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During the past 
several years, I’ve 
studied the ways 

foster kids and foster family 
members get injured or 
worse. Having the benefit 
of hindsight has helped me 
identify some “triggers” 
that can lead to tragedy at 
worst or inconvenience at 
the least. To help protect 
you and the children in 
your care, here are some 
of the things that can 
lead to tragedy and, more 
importantly, how to avoid 
or mitigate them. I’ll start 
with an overarching theme 
to many of the worst 
tragedies in foster care. 

THERE IS NO SUBSTITUTE 
FOR EYES ON KIDS. 
The nature of foster care 
implies a household, a 
home, a place where the 
parents put the children 
to bed at night and then 
go to sleep themselves. 
There are no shifts of 
awake staff 24/7 in a foster 
home. So, by nature of 
the setup, there can’t be 
eyes on kids throughout 
the night. But it’s during 
this unsupervised time when foster kids 
can react to their fears, attempt to act out 
on other kids in the home, sneak out of the 
house, sneak a knife out of the kitchen, or 
do just about anything else you can imagine. 
I’m not bringing this up to scare you, but to 
make you aware of what’s possible. Children 
who come from dysfunctional or violent 
environments think that dysfunction or 

violence is “normal.” They need time to learn 
that there is a different way to live. While 
you’re showing them, be aware of the fact 
that they may have been exposed to things 
beyond your imagination. 

During the part of the day when kids are 
home, please don’t assume that because you 
helped raise your five brothers and sisters 
or you’ve raised four kids of your own that 

you’re fully qualified to 
adequately supervise 
four wounded foster kids. 
Either limit the number of 
children — biological and 
foster — in your home to a 
number that you know you 
can properly supervise or 
make sure you have adult 
help with you when kids 
are in the home. Failure to 
do this can lead to burnout, 
which leads to yet another 
failed relationship for the 
foster kids in your care, 
and can ultimately result in 
tragedy. 

RELATIONSHIP 
IS EVERYTHING

Many of the worst tragedies 
I’ve seen can be traced back 
to a failure in relationship. 
I’m aware that this sounds 
like a vague concept, so 
allow me to explain what 
I mean in the context of 
actual tragedies. One boy 
who attempted to hang 
himself reported that the 
girl he liked said she didn’t 
like him. When asked why 
he hadn’t talked to his foster 
parents about it, he said he 
couldn’t talk to them about 

things like that. 

When the girl rescued from trafficking was 
asked why she hadn’t talked to her foster 
mom about the boy she liked (who turned 
out to be a trafficker), she said, “My foster 
mom didn’t care about me.” In fact, it’s a 
sad fact that many of the kids who survive 
tragedies involving their time in foster care 
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report feeling that their foster parents didn’t 
care about them or what they wanted or what 
was important to them. 

I’m not a clinician or a foster parent, so 
I’m not qualified to tell you how to create a 
therapeutic milieu that lends itself to good 
communication. But as a foster alumni and 
a child welfare risk management specialist, I 
can tell you that one tool in establishing and 
building healthy relationships with wounded 
people is to find something good about the 
person, some characteristics or behavior that 
you would like to develop and see more of, 
and then compliment that characteristic or 
behavior. Foster kids have heard negative, 
ugly things about themselves all their lives. 
Hurtful facial expressions, words and actions 
are the building blocks on which their 
lives have been built. So every authentic 
compliment you make is a new, positive 
building block on which the kids within your 
influence can build their futures. 

INTERRUPTION IN ROUTINE

Routine, consistency and tradition help 
establish stability, and stability helps to 
stop the out-of-control spinning that is 
part of the inner life of many foster kids, or 
at least slow it down. Not only can routine 

be healing for kids, but it can actually save 
lives. It was a break in routine that led to 
the drowning of the toddler in the walker 
on the day the foster parents were moving 
from one home to the next. It was a break 
in routine the day the little girl climbed up 
on the bathroom counter, slipped, fell and 
sustained irreparable brain damage while the 
house was being prepared for a big party that 
evening. It was a break in routine when an 
extended family member came to stay after 
losing his job. The foster family later learned 
that the guest in their home sexually abused 
the family’s foster daughter. 

When planning a special event, moving or 
entertaining visitors in their homes, foster 
parents should be extra vigilant and spend 
some time training and preparing other 
adults who can share some responsibility of 
the oversight of kids. 

TRAGEDIES OUTSIDE THE FOSTER HOME

I would caution foster parents to be on high 
alert any time they leave their home. This 
is true whether they are taking foster kids 
on vacation, to a family reunion, or to a 
backyard barbecue at the house of a friend. 

You don’t know what other people have in 

their homes that can cause a tragedy. To 
illustrate my point, while a foster family 
was at a barbecue, one foster kid committed 
suicide using a pistol that was hidden 
between the cushions of a recliner in the 
house where the foster family was visiting. 
No one but the man who owned the chair 
knew the gun was there because none of 
his family members ever sat in his chair. In 
another case, a foster mom used a towel for 
the fitted sheet she forgot to pack for the 
porta-crib while she was visiting a family 
member, and the towel bunched up and 
suffocated the sleeping baby.

In the next article, I’ll talk to you about 
protecting your own biological kids, 
protecting yourself against false allegations, 
and protecting yourself before a crisis. ❁ 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  Rhonda Sciortino, 
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Been Through,” is the National Child Welfare 
Specialist for Markel Insurance Company. 
Sciortino is a foster alum who chairs the 
Successful Survivors Foundation and serves 
as a spokesperson for Foster Care Alumni of 
America. Her weekly radio show can be heard 
at www.rhondasradioshow.com.

[ kids in waiting ]
Hollie joined Camellia Network as a young woman balancing motherhood, attending school and 
working part time. Within days of joining Camellia Network, the wheel on her stroller broke and 
she found herself carrying her young son in her arms and her school books on her back as she 
traversed the treacherous icy cold streets of New York City to bring her son to and from daycare 
on her way to work and from school. Camellia Network sprang into action, featuring Hollie and 
her need as the featured profile on the Network and to our broad audience on our social media 
channels. Within days of featuring Hollie, supporters jumped into action, purchasing her stroller 
in addition to other items on her registry, and filling her message board with encouragement and 
support. Hollie sent a photo of her young son sleeping happily in his new stroller less than two 
weeks after the original request was issued.

Camellia Network is a social network connecting youth who age out of foster care to supporters, opportunities, and resources 
across the country. To help support former foster youth on the Network, join us today at www.CamelliaNetwork.org.


