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On average, children in foster 
care move through three 

different foster placements, 
frequently with little or no 

warning. 
 

The Pew Commission on Children 
in Foster Care 

“Medicating a kid for a heartache isn’t the same thing 
as medicating them for a mental health issue.” 

 
Former Foster Youth 
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INTRODUCTION1 

 
 

Children living in foster care, by definition, have 
undergone life shattering upheaval.   At a time when they 
desperately need consistency and stability, foster children are 
thrown into an uncertain world of multiple placements, 
unpredictable contact with their siblings and families of 
origin, and the reality that they lack control over their own 
lives.  Having been abruptly severed from their family, 
home, and all that is familiar to them, and living a life 
thereafter commonly marked by perpetual motion, many feel 
profoundly alone and emotionally distraught.   

 
Exacerbating their feelings of loneliness and instability is the lack of prompt and 

adequate attention to the emotional and mental well-being of our most at risk children.   A study 
revealed that only 28.3% of children received mental health services during the year immediately 
following contact with the child welfare system, despite the fact that,  “delivery of appropriate 
and timely mental health services may be an important element in reducing long-term negative 

                                                 
1 This report was prepared by the Children’s Law Center of Los Angeles and is based on summaries by the following recorders 
and facilitators from each of the Summit break out sessions: Susan Abrams, Alyssa Balm, Heather Carmichael, Michael Cazares, 
Khush Cooper, Ilda Rueda De Leon, Elinam Dellor, David Estep, Barbara Facher, Michael Ferrera, Leslie Starr Heimov, Sacha 
Klein, Claudia Kohner, Greg Lecklitner, Laura Shiozaki Lee, Bryan Mershon, Sasha Minton, Jennifer Perry, Princess V.  Ramey, 
Michael Rauso, Nancy Shea, Jessica Tachibana, Marcia P.  Taborga, Gerard Torres, and Jenna Valentine.    
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“The State of California 
must transition the Foster 
Care System from fail first 
to help first.” 
 

State Senator Darrell Steinberg, 
Summit keynote address 

consequences for children served by child welfare agencies and in decreasing placement 
instability among children removed from their homes.”2 

 
 The Los Angeles Foster Youth Mental Health Initiative (“FYMHI”) was created - - 

thanks to the generous support of The California Endowment - - to bring attention to the mental 
health needs of this vulnerable population and began to craft recommendations for system 
change. The first phase of the project was the convening of a groundbreaking Foster Youth 
Mental Health Summit, held on May 19, 2006, at The California Endowment’s Center for 
Healthy Communities.    

 
The Summit brought together mental health clinicians, social workers, foster parents, 

relative caregivers, advocates, community leaders, and youth to identify and develop concrete, 
workable solutions regarding the timely and appropriate provision of mental health services for 
children and youth in the child welfare system.  Discussion among community leaders and 
stakeholders centered on the need for better communication, collaboration, and oversight among 
the multiple sys tems charged with caring for abused and neglected children.   

 
This report summarizes the discussion and 

recommendations of the Summit participants in regard to the 
ten critical areas that were the topics of discussion at the 
Summit breakout sessions: information sharing, enhancing 
accountability & data tracking, capacity building – training, 
retention & recruitment, best practices & treatment models, 
role of the court & advocates in meeting the mental health 
needs of dependent & delinquent youth, mental health payment 
& rate structure, developmentally delayed youth, crossover 

youth, infants and children (prenatal to five), young children and teens (5 – 14 years old), and 
transition age youth (16 – 21 years old).   

 
Los Angeles is home to the largest child welfare system in the country, accounting for an 

astounding one in ten foster children nationwide.  Our community shares the responsibility 
collectively for “parenting” nearly 30,000 abused and neglected children throughout Los Angeles 
County.3  It is hoped that the recommendations crafted during the Foster Youth Mental Health 
Summit will serve as an impetus to “make reform real” for all of our most vulnerable young 
people. 

 
 

                                                 
2 Hurlburt MS et al., Contextual Predictors of Mental Health Service Use Among Children Open to Child Welfare, 
Archives of General Psychiatry, December, 2004. 
3 The Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services, 2006. 




