
Foster Care - Respite 

 

I am trying to come up with some kind of available training curriculum for 

respite care providers but I haven’t found anything yet.  I’ll keep looking. 

 

Larimer County’s Respite Requirements: “To qualify as a Respite Care 

Provider an individual must be 21 years of age, undergo an orientation 

process including a home visit, pass a criminal background check, be CPR/1st 

Aid certified, and attend 6 hours of training. The training will emphasize 

health and safety, and the care of children/youth who may have emotional, 

physical or behavioral problems. If you are interested or want more 

information, please call Phyllis Stoner at 970-498-6588.” 

 

On the National Foster Parent Association Training: “The National 

Foster Parent Association has developed a general plan to provide respite 

care services for families of youth with special needs, including adoptive 

youth, youth in foster care, and youth with disabilities.  This one-day 

presentation provides a strategy for marketing respite care and provides a 

generic budget and suggestions for funding.  The plan is designed to 

accommodate revisions necessary to fit the specific requirement of each 

state and the implementing institution.  Respite care includes provider, 

consumer, and child information handbooks which are easily adaptable to 

specific program requirements.  Everything you need to know about 

developing and implementing a respite care program is offered in this unique 

workshop.” 

 

General Article on Respite Care for Foster Parents 

Background 

Respite, once available only to immediate or extended family members, is 

now being offered to foster families across the country. Respite can enhance 



the treatment and care of children in foster care and prevent unnecessary 

placement disruptions due to foster parent exhaustion and burnout. 

Foster families are expected to care for one or more children who have 

experienced abuse, neglect, abandonment, or drug or alcohol exposure. They 

also care for children who have disabilities, who are medically fragile or HIV 

positive. Many children in foster care demonstrate a significant amount of 

emotional disturbance as a result of abuse or neglect which can be very 

taxing for foster parents and their families. Even though foster parents care 

for children with numerous emotional and physical needs, these services are 

usually provided without relief from the caregiving routine. Until recently, 

respite parents have been precluded from using existing publicly funded 

respite resources or unable to pay private providers. These factors have 

sometimes made it difficult for states and counties to recruit and retain 

respite families at a time when they are in high demand. 

Respite for Respite parents was started as a way for human service agencies 

to support and recognize the outstanding care given by Respite parents. In 

some programs, respite is a regular part of the family support package 

offered to foster families caring for children with multiple needs. Other 

agencies have offered respite to foster parents as an incentive to care for 

children who are medically fragile, or as an incentive to accept emergency 

placements. Although foster placements are generally temporary, many 

children in foster care are adopted by their foster parents. When this occurs, 

the respite care established as a support during foster placement should be 

continued.  

Given the recent financial constraints at all levels of government, it has been 

difficult to increase foster parent reimbursement rates in any significant way. 

However, human service agencies recognize respite as a cost-effective way 

to help ensure the quality of care in foster homes, to reduce multiple 

placements of children, and to minimize the high costs of recruiting, training, 

and licensing new foster homes. The new "Family Preservation and Support 



Services" legislation passed in August, 1993, specifically targets training and 

adoptive parents as eligible for respite care and should provide additional 

funding in this area.  

Program Considerations 

Organizations offering respite to foster families need to consider foster care 

regulations or other state-approved licensing authorities when developing 

their programs. For example, children in foster care may only receive care in 

settings approved by the foster care licensing authority (state, county, city) 

which acts as a guardian of the foster child. Therefore, the home of the 

respite provider would need to be licensed as a respite care home. 

Regulations may also define "temporary" care. After a certain number of 

consecutive days, care may no longer be considered respite, and transferring 

the child into a temporary respite home may be required. 

In many states, foster care regulations also require that anyone caring for 

children in foster care settings be cleared through a state registry for child 

abuse allegations, undergo criminal background checks and have a current 

physical examination on file with the licensing agency. Organizations 

contemplating a respite program serving foster parents should first obtain 

copies of state foster care regulations, licensing guidelines and the foster 

parent handbook. 

Although foster parents are reimbursed a certain amount each month for the 

care they provide, establishing an independent fund to pay all or part of 

respite services for foster parents will encourage them to use the services 

regularly and will reduce the financial stress on the foster parents. 

A foster parent advisory board can help respite program designers 

understand the needs of foster parents and give the foster parents a sense of 

ownership and investment in the program Later, the advisory board may help 

promote the service to respite parents.  



Since the needs of children in foster care are so diverse, it may be difficult to 

design a program which can serve a broad spectrum of needs. A community 

needs assessment which includes information about children placed by state 

child welfare agencies will help narrow the targeted population. In the 

beginning, trying to serve too many needs may decrease the quality of care 

and strain the program’s financial and provider capabilities. For example, a 

program wishing to serve foster families with children who have chronic 

illnesses may initially need to decide to serve only children who are affected 

by HIV/AIDS. One of the reasons for this decision is largely a training issue. 

Both group and individual training can then be focused on the needs and 

condition of children affected by HIV/AIDS and their families to ensure a high 

quality of care. As the program becomes established, the target population 

can be broadened. 

It is important for the respite program to pay particular attention to the 

match between the respite provider, the respite parent and the child(ren). 

The matching process should include face-to-face meetings with all three. 

Although there may be frequent changes in the respite family composition, 

providers with an appropriate skill level should be matched consistently with 

the same foster parents when possible. Consistent matching is helpful both 

for the foster parents and the child(ren), who may be in respite care for 

successive visits and will value the comfort and consistency of care providers. 

The parents will begin to build trust in the respite provider by reviewing the 

general routine of the day, the child(ren)’s care needs, and the location of 

needed items in the foster home. 

When a respite provider is introduced to a foster family, an initial visit is 

desirable so the provider learns as accurately as possible the specific needs 

of the family. It is also important that the family understand what the respite 

provider can and cannot do. A supervisor should accompany the provider on 

this visit to act as a liaison between the family and the provider and between 

the family and the respite program.  



Foster Parent Concerns 

Foster parents may have some initial concerns about using respite services. 

They may feel that they should not need respite, since they knowingly and 

willingly took on the role of parent parent. Some Foster parents may fear 

that if they use respite, it will be viewed as an admission that they are 

"stressed out" and unfit as foster respites. They may also worry about 

handling additional paperwork or other administrative tasks associated with 

using the respite service. Others may fear that if a problem occurs during a 

respite stay, their reputation as foster respite s, or even their licensing, could 

be threatened. 

Foster parents may be concerned that respite providers will not be able to 

care for the children adequately. For example, those who care for children 

affected by HIV/AIDS may fear that other providers will not offer the children 

the love and attention they need and have grown to expect. Foster parents of 

children with behavioral issues may worry if the children spend time in 

someone else’s care, their hard work with the child on correcting behaviors 

and stabilizing the child’s life will be undone. 

To address the concerns of foster parents, the following strategies might be 

helpful: 

• Arrange for respite program staff members and respite providers to 

attend foster parent groups or association meetings. 

• Ask foster parents who have used and are satisfied with respite 

services to speak at the foster parent association meetings as a way to 

advertise the services. 

• Offer joint training programs for respite providers and foster parents. 

• Use existing foster parent and local agency newsletters to make 

program announcements and to highlight success stories. 

• Believe in the importance of word of mouth advertising to spread the 

news that service is available. 



• Educate case managers of foster and biological families about the need 

to provide respite and strategies to support its use. 

Respite for foster parents is a preventive service. Respite families are often 

composed of single parents who are caring for a combination of their own 

children, children who have been adopted, children of family members and 

children in Respite placement. It is not unusual for a Foster parent to be 

caring for six or more children at a time, if licensing permits. The physical 

and emotional demands of caring for children with special needs create 

added stress. For example, in addition to the complex home care 

requirements of a child with special needs, there may be medical 

appointments, periodic hospitalizations, or any number of daily emergencies. 

Without a break, any parent can be taxed to the point of losing the ability to 

provide high quality care. This also places the children at risk. Providing 

respite enhances the quality of care for the child, gives foster parents a 

deserved and necessary break, and ensures healthy and stable placements 

for all children. 

Respite Provider Recruitment, Screening, Training, and Retention 

Provider recruitment strategies need to be tailored to the needs of children 

and families served. For example, if the program serves foster parents of 

infants and toddlers there will be a different pattern of usage from programs 

serving school-aged children which have a greater volume of weekday and 

daytime requests. To meet service needs, programs may need to hire 

individuals for whom being a respite provider is their primary occupation, 

rather than those for whom respite is a secondary job. This may require 

higher salaries and/or benefits.  

Applicants for respite provider positions must be carefully screened about 

their motivations for providing respite. Some applicants may be interested in 

working with children in foster care because of their own personal 

experiences with foster care or with abusive or neglectful situations. While 



these experiences may sensitize the applicant to the trauma the children may 

be experiencing, they must be screened to ensure that they have processed 

any unresolved feelings. Potential providers need to understand that each 

child’s experience is unique and cannot be compared to their own.  

Care must also be taken to inform respite applicants that they are not 

expected to initiate or promote a therapeutic counseling relationship with the 

children. Foster parents are often trained to offer therapeutic care and would 

certainly want the respite offered to them to support any programs they have 

initiated with children in their care. Respite providers must be willing to bring 

serious concerns to the attention of the foster parents, who in turn can 

arrange for an ongoing relationship with a mental health professional. 

Training for respite care providers should include the following 

topics:  

• child development 

• the types, indicators, effects and dynamics of child abuse and neglect 

and mandatory reporting requirements 

• the concepts of attachment, bonding and the development of healthy 

relationships 

• the phases of grief and its behavioral manifestations 

• the rights of biological parents 

• understanding feelings regarding the behavior of the biological parent 

toward the child 

• first aid and CPR 

• positive discipline techniques 

• the impact of disabilities, chronic and terminal illnesses on a child’s life 

• working with assistive technology 

• behavioral management techniques 

• how to respond to children’s questions about their foster home 

placement 

• how to handle birth parent visits 



• HIV/AIDS awareness and program protocols 

• communication with foster parents 

• the roles and responsibilities of respite providers 

• confidentiality 

• emergency procedures  

• foster home regulations 

The supervision of respite providers can be done in a group setting. 

Scheduling regular meetings as forums for support as well as feedback 

sessions, can increase the cohesiveness and commitment of the providers. 

Initially, a supervisor or trainer needs to help a provider learn the care 

requirements of each family for whom the provider works. Later, the 

supervisor may conduct periodic reviews of the provider’s work. Regularly 

scheduled interviews between a supervisor and a provider can also offer 

opportunities for feedback and performance evaluation. 

Retaining quality respite providers is a challenge to any program. Some 

incentives that can be offered to providers are: continued educational 

opportunities, a variety of care assignments for an individual provider, higher 

wages, benefit packages, frequent verbal and written praise and recognition, 

opportunities for rest and relaxation.  

High provider retention serves a number of positive purposes for the respite 

program: 

• Low turnover saves hiring and training many different providers 

• Families want consistency in providers to build trust and confidence 

• Providers increase their skills and experience the longer they work for 

the program 

Unique Challenges in Serving Foster Parents 

Foster parents experience frequent and dramatic changes in the number and 

needs of the children in their care, and even trained respite providers may be 



caught off guard by these situations. Providers may be unprepared to handle 

the numbers of children in a foster home at a particular time, or they may be 

unable to care for the needs of certain children. Respite providers need to 

know when and who to call for assistance. 

Another challenge is that the foster parents who provide short term care for 

children may have little information to share with the respite provider about 

the child just placed in their home. Respite provider training should prepare 

them to enter each home for a respite visit knowing there may have been 

changes in the composition of the household. Providers must be flexible and 

prepared for unexpected emotional, medical and/or behavioral problems in 

the children, of which the training parent may not yet be aware. When 

necessary, thorough telephone assessments of children newly placed in 

training care may replace face-to-face meetings of the respite provider with 

the family. 

Respite providers may also need to learn to handle the sometimes sudden 

departure of children. Providers may feel they did not have an opportunity 

for closure with a child or that a promised activity was left unfinished. 

Providers, like foster parents, may worry about a child’s transition and future 

car. These issues can be addressed at staff support meetings, since most 

respite providers will experience similar situations. The respite program may 

also provide bereavement support groups to help providers understand and 

better handle the losses inherent in their work.  

Summary 

Foster parents and the children in their care benefit from the regular 

availability of respite. By providing a needed break from the responsibilities 

of caregiving, respite offers foster parents another incentive to continue 

doing the important work of caring for children. Respite providers working 

with training families may become essential members of a needed support 



system for those families, but may require some additional training in topics 

such as loss, grief and attachment. 

Resources 

National Foster Care Resource Center, Eastern Michigan University, Ypsilanti, 

MI 48197, (313) 487-0372. 
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Article about how foster parents can prep for a 

success respite weekend 

Need a Break From Foster Care? 

From Carrie Craft, 

Your Guide to Adoption / Foster Care. 

FREE Newsletter. Sign Up Now! 

Preparing for Respite  

Respite is a much needed service to fostering families. It allows foster 

parents to take a break, which helps prevent burn out. Respite offers birth 

children of the foster home quality time with their parents. It also gives the 

foster children a break. Hopefully, the foster children will be spending a 

weekend with other Respite children; children they can relate to. 

A poorly planned respite weekend can cause more stress for everyone 

involved: foster family, respite provider, and the foster children. Here are 

some tips for having a successful respite weekend. 

Setting it Up With Your Agency 

Contact your worker well in advance of your respite date so he/she can have 

adequate time to find a respite family for you. Two weeks advance notice is 

usually a good amount of time to give.  

If you find your own respite provider, let the social worker know who you 

have chosen and get it approved.  

Do your foster children know the respite family? To avoid further trauma, try 

to have a visit with the respite family beforehand. Sometimes this is not 

possible especially in emergency cases, but highly recommended.  

 



Setting it Up With the Respite Provider 

When contacting the respite family make sure to clarify the drop off and pick 

up dates. I have done respite for a foster family in the past, and we had a 

major misunderstanding on the pick up date. This caused confusion and 

stress for both myself and the foster family, as they had to pick up their 

foster children a day ahead of their planned schedule.  

Not a good way to end a restful weekend. 

During your first phone contact, don’t forget to mention any appointments or 

visits to the respite provider. It would be extremely unfair to spring this 

information on them at the last minute. If they are unable to make these 

appointments, you may choose to look for another provider, or speak with 

your social worker on rescheduling the appointments. If conflicting schedules 

mean that visits may be missed, it’s in the birth family's best interest if 

another provider is searched out. If this is impossible, again, contact your 

social worker on rescheduling immediately. Visits are the heart of the 

reunification process.  

Packing for Respite Care 

When packing for your foster children, be sure to include enough clean 

clothes. Don’t forget extra underwear and socks. For infants and toddlers too 

many diapers and wipes are better than not enough. It would not be fair if 

the respite provider had to go purchase more items because they were not 

given a sufficient supply to get through the weekend. 

Have the children pick out a special toy or stuffed animal to help them at bed 

time. 

I am also a big believer in picture books. Put together a small scrapbook. The 

kind with pages that you can just slip the pictures into would be easiest to 

prepare. Include pictures of birth family, foster family, friends and pets.  



Making a Respite Packet 

Make a respite packet. This is something you only have to make once! I 

usually use a large zip lock baggy. Type or clearly write a list of needed 

information. Include the children’s full names, birth dates, your name and 

numbers, the social worker's name and number, Dr.'s name and number, 

and an emergency contact number for where you can be reached during the 

respite period. 

It is also helpful to have a list of the daily schedule, fears, likes and dislikes 

of the children. This is especially helpful for babies and toddlers. Make sure 

to note any allergies, and of course, any appointments scheduled during this 

respite period. The packet also should include the child's medical card and 

"consent to treat" paperwork. Write out instructions for any medication, and 

include a medicine log so the respite provider can document when the 

medication was given. It’s also helpful to add a copy of the child's latest 

physical. 

When I need to use respite, I only have to add medication to the packet, 

update appointment information (if any) and the kids are ready to go. This 

packet also comes in handy when going to doctor or dental visits as all 

needed paperwork is ready. 

Preparation is the key to a great respite weekend. You can come back to the 

children relaxed and ready to get back to work serving your community, 

providing homes for children, and helping families heal.  

http://adoption.about.com/cs/fostercare/a/Prepare_respite.htm 

 


