Allegation Prevention

3.0 hours training credit

When we first enter the world of foster parenting, we are excited, enthusiastic, naïve, willing and eager to meet the challenges that face us. We plunge into this endeavor with the expectations of making a better life for a child, and, sometimes a whole family. How many times throughout our foster parenting “career” do we hear the phrase “at risk foster parents”? The painful truth is that foster parents are at risk daily for allegations to be brought up against them.

Accusations can happened to a foster parent at any time. The neighbor doesn’t like foster children living next door to their “perfect” children; thinks it lowers property value. The foster child who thinks he/she will be sent back to live with their biological family if they convince the social worker the foster father has molested them or the foster mother hits them and deprives them of food. Vulnerability is a foster parent’s middle name. They are always “at risk.”

There is no suit of armor to protect them form erroneous allegations. There are, however, many things a foster family can do to minimize the risk of allegations. This course is designed to make you aware of the steps you can take to lower the risk of accusal.

First and foremost, we must stay healthy. We must take the time to do something for ourselves everyday, even if it is only for 10 minutes. We all know what the instructions are when flying on a plane with a small child. In the event of an emergency the flight attendant tells the adults to put the oxygen mask on themselves first because if something were to happen to the adult there would be no one to help the child. This same philosophy holds true for daily living as a foster parent. If we let ourselves get stressed, we are more likely to do something we ordinarily would not think of doing otherwise. Foster care providers must take care of themselves in order to properly care for at risk children.

It is important for foster care providers to be realistic, Foster care providers cannot save every child that comes into their home. Foster parents never like to have a child moved more than necessary. The reality is that foster parents are human beings and have a right to be human beings. When placed with a child that is beyond our capability to work and live with, it is the foster parent’s responsibility to ask to have that child removed. A foster parent puts themselves, their families, and the foster child at risk when they are beyond their limits. When a foster parent puts their license at risk for one child, they are denying future foster children the opportunity to share and benefit from all they have to offer.

Placement Information

Whenever possible it is important to get as much information about a child prior to accepting placement of that child. In emergency cases this isn’t always possible. If a child has been placed in your home with no prior information and that child is beyond your limits of training, personal preferences, etc., do not be afraid to call the child’s social worker and respectfully say that this child might be better helped in a different setting.

The best way to minimize the risk of having to have a child moved is to get as much training as you can. Through training of various behaviors and syndromes, you will not only learn how better to deal with a child but you will learn what areas you feel you can work with and what situations you feel you are not interested in dealing with in you home on a daily basis.

The following is a list of questions to ask prior to accepting a child or sibling group into your home. Print them out and keep them by your phone.

1. Name, sex, age?

2. Reason for placement?

3. Previous placements?

a. Reason for removal?

b. Ask to speak (phone#) to previous care provider

c. Has the child made any allegations against previous foster parents/group home?

4. Reimbursement rate?

5. Visitation?

a. Who?

b. Where?

c. Monitored?

6. Child’s medical history and current medical needs:

a. Medical diagnosis

b. Psychological diagnosis

c. Current mediation

d. Neurological diagnosis

e. Dental

7. Siblings?

8. Developmental level?

9. Is the child in therapy?

a. Where?

b. How often?

c. Transportation?

10. School last attended? Grade?

a. Learning disorders

b. Special Education

c. IEP

11. Known or suspected dangerous propensities

a. Gang affiliations

b. Fire setter

c. Liar

d. Sexually acting out

e. Steals

f. Destructive

g. Anti-Social behaviors

12. Anticipated length of placement?

13. Is religion a concern?

14. Does child have any unusual habits? Likes? Dislikes?

Remember:

1. We cannot save every child. It is okay to say “no” to a placement where we know we cannot help that child.

· Lack if training specific to the child’s needs.

· Our own limitations

i. Smocking

ii. Bedwetting

iii. Teens

iv. Infants 

v. Self Abusers

vi. Fire Setters

vii. Etc.

2. Don’t be afraid to say no to a placement that could put you and/or your family at risk. Protecting your license ensures care needed to the majority of children. Overindulging our pride by thinking we can save every child is of no benefit to anyone and many times results in a serious allegation.

Tips:

· If you know the child being placed is sexually active/aggressive, don’t take the child if you have children of the opposite sex.

· Do not make the mistake of thinking sexual promiscuity applies only to teenagers or males…young children of both sexes act out sexually too.

· Do not leave a female alone with your husband or teenage son.

· A child with many previous placements could and usually is the sign of a very difficult child. Ask to speak to the previous placement. If the worker will not give out their number, say no the placement.

Regulations

It is paramount to familiarize yourself and you family with the state regulations that govern out-of-home-care in the state in which you reside. Abide by those rules! Keep a copy in a handy location. If at any time you are unsure about a situation or rule, call your local licensing agency and ask. They are there to help you. They, too, do not want to lose a good home due to allegations.

It is the foster parent’s responsibility to know the rules and regulations governing your state and agency. Ignorance of a law or policy will not excuse your from liability.

Documentation

Take a few minutes each day to jot down in a SPIRAL notebook (one for each child) the events of that day, even if that day is the exact replica of the day before.

Keep the information factual. Do not use conjecture, do not assume, and do not use “I think”. Use who, what, when, and where.

Examples of events to document:

· Refusing to eat

· Bio parent or relative calls

· CSW calls

· School calls

· Behaviors just before and after parental visits

· Any behavioral changes

· Self injures

· Talk of suicide (these issues must also be reported immediately. Never take suicidal threats for granted)

· Doctor appointments

· Therapy appointments

· Bedwetting

· Tantrums

· Relative visitations 

· Social worker visitations

· Etc.

The reason a spiral notebook is important is because pages cannot be thorn out or inserted without destroying the sequence of events. Don’t use your computer—changes are too easy.

End each day with:

· The next day’s date – or your initials – or

· A line from the las sentence to the end of the page and XX out the rest of the page.

It is advisable to keep a separate folder for medical records, school reports, i.e., report cards, rewards, etc. as these are items that would follow a child should he/she be moved to another placement or returned home. 

Have visitors’ sign-in sheet. Many times a biological parent will claim a foster parent won’t let them visit their child. A dated list with their signature on it would have to be believed!!

Always keep a copy of everything for your files. Never give your spiral notebook to anyone. If ever involved in a serious allegation and the court requisition your notebook, make sure you make a copy for yourself first.

Keeping records is not the most fun part of being a foster parent. However, it has kept foster parents from losing their license. Make a habit every night just before crawling into bed to jot down the events of the day. It is always easier to be clear and concise when the events are fresh in our minds.

Foster Parent Responsibilities

Know your child’s social worker well and let them know you. In a small town that shouldn’t be a problem.  In big cities it might take more of an effort and creativity.

Be honest and fair.

Have written house rules i.e., chores, language, respect, smoking schoolwork, etc.

· Have worker and child (when age appropriate) sign

· Copy to each new placement

· Copy to child’s social worker

If there is to be a conflict with house rules, better to know about it before the child is left in your care than to let it escalate into an allegation.

Role: Foster Parents wear many hats. Foster parents have many responsibilities to a number of individuals.

1. the child placed in your home

2. the agency

3. the child’s biological family

4. your own family

Your goal as a foster parent is to provide skilled care, discipline and nurturing for any child placed in your home, while serious problems are addressed through treatment interventions.

You must operate as a:

1. parent and role model

2. a behavior management specialist

3. a mentor

4. a guide

5. a protector

6. a team member

7. an advocate

8. a teacher

9. a mentor for families 

10. a caregiver

11. a secretary – we must maintain appropriate forms

Children’s Records

*
The following list is taken from State of Michigan and serves as an excellent guide for all foster care    providers.

R400.9506 Record Management.

Rule 506. 

(1) A foster parent shall maintain a record for each foster child in the home.

(2) The record shall contain all of the following current information:

a. The child’s name and date of birth

b. Any known history of abuse or neglect of the child.

c. All known emotional and psychological problems of the child.

d. All known behavioral problems of the child

e. Circumstances necessitating placement of the child.

f. Any other known information to enable the foster parent to provide a stable, safe, and healthy environment for the foster child and the foster family.

g. Date of placement, date of termination of placement, and reasons for termination of placement.

h. Name, address, and telephone number, including emergency telephone number, of the agency and the agency’s social service worker who is currently assigned to the child.

i. Name, address, and telephone number of the child’s physician and dentist.

j. Written consent authorizing the foster parent to obtain routine, no surgical medical care and to authorize emergency medical and surgical treatment.

k. A report of the child’s medical history.

l. Date of, and reasons for, medical treatment of the foster child.

m. Child’s behavior management and discipline plan.

(3) A foster parent shall store and maintain each record in a manner to prevent unauthorized access.

(4) Upon closure of the foster home license, all records provided by the child-placing agency shall be returned to the agency.

 Child’s Emotional & Nurturing Needs:

· Provide fair and equal treatment for all children in your home.

· Transport the child to all counseling appointments, assessments, testing and medical management appointments.

· Include the child in all family activities.

· Provide fair and equal treatment for all children in your home.

· Express affection often. Demonstrate affection in appropriate, healthy ways. 

· Say positive things about the child to others, or in their hearing.

· Understand and care about the child’s feelings.

· Avoid hurtful, sarcastic comments. Do not criticize the child in front of others.

· Listen non-judgmentally to child’s feelings.

· Take pride in how the child looks and presents themselves to others.

· Seek to establish supportive relationship with child’s biological family.

· Never speak negatively about child’s family or history. Listen and empathize, but do not judge.

· Model effective ways of expressing powerful feelings.

· Help children advance through the grieving and adjustment process that accompanies removal from their home and placement.

· Provide recreational and enrichment activities that will promote the health development of a positive self-esteem.

· Respect confidentiality of the child.

Child’s Physical Needs:

* Where sections are quoted, it applies to the State of California, however, the reference makes an excellent guideline for all foster care providers to use and may have the same regulations in their state or providence.

1. Meet the child’s basic need for food (According to state regulation 87076):

· Foster parent shall provide at least three meals per day.

· If a child is out of the home during a normal mealtime the foster parent shall ensure that alternate arrangements are made.

· Not more that 15 hours shall elapse between the third meal of the following day.

· There shall always be fresh perishable and nonperishable food in a quantity to meet the needs of the next three meals and between meals snacks.

· Between meal snacks shall be provided to all children as needed.

· Powdered milk shall not be used as a beverage but shall be allowed in cooking and baking.

· Milk shall be pasteurized.

2. Provide adequate personal space for the child with a separate bed and place to store their belongings.

3. Regularly check the child’s clothing needs and keep the child well clothed year round. Section 87072 states children have the right to wear their own clothing.

4. Provide for the child’s personal care, health and hygiene needs.

5. Children have the right to use their own personal possessions including toilet articles.

6. See that the child is clean and well-groomed. Teach personal hygiene methods when necessary.

7. Transport the child to all medical, dental and health appointments. Assure the child’s medical and dental health needs are regularly checked and met.

8. Prior to, or within 30 calendar days following the acceptance of a child, the licensee shall obtain a written medical assessment of the child.

9. Keep records of all medical appointments and procedures. As well as all medicines prescribed. Keep these records in an easily obtained folder.

10. Provide adequate supervision on a 24-hour basis. If you are not present to supervise it is your responsibility to make sure the child is being supervised by an approved and appropriate adult.

11. Assure that the child follow a healthy, structured daily routine.

12. Provide opportunities for the child to get regular and sufficient exercise. 

13. Administer all prescribed medications as directed. If problems or symptoms develop, contact medical assistance and/or staff immediately. Do NOT make a decision to discontinue medication without a doctor’s approval. (When possible, get in writing any discontinuance of medications especially psychotropics.)    


Child’s Educational Needs:

· Enroll the child in school.

· Provide appropriate educational materials.

· Insure the child attends school daily.

· Provide a quiet physical space for the child to complete school assignments.

· Monitor the child’s educational progress.

· If a student is having difficulty request an IEP

· Foster parents are allowed to request and sign an IEP in the State of California – all other states and providences should check with their Department of Education.

· Transport the child to any educational evaluations.

· Communicate with teachers, guidance counselors and administrators to ensure your child is participating and cooperating with the school.

· Attend any school meetings required.

· Provide access to after school activities, sports, etc.

· Provide for necessary equipment and funding to participate in custodian/team approved activities.

Teaching/Discipline Tasks:

· Provide consistent and realistic discipline and guidance that is age appropriate and does not   involve corporal punishment.

1. Under NO circumstances is any form of spanking, hitting or corporal punishment or the threat to do so allowed. This is a violation that gets many foster care providers in trouble.

2. To be free form infliction of pain, humiliation, intimidation, ridicule, coercion, threats, mental abuse or other actions of a punitive nature, including but not limited to: interference with daily living functions, including eating, sleeping, or toileting, or withholding of shelter, clothing, medication or aids to physical functioning.

3. Do not deprive a child of a meal as a punishment.

4. It is safest to avoid using any kind of food (i.e. snacks) for discipline actions. 

5. Do not use physical restraints without getting IN WRITING your state’s policy on restraints.

6. Do not locked a child in any room, building or facility premises by day or night 

**Note: This does not prohibit locking exterior doors/windows for the protection of the children as long as the children can exit from the home.

· Teach the child effective social interaction skills.

· Teach the child how to respond in difficult situations.

· Inform school of behavioral modification plans. 

· Teach problem-solving skills. Use effective praise techniques to encourage positive behavior.

· Teach negotiation skills to the child. Demonstrate these skills at all times of conflict between you and the child.

· Teach the child effective time management and how to be responsible for their own lives.

· Teach effective anger management skills. Demonstrate these skills at all the times of conflict.

Child’s Recreational Needs:

· Encourages the child’s involvement in social activities.

· Encourages the child’s involvement in recreational activities.

· Provides transportation, equipment and funding to engage in approved activities.

· Encourage the child to develop hobbies, skills, talents, and personal interests.

· Applaud their achievements.

· Know out of county travel law.

Working With The Agency

· Attend all agency meetings and participate fully.

· Provide adequate information regarding the child’s progress, behaviors at home and school.

· Notify the agency or on-call worker immediately in all emergencies. 
· Submit all requested documentation in a timely manner.
· Report important status changes in your family (such as job change, separations, divorce, illness, etc.) to your licensing agent and child’s social worker.
· Cooperate with case plan for the child (permanency, treatment, options, etc.)
· Implement suggested behavior management plans from professional therapists, social workers, etc.
· Communicate effectively with all agency members so child does not split authorities in his/her life.
· Effectively use emergency procedures and on-call procedures.
· Recognize when you need help or support and request this support from the agency.
· Notify the agency and licensing agent of any vacation or holiday plans. Allow adequate time for custodial approval and preparation.

· Meet all training requirements.

· Attend support group meetings.

Working With The Biological Family

· Provide a supportive, non-judgmental attitude of respect at all times.
· Work with the biological family as an extension of their family rather than an alternative to the family.
· Model professional team behavior.
· Model effective negotiating, conflict management and anger management skills.
· Be courteous and willing to listen.
· Cooperate fully with phone calls and visitations.
· Respect confidentiality of the family.
· Provide information, pictures, school data, report cards, medical records, etc. to the family.
· Don’t “trash” the bio parents the children still love them. Find positives you can give the children about their parents. Even if it is just taking the child to a mirror and saying “Look what beautiful eyes you have. Your parents gave those to you.” Positives about biological families serve not only to support a child’s self-esteem, but it helps lessen the risk of having a child make an allegation against you because they are trying to be loyal to their birth parents.
Foster Care Safety Checklist

This checklist is a guideline for keeping your facility safe. By adhering to the safety standards presented in this list, you keep your children safer and lessen the risk of accidents that could lead to allegations.

Housekeeping

· Are traffic patterns and stairways free of clutter?

· Are the attic, closets, garage and yard free of rubbish?

· Are screen and windows in good repair?

· Do you check your yard daily for hazards such as broken glass, sharp objects, toadstools, and dog droppings?

· Is the temperature in your home between 68˚ F and 85˚ F (by State Regs)

· If your floor furnace or wall heater gets hot to the touch, are they inaccessible to children?

· Do all trash cans (inside and out) have tight fitting lids?

· Are knives (including steak knives) locked up?

· Have you had your woodpile sprayed for black widows, or have you re-stacked in the wood in the last 6 months?

· Is wood safely stacked?

· Is your fence in good condition? Are there any protruding nails or loose boards?

· Does your yard-gate latch securely?

· Are tools safely stored?

· Is outside play area free from following hazards?

· Gardening Tools?

· BBQ’s?

· Old cars?

· Exercise equipment?

· Broken bikes and toys?

· Broken furniture? 

· Broken swing sets?

· Swing sets not secured to ground?

· Cactus or rose bushes?

· etc.

Accidents Hazards

· Are all cleaning solutions, disinfectants or poisons locked and stored where children do not have access to them?
· Are all medicines and razor blades out of the reach of children? Check especially for prescription drugs, aspirin, oil of wintergreen, alcohol, antihistamines, iron pills, and vitamins. You must store these in a locked cabinet. 

· Are guns unloaded and in locked cabinets? Ammunition must be stored in a separate locked cabinet.

· Are your pool and/Jacuzzi properly fenced or covered per State Regulations?

· Is pool and/pr Jacuzzi properly maintained for sanitation?

· Are fishponds and lily ponds fenced off or covered? Properly maintained?

** If caring for toddlers:

· Are there gates at the top of bottom of stairs?

· Are pencils, pens, needles, scissors, or other sharp, small objects out of reach?

· Do you have safety covers on electrical outlets?

· Are floors free of tripping hazards (e.g. electric cords, throw rugs, toys)?

· Are there guardrails on stairs?

· Are car seats properly installed and used?

· Do cribs meet federal standards and in good condition?

· Do you have decals on glass doors and windows at children’s eye level?

· Do you have lead-free paint for refinishing toys and children’s furniture?

· Are freezers or other large chest locked or inaccessible?

· Have you checked play areas for poisonous plants? Examples are: Foxglove, dieffenbachia, rhubarb and potato leaves, oleander, etc.

· Have your dogs and cats and other pets, as appropriate had their shots?

· Do you have First Aid Supplies, including a First Aid Manual?

· Do you have a list of emergency number by your telephone?

· Are your window blinds and/or drapery cords safe?

Fire Safety

· Are the numbers on your house easily seen from the street?

· Have you developed a fire drill and/or emergency exit plan for your children?

· Do you have smoke detectors – check batteries? A good tip would be to check them twice a year when we change the clock.

· Fire extinguishers?

· A can of baking soda near the kitchen stove will help.

· Are matches, lighters, candles, and other tempting fire hazards out of reach of children?

· Do you keep flammable liquids, such as gasoline and paint thinner, in locked cabinets, away from both heat and children?

· Are all flammables stored at least 18” away from the water heater and furnace? Are fireplaces and open-faced heaters protected by screens?

· Is gas heater vented and installed with a permanent connection?

· Have you had your furnace and water heater checked within the last year?

· Is the temperature of your water heat set between 105˚ F and 120˚ F?

· Do you know how to shut off the gas electricity and water in case of emergency?

· Do your window bars have “quick release”?

Support Groups

Foster parent associations are excellent vehicles for disseminating information. By joining a foster parent association you and your family may benefit by:

· Support and assistance to foster care providers

· Monthly newsletters 

· An opportunity to meet and network with other caregivers

· Training

· Guest speakers

· Assistance with allegations and grievances

· Up-to-date information and resources

· Child advocacy

· Medical references

· Holiday gifts, parties and picnics

· Ability to purchase liability insurance in case of allegations.

Teaching Family Homes of Upper Michigan’s Specialized Foster Care Program is in the initial stages of organizing and facilitating support groups in various UP locations to offer training and discussion, as well as providing a support network for all foster parents.

