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We thank Chairpersons Boback and Petrarca and Members of the Children and Youth Committee for the
opportunity to provide testimony on the important issue of connecting older youth in the child welfare system
with family. Juvenile Law Center is the first non-profit, public interest law firm for children in the country. We
are based in Pennsylvania and do work on the state and national levels. We advocate for rights, dignity, equity
and opportunity for youth in the child welfare and justice systems. In our over 40 years of existence we have
represented thousands of children in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems and work with government
and community stakeholders as well as with law makers to strengthen and improve the child welfare and
juvenile justice systems so that they support the capacity of youth and families to thrive. For almost ten years
we have hosted two youth advocacy programs, Youth Fostering Change, and Juveniles for Justice. (You will
hear from members of Youth Fostering Change this morning.) These programs allow youth who are involved
in systems to inform and direct the work of Juvenile Law Center and to lead their own reform work. Our
testimony today is based on our years of work with youth and families as well as national research and policy
analysis.
Ensuring the successful transition to adulthood for youth in foster care remains a high priority for our office
and is consistently an urgent need identified by the youth and community stakeholders we work with . The
research is clear that we are leaving youth in foster care behind by not connecting them with family. Our
obligation to prepare youth in foster care for a successful adulthood is clear. When we take youth into the
foster care system, the state and community make a promise that they will provide safety, nurturing, and care .
When they grow up in, and age out of our systems, we owe them a good start in life that puts them on a track
for a successful adulthood. One of the most important ingredients for a successful transition to adulthood is
having the support of family and caring adults. Today you have heard from youth and young adults that they
do want permanency and family and understand how crucial it is to their success. You have also heard from
these youth as well as from the research that we are not fulfilling our promise to youth to connect them with
family and they are suffering as a result. I will talk today about some of the ways we can change law and
policy to improve this situation and meet our obligation to and invest in these young people.
OLDER YOUTH IN THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM AND THE CHALLENGES OF "AGING OUT" WITHOUT FAMILY
AND SUPPORTIVE ADULT CONNECTIONS

Supporting youth in the child welfare system and providing them a solid foundation for success in adulthood
are our collective responsibility. Youth come into the child welfare system due to abuse and neglect and it is
our job to keep them safe, help them heal, connect them with family, and successfully enter adulthood if they
leave the system as young adults. Aging out refers to the time when a young adult leaves the child welfare
system without being returned home or being placed with family through adoption or guardianship. When a
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youth ages out they are being discharged on their own . This is in contrast to majority of young people in the
United States who rely on significant support and are not "on their own" at age 18 or even 21. The most
recent data shows that 49% of youth in Pennsylvania's child welfare system age out without family and
permanency. 1 It also shows that youth of color of all age groups are least likely to be placed in family settings. 2
When youth age out on their own, they often do not have connections to people and resources to be
successful-putting them at high risk for poor outcomes like homelessness, reliance on public benefits, and
entering the criminal justice system. By age 21, 37% of these youth in Pennsylvania experience homelessness
or unstable housing, only 44% have employment, and 75% have a diploma of GED as compared to 92% of their
peers. 3 In comparison with their peers, nationally they are, on average, less likely to have a high school
diploma, less likely to be pursuing higher education, less likely to be earning a living wage, more likely to have
experienced economic hardships, more likely to have had a child outside of wedlock, and more likely to have
become involved with the criminal justice system. 4 These outcomes put youth at a disadvantage for adult
success, but also cost the community in terms of unemployment, homelessness, and other public benefits. 5
FINDING PERMANENCY AND FAMILY IS VITAL TO A SUCCESSFUL ADULTHOOD

Youth need the support of family, community, resources, and opportunities to grow into thriving and
successful adults. Family provides the foundation for children and helps youth as they grow into adulthood.
Youth receive significant emotional and financial support from family as they enter adulthood, and most do
not make this transition until their mid-twenties. Parents spend an average of $38,000 on each child aged 1834, or about $2,200 a year for education, housing, food, and other expenses. 6 Parents give an average of 367
hours of family help per year even when their grown ch ildren live away from home.7 Family also often
provides a very concrete home base for many young people as they make the transition to adulthood. For
example, 19 percent of males and 10 percent of females aged 18-34 live with parents. 8 Family support helps
youth set and meet their goals, and provides a safety net when they face challenges. Family provides
guidance, support, nurture, and unconditional love. It also provides connections to resources and people that
are valuable to young adults who are finding their way in the world. When youth "age out" they miss the
benefit of this valuable support, and the barriers it creates to making a successful transition to adulthood
cannot be understated.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO SUPPORT TRANSITION AGE YOUTH IN FINDING FAMILY AND MAKING A
SUCCESSFUL TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD
The committee has heard from experts today. Young people who are in the foster care system or who have
aged out are in the best position to tell us how we can improve the system. They wish their experience in the
system had been better, but their drive and passion come from the hope to improve things for the young
people coming after them. They told you that they do want family and permanency and do not feel like the
child welfare system is providing this to them. They presented excellent recommendations about how we can
change our practices to better serve and support them. I am optimistic that we can change practice and
Juvenile Law Center will work with Youth Fostering Change to share their recommendations.
While we work on practice change, however, there is an urgent need for legal and policy change if we truly
want to stem the tide of youth aging out without family and not being sufficiently prepared for the challenges
of adulthood. For years we have faced the same poor outcomes and youth deserve more. What we are doing
is not working. Our data shows that there continues to be about a 50% chance that transition age youth will
find family and close to a 50% chance that they will age out. Those odds are not acceptable. Would you
accept those odds for your child?
In 2016, pursuant to Act 94 of 2015, the Office of Children, Youth and Families issued a report to the
legislature that detailed policy and practice changes that it intended to implement to improve permanency
outcomes for older youth. 9 Findings of the Report included: "There is a noted absence of accountability and
urgency at both state and county levels specifically related to achievement or permanency for youth." 1 Few
of the recommendations made in this Report were put into effect, and little change has been seen in
outcomes. It is time to take action to show youth in foster care they deserve more. It is clear to us that it will
take legal and policy reform to make a change, however the recommendations below build on strengths in our
existing law, but make expectations clearer and provide more accountability. You can find more details about
our recommendations in Fostering Successful Transitions in Pennsylvania: Laying the Groundwork for Change
through Law and Policy Reform (April 2019), http ://jl .org/re ources/ fo tering-. ucce ful-y utlHran iti n -palayi ng-gro undwork-change-through- la\ -and-po licy. The recommendations are summarized below in three
main areas.
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Recommendation Area One: Improve and Expand Efforts t o Find and Support Family and Kin so They are
Able to Provide Permanency to Transition Age Youth
Finding, placing, and supporting the capacity of family and kin to be permanency resources for older youth is
one of the best strategies to prevent youth from aging out. We can connect youth with families by more
rigorously holding counties accountable for finding family and by enhancing the support we provide them to
care for transition aged youth .
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Act 94 of2015-Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement (APPLA) Work Group: Report of the Recommendations of the
APPLA Work Group the General Assembly, ("Act 94 Report") (Pennsylvania Department of Human Services April 2016).
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Act 94 Report, page 44.

3

We recommend the following to increase the number and capacity of individuals able to provide the
support of family to youth.

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Amend the law and provide guidance to require that the child welfare agency explain family finding to
youth and engage them throughout the process.
Provide guidance to set standards for family finding to ensure that state-of the- art technology is used
and the highest standards of practice are set so that this service is fully provided to transition aged
youth.
Continue to invest state funds in a kinship navigator program and implement evidence-based programs
so the state can maximize its use of federal funds
Enact law to invest state funds in providing kinship care subsidies to unlicensed kin.
Pass HB 856 to provide adoption and guardianship subsidies for transition aged youth (subsidy
extensions to age 21).
Take the option under the Family First Prevention and Services Act to extend Chafee aftercare services
to youth until age 23, and extend eligibility for the Education and Training Grant until age 26.
Amend the state IV-E plan so that IV-E funds can be used to provide adoption subsidies to families until
age 21 caring for youth who have disabilities or special needs.11

Recommendation Area Two: Increase the Chances that Youth Will Find Family By Ensuring that Older Youth
Receive the Permanency Services They are Due and that are Proven Effective

There are many excellent permanency services available in Pennsylvania, but older youth are not receiving
them in large numbers despite the obligation to provide them and their availability. For example, of youth
ages 16 and older with the permanency plan of APPLA only 7.3% received a child profile to help them identify
needs and potential caring adults, 6.5% received services to prepare for permanency, and 3.7% had the
benefit of child specific recruitment for a permanency resource. 12 We need to make sure youth have the
benefit of the very services that are most likely to connect them with family.
We recommend the following to improve accountability for the delivery and receipt of permanency services
so that youth are more likely to find family and a support network:

•

11
12

Amend the law to require that the child welfare agency document and that the court make findings
that permanency services were provided to youth in the following areas:
o Identifying permanency resources
o Preparing youth for permanency so that grief, loss, and other attachment issues can be
addressed
o Strengthening and solidifying the connection and relationships between youth and the
identified supportive connections and permanency resources
o Maintaining and strengthening sibling connections

This option is currently available pursuant under 42 U.S.C.A. § 673 (a)(4)(A).
Act 94 Report, page 20.
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Recommendation Area Three: Increase the Chances that Youth Will Find Family and Make a Successful
Transition to Adulthood By Ensuring that there is Meaningful Accountability in Outcomes for Older Youth

We must be willing to hold the system accountable for outcomes for older youth. Currently, it is the youth
themselves that bear the brunt of poor outcomes. We need to make it clear that the child welfare system is
expected to provide care and support to youth so they can make a successful transition to adulthood. If they
cannot achieve appropriate outcomes, policies and practices must change. Children and youth agencies have
the needs based budget process to respond to challenges and increased need, and the agency can enlist other
agencies and the community to provide support. However, the child welfare agency has the prime
responsibility in organizing and directing care and support to this population. The bottom line is that we have
to be willing to be accountable to serving youth who are entrusted to our care.
We recommend the following measures that will improve outcomes by creating a meaningful system
accountability:

•
•

Amend the law to prohibit the discharge of youth from the child welfare system into homelessness.
Amend the law to require the reporting of data related to transition aged youth outcomes in areas
such as:
o permanency goal and achievement of family-based permanency plans (reunification, adoption,
guardianship, placement with relatives)
o receipt of transition services
o development of an acceptable transition plan
o stable housing upon discharge
o connections with supportive adults
o enrollment in Medicaid as a former foster youth
o receipt of vital documents (birth certificate, social security card, state ID)

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I am happy to work with this Committee and the General Assembly
to move forward with the recommendations that we propose.
Submitted By:

Jenny Pokempner, Juvenile Law Center, jpokempner@jlc.org, 215-625-0551x111
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