Birth to Six Initiative
Background and Context

In October of 2006, California had 24,178 children under the age of 6 in supervised foster care in child welfare (including kin, foster, FFA, group, and other placements).  Of those 24, 178 children:

· 61 had 5 or more placements,
· including 7children under the age of one year;
· 263 had four or more placements,
· including 44 children under the age of one year;
· and 850 had three or more placements,
· including 222 children under the age of one. 

(Center for Social Services Research.)
These numbers are alarming and child welfare is being called upon to focus attention toward this very young and typically silent population.
Philip Fischer at the Oregon Social Learning Center and Mary Dozier at the University of Delaware state “Children in this age group are especially vulnerable, due to the combined effects of maltreatment, relationship disruptions, and caregiver transitions.”  It is in these early years when brain development is most active.  The structures that govern learning processes, coping with stress, trauma and emotions are established.  Any negative environmental conditions, including neglect and abuse, separation from a primary caregiver, etc. influence and may impair brain development (Practice Notes #19).

Attachment has been defined as a deep, intimate emotional two-way connection between caregiver and child which has its roots in sensitive, predictable care.  It is an enduring emotional bond between the infant/young child and the primary caregiver.  One area of recent research focuses on biological markers in young children as a physical indication of the level of stress they are experiencing.  These biological factors may indicate these children are ill-prepared to manage stress and may put them at risk to develop psychiatric disorders (Dozier & Fisher, 2006).

Promising work in Biobehavioral Catch-up and other therapeutic foster care models reveal some hope for helping to mend faulty attachment in young children.  “Having at least one adult who is devoted to and loves a child unconditionally, is prepared to accept and value that child…this is the key to helping a child overcome the stress and trauma of abuse and neglect.”(Pediatrics, 2000, 106(5), 1145-1149).  The paramount charge for child welfare is to find and foster the attachment between the primary caregiver (biological parent as well as foster parent) and the child.

About the Project
The Birth to Six Initiative is a collaborative project that includes the Youth Law Center, the California Social Work Education Center (CalSWEC), the Stuart Foundation, Annie E. Casey Foundation, Child & Family Policy Institute of California and the California Department of Social Services.  Fresno County and the City and County of San Francisco are participating in the initial pilot of the project, during 2007 and 2008. They have also contributed greatly to the development of the assessment and the project activities.
This initiative focuses on the need for child welfare and related systems to respond more appropriately to the developmental, social and emotional well-being of children from birth to six years of age.  Child welfare agencies will assess their current service delivery to this population and further enhance practices to foster healthy attachment in these young children.  While some children must be separated from their parents for protection, the initiative will provide tools to aid in decreasing the trauma and stress for children birth to 6 when they enter foster care.  The goals of this project, through increasing knowledge and skill level of professionals, are to:
1. Reduce the need for separation from the biological parent(s);
2. Reduce the number of placement changes;
3. Provide a highly supportive, nurturing and well-trained caregiver;
4. Recognizing and reducing the trauma a child experiences when separation is necessary by preserving important connections.
The pilot counties will conduct a comprehensive assessment process in late 2007, and will then implement activities to meet these goals based on this assessment beginning in 2008.  Activities are likely to include:  collaborative information gathering through interviews, focus groups, data collection which will be completed by county staff with cross-partner involvement.
