Minister as well as Deputy Minister, MLAs, and people in opposition party.  As well as trying to arrange meetings with these people, other tactics could be utilized such as a letter writing campaign to government officials, the media and newspapers.

Conclusion
The intended outcome of our policy proposal is that more youth coming out of our child welfare system will be productive members of society, who have been given an  equal opportunity in their transition to adulthood.  As mentioned previously, there is no intention to rewrite the existing policy.  The current policies in Section 16 of the policy manual are well written and thought out.  The intention is to add a preamble to the existing policy.  Our goal is to shift the focus from early independence to providing our youth with the necessary guidance and support for a successful transition into adulthood.  
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