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Overview of the Project

The Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) received a one-year grant for FY 2004,
pursuant to the legislative authority of the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act,
to improve the safety and well-being of children in out-of-home care. In collaboration
with the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), CWLA will
provide comprehensive guidance to child welfare and law enforcement agencies on
monitoring the status of children in the custody of child welfare agencies and
responding when one of these children is missing. CWLA and NCMEC will develop and
disseminate coordinated guidelines to enhance agencies’ capacity to monitor the
whereabouts and safety of children in foster care and to effectively respond when a
foster child is missing.

The Children Missing from Care Project is a response to the heightened
awareness of the risk of harm faced by children who “go missing” from the agency’s
care, whether due to the children’s overt action (i.e., running away), the actions of others
(i.e., abduction), or the inattentiveness of the custodial agency. A coordinated response
by child welfare and law enforcement is our best hope for reducing these risks.

The proposed initiative will accomplish this goal through four objectives:

1. Clarify the definitions of terms related to children missing from care and
identify data elements that researchers should collect and aggregate.

2. Explore the scope of the problem, identifying patterns and trends and
delineating the individual, institutional, and environmental factors that
affect it.

3. Develop practice guidelines for child welfare professionals and for law
enforcement professionals.

4. Disseminate guidance to child welfare and law enforcement agencies through
articles, conference presentations, and the NCMEC and CWLA websites.
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Purpose of the Meeting
CWLA, in partnership with NCMEC, is developing national practice guidelines for the
prevention of, response to, and recovery of children missing from foster care. The expert
panel meeting was a critical component of the CWLA/NCMEC collaboration and an
initial step toward developing comprehensive, expert-driven guidelines.

The project codirectors assembled a collective of national experts in child
welfare, law enforcement, research, policy, and the judiciary who had special expertise
in issues related to children missing from care. Project staff provided the latest draft of
an issue brief they had written to the expert panelists in preparation for the meeting, and
the panelists discussed it. During the one and a half day meeting, participants helped
refine the issue brief and provide a foundation for two sets of guidelines: one directed at
child welfare professionals and one directed at law enforcement personnel.

As CWLA and NCMEC proceed with writing the guidelines, they will ask the
expert panelists to review the drafts. With expert feedback, the project staff hope to
develop a product that will be relevant and accessible to the field and that agencies will
use to enhance the quality and consistency of current practices related to children
missing from care.

Structure of the Meeting
The meeting of experts was facilitated by Linda Jewell Morgan, Director, CWLA’s Office
of Program Development. On the first day of the meeting, panelists heard opening
remarks by Shay Bilchik, CWLA President/CEO, and Marsha Gilmer Tullis, Director,
NCMEC Family Advocacy Division. Mr. Bilchik acknowledged the considerable
knowledge, skill, and experience of those in attendance. He expressed his hope that the
Children Missing from Care project and the partnership between CWLA and NCMEC
would enhance the prevention, response, and recovery of those children who go
missing. Ms. Tullis extended greetings in behalf of her NCMEC colleague Ben Ermini.
She concurred with Mr. Bilchik’s remarks and welcomed the opportunity to collaborate
with other professionals with a genuine interest in this topic.

These remarks were followed by a summary of the issue brief and subsequent
feedback during a large workgroup session. On the second day, panelists met in smaller
groups to discuss specific issues and craft suggestions for the practice guidelines. Each
group considered definitions, prevention, response, recovery, and resolution as they
relate to children missing from care. The project codirectors assigned panelists to one of
four discussion groups based on their specific areas of expertise and interest:

1. research and data,

2. legislation and policy,

3. law enforcement and juvenile justice, and

4. child welfare and child-serving organizations.

Outcomes Desired and General Issues Panelists Raised
At the outset, Linda Jewell Morgan asked the panelists to indicate the outcomes they
desired from the meeting as well as to note issues that are of primary importance to
them.
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The outcomes sought were:

• Identify issues and best practices to inform the practice guidelines.

•  Identify concrete solutions and specific recommendations to improve
policies and procedures.

• Gain a better understanding of ways to handle these cases.

• Share knowledge and information gained.

• Hear ideas from others in the field.

• Identify how to increase partnerships.

• Clarify definitions.

• Get an accurate idea of missing kids.

• Take something back to use to address this problem.

• Increase hope.

Some of the issues raised by panelists ranged from concrete agency-based
practices, to national-level ideals and working relationships, to values and approaches
for working with youth in placement:

• Preventing the problem.

• Developing a forensic interviewing policy and “how you talk to kids.”

• Asking young people why they run.

• Making caseworker contact meaningful.

• Instituting quality assurance practices.

• Clarifying or altering case closure policies and procedures.

• Educating child welfare and law enforcement as well as the public.

• Creating a national database.

• Addressing the “policy void” surrounding children missing from care.

• Improving collaboration between law enforcement and child welfare.

•  Enhancing work related to the Interstate Compact on the Placement of
Children (ICPC).

• Adding strategies to locate children.

• Creating law enforcement and child welfare practice guidelines.

• Treating children and youth in care as though they are “our kids.”
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• Giving kids a voice.

• Valuing the importance of teenagers.

• Caring for and protecting adolescents.

• Implementing positive youth development principles.

•  Generating alternatives for how to help young people transition to
adulthood in a safer way.

• Tapping into the resiliency of children and youth.
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Presentation and Discussion of the Issue Brief

The issue brief developed by project staff was the central topic for the first day of the
meeting. Caren Kaplan, CWLA Director of Child and Family Protection, provided an
abbreviated description of the document and requested feedback from the panelists.
Specifically, she asked them to address the following:

• Which findings have the greatest relevance and why?

• What gaps in the literature are most significant?

•  What are some personal experiences related to the topics found in the issue
brief?

Issue Brief Summary
The issue brief primarily addresses children missing from foster care.

Defining Children Missing from Care
Three discrete groups:

• those who leave care voluntarily without permission,

•  those who are removed from care—whether voluntarily or
involuntarily—by someone without the authority to do so, and

• those whose presence or absence in care is unaccounted for by custodial
agency.

Current State of Knowledge

• There is a dearth of research on children missing from foster care.

• Children who run from care are the most-researched group.
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• Studies of missing children are predominately focused on absences from
birthfamilies.

• There has been no examination of children who are lost in care.

• Law enforcement and child welfare are learning by doing.

Issue Brief Contents

•  Is based on small body of literature, several select studies, case-specific
examples, and anecdotal evidence

• Focuses predominately on children who run

• Addresses lack of clarity, capacity, and understanding of

o definitions;
o data;
o individual, institutional, and environmental factors;
o agency policies and cross-systems protocols;
o and effective interventions.

Incidence and Prevalence of Runaways

• Measurement is illusive and multifaceted.

• Children in out-of-home care have more than twice likelihood of running
away (2.4% vs. 0.9%).

• 11% of a sample of children in foster care for one year attempted to run
from placement.

• 25% of youth from runaway shelters came from foster or group homes.

•  Almost half of children in foster or residential care have run at some
point in time.

•  Incidence is affected by age, gender, whether child or youth has run
previously, and placement setting.

Incidence and Prevalence of Children Abducted and Lost in Care

•  Practice wisdom overrides accurate estimates of children abducted from
care.

• Estimates are that 5% to 15% of the children missing from care have been
abducted.

• Like runaways, abductions are also affected by the age of the child.

• No valid estimates exist of the percentage of children in care who are lost
in the system.
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Characteristics of Children Missing from Care

• Habitual running:

o No developing pattern of running behavior.
o Most children go AWOL only once, but they can be at great risk.
o Pattern of running may contribute to detachment from adults, lack of

school attendance, and engagement in criminal activities.
o Like most acts of initiation, the first voluntary, unauthorized absence

from care is strong predictor of future running behavior.

•  Most studies show that racial and ethnic characteristics are not
significant in predicting running behavior.

•  Running away is the first step toward independence for a high
proportion of 16- to 17-year-old children in care.

Reasons Children Run from Care

• Child-specific reasons for running

• System-specific reasons for running:

o Culture of home—structure and authority
o Supports and services to the foster family
o Other children in the home
o Youth participation in establishing patterns and making decisions

Prevention of Missing from Care Episodes

• Preparing children and youth for foster placement

• Supports to children in care

• Personal safety education for children in care

• Placement selection and placement stability

• Supports for and training of foster parents

• Risk assessment at each decision point throughout the life of the case

• Provision of necessary services

• Prevention of family abduction

• Role of information technology in the prevention of missing episodes

•  Capacity and competence of those mandated to keep children
safe—qualified workforce, reasonable caseloads and workloads, quality
supervision, ongoing monitoring and oversight

Response to Children Missing from Care

• Law enforcement policy and practice
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• Child welfare policy and practice

• Interdisciplinary response—joint protocols

• Sharing information with partners and the public

Return and Resolution

• Three essential objectives regarding child well-being:

o gain an understanding of their reasons for going missing,
o identify any placement-related or other problems that may have

prompted them to go, and
o plan and implement a response to these difficulties

Promising Practices

• Florida Operation SafeKids (August–December 2002)

• Kentucky Foster Care Census (July 2002–October 2003)

• Los Angeles County, California, Missing Kids website (January 2003)

•  Illinois Department of Child and Family Services (DCFS) Round the
Clock Missing Children’s Unit (October 2003)

•  Florida Department of Children and Families (DCF) Missing Children’s
Tracking System (December 2002)

Closing Observations
Competent casework and law enforcement practices in systems that are sufficiently
resourced can reduce both the incidence and negative effects of children missing from
care.

Discussion of the Issue Brief
Much of the panelists’ discussion centered on children who run from care and on
recommendations for systemic change in areas of prevention, response, recovery, and
resolution.

Prevention

•  Need to begin prevention efforts earlier from the youths’ perspective;
“prevention” may already be too far down the path.

•  Need to add more prevention services without lowering the bar for
safety.

•  Need to address the gap in training child welfare workers in risk
assessment and the cost of removal.
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•  Need to coordinate state and private agency efforts to prevent children
from running. (In Kentucky, private agencies average two more moves
per child than state agencies.)

•  Need to understand the personality of youth who run to prevent or
intervene in running behavior: Chronic runners are right-brained, action-
oriented individuals. (Texas has developed a tool for assessing
personality traits and working with them.)

•  Need to ask youth who have histories of running before entering care
why they ran.

•  Some of the reasons cited for why youth run are correct and some are
inaccurate. “Kids don’t run from a particular person, program, or
state…they run to gain a sense of control…it is a temporary fix of power.
[When I ran] what I was leaving wasn’t getting me anywhere, so running
away wasn’t any worse” (Celeste Edmunds, former foster youth).

•  Need to know the child as an individual, which includes knowing who
the child’s friends are, knowing what family members he or she stays in
contact with, knowing anniversaries of traumatic events, and so forth.

• Need to understand youth culture and pay attention to youth needs.

• Need to appreciate the family history: Does the family pose a flight risk,
and what does running actually mean?

•  Need to talk about foster family preservation and begin to value foster
families as real families.

•  Need to maintain data records and coordinate efforts between state and
private agencies. (In Kentucky, children with the least information on file
were the most likely to be lost. Also, children lost in care tend to come
into the system at younger ages, have longer stays, have goals of
adoption, have behavior problems, and have had many moves.)

Response

•  Need a centralized resource for dealing with children missing from care
and to competently track and monitor them.

• Need a data system that shows all identifiers as well as a placement plan.
(Illinois has a system that has individual data, family data, photos,
placement plans, etc. Also, as soon as a child is missing, everyone
important to the youth gathers to develop a placement plan to enact after
the child is found.)

•  Need to have a valid court order in place to search for missing kids.
(Washington has such an order that permits statewide search and arrest
authority, has no expiration, and allows law enforcement to take a child
into custody. As a result, the state has a 100% recovery rate on
abductions.)
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•  Need to understand and be aware of the runaway culture. Youth who
run often know where to go to eat, where to go to sleep, and so forth, and
have developed a support network.

Recovery and Resolution

•  Need to recognize that the challenge is not always finding the children
but rather keeping them and preventing them from running.

•  Need to recognize that running is sometimes functional and can be a
youth’s strength. For example, a youth in an abusive family may run as a
response and survival strategy.

• Need to build a relationship with youth and assess where they are when
they are found, because sometimes bringing a youth back into care isn’t
the answer.

•  Need to emphasize youth resiliency and focus on the strengths of the
child and family.

•  Need to change the attitude of the system and intertwine nonprofit
agencies with child welfare and law enforcement relationships.

• Need to use the media to educate. “The Amber alert system was used for
a child abducted from care [in Illinois], and it turned out to be a great
opportunity to educate the media who, in turn, educated the public”
(Elizabeth Yore, General Counsel, Illinois DCFS).

•  Need to raise awareness and understanding that workforce issues limit
the ability to give an individualized response to each youth.
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Discussion Group Summaries

After the smaller discussion groups met, the full panel reconvened, and a representative
from each group summarized the key issues raised regarding definitions, prevention,
response, recovery, and resolution. The large workgroup was given an opportunity to
respond to each presentation. A scribe from each discussion group summarized the
meetings. These overviews follow, as well as comments made during the full panel
discussion.

Group One: Research and Data
The group decided to discuss the issues in the context of the entire continuum of
children in state custody.

Definitions
The first item for discussion was to develop reasonable definitions for the terms missing,
runaway, lost, and abducted.

• The group decided that the term missing could be considered the generic
description for children whose whereabouts are unknown. Under this
rubric are three more concrete terms: runaway, abducted, and lost.

• A child is considered a runaway if the child is voluntarily missing for 12
hours or overnight. This time caveat is meant to convey the critical
nature if a child fails to return to his or her home overnight, despite 12
hours not having passed. This definition does not preclude the custodial
agency from reporting the child as a runaway when his or her absence is
less than 12 hours old. For example, if someone witnesses the child
leaving without permission, the witness should report this immediately.
The placement setting may also factor into the reporting: A child who is



14

missing for one hour from a group home may prompt more concern than
a child who is missing for six hours from a family foster home.

•  A child is considered abducted if someone takes or fails to return the
child without prior authorization. Child abductions can be classified two
ways. In a family abduction, a member of the family or someone working
in its behalf takes or fails to return the child. In a nonfamily abduction, a
person who is not a family member takes or fails to return the child. A
child can be considered abducted even if the child willingly goes with the
individual. For example, if a 15-year-old girl leaves with her 22-year-old
boyfriend, she is considered abducted. Abduction also includes
stereotypical kidnapping.

• A child is considered lost if his or her whereabouts are unknown and the
agency cannot account for this through either a runaway or abduction
explanation. “Falling through the cracks is another way to describe a lost
child.” Suggestions for best practice include having a regular census
conducted by an outside source on a periodic basis to locate every child
in the custody of the state. The census also allows the state to identify
specific problems associated with tracking children. Another suggestion
is to have child identifiers available (i.e., photos, fingerprints, iris scans,
dental records). In Kentucky, as a result of their census, Hewlett Packard
donated 75 handheld personal computers. This tool has photo
capabilities along with global positioning system technology. This allows
for better monitoring of the children in their custody.

This workgroup’s discussion centered on the need for better data collection on
missing children. A computerized data system should:

•  record whether the child is missing and the length of time the child is
missing for,

•  record the suspected reason for the child being missing (runaway or
abducted),

• record the determined reason for the child being missing, and

•  track runaway destinations and other factors associated with children
who run away.

Prevention
The use of risk assessments each time the child enters the custody of the state is critical.
Best practice suggestions for child welfare workers are to:

• meet with the children immediately after being assigned the child’s case;

•  have close, very comfortable relationships with the children on their
caseload; and

•  maintain accurate recorded details of the child’s life in the data system
(i.e., important dates, friends, places they run).

Best practice suggestions for child welfare administrations are to have:

• a data system that is full and comprehensive;
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• policies and procedures in place to support child welfare workers; and

• a periodic census of all children in care, conducted by an outside source.

Best practice suggestions for helping children in the custody of the state are:

• for children to get to know their child welfare workers;

• to provide wraparound services, including mental health; and

• to provide mentoring programs (New Mexico has done some great work
in this area).

Response

•  An interface is needed between law enforcement and child welfare and
should include the use of technology.

• Interjurisdictional cooperation is paramount.

•  Agencies need to use identifiers to locate children (i.e., photos,
fingerprints, iris scans, and dental records).

• States use Amber Alerts for child abductions, but not for runaways. This
tool needs to be used with discretion.

• When a child goes missing, the foster parents’ support is important.

Future research in this area includes:

•  exploring what states are doing (who has targeted responses to missing
children, what are they doing, and how are they doing it) and

• examining which responses yield the most positive results—what works.

Recovery
Best practice suggestions include:

•  locating children who have been lost or abducted, or who have run
away, even after they have been discharged from state custody; and

• providing follow-up to children as warranted to ensure their safety.

Future research in this area includes:

• examining how many children are found;

• gathering accurate prevalence data;

• examining who is discharged from care and when;

• conducting a basic survey of all the children who run away (who, what,
when, why, how) that also includes a subset of children randomly
selected to complete a more in-depth qualitative survey/interview that
will yield a rich qualitative analysis; and
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• examining the factors related to recidivism.

Resolution
Future research in this area includes:

•  a survey of what works and does not work and what would have
prevented the child from becoming missing,

• an exit study to examine those children who ran away and those who did
not, and

• a study on placement stability and behavioral characteristics of the child
(i.e., using the Child Behavior Check List to look at child characteristics
related to running behaviors).

Comments

•  The term recovery should be replaced by either reunification or return
home.

• The Amber Alert system is being reevaluated.

• The overuse of Amber Alert may compromise its efficacy with the public.

Group Two: Legislation and Policy
The group shared individual state experiences as they relate to current state legislation
and policy. Florida has instituted a policy in which every child in care must be seen
monthly. They have also instituted face-to-face visits and a fingerprinting and
photograph policy. The group also shared success stories from Operation SafeKids.
Some of the other states represented have the same policies in place.

Sonia Nesbit, a member of the congressional staff of the Ways and Means
Committee, joined the discussion and shared a brief report about what staff are doing on
Capitol Hill. They are creating dialogue and identifying the issues regarding children in
care, especially as they relate to information systems and how to make them more
effective.

Legislative Reactions

• As a result of high-profile cases, such as in Florida, legislation has caused
workers to remove more children, especially in cases that have evidence
of substance abuse and domestic violence. Legislation has driven the
numbers of children in care higher.

• Some states, such as Illinois, are moved to action by consent decrees and
lawsuits more than by legislation.

What Kinds of Legislation and Policy Are We Looking For?

• Legislation and policy that is directly geared toward missing children to
reduce the number of children missing from care. This can be policy,
resources, and so forth.
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• Leaders need to make this legislation a priority issue.

•  Definitions are needed for the various categories of missing children,
because different responses are needed accordingly.

Legislation and policy that

• are not an unfunded mandate! We need to look at alternative resources;
legislation should be the last resort if policy changes cannot be
implemented through the normal process;

•  reduce the total number of children in care and stabilize the workforce
through use of training, tools, and so on;

•  support coordination among law enforcement, child welfare, and
nonprofits;

•  look into a policy for the chain of command as it relates to how long it
takes for the worker to find out a child is missing from care;

•  provide for basic criteria in policy to remove a child from his or her
family (a proper assessment and investigation that accounts for the risk
of removal);

•  include training for the workforce in risk assessment, especially in the
cases of children and youth who may run away;

• provide for flexible prevention dollars;

• make all missing children a priority

• increase the focus on runaways, as they are the largest group of children
missing from care; and

• address confidentiality issues and barriers of confidentiality.

What Can the Federal Government Do?

• Funding: Match community dollars for programs.

• National Crime Information Center (NCIC) gives the states the ability to set
up their own system and standardizes reporting forms across the county.

Prevention

• Housing

• Domestic violence and substance abuse treatments

• Healthy Families program

• Mental health
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•  Flexible funding to be used for prevention programs (this tends to be
hard to get unless there is a crisis)

•  Development of a form of triage for the child once he or she has been
recovered

•  Examination and standardization of the reporting process to law
enforcement

• A holistic prevention approach that allows treatment of the entire family

Issues with Reporting: Law Enforcement and Child Welfare

•  Need a “key point”—May need a dedicated unit to retrieve missing
children (i.e., runaways).

• Reporting systems work better for abducted children.

•  Calling the runaways “missing” can increase their priority. Separating
them from other missing children can make them less of a priority.

•  The term missing versus missing from care causes issues between law
enforcement and child welfare.

•  Overlapping discrepancies among the categories (i.e., endangered,
runaway, abducted, etc) are an issue, and states have different categories.

• Jurisdictional differences exist.

Resolution

• Identify who is responsible for the child.

•  Figure out how to help the “recyclers”—the frequent runners and
children who experience multiple placements.

• Identify what can be provided to and in support of foster families to keep
their children from running.

• Get all missing children into the NCIC—this is the first step!

• Use the Amber Alert.

• Use technology-smart police officers.

Good Programs and Models

• Wraparound programs

• Family decisionmaking models/family group conferencing

• Multisystemic programs
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•  Integrated assessments: Some states use their local universities for
integrated assessments

• Working with the media to get out a positive message

o Education summits during foster care month—invite the media
o Website usage
o Capitol Hill briefings
o Foster parent and foster child alumni editorials

Comments

•  Because of confidentiality limitations, how does child welfare share
information with law enforcement and private agencies? Should
confidentiality thresholds be lowered to find missing kids?

•  We should be honest with foster youth, especially when it comes to
agency or caseworker limitations.

Group Three: Law Enforcement and Juvenile Justice

Prevention

• Law enforcement should be made available to help identify the problem.

•  Child protective services (CPS) agencies need to stay in touch with law
enforcement regarding missing youth (either through basic training
police executive program or legislative requirement). Agencies must
collaborate with one another.

•  Get buy-in from the chief executive officer to promote collaborations
between agencies and focus on runaway youth.

•  Youth officers—find out why youth run and whether abuse or
exploitation occurred. (After youth is located, interview regarding
reasons for behavior.) Youth officers would be trained to focus in this
area.

• Once law enforcement finds the kids, CPS should find out from the child
why he or she ran to keep the child from running again. (CPS would be
encouraged not only to find a new placement but also to get information
on how to prevent future running.)

• We need to know how to prevent kids from running in the first place.

Response

•  Coordinated, community, and multidisciplinary efforts with local law
enforcement

• Practical solutions for line workers (need to have protocol in place)
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• What do we do when we find them (policy with clear steps in place)

• Work with youth to encourage them not to run again (outreach)

• Intervention centers (families, schools)

• Foster parents and CPS know where the resources are located and how to
access them

• Cross-training

• Create a “nuts and bolts” approach effective to create practical solutions
for law enforcement

• School resource officer contact in place to work with young people in the
school system

•  National training program (FBI, State Department), such as the Victim
Advocates Program

•  Create a policy on how and where to file reports (address jurisdictions
issues). Police have to take report where the child disappears, and
anyone can file the report. This statement came up due to jurisdictional
conflicts. Group felt very strongly bout creating clear guidelines
regarding filing reports.

• Uniform policy throughout the United States

Child Lost in the System

•  Definitions of the Department of Social Services (DSS) versus law
enforcement vary.

•  Define what “lost in the system” means: The state has custody of the
child and the presence or absence of child in foster care is unaccounted
for by the state agency.

• DSS should make a reasonable investigation before reporting to police.

•  Recommendations: Have a standard way of collecting identifying
information.

Abduction/Kidnapping from Foster Care

•  Definition—Children who are removed from care, custody, or control
involuntarily or voluntarily by someone who does not have authority to
remove them.

Recovery and Resolution

• Duty to report applies to all

• Uniform policy for reporting and taking reports of missing children
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•  Exempt from civil and criminal liability for sharing information in
reference to a missing child (the group would like exemption from
liability of information sharing, e.g., CPS workers are protected when
conducting an investigation)

• Legislation that recommends that parents notify DSS when they move

Group Four: Child Welfare and Child-Serving Organizations

Prevention

Make System More Supportive

• Develop adequate resources and support for placements.

• Ensure reasonable caseloads for child welfare workers.

• Ensure that child welfare workers are making meaningful visits (monthly
or more often) that adequately assess child safety and well-being.

•  Reform foster care using the Family to Family model— neighborhood
placements, strength-based, and so on (helped reduce AWOL numbers in
Michigan).

•  Recruit innovative resource homes that are heavily supported by the
child welfare agency and that must take youth back after they run.

Stability, Support, and Relationships

•  Provide stability and support to children and youth in care by ensuring
that each has a guardian ad litem and a supportive relationship with a
counselor.

• Place siblings together in care.

•  Be more open to the unauthorized placements that youth have found.
Assess, do a police check, and offer services.

Develop Child and Youth Potential and Involvement

• Initial assessments—Involve child and others involved in his or her life in
placement decisions.

•  Provide in-home tutoring (two to three hours a day) when needed for
remedial schooling—build in successes and rewards.

•  Offer lessons to develop the talents and skills of children and youth in
care.

• Be aware of and look for ways to reduce the stigma of being a foster child
or youth (i.e., obtaining driver’s license like other teens).
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Professional Development

•  Provide education in schools of social work and public and private
agency training for child welfare workers on cultural competence with
youth culture and applied youth development principles.

• Partner new caseworkers with seasoned workers to shadow for one year.

•  Train child welfare workers (both public and private) and resource
parents to look for signals that a youth may run and how to respond,
such as in the Florida program identifying causal factors from post-
AWOL interviews by behavior analysts with youth who run.

Prevention of AWOL Recurrence

• The problem is not finding, but preventing children from running when
found; the more habituated the child is to running, the more he or she is
vulnerable.

• Families need supports for home when the youth returns (i.e., Family to
Family model).

• Refrain from punishing youth who run.

•  Model program: Jim Casey Youth Initiative for youth ages 14 to 23
transitioning out of foster care. Involves bank account, education, job
skills training, housing, and mentors. In Michigan, none of the youth in
the program have run away from care.

Preparation for Effective Coordinated Response

•  Fingerprinting, photographs, and dental records (get bite impressions)
are taken at intake and maintained as part of case record; connect to
Child and Family Service Reviews for compliance.

•  Take photographs every six months for children under 6 years old and
every year for children 6 and older.

• Some states use private vendors for photographing and fingerprinting.

• Must balance civil liberty issues and need to keep kids safe.

•  Crossing state lines: Have digital thumbprint and run through
Automated Fingerprint Identification Systems.

•  Complete NCMEC “Child I.D.” form at intake so if the child runs, the
agency will have the necessary information when filing a report.

•  Protocols for interagency agreements—provide social security numbers
and birth certificates to be shared among agencies; meet with heads of
agencies to include them in AWOL alerts.

• Liaison to work with law enforcement to understand each other’s policies
and cut down on duplication of work.
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Response

•  Strongly recommend well-staffed centralized missing child units in state
public child welfare agencies to provide support and consistency of
practice and people who can “walk workers through it [the process].”

•  Missing child liaison or contact in each office or county to coordinate
with centralized unit.

•  Child’s vital records, such as birth certificates, should be kept secure so
they can be accessed when child is reported as missing.

• Statewide task force of police officers to DCF as a permanent entity that
is dedicated and centralized, not district level, to provide information
sharing across groups.

•  Level of intensity of law enforcement response to children missing from
care (from high to low):

o Abducted from foster home
o Abducted from kinship home
o First-time runner
o Chronic runner

•  Abductions get more attention and stronger response than runaways;
how to raise priority of response to kids who run?

•  Law enforcement is reluctant to respond to cases in which parents
abscond with a child of whom the child welfare agency has taken legal
custody, but has not yet taken physical custody. This situation is often
not discovered until the case is handed off from CPS to an ongoing unit.
These cases are of particular concern because the children are usually
young and there is usually a delay before it is realized that the child is
missing. (Illinois expressed this concern.)

Discovery and Recovery

•  Provide a stabilization unit or area for child so the youth will not run
again immediately.

•  Involve NCMEC so that recovery of children abducted from care will
work smoothly.

•  Have a child debriefing plan in place to implement when child is
recovered. Florida has behavior analysts conduct post-AWOL interviews
with all youth who run.

Return and Resolution

•  Child debriefing form: find out if youth intended to leave (i.e., planned
departure), did they know where they were going to stay, did they have
any money, what were their resources.

• Provide debriefing to and processing with youth when they return.
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•  Interstate Compact on the Placement of Children (ICPC) makes it
difficult to return youth from another state

•  In one state, the interstate compact for adolescents is administered
through corrections.

Lost in the System

•  Factors include management information system (MIS) glitches and
workers who do not enter data or who use incorrect codes.

•  Conduct a census/“bed check” of all children in care. One state uses
summer interns to do it annually.

•  Establish a category or MIS code for youth whose whereabouts are
unknown, but who contact their caseworker regularly.

•  Use a tracking or coding system (e.g., AWOL, whereabouts unknown,
abducted, whereabouts unknown but contacting caseworker, etc.).

Law Enforcement and Child Welfare Agency Coordination

• Conduct joint training

• Develop good working relationships at all levels and protocols

Other Issues and Recommendations

•  Stand and Deliver process in Florida for monthly regional manager
accountability to the secretary for regional outcomes (i.e., placement and
visitation)

Comments

•  Peer pressure works well to improve staff performance. For example, at
staff meetings, good workers stand and say why they are good. The
workers who are not performing well stand and say how they are going
to improve.

• Every state should have a centralized unit operating 24 hours per day, 7
days per week. It is a point of entry for a missing child, and it captures
the event ahead of the data system, which could lag a few days.

• From a law enforcement perspective, there is a legal gap for kids who are
missing from care but who were never actually brought into care. We do
not even know if the parents know that they have lost custody of their
child.
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Issues to Be Addressed in Practice Guidelines

Millicent Williams, Director of Foster Care for CWLA and Codirector of the Children
Missing from Care Project, led a group discussion on issues to be addressed in the
practice guidelines. Before she solicited feedback from the panelists, Ms. Williams
provided several points of information and observations:

1. The practice guidelines will address all children missing from out-of-home
placements, not just foster care.

2. The role of the birthfamily is important. Specifically, who decides if the
birthfamily is notified, and who actually notifies them?

3. The discussions from the expert panel echo those from years ago about sexual
abuse. Child welfare and law enforcement have gone through this process
before, so we need to revisit our own collaborative history.

4. The Children’s Bureau is doing a survey on ICPC and interstate issues, which
should result in changes to ICPC.

5. CWLA and NCMEC will be compiling information on what is happening across
states, so they can share protocols, forms, and so forth from your state.

In addition to the feedback from the small groups, suggestions from the panelists
on what should be included in the guidelines were:

• Need to consider use of DNA for identification of child.

• Need a uniform system for DCFS across the nation to report found kids,
as well as missing kids.
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•  Need to define terminology such as law enforcement and child welfare
without offending anyone.

• Need to be aware of sibling bonds because runaways may seek out their
siblings.

•  Need to involve youth in discussions, but experts also need to talk and
establish common understanding.

• Need to consider reunification at the onset of a missing episode.

•  Need policy and practice to address normal developmental issues for
kids to understand and prevent running away.

• Need a policy to address resilience and protective factors as they relate to
developmental needs of youth of all ages.

• Need leadership so that the message filters to the front line.

•  Need to address the differences between a social worker and an
advocate.

•  During the postrecovery debriefing, need to be aware of child
prostitution because many kids get involved in it during missing
episodes. This creates a new host of issues, especially when kids are
recovered.
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Approach to Best Practice Guidelines

Pam Day, Director of Child Welfare Standards for CWLA, and Marsha Gilmer-Tullis,
Director of the Family Advocacy Division for NCMEC, described their processes for
writing practice guidelines. CWLA is responsible for the development of child welfare
guidelines, and NCMEC is responsible for the development of law enforcement practice
guidelines. The agencies will work to marry the products, making them look similar,
perhaps putting them in one sleeve for circulation, and hosting combined training
sessions.

CWLA has historically developed goal standards that are not tied to mandates
but rather that reflect what the field recognizes as best practices. Practice guidelines, in
turn, are meant to elaborate on and operationalize the standards by providing more
specific, detailed guidance for agencies and practitioners. As with practice standards,
guidelines are informed by experts and are user friendly and detailed. The guidance of
the expert panel is extremely important in developing the content of these guidelines. It
is expected that these guidelines will include appendices that contain best practice tools
that agencies can use when they are involved in the investigation and service delivery
process.

NCMEC writers anticipate building an outline with the assistance of a small,
close-knit group. Then they will see what else is known in the field. They will share their
draft with other groups, and the NCMEC internal editors will review it and check it for
legal issues.
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Next Steps

During the course of the development of the practice guidelines, expert panelists will be
asked to review these documents and provide feedback. The panelists volunteered
suggestions for a coordinated approach to the dissemination and implementation of the
child welfare and law enforcement practice guidelines:

• Use CWLA and NCMEC websites

• Encourage states to use it in their Program Improvement Plans

• Weave it into national standards for Child and Family Services Reviews

• Write articles and other publications

• Conduct joint trainings for child welfare and law enforcement

The leaders thanked the panelists for their ongoing commitments and
contributions. The meeting was adjourned.
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Appendix A

Child Welfare League of America and National Center
for Missing and Exploited Children Invitational Meeting
of Experts: Children Missing from Care Participant List

Dorothy Ansell
Assistant Director
National Resource Center
for Youth Services
Schusterman Center
4502 E. 41st, Building 4 West
Tulsa, OK 74135
918/660-3700 (p)
918/660-3737 (f)
dansell@ou.edu

Detective David Barnard
King County Sheriff's Office
CID/Major Crimes Unit
Regional Justice Center
Kent, WA 98032
206/205-7957 (p)
206/205-5120 (f)
david.barnard@metrokc.gov

Commander Roberta Bartik
Chicago Police Department
3510 S. Michigan
Chicago, IL 60653
312/745-6004 (p)
312/745-6832 (f)
roberta.bartik@chicagopolice.org

Patsy Buida
National Foster Care Specialist
Children’s Bureau
330 C Street, SW, Room 2412
Washington, DC 20047
202/205-8769 (p)
pbuida@acf.hhs.gov
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Kenneth Buniak
Clearinghouse Manager
New York Division of Criminal Justice
Services
Missing and Exploited Children
4 Tower Place
Albany, NY 12203
518/457-6326 (p)
518/457-6965 (f)
kenneth.buniak@dcjs.state.ny.us

Lee Condon
Special Agent Supervisor
Florida Department of Law
Enforcement
Missing Children
Information Clearinghouse
2331 Phillips Road
Tallahassee, FL 32308
850/410-8535 (p)
850/410-8599 (f)
leecondon@fdle.state.fl.us

Mike Cusick
Executive Director
Florida Coalition for Children
864 Park Avenue
Tallahassee, FL 32301
850/561-1102 (p)
850/222-7117 (f)
mike@floridacoalitionforchildren.com

Peggy Daniel
Program Analyst
DHHS Office of the Inspector General
Office of Evaluation and Inspections
Atlanta, GA 30303
404/562-7732 (p)
404/562-2994 (f)
pdaniel@oig.hhs.gov

Christine DeVere
Professional Staff
Subcommittee on Human Resources/
House Committee on Ways and Means
B 317 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515-6351
202/225-1025 (p)
christine.devere@mail.house.gov

Judith Dunning
Statewide Coordinator for
Missing Children
Illinois Department of Children
and Families
406 East Monroe
Springfield, IL 6270
217/785-2570 (p)
217/785-2454 (f)
jdunning@idcfs.state.il.us

Celeste Edmunds
Christmas Box House International
236 South 300 East
Salt Lake City, UT 84111
801/531-8681 (p)
celeste@thechristmasboxhouse.org

Nick Gwyn
1106 Longworth House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515-6351
202/225-4021 (p)
nick.gwyn@mail.house.gov

Ruth Huebner
Child Welfare Researcher
Kentucky Cabinet for Families and
Children
Office of the Secretary
Mail Stop: 4W-B 275 East Main Street
Frankfort, KY 40621
502/564-3106, ext. 4060 (p)
502/566-3866 (f)
rutha.huebner@mail.state.ky.us

S. Kate Johnson
Out-of-Home Care Planner
Wisconsin Division of Children
and Family Services
1 W. Wilson Street
P.O. Box 8916
Madison, WI 53708-8916
608/266-6874 (p)
608/264-6750 (f)
johnssk@dhfs.state.wi.us

Rick Koca
Founder/CEO
Stand Up for Kids
1510 Front Street, Suite 100
San Diego, CA 92101
619/702-4543 (p)
RickK@standupforkids.org
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Michael Lesmann
Field Operations Liaison
Office of Children's Services
P.O. Box 110630
Juneau, AK 99811-0630
907/465-3548 (p)
907/465-3397 (f)
michael_lesmann@health.state.ak.us

Andrea Nesmith
4937 Thomas Avenue South
Minneapolis, MN 55410
612/374-5775 (p)
aanesmith@msn.com

Cathleen Newbanks
Assistant Secretary
Florida Department of Children and
Families
1317 Winewood Boulevard
Building 1, Room 201D
Tallahassee, FL 32399
850/921-8533 (p)
cathleen_newbanks@dcf.state.fl.us

Robin Nixon
Director
National Foster Care Coalition
Connect for Kids
1625 K Street, NW
Washington, DC 20006
202/454-5608 (p)
rnixon@connectforkids.org

Gale Holmes Norman
Child Locator Unit Coordinator
State of Michigan Family Independence
Agency
235 S. Grand Avenue, Suite 510
Lansing, MI 48933
517/335-7502 (p)
517/241-7047 (f)
normang@michigan.gov

Rose Perry
Programs Field Representative
Department of Human Services Children
and Family Services Division
907 S. Detroit, Suite 906
Tulsa, OK 74120
918/588-1737 (p)
918/588-1757 (f)
rose.perry@okdhs.org

Honorable James Payne
Judge
Marion Superior Court, Juvenile Division
2451 North Keystone Avenue
Indianapolis, IN 46218
317/924-7501 (p)
317/921-2307 (f)
jpayne@indygov.org

Officer Lee Reed
P.O. Box 2353
Abilene, TX 79604
325/692-7752 (p)
915/676-6612 (v)
lreed@leo.gov

Jerry Regier
Secretary
Florida Department of Children
and Families
1317 Winewood Boulevard
Bldg. 1, Room 202
Tallahassee, FL 32399
850/487-1111 (p)
850/488-4933 (f)
jerry.regier@myflorida.com
jerry_regier@DCF.state.fl.us

Raine Ritchey, Esq.
Children’s Deputy
Board of Supervisors County of Los
Angeles
500 W. Temple Street, Room 869
Los Angeles, CA 90012
213/974-5555 (p)
213/974-1010 (f)
rritchey@bos.co.la.ca.us

Lieutenant Thomas Smith
Collier County Sheriff’s Office/ Planning
and Research Unit
3301 Tamiami Trail East
Naples, FL 34112-4902
239/793-9184 (p)
239/530-9642 (f)
planner@colliersheriff.org
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Elizabeth Yore
General Counsel
Illinois Department of Children and
Family Services
DCFS Legal
160 N. LaSalle, 6th Floor
Chicago, IL 60601
312/814-2367 (p)
312/814-2442 (f)
elizabeth.yore@idcfs.state.il.us

Child Welfare League of America
Staff
Kathy Barbell
Associate Vice President
Program Operations
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0282 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
kbarbell@cwla.org

Shay Bilchik
President/CEO
Child Welfare League of America
440 1st Street, NW, 3rd Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0250 (p)
202/638-4004 (f)
sbilchik@cwla.org

Pamela Day
Director, Standards
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202-942-0262 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
pday@cwla.org

Alicia Drais Parillo
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
410/349-0216 (p)
adrais@cwla.org

Carrie Friedman
Director, NDAS
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/639-4933 (p)
cfriedman@cwla.org

Kiyonda Hill
Program Assistant
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/639-4913 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
khill@cwla.org

Caren Kaplan
Director, Child and Family Protection
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
202/662-4295 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
ckaplan@cwla.org

Noel Kinder
Program Manager, NDAS
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0315 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
nkinder@cwla.org

Carrie Martin
Program Manger, Standards
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0254 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
cmartin@cwla.org

Robert McKeagney
Vice President, Program Operations
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0322 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
rmckeagney@cwla.org
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Linda Jewell Morgan
Director, Office of Program Development
and Integration
13842 173rd Ave., NE
Redmond, WA 98052
425/869-9620 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
lmorgan@nwlink.com

John Sciamanna
Government Affairs
Child Welfare League of America
440 1st Street, NW, 3rd Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/639-4919 (p)
202/638-4004 (f)
jsciamanna@cwla.org

John Tuell
Deputy Director, National Center
for Program Leadership
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0277 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
jtuell@cwla.org

Millicent Williams
Director, Foster Care
Child Welfare League of America
50 F Street, NW, 6th Floor
Washington, DC 20001
202/942-0253 (p)
202/737-3687 (f)
mwillia@cwla.org

National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children Staff
Ben Ermini
Director, Missing Children’s Division
National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children
Charles B. Wang International Children’s
Building
699 Prince Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
703/837-6236 (p)
bermini@ncmec.org

Marsha Gilmer-Tullis
Director, Family Advocacy Division
National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children
Charles B. Wang International Children’s
Building
699 Prince Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
703/837-6304 (p)
mgilmer@ncmec.org

Nancy Hammer
Policy Counsel/Director, International
Division
National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children
Charles B. Wang International Children’s
Building
699 Prince Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
703/274-2158 (p)
nhammer@ncmec.org

Rae Robinson
Family Services Liaison, Family Advocacy
Division
National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children
Charles B. Wang International Children’s
Building
699 Prince Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
703/838-8376 (p)
rrobinson@ncmec.org


