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Abstract 

Family and Children’s Services of Monterey County Department of Social Services is an agency 

that serves families in the Monterey County who have an open case. In the Family Reunification 

Unit they work on reunifying families back together. Youth in the foster care system are 

uninformed about their dependency case. Unlike parents, they do not receive a class that teaches 

them all about their case. Some of the reasons for this is that social workers have very large 

caseloads, People/Youth have lack of knowledge of court systems and CASA has a long waiting 

list. The consequences of not informing youth with deep knowledge about their cases are that 

they will have misconceptions about their case, they may develop depression and anxiety, and 

they begin to lack the trust in others. A survey was created for foster children age ten and older 

in order to figure out what areas they are confused about. The data was analyzed to see what 

topics can be used to create a curriculum for them. As a result, foster youth that were surveyed 

were confused about many different aspects of their case. A class should be implemented in 

order to address the misconceptions that foster youth have about their dependency case. The 

class should be taught by an MSW intern or a social worker.  

 

Keywords: foster, dependency case, survey, youth   
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Agency & Communities Served 

Family & Children’s Services (FCS)- Monterey County DSS commits to helping families 

in Monterey County. Their mission is: 

The Family and Children’s Services Branch offers child protective services, foster care 

services, and adoption services to children and youth in Monterey County. The mission 

of FCS is to prevent the occurrence of child abuse and neglect. Service goals strive to 

keep children and youth safe and within the protection of a permanent family. (Family & 

Children’s Services, 2008) 

FCS serves children in Monterey County who are in the foster care system. As of 2018, 

there are 389 children in foster care (Kids Data, 2018). FCS serves every race and ethnicity, but 

according to the data, 301 of the children are Hispanic/Latino (Kids Data, 2018). 

The reunification department works with families to help parents reunify with their 

children. There are several programs offered through the reunification department of FCS. 

Parents are offered parenting classes, domestic violence classes, Narcotics Anonymous / 

Alcoholics Anonymous classes, therapy and connecting with them other agencies to find 

housing. Meanwhile parents are completing their case plan, children are placed in foster homes 

and group homes.  

Depending on the type of abuse that parents have caused, they are required to complete 

different types of classes. Every family that has a dependency case completes a mental health 

assessment. This will help determine whether any of them need therapy. In most cases, therapy is 

needed in families. Parenting classes help parents better discipline their child and basically be a 

better parent. Every dependency case requires parents to complete all of these types of classes.  
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Problem Description  

One of the problems at FCS is that youth in the foster care system are uninformed about 

their cases. Parents are able to attend a 10-week program that teaches them about what it means 

to have an open case with FCS. They learn about what to expect from a social worker, about 

court hearings, and about the different meetings that they are required to attend. The youth in the 

foster care system do not have this type of class that allows them to learn about their cases. As 

Lickerman states, “Research has suggested that taking the time to explain yourself will help your 

children develop a moral conscience…” (2010). 

Contributing Factors 

One of the contributing factors is that social workers have very large caseloads. There 

was a study done on how many caseloads a social worker is carrying and how many they should 

carry. “The average caseload for a child welfare worker is between 24 and 31 children. The 

Child Welfare League of America recommends caseloads of between 12 and 15 children per 

worker” (National Association of Social Workers, 2004). Having a large caseload is difficult for 

a social worker to be able to get into detail about every case with every youth.  

Another contributing factor is that youth have a lack of knowledge of court systems. In 

Monterey County there isn’t a program implemented to help youth learn about court systems and 

answer any questions they may have. In general, leaving people in the dark about their court case 

can really confuse them and make them feel confused. In an article from The Guardian it says, 

“Despite many attempts over the past 15 years to improve the experience of members of the 

public giving evidence in court, witnesses are still being left unsupported, uninformed and, in 
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many cases, left to feel like an afterthought in the process” (n.d.). One of the witnesses claimed 

that the court process “continues to frustrate, confuse and cause distress” (n.d.). 

The final contributing factor is that CASA has a long waiting list. Since CASA advocates 

attend court hearings with the youth, they would be able to help them answer questions they may 

have about their case and the court system. In Monterey County, there are currently 65 children 

on a waiting list for a CASA advocate (CASA of Monterey County, 2019). That is a large 

number of children waiting to have an advocate and to help them with their understanding of the 

court system.  

Consequences 

One of the consequences of this problem is that foster youth will have misconceptions 

about their case. Many foster youth think they are in foster care as a form of punishment since 

they don’t understand that it’s because they were not safe at home. Foster youth also think they 

are going to orphanages or that all foster children live in one big place. (Fafsblog, 2013). Having 

these misconceptions can greatly confuse children even more than they already are.  

Another consequence is that foster youth can develop depression and anxiety. “Children 

who have been in foster care were seven times more likely to develop depression and five times 

more likely to have anxiety” (Reese, 2016). This statistic is for foster children in general, but the 

stress of being unaware of what is going on with their case it can be a trigger to their current 

mental health. 

The final consequence is the lack of trust in others. Foster children are placed in foster 

homes with complete strangers in a brand-new environment. It is difficult for them to get used to 

living in a different place. In a study done with former foster youth, one said the connection 
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between them and their foster parents was fake. They also felt like foster parents just do it for the 

money (University of Washington, 2012). It was also stated, ‘Foster parents lack parenting 

resources and need more specific parenting skills. "Many foster parents couldn't tell the 

difference between normal teenage 'pushing your buttons' types of behaviors and troubled 

adolescent behavior due to past life traumas,"’ (University of Washington, 2012). If foster 

parents are not able to understand their youth, there will not be any trust between them. 

Problem Model 

Contributing Factors Problem Consequences 

Social workers have very 
large caseloads 

The youth in the foster care 
system are uninformed about 
their cases 

Youth will have 
misconceptions about their 
case 

People/Youth have lack of 
knowledge of court systems 

Depression and anxiety 

 CASA has a long waiting list 
 

Lack of trust 

 

Capstone Project Description and Justification 

Capstone Project 

A capstone project that would address the problem described would be to get more 

information from foster youth about their questions and concerns towards their case and the court 

system itself. A survey was created for foster children. After the surveys were completed, the 

data was analyzed to see what topics can be used to create a class for them. The class would help 

youth understand their cases and all about the court system. The age of the children that were 

surveyed was ten years and older. The reason why ten was the age chosen was because at age ten 

they are able to receive a court report for their case. This project addressed the problem of foster 
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youth being uninformed about their cases.  

Project Purpose 

The purpose of this project was to make sure the foster youth do not have a lack of 

knowledge towards the court system. When something is not explained to a person, it can cause 

them to make assumptions with misguided information. The survey helped the department 

understand what areas foster youth need more understanding on. It is important that the youth 

understand what is going on with their case and what their case is about.  

Project Justification 

The idea of doing a survey was to understand what types of questions and misconceptions 

foster youth had towards their case. Creating a class in the future will help them better 

understand their dependency case. This information also helped the social worker better 

understand what types of things they should be talking to their foster youth about. There are a 

variety of components to a dependency case, but having this information from the youth gave the 

social worker a more narrow understanding.  

Project Implementation 

In order to get the project started, there was a lot of preparing to do for it. The first 

capstone paper and class presentation were where the capstone idea was first brought up. At the 

site visit, the instructor, mentor and student briefly discussed the capstone idea. A brainstorm 

was done in order to think of ideas and questions that can be implemented in the survey. All of 

the topics that were thought of for the survey had to be ran by the social worker in order to make 

sure they were appropriate to ask foster youth. The social worker went over the questions and 

topics and then explained which ones were good and which ones were too sensitive for the foster 
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youth. Once the ideas were narrowed down, questions were organized by topic to make sure it 

was structured. The survey was not simple to make since the word choices were very important. 

All of the foster youth have had some type of trauma. The same survey was used for all of the 

youth, but with some youth, certain questions could not be asked. For example: if the youth did 

not have contact with their parents, questions about visits could not be asked. A question about 

visits could have triggered them. It was crucial to learn about the case beforehand in order to not 

trigger the youth. 

The capstone project was explained thoroughly in order for the social workers to 

understand what the intern will be doing as she accompanied them to the home visits. It was 

important to explain it to them so when the survey was administered, the social workers were not 

surprised or confused about the content. A change of mentors was a slight interruption since she 

had to be put up to speed with what was going on. Everything was explained and after that 

everything continued smoothly. At the beginning of the Fall semester, the survey was given to 

the foster youth at the end of the social worker’s home visit with them. Once the foster youth 

were surveyed, the data was analyzed.  

In order to achieve the project’s effectiveness, the surveys were conducted strictly by the 

intern. This was crucial in order to make sure all of the information was correct, and all of the 

questions were asked in the correct manner. Conducting the surveys in person was very 

important. Instead of sending out the surveys with social workers, it was more efficient to do 

them face to face with the youth. Seeing the reactions to the questions was significant because it 

gave a better understanding on how the youth were feeling. Appendix B, shows a sample of the 

survey that was given to foster youth.  



A CHILD’S PERSPECTIVE OF THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM 9 

Once the surveys were finished, they were put together and analyzed. The things that 

were to be looked for where to see what areas the youth needed more information regarding their 

dependency case. The data was used to create a sample curriculum of topics that could be used to 

create a class for the foster youth. The timeline for this implementation plan is attached in the 

Scope of Work in Appendix A.  

Expected Outcomes & Assessment Plan 

The expectations for the project was for it to be a useful tool for the department. The 

original number of youth expected to survey was twelve, but the actual number of youth 

surveyed was ten. The information gathered from the surveys was used to create a sample 

curriculum of what topics need to be addressed. This can be used to create a class for the foster 

youth which will help them understand their dependency case and the court system. The topics in 

the class will target any questions or concerns the youth may have.  

Project Results 

When the surveys were completed, everything was analyzed in order to figure out what 

was the biggest confusion the youth had. One of the observations made was that youth know 

what certain things are, but not the actual term for it. Ten foster youth were surveyed instead of 

the number expected (twelve). Although less youth were surveyed than expected, the results 

were still successful. More than enough information was collected in order to assess the foster 

youth’s confusion in regards to the foster care system.  In Appendix C, Figure 1, it shows that 

70% of youth surveyed said they did not know what “family reunification services” were. All of 

the youth surveyed are currently in that process, therefore it was very surprising that they did not 

know the term for it.  
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In Appendix C, Figure 2, it shows that all of the youth surveyed did not know how often 

they have court hearings. In other questions regarding court, some knew when their next court 

date was or if they knew what a court report was. Knowing how often they have court is very 

important because it can help them understand the process and how long everything takes. A list 

of topics was created that should be addressed in a class for foster youth. In Appendix D a 

sample curriculum is shown that explains the court process. The curriculum included what a 

court hearing is, who attends and who is involved and what happens at court. Since there are 

different court hearings, the different ones were all explained and how often court hearings are. It 

also included information about court reports and what the different sections mean.  

Overall, the outcomes were very helpful towards creating a curriculum that would be 

helpful for foster youth. Most of the foster youth that were surveyed were confused about many 

different aspects of their case. The results helped create a sample of what they are actually 

confused about.  

Conclusion & Recommendations 

Based on the results from the survey, it should be noted that most children were confused 

on very different levels of their dependency case. Many of the children knew what some topics 

meant, but they did not know the correct term for it. They are also unaware of the different court 

hearings and everything that has to do with them.  

This project is just the beginning of a process to help foster children better understand 

their case. A survey was created and foster youth were surveyed. The data was analyzed in order 

to create a sample curriculum of what topics to be addressed. The other topics that need to be 
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addressed are about CFT meetings, home visits, court reports, family visits and about their social 

worker(s). All the children surveyed were confused by at least one of these topics. A curriculum 

should be created by future interns in order to get the class started. It would be very beneficial 

for social workers to team up with therapists and teach the class to foster youth. This type of 

program could really help youth understand every aspect of their case. This project could very 

much improve by just continuing the process and finishing it.  
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Appendix A 

Scope of Work 

 
Activities 

 
Deliverables 

 
Timeline/Deadlines 

 
MLO’s Addressed  

Capstone Paper- intro to 
the agency and project Intro to project  January 11th Information 

Management 
Class Presentation- 
introduced agency and 
project idea to the class  

Intro to project  February 8th Professional 
Communication  

Agency Site Visit- 
Caitlin met with mentor. 
Discussed capstone to 
mentor  

Discussion  February 21st  Collaboration  

Brainstorm for 
Capstone- mentor and 
student brainstormed 
ideas for survey  

First step  March 20th  Information 
Management  

Capstone Supervision- 
talked about what topics 
should be asked, what 
youth (age) 

Collaboration about 
project  May 1st  Professional 

Communication 

Worked on Capstone- 
started brainstorming on 
questions to ask youth  

Survey ideas  May 1st  Information 
Management 

Develop Survey- mentor 
looked through survey, 
finalized survey  

Start making survey  By May 20th Information 
Management 

Present to other Social 
Workers- explained 
project and questions  

Present Capstone  On going  
Professional 
Communication, 
Collaboration  

New Mentor- first 
meeting, discussed 
duties with previous 
mentor. Talked about 
capstone project and 
what support was 
needed  

First meeting with 
new mentor  Sept. 9th Professional 

Communication 

Survey Foster Youth- 
attend home visits with 
social workers, 
introduce mt survey at 
the end of visit.  

Survey  Sept. & Oct.  

Professional 
Communication, 
Information 
Management 
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Analyze Data- went 
through surveys, looked 
at what topic was the 
most confusing 

Final analysis  Oct. 21st Information 
Management 

Create template- created 
a list of topics to 
address. Decided on 
what topic was going to 
be used for sample 
curriculum 

Binder  Nov. 4th Information 
Management 

Create Sample 
Curriculum- made a 
curriculum of a topic as 
if it were to be taught in 
a class. Addressed 
different areas of topic  

Final part Nov. 8th Information 
Management 
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Appendix B 

Survey for Foster Youth  

Please write down the child’s age and gender. 

1.     What is your understanding about being in foster care? 

2.     Do you feel confused about what it means to be in foster care? If so, what is 

confusing? 

3.     How long have been living here? 

4.     Do you like it? What do you like or don’t like about it? 

5.     How many social workers have you had? 

6.     Do you know why you have had this many? 

7.     Where do you feel most comfortable talking with your social worker? 

8.     Do you know what home visits are? If so, what are they? 

9.     Have you been to Court hearings? If not, why? 

10.  Do you know when your next Court hearing is? 

11.  Are you going to your next Court hearing? If not, why? 

12.  Do you know how often you have Court hearings? How often do you have them? 

13.  Do you know what a Court report is? If so, what is it? 

14.  Have you read one of your Court reports? If not, why? 

15.  Do you know what a case plan is? Do you know where to find it? 

16.  Do you know what Family Reunification Services are?  

17.  Do you know what a CFT is? If so, what is it? 

18.  Have you ever been to a CFT? If not, why? 

19.  How often do you visit with your parents? 

20.  What is your favorite thing about visits? 

21.  What would you like to do in your visit that you don’t do? 

22.  What about being in foster care is most confusing to you? 

23.  If you have a question about foster care who would you go to? 

24.  Can you think of anything else that is confusing to you about foster care? 
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Appendix C 

Figure 1: Do you know what Family Reunification Services are? 

 

Figure 2: Do you know how often you have Court hearings? 
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Appendix D 

Sample Curriculum  
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