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Introduction

			Putting Adults First

			I called it. It’s not something I’m proud of, but within hours of the announcement of the nomination of Judge Amy Coney Barrett to the Supreme Court in the fall of 2020, some friends were wondering exactly what her opponents might find to attack. I already knew the answer. “The woman might as well be a saint,” they told me. “Did you know that she adopted two orphaned children from Haiti?” they asked. Surely nothing in her personal life could be fodder. Oh, I thought, you’d be surprised.

			And there, like some kind of prophetic fulfillment, was Ibram X. Kendi on Twitter: “Some White colonizers ‘adopted’ Black children,” the Boston University professor and author of the bestselling book How to Be an Antiracist, wrote. “They ‘civilized’ these ‘savage’ children in the ‘superior’ ways of White people, while using them as props in their lifelong pictures of denial, while cutting the biological parents of these children out of the picture of humanity.”1

			The idea that white parents caring for black children—black orphans, no less—is a form of colonization is not a new accusation. Indeed, it seems that the United States went almost right from a period in which interracial family relationships were illegal—the first official interracial adoption was in 1948—to one in which white adults were criticized as patronizing bigots for wanting to care for children whose skin color did not match theirs.

			Malcolm X made the accusation more than a half-century before Kendi. In 1938, Malcolm’s mother, Louise Little, suffered a nervous breakdown after her husband was murdered. Six of her children, including Malcolm, were sent to four different foster homes. Malcolm was placed with a white family. In his 1965 bestseller, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, which he coauthored with journalist Alex Haley, Malcolm lamented that “Judge McClellan in Lansing had authority over me and all of my brothers and sisters… A white man in charge of a black man’s children! Nothing but legal, modern slavery—however kindly intentioned.”2

			It wasn’t long after that in 1972, when the National Association of Black Social Workers took up the cause, issuing a statement that took “a vehement stand against the placements of Black children in white homes for any reason.” The group called transracial adoptions “unnatural,” “unnecessary,” and “artificial” and argued that such placements were evidence of the continued “chattel status” of African Americans.3

			Such views are at odds with the opinions of most Americans, who find interracial families to be either unremarkable or a generally positive development. A Pew Research Center poll in 2017, for instance, found that “roughly four-in-ten adults (39 percent) now say that more people of different races marrying each other is good for society—up significantly from 24 percent in 2010.”4 The share saying it’s a bad thing fell from 13 percent to only 9 percent. A 2017 survey by the Dave Thomas Foundation of potential adoptive parents found that almost half had no preference at all about the race of the child they would adopt.5 It is hard to express just how remarkable that is, not just in twenty-first-century America, but also in the context of human history. These children will not be their parents’ biological progeny, and everyone else in the community will know that.

			Nor is it just a sign of racial tolerance. These sentiments are also a measure of the importance that American families place on the well-being of children, even those who are not their own. Of the respondents considering adoption from foster care—obviously a small sample of the population—most did not say that they had a desire to grow their family. Rather, they noted that children needed “good homes,” that they deserve a “better future,” or that “all children need to know they are loved.” Belief in the need to care for our country’s most vulnerable children has won over prejudice and even evolutionary instincts.

			Unfortunately, our child-welfare system does not seem to have the same orientation. Though many well-meaning people create and carry out the laws and policies that govern child-welfare agencies and family courts, these institutions have been co-opted by a radical and, in many ways, nonsensical ideology. In deciding how to treat children who are being abused or severely neglected, they consider factors that are completely unrelated to and often at odds with a child’s best interests. The most obvious of these is skin color.

			Children who have substantiated reports of child abuse and neglect are left in dangerous environments because the system is reluctant to be seen as breaking up black (or Hispanic or Native American) families. It keeps children in the foster-care system too long because biological families already have suffered from a racist system—so why pile on by severing these family ties? When it removes children and places them in foster care, race often is taken into consideration. And even though there are many more black children who need parents than there are black parents willing to take them in, there are caseworkers and judges who try to keep black children from being permanently adopted by white families.

			They do this because they feel sorry for black adults, not because they are concerned about black children. Indeed, as economists Mark Montgomery and Irene Powell concluded after a review of all the longitudinal studies on the subject: “…empirical evidence on transracial adoption suggests strongly that black children adopted into white families suffer no more developmental or adjustment problems than black adoptees in black families.”6

			But our heated racial dialogue in this country is poised to send our child-welfare system over a cliff. The “abolish foster care” movement, which has become a corollary of the demands to “defund the police,” is based on the idea that child-welfare agencies are structurally racist and unfairly targeting minority families, even removing their children because of racial bias. They’re not. There are reasons for the disparities—like family structure—that have nothing to do with racism. But this accusation has created pressure to leave many children in their homes despite the risk.

			If you want to understand how far this dangerous message has trickled down, here’s one illustration: In 2020, a New York Times reader wrote to the paper’s “Ethicist” column to describe a neighbor, “a single mother of color,” routinely beating her young children and their “wailing in response.” But, the writer notes, “I do not want to involve the police for obvious reasons.”7 In other words, concerned citizens would rather listen to the screams of abused children than subject a woman to some imagined instance of racism. This is insane.

			Hearing consistent cries about how foster care is racist will only discourage good people from reporting child abuse, from going to work for child-protective services (CPS), or from stepping up to become foster parents. The consequences will be deadly.

			It is not just race. There are countless other ways in which the system seems to prioritize other concerns over the best interests of the child. Many professionals and policymakers are more concerned with the well-being of the whole family. In this sense, adults—even the ones who severely neglect and abuse children—are seen as victims as well. As a result, the goals of the child-welfare system continue to expand. While many Americans think too many children are being taken from their homes, leaders at both the state and national levels are committed to increasing the number of families the system touches, subjecting them to just the kind of surveillance that critics object to.

			In order to serve the whole family—not just the children—the system prioritizes kinship care, transferring kids to the care of extended family, even when those family members suffer from the same dysfunction and even when those family members can’t pass a criminal background check. The system is painfully slow, even though these delays can irreversibly affect kids’ development. Family courts are stretched thin. They let cases with young children drag on for years at a time. They treat foster parents—even those who care for children for years—like teenaged babysitters. They keep foster parents in the dark about children’s needs and what’s going on with their biological parents, and they rarely ask for foster parents’ input about the day-to-day lives of the children in their care.

			The system favors foster homes over institutions, even for children who need a more intensive level of care for a short time. The system favors foster parents without jobs who can turn on a dime to meet the demands of a child-welfare bureaucracy and drives away stable middle-class families who want to help. And the system now seems determined to punish foster families and organizations who are drawn to this work by their faith because child-welfare bureaucracies are more concerned with social engineering and checking the latest sexual-trend boxes than the best interests of the individual child.

			In the year 2019, approximately 7.9 million children were reported to authorities as possible cases of abuse or neglect.8 These represented 4.4 million calls, with each call covering an average of 1.8 children (generally in the same family). Some of those calls came from mandated reporters—teachers, doctors, social workers. But many came from concerned neighbors or relatives. Of those 7.9 million children referred, we know that something was actually going wrong with about 3.5 million of them. (The remainder were “screened out.”) That’s more than 5 percent of the population of children in the US. Those are the cases that either merited further investigation or received an “alternative response”—meaning there was reason to believe that abuse or neglect was occurring but that the situation was considered low risk. So, the family is referred for various “services,” including, say, a drug-treatment program, an anger-management class, or a low-cost childcare program if a parent has been found to be leaving small children alone in order to go to work.

			In 2019, there were 656,000 official victims of child abuse or neglect (if you—in the Orwellian categorizations of the federal government—don’t count the kids who were, in fact, victims but deemed to be at low risk of being revictimized and so received an “alternative response.”). Those included 1,840 fatalities. There has been an increase in the number of reports made to CPS in recent years, an increase in the number of children who receive alternative responses, and an increase in the number of child-maltreatment fatalities. But there has been a decline in the number of kids classified as “victims,” a statistic that authorities tout.9 Even more strangely, 58,000 children who were classified as nonvictims were placed into foster care.

			What is going on here? By reclassifying cases, the federal government is trying to persuade the public that child maltreatment is declining. It’s true that different states measure maltreatment differently and, so, the data is imperfect. But the real trend here may be that states are offering more alternative responses to families reported for abuse and neglect. As a result, the number of children classified as victims would decrease even if the number of actual victims is increasing. Because the number of fatalities is small relative to the population, it is hard to reach any firm conclusions about those cases. But one possibility is that keeping more children out of the “nonvictim category” and, therefore, keeping them from more thorough investigations, from more serious interventions, and out of foster care is actually putting more children in danger.

			Between 1999 and 2019, the number of “nonvictims” (again, these are kids who have been mistreated but are deemed to be at low risk) almost doubled from 1.52 million to 2.82 million, while the number of victims remained steady, ticking up and down each year between 650,000 and 700,000.10 There are any number of explanations for the former. There may have been more mandated reports of low-risk cases, for instance. But why has the number of children classified as victims remained so steady? One possibility is that states simply raised the threshold for substantiating a case (essentially, creating a ceiling) or are conducting more cursory investigations where maltreatment is less likely to be revealed.

			Child-welfare leaders have figured out that this country has room for about 800,000 kids to be investigated per year and 400,000–500,000 kids to be kept in foster care at any one time, and that’s it. There are no more resources for child welfare, and the public pressure to keep these numbers down has only been growing. The headlines in child welfare are always about the foster-care numbers, never about actual maltreatment. If foster-care numbers are down, it’s seen as a sign of success. If they’re up, it’s a sign of failure. Unfortunately, things are more complicated.

			There are some things we do know for sure about maltreatment.11 Children in their first year of life are the most likely to be victimized. So are children with disabilities.12 Black and Native American children are about twice as likely to be victims of maltreatment as the national average. White children are more likely to be victims than Asian children but less likely than Hispanic children. Girls are more likely than boys to die of maltreatment.

			It is not uncommon to hear that black children and Native children are more likely to be removed from their homes and that the system must, therefore, be biased. But the picture is much more complicated. If black children are more likely to be victims, then it would be perfectly reasonable for us to remove them at a higher rate. In fact, it is our moral obligation to consider each child’s case individually and weigh the best interests of that child rather than trying to make some numbers in an Excel spreadsheet come out even. Unfortunately, the child-welfare system seems oriented around the latter, not the former.

			In 2019, 672,594 children were served by the foster-care system; that is, they were legally removed from their homes and cared for by relatives or nonrelatives—sometimes in a group home.13 Kids come in and out of foster care at various points in the year. There were 251,000 children who entered and 249,000 children who exited foster care in 2019. But if you took a snapshot in time, there were 424,000 kids in foster care in 2019, a decrease from 2016 but an increase since 2012 that seems correlated with the opioid crisis. Children spend an average of 19.6 months in foster care, and more than a quarter spend more than two years in care. The children likely to stay in care the longest are older children, children in sibling groups, and children with special needs. About half of children who are removed to foster care are reunified with their biological families. The number is significantly lower for children who are removed before the age of one.14

			Foster-care systems are run by states—sometimes divided into county systems, with some functions outsourced to private organizations—and funded by both state and federal dollars in approximately equal parts. This money includes stipends for foster parents, money for child-protective services as well as funds for different types of services for families. Family courts also receive both state and federal funding.

			The kids who are adopted out of foster care wait an average of two and a half years, but many never find permanent families at all.15 This is despite the fact that at least a quarter of the children in foster care are eligible for adoption—their parents’ parental rights have been terminated. In 2019, almost 17,000 children aged out of the system.16 And while a number of states have raised the age at which children may continue to remain in care, this policy may only be kicking the can down the road. We can offer them public-housing vouchers and a stipend, but if we are not giving them the intellectual, social, and emotional skills they need to succeed on their own, it will not help.

			Foster children who reach adulthood with no family connection have a very difficult road ahead. By their mid-twenties, nearly 70 percent of the women are on public assistance.17 They are more likely to be homeless, to be unemployed, and to be involved with drugs. A survey of California’s prison inmates by the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, found that 14 percent had spent some time in foster care.18 One report found that the costs of letting a single year’s cohort age out of foster care without a permanent family were nearly $8 billion.19

			Meanwhile, children still in foster homes face challenges. Many have psychological and behavioral problems that need to be addressed. Some suffer additional neglect or abuse from foster parents themselves. With a chronic shortage of people willing to take in these kids, states’ standards for foster homes are not very high, and the agencies tasked with monitoring and supporting the homes are often understaffed or overly bureaucratized. More than half of the states in this country are operating under federal consent decrees or pending litigation, the result of class-action litigation on behalf of foster kids.20 But rarely have these agreements resulted in measurable improvement in child maltreatment.

			In some ways, this is not surprising. Public (and many private) bureaucracies are inherently problematic; it is not only the child-welfare system that seems Kafka-esque. These systems are incapable of treating any of us as individuals. But our experiences with the IRS and the DMV are limited to a few dehumanizing hours a year; those agencies don’t make important decisions about the course of our lives. Child-welfare systems are different.

			To say that these systems are failing is not to blame the individuals involved. Many child-welfare investigators, caseworkers, lawyers, and judges went into this field for good reason. This is necessary and valuable work, and we want to attract people who are genuinely qualified and committed to it. But from the moment they begin training for these roles, they become part of a system that is oriented around the wrong priorities. Instead of placing the best interests of the children above all else—making the children the “clients,” in the words of the late University of Pennsylvania Social Work dean Richard Gelles—the system has settled on serving families.21 The loudest and most articulate spokespersons for families are the adults, and so we serve the interest of adults, even if they are at odds with the interests of children.

			I am not someone who has devoted her life to child welfare. But I have been a journalist for almost a quarter of a century, and, in that time, I have returned again and again to the question of who is caring for vulnerable children in the United States. Early in my career, when I wrote about religion for the Wall Street Journal, I regularly came across families who fostered and adopted children both here and abroad who were unlikely to find stable, loving homes otherwise. I marveled at the way these parents talked about God calling them to do things that others—including my friends and I—could never imagine.

			A few years ago, I was drawn to the subject of Native Americans. I spent two years traveling to different Indian reservations from Montana to upstate New York. Originally, I just wanted to know why these places were so poor. But as I spent more and more time in these communities, I wondered why they experienced such high levels of child abuse. There are millions of poor parents all over this country providing loving, stable homes for their offspring. The vast majority of the poor do not mistreat their children.

			The rate of maltreatment for Indian children is 60 percent higher than the national average.22 In some communities, physical and even sexual abuse are open secrets. Why, I wondered, was no one protecting these children from harm by their parents, relatives, and other community members? And why were officials and private individuals telling the truth about these conditions considered pariahs?23 Most importantly, why did we have a different set of laws for determining whether these kids were in danger and whether they should be removed from their homes? How could we have a lower bar for the way some kids are treated?

			But as I began to look at the subject of child welfare more broadly, I started to see double standards—and a lack of standards—everywhere. How could child-welfare officials decide that it would be safe for black children to remain in a home where they had been abused and neglected but rescue white children in a similar environment. And how could family-court judges sign off on this kind of arrangement? How could foundations with racially-driven agendas be allowed to push agencies and judges into creating and maintaining a separate and unequal child-welfare system? The idea that our society has a higher tolerance for the mistreatment of children—children who happen to look like mine—outrages me every single day.

			As a columnist for the New York Post for several years, I wrote about some of the most egregious cases of abuse in New York City and how the agency overseeing child welfare seemed to be falling down on the job despite repeated reform efforts. The laws passed at the state and federal level, however well-intentioned and clear, were regularly ignored. All over the country, I could ask the same questions I was asking on Indian reservations. Why did certain parents seem to get a pass for mistreating their children? How was it possible for workers to visit families’ homes multiple times and have no sense of the danger that their children were encountering day after day? Why weren’t we making better—and faster—decisions about these kids? Why did the entire system seem oriented toward solving the problems and meeting the needs of the adults, rather than the kids?

			It is not uncommon these days to hear people talking about how the government is too involved in the lives of families. And I’m inclined to agree. Why are kids being picked up by police for walking to the park alone? Why can’t a mother run into the dry cleaners without dragging her sleeping child out of the car too? How does an eighteen-year-old in a relationship with a sixteen-year-old wind up on a registry for sex criminals?

			When it comes to parenting my own children, I certainly don’t want anyone else intruding. I’m not quite a free-range parent, but I try to give my three children as much independence as possible. I know that letting them bicycle across town and climb trees and stay home alone and use the stove means that they could get hurt. And I wouldn’t want to find myself under government scrutiny for making what I consider age-appropriate decisions.

			I don’t think the government is particularly good at fixing individuals’ problems, and I think that in the past half-century, it has probably done much more to hurt families than to help them. And I think there are probably too many kids being reported for abuse and neglect—as we can see from the fact that half of all reports each year are screened out.

			But I also think that there are certain functions government must perform, and ensuring the safety of those who cannot protect themselves is one of them. The question is: how can it do that job most effectively without intruding into the lives of families who are doing just fine? It is tempting to take one’s ideology—progressive, liberal, conservative, or libertarian—to the field of child welfare, but frankly, it is an issue that requires a more pragmatic approach. And it also requires a little more understanding than most of us have as to what is going on behind closed doors in some families.

			In the pages that follow, I try to explain what is happening in the lives of these children and offer some practical prescriptions for how they can be helped. Whether it is deciding which children need attention, whether to remove children from their homes, and where to place them temporarily or permanently if they can’t go home, I try to explain where we have gone wrong and what policies are most likely to ensure that at-risk kids wind up in safe, loving, and stable homes. And I try to offer suggestions for how we can find more of those homes, instead of trying to exclude the people who have stepped up to do this vital work. Child abuse and foster care are not something that most Americans have to think about on a daily basis—thankfully—but if they did, I think they would take a similar approach.

			





Chapter 1

			Felicia’s Story—Counting Our Failures on the Hands of One Child

			In the fall of 2018, when a Colorado foster-care caseworker asked a fourteen-year-old high school freshman named Felicia if she would like to meet Nadia, a thirty-seven-year-old single woman who was interested in adopting her, Felicia replied with a flat “no.” She had been in a foster home for two years, and she recalls: “Yeah, I was like, ‘I’m done. I don’t want it. I’ll stay here until my high-school life is over.’” It wasn’t clear what Felicia imagined would happen after that, but she thought if she could get to eighteen, then she would figure something out. Felicia recalled: “I was like, ‘Whatever.’”

			If you want to understand what ails the child-welfare system in this country, you could do worse than absorb the story of how Felicia got to this point and what befell her afterward. Ask yourself: How is it that a bright, attractive girl who was loved and admired by so many of the adults and children she encountered could wind up on the cusp of adulthood, adrift without a real home or a family?

			A fashionably dressed, light-skinned, African-American teenager with bright, slightly mischievous eyes, Felicia had no interest in finding a new, permanent family. She had been burned before. Literally, in fact. Along with her older sister, Knowledge, Felicia had been adopted in 2016 by a couple named Adrienne and Chauncy. One day a few months after she moved in, Felicia took a piece of chicken out of the microwave; Chauncy grabbed it and held it against her face. She remembers: “He burned me. And it just hurt, and it hurt. My sister was laughing, but I was crying. And it got in my eye…Oh my gosh. That sucked. Yeah, that really sucked.”

			That was not the first abusive incident at Adrienne and Chauncy’s house, nor was it the last. That happened when Felicia was teasing Knowledge, and Adrienne said to Knowledge, “You really gonna take that? Go show her who’s boss.” Felicia turned around to go into her room, and, she says, “I just feel this force on the back of my head. I’m like ‘Ow,’ and I turn around and it’s my sister and she’s just hitting me.” The two wrestled while Adrienne watched from the doorway like a researcher observing animals in captivity. In the tumult, Felicia accidentally pushed her sister down the stairs. “I was like, ‘Knowledge, are you okay?’ But she just got more angry.” Then, Felicia recalls, Adrienne instructed Knowledge to start again. And then, Felicia gets quieter, “my sister beat me up, and I just kind of surrendered and let her hit me.”

			When Chauncy came home, Felicia expected him to do something—to tell Adrienne to lay off. But instead, he just said, “You shouldn’t mess with your sister.” And that’s when Felicia took her coat and the stuffed animal that she carried everywhere even though she was in seventh grade and went to the door. It was snowing, she remembers, and Felicia called her Aunt Yolanda to pick her up.

			Felicia had lived with Yolanda for two years, starting when she was seven. She doesn’t remember the exact dates—she wishes she could ask her sister about some of the details of their stay, but Knowledge, who is now sixteen, has run away with her boyfriend. (Felicia says she is in “deep doo-doo” with the police.) “Yolanda,” Felicia says, “was really strict. We weren’t allowed to talk about the bad things that happened because Yolanda—she made it seem like everything was good when the caseworkers were around, but it wasn’t good.”

			Yolanda spanked Knowledge and Felicia regularly and for no reason. She would blame the girls for things they hadn’t done. And then, Felicia mentions as a kind of afterthought, there was Yolanda’s teenage son, who molested both girls. For a long time, the sisters were afraid to tell their caseworker what happened, “because Yolanda would tell us stuff that really scared us….” She told Felicia and Knowledge that it would ruin her life if they said anything. At one point, Yolanda told the girls that the caseworker already knew, so they didn’t have to tell.

			At the age of seven, it’s hard to know whether Felicia understood how bad her cousin’s behavior was. It was not the first time, after all, that she had been sexually abused. Her mother, with whom she had lived until the age of seven, was addicted to drugs and would pimp Felicia to men in return for drug money. Felicia and Knowledge and their younger brother (now in a gang, she says) were also occasionally locked in the basement for days at a time while their mother went out to score drugs. She would leave them only with a box of cereal. To this day, Felicia will not eat cereal or anything that reminds her of its taste.

			Once child-protective services understood what was going on in Yolanda’s house, Felicia was sent to live with another aunt, Doreen. But by this point, she was out of control. Felicia acknowledges that she was punching holes in the walls and regularly running away. Doreen was overwhelmed and told child-protective services that she couldn’t care for Felicia anymore. So, she went to live with foster parents Christy and Dave. They were older—they had been foster parents for twenty-five years already—and had reopened their home to take in Felicia and Knowledge, but only while CPS found her something more permanent. That is when Adrienne and Chauncy offered to adopt her. After she ran away from them, she returned briefly to Christy and Dave before meeting Nadia.

			By the time Nadia and Felicia met for the first time, Nadia had been praying for Felicia for two years. She had seen the girl’s face in the Colorado Heart Gallery, the state’s adoption website. Nadia initially thought that she wanted to take in a seven- or eight-year-old boy who liked sports (someone like her nephew, with whom she is very close). “I was going to be that soccer mom bringing the oranges, like that was my life’s calling.” But there was something about Felicia’s story that caught her eye.

			Nadia, who is six foot six with dark brown skin and dark hair cut in a short bob, has a no-nonsense look about her. She wears little makeup and favors athletic T-shirts and sweatshirts. Nadia comes from a large family, but she says she never wanted to have biological children.

			Nadia is a deeply religious person who regularly attends the Mississippi Avenue Baptist Church in Aurora. Several years ago, she made a deal with God. If she reached her thirtieth birthday and had not found a husband, she would adopt a child. “So, thirty came and went, and I was like, ‘Well, I didn’t really mean thirty, I really meant thirty-five.” When she turned thirty-five, she began the process of becoming a foster parent in earnest.

			She signed up with an organization called Project 1.27, which takes its name from James 1:27: “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress.” Since its inception in 2004, the organization has been credited with finding permanent adoptive homes for hundreds of kids who have languished in the foster-care system for years, as well as with finding temporary homes for hundreds more who have since been reunited with their biological families.

			By July 2018, Nadia was certified as a foster parent by the state of Colorado. She had completed forty hours of training, including CPR, criminal background checks, and three separate home studies. In some ways, Nadia’s home was perfect for Felicia. Nadia had a flexible, well-paying job for a website and was able to work from home. And there were no men in the house for Felicia to deal with. Foster homes can often be a place where children encounter a positive male role model for the first time, but for a girl who has been repeatedly victimized by boys and men, that relationship can be fraught.

			In addition to the hours of training, counseling, and home studies that Nadia had to put in, Project 1.27 required that she bring with her at least four people for a four-hour training session. Parenting a teenager without having ever parented before would be difficult no matter what Felicia’s background was like, but Nadia realized that things were going to be harder than she imagined. Her caseworker said that Nadia had to change her expectations about how smoothly this process was going to go. In Nadia’s defense, she didn’t even get the file with the full details on Felicia’s background until five months after they met. So, she may not have fully grasped what was going on.

			Every time Nadia left the house, Felicia would ask if she was coming back. She would go to the supermarket, and when she returned, Felicia would be surprised. She was used to being abandoned. And then there were other strange things. Felicia cried hysterically one night when Nadia went to bed early and turned off the main lights in the house. Felicia wouldn’t brush her teeth until Nadia turned them all back on.

			And there were food issues too. Kids who have previously been deprived of food in their homes will often hoard it. Nadia set aside a special cupboard for Felicia that was always stocked with snacks she liked.

			Sometimes it was possible to reason with Felicia. But Nadia estimates that Felicia’s mental age was about seven. She would throw temper tantrums on the floor of the kitchen. She would occasionally skip through stores. She was “obsessed with stuffed animals.” Sometimes she would hop around like a bunny.

			Nadia did not discipline Felicia the way that she had been disciplined as a child. She had been trained instead in trauma-informed care, which are behavioral modification methods specifically for children who have experienced severe trauma in their past. There are no physical punishments, and even a “time-out” can be a problem for a child who fears abandonment. Instead, she gave Felicia a lot of choices but was also very clear about boundaries.

			“I lay out everything for her. It has been hard, though, because most of my friends have had the chance to parent for fourteen years, not just overnight…. So, there are many times where I’m like, ‘Am I doing this right?’ or, ‘Do I need to ask someone about this?”

			And she could not turn to the one person whose counsel and support she most craved—her own mother. Nadia’s mom, Nardine, is a small, dark-skinned Caribbean woman with deep wrinkles. She raised Nadia and her brother alone, working multiple jobs after their father left them, never letting his absence get in the way of what she wanted for her children. She has very high standards for her kids, but she is also fiercely protective of them.

			That protectiveness may be why she told Nadia that she should simply “send Felicia back.” Nardine says, “Personally, I don’t care for her.” She believed Felicia was manipulating Nadia and the other people around her. She didn’t think that Felicia was respectful. When she found out that Felicia had been skipping school, “that kind of threw me off her…. I said, ‘Nadia, you need to put your foot down.’ And she [did], but not the way I would do it. [I would say] I’m taking that phone, and you wouldn’t see it until you’re 25.’” She told Nadia, “You don’t need that aggravation. You don’t need any gray hair in your head.”

			Felicia had seemed to be adjusting at her new school. She had gotten two As and three Bs during the first semester she lived with Nadia. Felicia said, “I didn’t do as well as I would have liked” and worried that any problems with her grades would create a problem when it came time to apply to college. If you tried to reassure her that colleges probably would take her difficult upbringing into consideration, she would say, “Yeah, but I don’t want sympathy. Like I want to be let in because I have good grades and I’m super-smart…[not because] I was in foster care…. Like I really hate that when you read my file notes [and say to me], ‘Yeah, I know you’ve had a lot of hard stuff.’ Like, yeah, I have, but don’t look at that. Look at me because I’m doing what I’m doing.”

			At moments like this, it was easy to imagine that Felicia had turned a corner, that she had found adults in her life who believed in her, that she was being cared for by a woman who was willing to do just about anything for her, that she was finally being given the proper boundaries a teenager needs and the reassurance that if she violated them, they would still love her. But fourteen years is a long time to live without any of that.

			Her behavior problems began escalating—she was regularly skipping school and other commitments and lying to teachers and to Nadia about where she was. She was throwing temper tantrums and cursing and yelling at Nadia that she was miserable and wanted to leave, saying that Nadia was just like Felicia’s mother. They tried going to an intensive therapy program together.

			Then one day, Felicia ran away. She left school at lunchtime and went to her boyfriend’s house across town. Nadia didn’t see her again until 9:30 p.m. that night, by which point she had already had to call Felicia’s caseworkers and let them know that Felicia was gone. The caseworkers decided it was time to remove Felicia from Nadia’s home. “Eight months and one day after she moved in,” Nadia says sorrowfully.

			Felicia went to stay with some friends of Nadia’s for a few weeks—Nadia says there are a number of adults who met Felicia in the past few months who “are still loving on her”—but in all likelihood, her next placement will be a group home. There is no family in the state who has room for a teenager right now. Nadia is heartbroken, “grieving the loss of the unmet expectations,” she says. But she also says, “I know our story isn’t over yet.” She doesn’t expect that Felicia will move back in, but she does think that in six months or a year, maybe Felicia will contact her, and they can have a relationship. “Something in me says this is not the end.”

			For more than a decade, Felicia had been failed by the adults who were supposed to protect her. First, there was her mother, who abused and neglected Felicia and her sister for years without any intervention by her extended family, her teachers, or the authorities. Wanting to keep her with relatives (even though they failed to save her in the first place), her local child-welfare officials decided to put Felicia in the custody of her aunt. That aunt not only beat her and allowed her to be molested by her cousin but also forced Felicia and her sister to lie to authorities. The fact that those same authorities for years failed again to detect how bad the situation was also suggests that their investigations were not very thorough.

			And what about Adrienne and Chauncy? How were these two approved to be foster and then adoptive parents? What does it say about a state’s screening process or about the pool of foster parents available that an agency was desperate enough to license this couple? What happened when social workers visited their home?

			Even when Nadia, a caring woman who came with all the resources and tools needed, offered to care for this child and went through the process of getting certified, it took five months before she was informed about the full extent of Felicia’s trauma. Why aren’t we transparent with foster and adoptive parents about the problems that children have?

			But it wasn’t just Felicia’s family and the system that failed her. It was also our culture. Taking in at-risk children who are not related to us is still considered odd and an unnecessary burden by most Americans. Though Nadia had plenty of support, the truth is that many family members—like Nardine—don’t want their own relatives to take on the responsibilities of foster parenting. Those unrelated children should be someone else’s problem.

			Finally, there is the fact that Felicia will now be sent to a residential group home only after she has cycled through multiple abusive and neglectful environments. Maybe there was a time years ago when the therapy provided by a family-style group home and the stability and safety of being in one place could have helped her. But now, surrounded in such a facility by other young people who are only in the home as a last resort, it is hard to imagine that she will thrive.

			Ultimately, she most likely will age out of foster care; that is, she will never find a permanent home or family to care for her. One hopes that Nadia and the other people who looked after her during those months will have some kind of lasting effect—maybe she will seek them out for support when she is an adult. But the odds are not in her favor. Foster children who reach adulthood with no family connection have a very difficult road ahead: they are more likely to be homeless, to be unemployed, and to be involved with drugs.24

			Felicia’s life did not have to turn out this way, and neither do the lives of the 440,000 kids in foster care today or the tens of thousands more who go in and out of the system each year. Systemic reform will require changes at every level of our society.

			Child-welfare agencies are overseen by counties and states. They are staffed by social workers whose decisions are reviewed by state family or juvenile courts, and those decisions are only rarely reviewed by higher courts. While the federal government provides most of the money that funds these agencies, organizations, and courts, Congress does not exercise enough oversight about the quality of services and care that these systems are providing.

			Altering the trajectory of young people like Felicia means that the federal government will have to start enforcing the law, making state child-welfare systems work harder and smarter for the billions of dollars that taxpayers send them each year. It will mean family court systems will have to make better and faster decisions about what to do with these kids, ones that do not discriminate based on race or allow any adult—regardless of their relation to a child—to mistreat him or her. It will mean that we will have to use the latest data analysis to understand what is going on behind closed doors in some of these families and send in well-qualified, well-trained individuals to help children who are most at risk.

			It means understanding that child abuse occurs in different communities at different rates and that our goal should be to reduce it everywhere, not to make the numbers come out even. It means that we will take charges of neglect seriously and understand that substance abuse is not just another lifestyle choice when it comes to parents of young children, but a decision that can have life-altering or life-ending consequences.

			It means that private and especially faith-based organizations will need to expand the revolutionary work they have done in foster care in the past decade. It will mean that we need laws to ensure that these organizations can adhere to their religious missions without the interference of activists with other agendas.

			It means questioning the assumption that protecting children means reuniting them with their parent or parents or, failing that, with other kin. It means challenging the idea that children’s interests are always, or only, served by placing them with foster parents of the same race or socioeconomic background.

			And it means that we will have to change the very culture of our communities to accept foster care as a collective responsibility. Even if we cannot host a foster child in our homes, it means that we have to support (financially, emotionally, and spiritually) foster families in our neighborhoods, our religious institutions, and our cities. It means that we will have to regain what was the consensus view in the 1980s and 1990s: that adoption is the best option for some children and that families who take children into their homes permanently should not face knee-jerk accusations of having a “white savior” mentality.

			Plenty of problems likely will not be solved in our lifetimes—poverty, racism, international conflict. But in the wealthiest, most enterprising, and most generous country on earth, finding safe, loving, and permanent homes for our most at-risk children should not be among them.
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