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Background:  A significant percentage of children in foster care are diagnosed 

with Developmental Disabilities (DD), but there is a lack of consistency in 

reporting and tracking these cases. Literature suggests that only 26% of 

caseworkers reported awareness of disability-specific child services.  

Additionally, caseworkers receive minimal formal training and support around 

understanding the specific needs of children and youth with DD. This includes 

the therapeutic foster care setting, where there is typically residential oversight 

and additional training due to a more intense level of need.  

Objectives:  Objectives included improving understanding of caseworkers’ 

knowledge about, exposure to, and comfort with children with disabilities in both 

traditional and therapeutic foster care. This was accomplished through 

comparing three constructs (knowledge, exposure, and comfort with disability) for 

caseworkers. The final goal is to offer recommendations for caseworker training. 



Methods:  An IRB application was approved by New York Medical College. An 

electronic survey description was sent to Westchester County Department of 

Social Services and seven therapeutic foster care agencies. 
 
Community Partners:  The community partners included Yolanda Dillard from the 

DD Unit at the Administration for Children’s Services in New York City, as well as 

Delsery Grosso and Edith Mishke from Residential Services at the Westchester 

County Department of Social Services. 
 
Progress-to-Date:  A previously utilized electronic survey was adapted to 

increase precision. IRB approval was obtained and each of the agencies had 

been contacted for consent to participate in the study. To date, two agencies 

have provided consent and 13 caseworkers have completed the survey, 12 of 

whom were from traditional foster care and one from a therapeutic agency. 
 
Results:  When asked to identify a condition as a DD, the average correct 

response rate was 60%. Caseworkers self-reported a high level of knowledge, 

exposure, and comfort regarding Learning Disability and Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder. Caseworkers reported a low level of knowledge regarding 

Muscular Dystrophy and Autism, an infrequent amount of exposure to Muscular 

Dystrophy and Deaf/Hard of Hearing, and a low comfort level with Cerebral 

Palsy. Barriers that were identified included a lack of training for foster parents 

(77%), lack of supervisory support (62%), and lack of community-based 

resources (69%). Over 90% of caseworkers reported a need for increased 

training. Initial conclusions suggest that self-perceived knowledge is greater than 

actual knowledge, there may be limited exposure to a broad range of DD, and 

comfort for planning and interacting with children and families with DD varies by 

disability. Once additional survey responses are received, results will be shared 

in aggregate with the agencies that participated in the study and will be used to 

inform recommendations for future training and caseworker support. 


