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State of Child Welfare
Pennsylvania is moving into a new era in its efforts to better
protect children from abuse and neglect.
It began in late 2012, when the commonwealth’s Task Force on
Child Protection released a set of recommendations on how to
improve state child abuse and neglect laws and procedures. This
drove a long overdue discussion among policymakers.
The resulting passage of several new child abuse laws in 2013 –
and the likelihood of more laws on the way in 2014 – will help
ensure more children can grow up in safe, nurturing environments. Among the important enacted or pending changes are
new definitions of child abuse, perpetrator, and mandated reporter, as well as requirements related to child abuse investigations, child abuse clearances, employment/hiring bans, and more.
While these new laws will better protect children, they also may
result in more families coming to the attention of the child welfare system, potentially placing greater demands on the counties
to serve additional children and families. Effectively implementing the commonwealth’s newest child protection laws will require
a collective resolve and appropriate resources. It also will require
a continued commitment to the comprehensive, family-focused
child welfare strategies that have been reaping positive benefits.
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REDUCED RELIANCE ON FOSTER CARE
In recent years, Pennsylvania has taken a common-sense approach to help safely reduce the number of children living in foster care and provide more services that enable children to remain
safely in their homes. The results have been encouraging.

Pennsylvania’s child welfare system is serving more children today than it did five years ago, but we are relying
much less on foster care placement as an intervention.
While 29,024 children were served in foster care in 2009, the
number fell to 21,416 in 2013 — a 26 percent decline. The number of children receiving in-home services increased by 11 percent
in the same period — from 155,264 children in 2009 to 172,518
in 2013.
“In most cases we prevent the need for foster care because we are
focused on providing services to families early on and within their
homes and communities. We’ve worked hard to integrate the delivery
of human services so families are more likely to get the help they need
before children experience child abuse.” said Marc Cherna, MSW,
director of Allegheny County Department of Human Services.

PENNSYLVANIA’S MOVE TO IN-HOME SERVICES
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The use of in-home services is preferred to resorting to foster care placement because in-home services are less intrusive, helping families proactively address the root causes of child abuse and neglect while making families stronger. Children are far better off when
they can be served in their own homes rather than being placed in foster care. Foster care placement has unintended negative consequences for children, including the trauma caused by separating children from their families, schools and communities. Foster care
also costs taxpayers more than in-home services.

A SHIFT TOWARDS FAMILY-BASED SETTINGS
Even among children who have been placed into foster care, we are seeing positive developments in terms of where those children
have been placed and where they go once they leave foster care.
State and county officials continue to move away from placing foster children in group homes or institutions — often termed “congregate care” — and instead are relying more on family-based settings. In 2009, about 26 percent of foster children were placed in
congregate care settings. By 2013, congregate care placements had dropped to less than 20 percent.
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Studies have shown children placed in congregate care settings tend to have greater challenges in several facets of life, including:
a lack of positive family connections after leaving care; two-and-a-half times greater risk of delinquent behavior; less contact with their
families and poorer relationships with biological siblings; lower levels of education; more drug and alcohol abuse problems; fewer close
relationships and social supports; and lower levels of optimism about their economic future.
Overall, Pennsylvania’s gradual shift away from congregate care and toward family-based foster care placements improves the likelihood children will leave foster care to become part of permanent families. Family-based settings also are significantly less costly than
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congregate care, and many of the therapeutic services provided in
congregate care can be administered in family-based settings. By
any measure, the move away from congregate care, limiting its
use to meet short-term and severe treatment needs, is a positive
trend that should be sustained.
Moving forward, the commonwealth needs to be mindful about
ensuring foster care is used as a temporary strategy to protect children while efforts are made to strengthen the capacity of families.
Foster care also should be structured in the least restrictive and
most family-like manner necessary, and family and community
connections should be maintained for children in foster care, ideally through relatives being their caretakers.
Using this approach can help us increase the likelihood of children being reunified with their families and remaining in their
communities — factors that help contribute to a child’s overall
well-being and reduce future reliance on the foster care system.

“The process of adoption involves children, families and many
different professionals working together. Pennsylvania is making big
gains in promoting adoption in less time and for a higher percentage
of children and youth in foster care,” said Brenda Lawrence, MSW,
Statewide Adoption and Permanency Network program administrator,
Diakon/Family Design Resources.

ADOPTIONS ARE INCREASING

WHO IS ENTERING AND LEAVING FOSTER CARE?

Pennsylvania also continues to make steady progress in finding
permanent homes for foster children, which means fewer children and youth are leaving foster care for circumstances in
which they might have no family to depend upon. Most notably, large gains have been made in the percentage of children
being adopted — and those children are being adopted at a faster
rate. In 2009, the median length of stay until a child was adopted
was more than 31 months. By 2013, the median length of stay
had decreased to 26 months — a 15 percent reduction.

Over the past five years, the percentage of young children entering foster care in Pennsylvania has been increasing. Children
ranging from newborns to age 2 account for about one-third of
all first-time entries into foster care, and nearly half of first-time
entries involve children age 5 and under.

Children Exiting Foster Care by Reason
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Drug abuse is the leading reason many of these young children
are entering foster care. In fact, the rate of young children being
removed at least in part because of drug-related issues has more
than doubled over the past five years.
The percentage of first-time entries among teenagers has been decreasing over the past five years, yet teenagers tend to re-enter foster care at a higher rate than other age groups. Roughly two-thirds
of children re-entering foster care are age 12 and older.
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Why do so many re-entries involve teenagers? Sometimes when
issues of abuse and neglect are not fully resolved when children
are young, the resulting trauma impacts adolescent behavior —
behavioral issues are a leading reason why adolescents re-enter
foster care. In fact, 60 percent of foster care re-entries among children age 12 and older involve behavioral issues.
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Note: Child deaths represent 0.1%-0.2% each
year and are not represented on the graph.

Over the past five years, the number of children exiting foster
care has decreased, in part because of an overall decline in the use
of foster care in favor of home and community-based services,
such as intensive outpatient therapies. During the past year, some
communities saw more children enter foster care than exit, and
27 counties have more children placed in foster care today than
they did a year ago.

A LOOK AHEAD
Pennsylvania’s family-focused approach is helping to reduce the number of children placed in
foster care and drive down the overall foster care population. As noted, there have been other
positive trends in Pennsylvania’s child welfare system in recent years, including:
• More children receiving services in their homes instead of being placed
into foster care.
• Children in foster care are more likely to be in a family-type setting rather than
an institutional setting.
• More children are exiting foster care to permanent homes by reuniting with their
families, guardianship or adoption.
The rates of substantiated cases of child abuse have steadily declined over the past five years. But
the emerging changes to Pennsylvania’s child protection laws likely will result in an increase
in child abuse reporting and substantiation in the years ahead. This could lead to more families interacting with the child welfare system and require more state and local resources to deal
with the increased caseloads. This will only serve to improve child protection.
“Public awareness concerning the importance of keeping our kids safe may be the strongest it has
ever been, and changes to our state child protection laws will help in our ongoing efforts to combat
child abuse and neglect. Now we all need to do our part to ensure these laws are properly implemented
and followed, so suspected child abuse is appropriately reported and addressed,” said Lynne KallusRainey, MSW, LSW, executive director of Bucks County Children and Youth Services.
Pennsylvania needs to continue its efforts to appropriately prevent, detect and respond to
child abuse and neglect. This will take a commitment to promoting the safety and well-being
of children and families, while building on effective strategies to assure permanent families for
children in foster care.
We have made great strides in reducing reliance on foster care and serving children and families in their homes when possible. And when children are placed in foster care, there has been
a focused effort to place them with family or close friends — known as “kinship care.” When
kinship care is not an option, family-based settings have been the preferred placement when
most appropriate. Our state’s reliance on congregate care has declined and more often is selected only when it is determined to be the best placement setting for the child. All of these efforts are in the best interests of children and should continue.
The trends of the past five years demonstrate that Pennsylvania’s child welfare system is making
marked progress in the right direction. We need to stay committed as a commonwealth to build
on that progress.

For more information on data reporting periods, citations and sources, visit: porchlightproject.org/socw14.shtml.
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