
Background

Kinship care has grown dramatically in recent years.  Increasing numbers of parents are unable to rear their own children because of substance abuse, HIV/AIDS, physical and mental illness, homelessness, incarceration, and poverty.  In response to this increase, child welfare agencies have increasingly turned to kinship caregivers to care for their kin's children who are entering the legal custody of the state.  Unfortunately, most child welfare agencies have not been prepared with substantive knowledge base, policy, program, or practice guidelines to develop and implement quality kinship care services. 

The passage of the Adoption and Safe Families Act has also forced many child welfare agencies to interpret and develop policies with the intent of achieving a legal permanency plan for children living with their relatives.  Many child welfare agencies are informing kinship caregivers about the permanency plan of adoption. However, there is very little attention given to providing support services for kinship caregivers who opt to adopt.  More specifically, there is very little support for kin who are adopting their adolescent kinship child.  

While adoption provides permanence for children, adoption disruptions do occur.  Without proper support services, preparation and information kinship caregivers are left to resolve family crises alone.  Also, the children in their care are in need of appropriate support services. 

   Adolescents are at a very vulnerable stage when moving from childhood to adulthood.  Some of these children are in their teen-age years but often function at much earlier developmental levels, as a result of deprivation, lack of stability, and/or abuse (Reitz and Watson, 1992). They want and need nurturing but they also want and need their independence.  Expressing these conflicting needs can sometimes be difficult for adolescents and their caregivers.  It is even more stressful if the caregiver is experiencing midlife crisis and other family stressors.  This presents challenges for both groups that can create relationship difficulties.

In addition to these issues kinship caregivers may have feelings of ambivalence about adopting their kin.  The kinship caregivers may feel that they do not need to adopt because they are already family or because it would cause conflict in their relationship with the child’s birth parents, (Thornton).  Kinship caregivers may experie
ce split and/or dual loyalties to the child and the parent, (Crumbley & Little, 1997).  They fear losing the child’s parents’ affection causing dilemmas within the family.

As a result of these issues, many kinship families are experiencing problems. Conflict arises in the family and in too many cases the child is either returned to the agency or the child runs away from the home.

The Project

In light of the above, Child Welfare League of America and the District of Columbia's Child and Family Services Agency have formed a three -year research project designed to improve permanency, safety and well-being for adolescents with special emphasis on reducing the number of kinship adoption disruptions.  

The project will provide support services to kinship caregiver families that have opted to adopt their adolescent kinship child.  A project group of 50 kinship families, kinship adolescents and the biological parents will be selected to receive multi-family group therapy, educational support services, and social activities for two years.  In addition, the kinship adolescent children will participate in art therapy and expressive art groups.  Finally, the project will provide specialized training to District of Columbia's Child and Family Services' service workers who work specifically with kinship caregiver families who have a permanency plan of adoption.

CWLA and its partner, D.C. Child & Family Services Agency, expect to show an increase in the kinship caregivers readiness to adopt; improved caregiver and adolescent conflict and communication skills and decrease in adolescent behavior problems.  As a result of these services the number of kinship adoption disruptions will be reduced.

Evaluation

To evaluate the success of the project, CWLA will study and evaluate the affect of these kinship adoption support services to determine the extent to which there is an impact on the safety, permanence and well-being of adolescent children adopted by their relatives.

Outcome:

· Reduce kinship adoption disruptions

· Increased kinship families and adolescents readiness to adopt 

· Improved conflict resolution and communication skills between the adolescent child and kinship caregiver

· Decrease adolescents' behavior problems

· Increased service worker's knowledge and practice of kinship adoption
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