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Abstract

This article reflects on and explores some of the
literature regarding foster parent training. With
560,000 children in foster care in 1998, this area is
of vital importance to the well-being of children
who have experienced severe emotional and physical
trauma. Studies demonstrate that foster children
fare better when their foster parents have received
training, yet few studies offer an approach specifically
targeted for foster parents. Case vignettes show
how foster parent training based in a psychosocial
perspective can significantly enhance the care these
parents provide for abused and neglected children.

Introduction

In 1998, there were 560,000 children in foster care
in the United States (Adoption and Foster Care
Analysis and Reporting System, 1998). Children in
foster care often face a series of severe emotional trau-
ma as they are removed from their biological homes
due to abuse or neglect and then placed in several
different foster care placements. Foster care itself
often presents an additional risk for behavioral and
emotional problems because of the stress of adjusting
to a new family or disrupting placements (Orme &
Buehler, 2001).

As a social worker in the foster care program of a
child welfare agency, I realized how much influence
and impact foster parents can have on the develop-
ment and well-being of foster children. Foster
parents are the primary caregivers for these children,
often for several years. While foster children typically
participate in weekly psychotherapy, foster parents
face the daily task of supporting and encouraging
their child's emotional and developmental growth. I
began to wonder how social workers prepare foster
parents to take on this enormous task.

At the very least, foster parents must receive exten-
sive training in order to enhance the care foster
children receive. Unfortunately, foster parents are
often not equipped with the experience or informa-
tion to best help their foster children with the issues
they face as a result of being in the child welfare sys-
tem. In conducting my research, I expected to find
articles addressing how foster parent training is
designed and implemented, as well as information on
how the training helps parents to deal with the severe
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trauma often experienced by children in foster care. 1
was surprised to find that most of the literature did
not directly address this issue. While the literature
supports the effectiveness of foster parent training,
demonstrating that children remain in placements
longer when foster parents receive training, little is
written about how to help foster parents with the
severe and troubling nature of children's symptoms
resulting from their experience of abuse and neglect.
Successful placement requires that foster parents
understand and meet the emotional needs of foster
children. While studies have been undertaken to doc-
ument the effectiveness of training for foster parents,
few have provided specifics on how effective foster
parent training is linked to increased functioning and
decreased behavioral and emotional problems of
foster children (Orme & Buehler, 2001). Moreover,
few studies on foster parent training specify the
content or theoretical foundations of these programs
{Lee & Holland, 1991; Matthews & Hudson, 2001;
Polster, Dangel, & Rasp, 1987). Therefore, the neces-
sary data on which to base the development and
replication of effective programs that address the
needs of children and parents is not yet available.

In order to consider developing training to address
the needs of children and their foster parents, in this
paper I will review some of the outcome research on
foster parent training programs, look at what the
research tells us about the content of current foster
parent training programs, and consider how foster
parent training could be improved using current
research on foster parent training, as well as theories of
child development and treatment. Finally, I will look
at two different foster families, each of whom accept-
ed a foster child with severe emotional and behavioral
problems. One set of parents received parent training
and support while the other did not. In looking at two
families I hope to provide specificity and a “human
face” to the dilemmas confronting foster parents.

Literature Review

Parent training is defined in the literature as a
way to help parents understand child development
and teach skills that can be utilized when difficulties
arise (Baum, Crase, & Crase, 2001; Berry, 1988;
Matthews & Hudson, 2001). The aim of training
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