LEAVE ONE LIGHT ON

Foster Care Awareness Primer

A calm, evidence-informed place to begin

Why this exists

Foster care is often discussed through headlines, slogans, and assumptions. This
primer offers a humane starting point: what the system is, why it exists, what it
cannot be reduced to, and where responsible action begins.

Who it is for
Adults learning about foster care, prospective volunteers or foster parents,
employers, churches, book clubs, and community groups.

Your meaningful next step
Visit your state or Tribal child-welfare website and read its official orientation
requirements before making a commitment.
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What foster care is

Foster care is temporary out-of-home care for children who cannot safely remain in their current
home. Depending on the situation, children may live with relatives or fictive kin, licensed foster

families, or in group or residential settings. Specific laws and procedures vary by State, Territory,
and Tribe.

When children are separated from their parents, safe reunification is generally the priority. When
reunification cannot occur, other permanency paths can include guardianship, adoption, or
another permanent arrangement.

Foster care is not a single national agency. It is a network of state, local, territorial,

Tribal, court, provider, family, and community systems operating under different
laws and conditions.

LEAVE ONE LIGHT ON | No act of compassion is ever too small.



Why children and families encounter the system

Families may encounter child welfare after a report of suspected abuse or neglect or through
prevention services intended to strengthen families before a crisis. Neglect is the most common
maltreatment category in federal reporting, but poverty alone is not neglect. Concrete supports

such as housing, child care, food, transportation, and treatment can strengthen safety and
stability.

Language matters
® Say “children or young people in foster care,” not labels that make care their identity.
® Do not assume every biological parent is indifferent or dangerous.
® Do not promise adoption when the goal may be reunification.
® Do not seek private contact with a child outside an approved program.

® Use official state, territorial, or Tribal channels for licensing and placement information.
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Common myths

Myth: Every child in foster care is available for adoption.

Reality: Foster care is intended to be temporary, and reunification is often the primary
permanency goal. Adoption becomes appropriate only in particular legal circumstances.

Myth: Good intentions are enough.

Reality: Caregivers and volunteers need screening, training, boundaries, trauma-informed
support, and continuing accountability.

Myth: Only foster parents can help.

Reality: Communities can mentor through screened programs, support kinship and foster
families, provide meals or transportation through approved organizations, advocate for
family-friendly workplaces, donate blood, and learn from credible sources.

Myth: A national statistic describes every local community.

Reality: National data show broad patterns; local needs, licensing rules, demographics, and
available supports vary significantly.
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One responsible path forward
® | earn: read official information before repeating a statistic.
® | ocate: find your state, territorial, or Tribal child-welfare agency.
® Attend: join an orientation without treating attendance as a promise to foster.

® Ask: inquire about respite, kinship support, mentoring, CASA, transportation, or practical family
needs.

® Reflect: choose a commitment you can sustain.
® Protect: never solicit or publish identifying information about children in care.

Leave One Light On is an educational movement. It is not a licensing agency,
adoption agency, placement organization, government service, or provider of legal
or clinical advice.
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