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oster families have long served as
F important caregivers ang support

systems for youth and their families
at critical stages of their lives. The work of
foster families throughout the years has
helped to ensure that youth receive what they
need to realize the outcomes they and their
families desire (e.g., physical and emotional
health; success at school; success in social
and work environments). The National
Building Bridges Initiative applauds the
thousands of foster parents who “do right
by the children and families they serve”
Building Bridges Initiative is also about
“doing right by children and families;” as
shared in the Building Bridges Initiative mis-
sion statement, which stresses collaboration
between all service system partners and
providing best and evidence-based practices
so that children and youth can reach their
full potential.

The BBI framework is best understood from
its core principles, which focus primarily on
family driven and youth guided care, cultural
and linguistic competence and building
“bridges” between out-of-home care settings
(e.g., between home and foster care; between
foster care and residential) and permanency.

Research has found that when system part-
ners work together, and when youth and
families of origin are respected and their
needs and desires are heard and supported
(i.e. operationalizing the BBI principles of
family driven and youth guided care), then
the likelihood of successful reunification is
increased. Research also demonstrates the
critical importance of preparing youth and
their families for transition to and from out-
of-home care settings and home.
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‘Building Bridges Initiative

and Supports Foster Famili

Foster families are vital partners in this
work, and are especially critical when serving
youth with serious behavioral or emotional
challenges. Sometimes these youth, who have
experienced significant environmental and
personal challenges in their lives, end up
being moved from foster homes to residen-
tial programs. Even when this happens, BBI
recommends that the youth’s foster family
remains an active partner in the youth's
everyday life while in residential, until a per-
manent placement is realized. For children
and foster families who have established

a caring relationship over a long period,
maintaining this connection throughout the
time a child is in residential is especially
important. BBI also recommends that when
children and foster parents have established
positive relationships, the child should return
to the same foster home from residential
placement if a permanent placement is not
yet ready.

At EMQFamilyFirst in Campbell, Calif., foster
parents Ruth Ricca and Brenda Collier talk
about how meaningful it is for them and

the youth and parents when foster families
are true partners in this work. “I think it’s
awesome that we have so many people that
can work with the family and that we, as
foster parents, can interface with the family
as well. This builds the relationship and the
family and youth can see that we do care and
that we are trying. Having a team, you can get
a lot more done and gain a lot more under-
standing. We love engaging more with the
family. In traditional foster care we weren’t
given as much opportunity. We learn more
about what the family’s needs are directly”

For many youth who enter foster care, even
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those who eventually return to their fam-
ily of origin, foster parents play a key role
that youth remember with appreciation for
the rest of their lives. Concurrent planning
(where reunification as a primary goal is

youth placed from residential, shared: “The
workers were excellent and really helped
guide us through the process and informed
us of the specific needs of the children. I
could always call them and I really enjoyed

"I think it’s awesome that we have so
many people that can work with the fam-
ily and that we, as foster parents, can
interface with the family as well. This builds
the relationship and the family and youth
can see that we do care and that we are
frying. Having a team, you can get a lot
more done and gain a lot more under-

standing. *

worked on simultaneous to identifying a
permanent resource — sometimes a foster
home that is willing to adopt if necessary)
places foster parents in a unique and chal-
lenging role of being both in a temporary
parent role while also serving as a profes-
sional member of a child welfare team. BBI
provides a framework for operationalizing
good practices in concurrent planning — so
foster parents can demonstrate commitment
to both caring for the youth and the per-
manency plan at the same time, even when
a child’s difficulties lead to residential care
being recommended. Sometimes the concur-
rent plan might involve the youth moving
from residential to a foster/adoptive home.

As one foster /adoptive parent at Jewish Child
Care Association in New York, who had two
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going up to the campus to have lunch with
the workers and the children...”

BBI also offers a set of tools that helps all

system partners work together to “do what

is right” for youth and their families. These
tools are available on the BBI website and
include:

* BBI Family and Youth Tip Sheets, which
provide specific examples around support-
ing family and youth voice and partner-
ships when the youth is in out-of-home
care.

+ The BBI Self Assessment Tool, which pro-
vide multiple examples for supporting suc-
cessful transitions to and from out-of-home
care settings and home, as well as between
different out-of-home care settings (i.e.
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foster home and residential and back to
foster care).

Several examples of how foster families can

utilize the BBI framework and tools are listed

below:
* Foster parents can read articles on the BBI
website to increase their understanding of

how to improve their own skills in success-

fully engaging and working collaboratively
with families of origin to facilitate the

is in residential, potentially enabling the
foster parent to remain a post-placement
discharge resource in situations in which
the family or a relative placement is not fea-
sible and a permanent placement has not
been established.

* At times when foster parents are feeling
incapable of providing the most appropri-
ate care for the youth in their homes, they
can use BBI tools to support requests for

At times when foster parents are feeling
incapable of providing the most appropri-
afe care for the youth in their homes, they
can use BBI tools to support requests for
residential respite stays and other “safety
valves” that will enable them to confinue
their commitment to the youth.

child’s return to their families’ homes.

+ Foster families can encourage their social
service agencies to learn more about the
Building Bridges Initiative, so that all sys-
tem partners are improving their skills in
using best practices.

+ If it happens that youth need to leave the
foster home for a residential program,
foster parents can coach the youth, using
the BBI Youth Tip Sheet, regarding key
questions to ask the residential provider to
ensure their time in residential meets the

needs of the youth. Similarly, foster parents
can use the BBI Family Tip Sheet to ask key

questions of residential providers and to
urge that services be coordinated between

residential, what occurs in the foster home,

the child’s family or origin, and the com-
munity.

» Foster parents can use BBI documents as
guidance to request participation in treat-
ment planning sessions while the youth
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residential respite stays and other “safety
valves” that will enable them to continue
their commitment to the youth.

* Foster parents are critical partners and
should be afforded training and supervi-
sion in best practice BBI or similar prin-
ciples and practices (i.e. systems of care),
particularly family driven and youth guided
care, so they can support permanency and
positive outcomes for the youth they care
for.

Although the National Building Bridges
Initiative initially focused on best practices
in residential programs and their commu-
nity counterparts, foster care agencies and
foster parents have found its principles and
practices are also relevant to them. Research
during the past several years has shown that
children, youth and families improve when
all system partners embrace and implement
family-driven and youth-guided care prac-
tices and pay attention to “bridging” between
all care settings (e.g., home; foster care; resi-
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dential; community programs). Since foster
parents are important partners, supporting
them in improving their understanding and
skills in family-driven and youth-guided care
will ensure we do indeed “get it right” when
working with youth and families toward
permanency. For more information, visit the
BBI website at www.buildingbridges4youth.
org. @
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Foster parents are critical partners and
should be afforded training and supervi-
sion in best practice BBl or similar prin-
ciples and practices (i.e. systems of care),
particularly family driven and youth guid-
ed care, so they can support permanen-
cy and positive outcomes for the youth

they care for.
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