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Foster Care System Overview

Children who cannot safely remain in their homes due to parental abuse or neglect or youth who have been adjudicated as delinquent may be removed from their homes by order of the Juvenile Court and placed in out-of-home care. These children and young people are said to be in foster care and their care is paid for by governmental agencies. 

Under current law, county placing agencies – Child Protective Services (CPS) and juvenile probation – are required to place children in the least restrictive, most family-like setting possible.  Depending on individual needs, a child may be placed in the home of a relative (kinship care), a county licensed foster family home, a foster home certified by a foster family agency, or a group home.  

The cost of foster care is shared by federal, state and local governments. About 70% of children are federally eligible.  For these children, the federal government pays 50% of the cost with the county and state assuming the remaining 30% and 20% respectively. For non-federally eligible children, local government pays 60% of the cost and the state pays 40%.

As of October 2002 there were over 97,000 children in California’s foster care system of which 6000 were placed through juvenile probation and the remaining 91,000 through CPS.  Approximately 46% were placed with relatives, 42% were placed with licensed or certified foster families, and the remaining 12% were placed in group homes.  

Permanency is the key goal for children in foster care.

When CPS removes a child from his or her home due abuse or neglect, they are mandated to make “reasonable efforts” to reunify the child with his or her family. Generally, this means that CPS workers arrange for services to be provided to the parent(s) to reduce the risk of further abuse or neglect.  If reunification cannot be accomplished within a year to 18 months, the child remains in foster care until permanency is achieved through adoption or relative guardianship or, with older children, until they transition out of the foster care system.  

Young people placed in foster homes or group homes by juvenile probation, are required to address the behavior and attitudes that resulted in their adjudication as delinquent. In most cases, the young person ultimately returns to live with his or her family in the community.

Young people living in foster care at age 16 or older are eligible for Independent Living Program services to assist in their transition from foster care to independent living.  In certain counties, foster youth can also participate at age 17 in Transitional Housing Placement Programs.
Foster Care Placement Types

Relative Placement (Kinship Care)


Increasingly, foster care children in California are being placed in the homes of relatives.  A grandparent, aunt, uncle, or sibling is given preferential consideration in the placement of a child.  A relative’s home does not have to be licensed as a foster home, but must be assessed and approved by a county social worker.  Kinship Support Services Programs, currently functioning in eight counties, provide community-based family support to relative caregivers and the dependent children placed in their homes. In addition, relatives that assume guardianship may receive assistance through Kin-GAP that provides a stipend for the care of the child equivalent to the basic county foster care payment. 

Foster Family Homes
Foster Family Homes are licensed by their county of residence and provide 24-hour care and supervision in family residences for no more than six children.  Care is provided to children who have been removed from their homes because of neglect or abuse, for children who are mentally disabled, developmentally disabled, or physically handicapped, and children who require special health care and supervision.  

Foster Family Agencies

Foster family agencies (FFAs) are private, non-profit children’s services agencies that recruit, certify and train foster parents. FFAs find homes for children referred from county placing agencies and provide professional support to foster children and foster parents. Each county uses FFA resources to meet its diverse placement needs and to respond to the individualized needs of foster children and their families. Consistent with their original legislative intent, FFAs frequently provide services to foster care children who require more intensive care than that provided by foster family homes and may be utilized as an alternative to shelter care and group home placement.

Group Homes  

Group homes are residential programs operated by private, non-profit agencies that provide 24-hour non-medical care and supervision to children in a structured environment.  Group homes provide social, psychological, and behavioral services for troubled youths.  Most children referred to the foster care system through juvenile probation are placed in group homes.  Children with the most severe emotional and psychological needs also tend to be placed in group homes, usually after failed placements with foster families or relatives.

Adoption Services

Definition of Adoption

Adoption is a legal process through which a birth parent relinquishes his or her parental rights to a child – or those rights are terminated by the court – and the responsibilities are vested in and assumed by adoptive parents.  

Eligible Children

Any child whose parents have relinquished parental rights or whose parents’ parental rights have been terminated is eligible for adoption. Children removed by CPS, whose parents have not successfully fulfilled their court ordered requirements for reunification, are potentially eligible for adoption subsequent to termination of parental rights. It is estimated that nearly 75% of the foster children in California are eligible or potentially eligible for adoption.

Adoption Service Agencies

The following organizations provide adoption services for adults interested in adopting children: district offices of the California Department of Social Services, licensed county adoption agencies, and licensed private adoption agencies. Many Foster Family Agencies are also licensed as private adoption agencies. Children eligible for adoption may be in the foster care system or may be living with birth parents. In addition, there are adoption service providers – frequently attorneys or physicians – who facilitate adoption processes independent of county or private agencies.

Adoption Assistance Program

Adoptive children formerly placed in the state’s foster care system frequently have special needs.  Recognizing that adoptive parents often experience financial difficulty meeting the special needs of these children, Adoption Assistance Payments are made available to these parents based on the needs of the child. At least 75% of adoptive families have received some level of AAP assistance.

Foster Care and Adoption Support Funding

Foster care provider rates differ according to the services they provide as follows:

Kinship Care Funding

A Kin-GAP rate is paid to relative caregivers who assume guardianship of dependent children.  The rate is equal to 100% of the basic foster care rate for children placed in a foster family home.

Foster Family Homes Funding

Foster parents licensed by the county receive a family home basic rate for the cost of supervision of each foster child.  In addition, all counties pay a rate greater than the basic rate to foster care parents who care for children that require additional care because of health and/or behavioral problems. This additional rate is called a “specialized care increment” and each county has its own formula for assigning the rate.

Foster Family Agencies Funding

Foster family agencies (FFAs) are reimbursed according to a flat rate system comprised of three components: (a) a required minimum level of payment to foster families based on the age of the foster child for the child’s basic care, (b) a flat rate for a minimum level for social work services, and (c) a flat rate to cover all other costs including foster parent recruitment, foster parent training, other costs of care, clerical and administrative salaries, and indirect costs. Some FFAs participate in the Intensive Treatment Foster Care Program that provides a higher level of funding based on the needs of each eligible child as an alternative to higher level group home care. Correspondingly, children must meet higher eligibility criteria to be admitted into Intensive Treatment Foster Care.

Group Homes Funding

The current foster care rate-setting system for group homes was created by the enactment of SB 370 in 1989.  All group home programs are placed into one of 14 Rate Classification Levels (RCLs) using a point system based on the number, qualifications, experience and training of direct care staff.  The 14 rates comprise the “Schedule of Standard Rates.”
Adoption Assistance Program Funding

Adoption Assistance Program (AAP) benefits are paid to the adoptive parents of special needs children and are based on a signed agreement between each county and a child’s adoptive parents.  The amount of financial payment is determined only after the actual costs to be incurred have been fully documented and after the availability of local resources has been taken into account. Adoptive parents may receive the same level of support that a county foster parent would have received for caring for the child had the child remained in foster care. AAP may be used to cover the cost of up to eighteen months of residential treatment services for adopted children placed in group home programs. 

Private Adoption Agency Reimbursement Program Funding

The Private Adoption Agency Reimbursement Program (PAARP) provides one-time compensation up to $5,000 to private adoption agencies upon adoption finalization for the cost of adoptive parent recruitment and home studies and of facilitating the adoptions of special needs children.
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