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Human Trafficking
We

now have evidence to support
what many of us have
suspected all along — that
foster kids are the number one target for those
involved in the business of human trafficking.
Yes, I said “business.”

It appears that the trafficking of people for
sex and labor has become more lucrative
than selling drugs or arms. Sandie Morgan,
director of Vanguard University’s Global
Center for Women and Justice says that gangs
and organized crime concerns are turning to
human trafficking because once you sell drugs
or guns, your inventory is gone. But when you
sell a person, your “reusable asset” returns to
be sold over and over again. And this heinous
activity isn’t limited to some far off country.
It’s happening right in your state, perhaps even
within driving distance from your home.
As if all this wasn’t egregious enough, there is a
subsection of human trafficking that specifically
involves children. Law enforcement officials
refer to the trafficking of children younger
than 18 as Commercial Sexual Exploitation
of Children or CSEC. Ernie Allen, CEO of the
International Center for Missing and Exploited
Children, told me in a recent interview that the
average age of children sold for sex in the United
States is 13 years old. That’s the average age.
Allen went on to say that more than 60 percent of
rescued trafficking victims report having been in
foster care.Anyone who has worked with foster
children who have been sexually abused knows
that these children typically see themselves as
worthless and often engage in inappropriate
sexualized behaviors. It is easy to see how victims
of sexual abuse are easily lured into sex trafficking.
The ICMEC estimates that 164 current and
former foster kids are lured into trafficking
every single day in the United States alone.
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And surprisingly, most of the foster kids who
go AWOL from care providers are never listed
with law enforcement as missing persons. In
fact, the ICMEC reports that only 10 states in
the United States have laws that require the
reporting of missing foster children. Imagine
being entrapped by someone who is profiting
from your serial rape and knowing that
absolutely no one is looking for you.

The good news is that every foster parent,
relative caregiver, mentor, coach, teacher and
concerned citizen can play a role in preventing
this most heinous of crimes.
The commercial sexual exploitation of children
is, what we call in the insurance industry,
“preventable and foreseeable.”We can learn the
signs, take advantage of the resources available
to us, educate the kids within our influence so
that they’re better able to take care of themselves,
and finally, in the case of the worst possible
scenario, we can upload a missing child’s photo
to the national database, to increase the chances
that the child we care about will be rescued.
To help you protect the kids within your influence,
here are five tips every foster parent should know:
1. KNOW THE SIGNS — BE SKEPTICAL OF:
• A friend who “dominates.”
• A friend who spends too much time with
your child.
• Obsession by your kids of a friend.
• Inappropriate, expensive or too many gifts
from a friend.
• Texting/sexting.
• Changes in behaviors or attitude toward you
• Unwillingness to communicate with you.
• Predators can approach through phone,
computer and gaming. Check and monitor
activity. (Be aware that locking your
Internet doesn’t stop them from accessing a
neighbor’s wifi.)
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2. KNOW WHAT TO SAY
• In nearly all cases, rescued victims report
having been “tricked” into trafficking
by someone they know. Help kids to ask
themselves “what’s in this for my friend?”
Learning to ask the right questions helps kids
with the critical thinking process and with
discerning underlying motives.
• Traffickers are often seen as “the ticket out.”
Help teens visualize positive transition
by reminding teens that they don’t need a
boyfriend or “daddy” who promises to love
and care for them. Make your best case for
you, your family, teachers, social worker,
therapist, CASA and others, being the best
ones to protect him or her while transitioning
into successful independent living.
• This guy who says he wants to be your
“boyfriend” may want to “use” you as a
slave…a “re-usable asset” in his “business.”
If this conversation is too difficult to have
with your teen, consider using one of the
video resources in Tip #4.
• Tell teens they have a finely tuned “weasel
meter” and should USE IT to gauge the
character of all their friends. This will serve
them well in life.
• Ask what others think of the potential
predator. Others may say he’s “bad news.”
In the case of friends thinking the possible
predator is OK, guide your teen through the
concept of taking advice from those who
are worthy sources of wisdom.

3. KNOW YOUR RESOURCES
• Contact your local law enforcement office for
resources available in your community.
• Educate yourself and the children within your
influence with the videos available at www.
netsmartz.org. These videos are free, and were
created by the International Center for Missing
Kids and the FBI Innocence Lost team. There
are videos for kids, tweens, teens and adults.
Take advantage of this excellent resource.
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Suicide

By Rhonda Sciortino
Foster Focus Columnist

Isn’t A Problem

Victims of abuse are at higher risk
We can’t prevent suicide if we don’t talk about it. So, let’s have an honest conversation about the fact that those of us who have experienced the pain of being abandoned, abused, neglected, sold, or treated in any way that made us feel unloved and unworthy of love, are
at a much higher risk of suicide.
According to Dr. Daniel J. Pilowsky of Mailman School of Public Health, adolescents involved with foster care are about four times more
likely to have attempted suicide than adolescents never placed in foster care. This probably comes as no great surprise to anyone who
has ever been in foster care.
Suicide is the third leading cause of death for 15-24 year-olds, and the sixth leading cause of death for 5 to 15-year-olds in the general
population. According to the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, “teenagers experience strong feelings of stress, confusion, self-doubt, pressure to succeed, financial uncertainty, and other fears.” If teens in the general population experience those feelings,
imagine the exponential magnification of those feelings by the factors of abandonment, neglect, and abuse that preceded time in the foster
care system—a system of living with strangers (hopefully well-meaning, but strangers, nevertheless).
The American Foundation for Suicide Prevention says that every 40 seconds someone commits suicide in the US. This is a national
tragedy, which is particularly poignant because it’s often foreseeable and preventable.
Depression and suicidal feelings are treatable mental disorders. The challenge is that many current and former foster kids don’t seek help.
This unwillingness to talk about depression and suicidal thoughts can be rooted in various issues including, but not limited to, being
unaware that no- or low-cost services are available and accessible, an inherent feeling of hopelessness that there is anything that can make
life any better, a feeling of being unworthy of receiving help, or the stigma and shame that can accompany thoughts of suicide.
Many of us have been touched by suicide. This is, in fact, one of the factors that increases our risk of suicide. Once someone in our life
has taken their life that person’s action becomes an option in the back of our minds should the pain simply get beyond what we can bear.
For people who had a parent who suicided when the person was young, there can be an additional underlying sense that it is their destiny
to repeat that tragic family history. In addition to childhood abuse and knowing someone who suicided, other risk factors include previous suicide attempts, family history of mental health conditions, mental health diagnosis, and substance abuse.
Know the signs
There are many signs that a person may be contemplating taking his or her own life. The more signs you identify, the higher the risk is
that the person will actually attempt suicide.
The top three signs are:
1. Threatening to hurt or kill oneself
2. Looking for ways to suicide, including seeking pills, weapons, or other means
3. Talking or writing about death, dying, or suicide

Won’t Make It
Go Away
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Protecting the Protectors
D
uring the past
several years, I’ve
studied the ways
foster kids and foster family
members get injured or
worse. Having the benefit
of hindsight has helped me
identify some “triggers”
that can lead to tragedy at
worst or inconvenience at
the least. To help protect
you and the children in
your care, here are some
of the things that can
lead to tragedy and, more
importantly, how to avoid
or mitigate them. I’ll start
with an overarching theme
to many of the worst
tragedies in foster care.

you’re fully qualified to
adequately supervise
four wounded foster kids.
Either limit the number of
children — biological and
foster — in your home to a
number that you know you
can properly supervise or
make sure you have adult
help with you when kids
are in the home. Failure to
do this can lead to burnout,
which leads to yet another
failed relationship for the
foster kids in your care,
and can ultimately result in
tragedy.
RELATIONSHIP
IS EVERYTHING

THERE IS NO SUBSTITUTE
FOR EYES ON KIDS.
The nature of foster care
implies a household, a
home, a place where the
parents put the children
to bed at night and then
go to sleep themselves.
There are no shifts of
awake staff 24/7 in a foster
home. So, by nature of
the setup, there can’t be
eyes on kids throughout
the night. But it’s during
this unsupervised time when foster kids
can react to their fears, attempt to act out
on other kids in the home, sneak out of the
house, sneak a knife out of the kitchen, or
do just about anything else you can imagine.
I’m not bringing this up to scare you, but to
make you aware of what’s possible. Children
who come from dysfunctional or violent
environments think that dysfunction or
3 8
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violence is “normal.” They need time to learn
that there is a different way to live. While
you’re showing them, be aware of the fact
that they may have been exposed to things
beyond your imagination.
During the part of the day when kids are
home, please don’t assume that because you
helped raise your five brothers and sisters
or you’ve raised four kids of your own that
S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R
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Many of the worst tragedies
I’ve seen can be traced back
to a failure in relationship.
I’m aware that this sounds
like a vague concept, so
allow me to explain what
I mean in the context of
actual tragedies. One boy
who attempted to hang
himself reported that the
girl he liked said she didn’t
like him. When asked why
he hadn’t talked to his foster
parents about it, he said he
couldn’t talk to them about
things like that.
When the girl rescued from trafficking was
asked why she hadn’t talked to her foster
mom about the boy she liked (who turned
out to be a trafficker), she said, “My foster
mom didn’t care about me.” In fact, it’s a
sad fact that many of the kids who survive
tragedies involving their time in foster care
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Keeping Kids Safe in Summer
In

my 37 years in insurance, one of the
most tragic claims I ever saw involved a
foster mother who left her two foster children,
an infant and a toddler, strapped into their car
seats sound asleep in the back seat of her van
while she went in to work. She didn’t normally
take the children to daycare; that was part of her
husband’s routine. But he had something else to
do that day, so the foster mom took the kids in
her car. Only moments after the van pulled out
of the driveway, the children were sound asleep.

Infants and toddlers die in hot cars every
summer. According to San Francisco State
University Department of Geosciences, the
total number of heatstroke deaths of children
left in cars in 2012 in the U.S. was 32. The
total number of heatstroke deaths of children
left in cars from 1998 to present is 559. An
examination of those 559 deaths revealed
that 52 percent were children forgotten in
the vehicle by caregivers. Of these children,
29 percent were playing in an unattended
vehicle; 18 percent were intentionally left in
the vehicle by an adult; and 1 percent died
with full circumstances unknown. More
than half of the children were younger than
2. Charges were filed in 49 percent of the
cases. Of those prosecuted, 81 percent were
convicted. In cases of paid caregivers, 84
percent were prosecuted with 96 percent
convicted, according to information from the
“Heatstroke Deaths of Children in Vehicles,”
by Jan Null at http://ggweather.com/heat.

On her way to work, the foster mom returned a
phone call that was two days overdue, mentally
reviewed the meetings on her schedule that
day, and thought about the employee she had
to reprimand. She also remembered that she
had failed to take anything out of the freezer
for dinner that night. When she pulled into the
parking lot, she gathered her briefcase, phone,
purse and lunch out of the front passenger
seat of the van, jumped out, and ran into work,
hitting the lock button on the key as she ran
toward the door. It was 7:30 a.m., and it was
starting to warm up.
About 10:30 a.m. on that hot summer
morning, the daycare provider called inquiring
about the children. In an instant, reality of
the situation that would forever change that
woman’s life set in. She dropped the phone,
grabbed her keys, and went running to her car,
screaming for her assistant to call 911.

The people who have lost their children to
heatstroke after being forgotten in a car include
a university professor, a hospital CEO, a police
officer, babysitters, extended family and parents
— people whose lives will never be the same.

She tore open the side door of the van to find
that the toddler had tried to get out of the car
seat but couldn’t master the childproof latches
that kept him bound. He had succumbed
to heat stroke, but still had a faint pulse.
The infant, however, was already dead. Both
children were taken to the nearest emergency
room, but the toddler died shortly after arrival.
The investigation concluded that this was a
tragic accident. The foster mother, however,
was convicted of felony child endangerment.
She is still serving her sentence.
4 6
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A vehicle parked in 80-degree weather will
reach a temperature inside of 123 degrees in
60 minutes. And studies have concluded that
opening the windows has little effect.
The most common reason why children are
left in hot cars is distracted memory lapse.
This often occurs when having a child in
the car is a break in routine. Busy people are
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thinking about their day, talking on the phone,
listening to the radio, or doing a combination
of these things, which distracts them
considerably. Typically the child has fallen
asleep in the car seat, so there’s no noise when
the driver leaves the car. By the time the adult
realizes his or her error, the child is often dead.
Some ways to prevent this tragedy are:
• Stop multi-tasking while driving.
• Place your cell phone, purse, briefcase or
other important items on the floor of the rear
seat of the vehicle below the child’s car seat.
• Keep the child’s stuffed animal or diaper bag
in the front seat to remind you of who’s in
the back seat.
• Develop the habit of always opening the
back door of your vehicle after you park to
retrieve your stowed items and child when
you exit the vehicle.
• Ask your child’s babysitter or daycare
provider to phone you if you are more than
five minutes late in dropping off the child.
As the weather starts to warm up, start now to
develop the habit of focusing on the road and
the precious cargo you’re carrying. ❁

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Rhonda Sciortino,
author of “Succeed Because of What You’ve
Been Through,” is the national child welfare
specialist for Markel Insurance Company.
Sciortino is a foster alum who chairs the
Successful Survivors Foundation and serves
as a spokesperson for Foster Care Alumni of
America. Her weekly radio show can be heard
at www.rhondasradioshow.com.
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focus

he definition of “team” is to come
together to achieve a common goal.
It is understood that many people
coming together to accomplish a task are
able to do so better and faster than one
person working on his or her own. The
great auto maker, Henry Ford, was known
for saying, “Coming together is a beginning.
Keeping together is progress. Working
together is success.”
When foster parents, social workers, Court
Appointed Special Advocates, psychologists,
juvenile court judges, biological families
and foster alumni were asked about the
importance of teamwork, virtually everyone
said that teamwork is important, necessary,
and in various ways, lacking in the present
foster care system. Foster alumni responded
that no one asked what they thought or
what they wanted. Foster parents expressed
that their thoughts and opinions were
discounted or dismissed. One CASA said
that there was a team, but that relationships
were tenuous, and all team members didn’t
feel comfortable to speak freely. One county
social worker said that she felt others were
fearful of her.

Improve Outcomes and

Save
Lives
with One Simple Tool
2 0
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The presiding judge of the Orange
County, Calif., Juvenile Court, Douglas J.
Hatchimonji, shared his perspective, “Our
goal is to provide for the protection and
safety of the public and each minor under
the jurisdiction of the juvenile court and to
preserve and strengthen the minor’s family
ties whenever possible . . .” This lofty goal
simply cannot be achieved unless all of the
participants in the child’s life work as a team
to bring the child to a safe harbor. To make
good decisions, judges must have as much
information as possible about what’s going
on in the foster child’s life from the social
workers, foster parents, teachers, counselors,
physicians, mentors, advocates, relatives
and parents involved. Without that kind of
collaboration we all will fail in our duty.”
Aimee McPartlan, author of the
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I have some big dreams and visions. And I’m not the only one. There are lots of us who
want to do big things with our lives. We want to make our lives count for something.
Many of us try to accomplish big things, but because we only have our piece of the puzzle, we fall short. But when we come together, we’re stronger and better able to do big
things.
I have a dream to see kids who are growing up in less than the best of circumstances to
be connected with churches in communities throughout the country. I can envision kids
who have experienced abandonment, abuse, neglect, poverty, or homelessness (or all of
the above) connected with the good people in local churches who will look them in the
eyes and see the value they don’t see in themselves.

In This
Edition:
You
May Say
I’m A Dreamer

Rhonda Sciortino, author of Succeed Because
of What You've Been Through, is the National
Child Welfare Specialist for Markel Insurance
Company. Rhonda is a foster alum who chairs
the Successful Survivors Foundation and
serves as a spokesperson for Foster Care
Alumni of America. Her weekly radio show can
be heard at

www.rhondasradioshow.com

I envision these kids, like the one I used to be, learning to mine the lessons out of all
they’ve been through, learning work ethic and character building, and learning how to
have healthy relationships with good people. Having been abandoned, neglected, abused,
hungry, and homeless in my life, I am confident that what I envision would be prevention
of homelessness, drug use, criminal activity, and trafficking.
Kids who feel valued and cared for are less likely to feel pain that leads to self medicating. The sense of belonging they would feel in a church family would make them far less
likely to fall for the lure of a trafficker. And kids who learn relationship skills, work ethic,
and good character in the safe environment of people who will gently teach rather than
judge them are far more likely to find and keep a good job that will help them become
responsible, self-reliant adults.
That’s why I’ve invested the last two years creating the YOUR REAL SUCCESS curriculum. The curriculum is designed to help foster kids and at risk youth learn the valuable lessons that will make them employable as they move toward independence. The
curriculum is designed to be facilitated in churches in communities across America. It
begins with a full day immersion program where kids learn their individual strengths, talents, and abilities, and begin to see themselves as the unique and awesome people they
are. They leave the day with a Life Assignment plan, complete with goals, timeline for
fulfillment, and connections with healthy people who want to help them achieve success.
That first day is followed by nine two-hour sessions held at the church one Saturday
morning every month. In each of those sessions there’s guidance and accountability for
execution of each participant’s Life Assignment plan, a lesson that builds on the foundation already laid, and the priceless camaraderie of all participants.
To my point of each of us having only one piece of the puzzle, I created the core mate-

Dr. Sandie Morgan, Ph.D., is Director of
Vanguard University’s Global Center for
Women and Justice, overseeing the Women’s
Studies Minor, as well as teaching Family
Violence and Human Trafficking and producing the Ending Human Trafficking Podcast.
Sandie's background as a Pediatric Nurse
brought her into contact with her first victim
of Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children. She is committed to equipping our
communities to be a safer place for vulnerable
youth.
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Speaking
Rhonda speaks passionately about hope and encouragement. She does more than motivate, she
tells HOW she overcame and how others can too! Here are just some of her popular topics:
For all audiences:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rhonda’s story: From Foster Care to Millionaire
YOUR REAL SUCCESS
Succeed Because of What You’ve Been Through
Turning Your Adversity Into Your Advantage
Succeed in Business Using The Characteristics of Successful Survivors
Find Your Success When You Find Your Life Assignment

For Christian audiences:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

We’re Supposed To Be Leaders
Balancing Life While Living For Others
God Wants to Work ALL Things Together for Good
Miracles for You, Too!
How To Find And Fulfill Your Life Assignment
Getting Your Joy Back
Stepping Out In Faith

For Women:
•
•
•
•
•

Leadership in Heels
Balancing Life While Living For Others
WAIT—I DIDN’T SIGN UP FOR THIS!
Survival – Success – Significance
Rolling With The Punches

For child welfare/foster care:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Protecting Kids From Traffickers
The ROI of Investing in Kids
Balancing Life While Living For Others
The Power of One Person
From Foster Care To ANYWHERE
Where You Lead, They’ll Follow

Risk management for child welfare/foster care and insurance professionals:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Managing the Risks and Realities of Caring for Kids
Preventing Tragedy
Defending Yourself
Caring For The Caregivers
Spend More Money on Children and Less on Insurance
Balancing Life While Living For Others
www.rhonda.org

Succeed because of what you’ve been through.
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