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The Treehouse Foundation was founded in 2002 
by former teacher, business-woman, and foster/
adoptive parent, Judy Cockerton, who was com-
pelled to action by stark child welfare realities 
such as 25,000 young people aging out of foster 
care each year, at risk of becoming the next 
generation of poor and homeless Americans. The 
Treehouse Foundation is committed to searching 
for and developing innovative solutions that 
address the challenges found in the child welfare 
system and seeking approaches that are collabo-
rative, sustainable and become catalysts for 
systemic change. Inspired by Hope Meadows in 
Illinois, Judy brought the inter- generational 
community concept to Massachusetts and estab-
lished the first Treehouse Community in 2006.

The Treehouse Community (Treehouse) is an 
award winning intergenerational community and 
was founded on three fundamental beliefs—

•	 Every child deserves a home in a permanent, lov-
ing family

•	 Every senior deserves the opportunity to live a life 
of purpose and meaning

•	 When given the right environment and support 
these diverse generations will naturally help meet 
one another’s needs.  

At Treehouse, families adopting children and 
youth from foster care live in a close-knit neigh-
borhood where housing is affordable and people 
of all ages invest in one another’s health and 
well-being. Children and families receive the 

support and services necessary to overcome the 
educational and social/emotional challenges of-
ten caused by early neglect, abuse and trauma.

The Treehouse Model is based on a three-
pronged organizational partnership guided by a 
highly collaborative, team approach. Each partner 
plays a distinct role to support the shared goal of 
developing a sustainable Treehouse Community:

Treehouse Foundation—provides visionary lead-
ership, intergenerational programs, community 
building and facilitation, and catalyzes other key 
partnership.

Beacon Communities—assumes full responsibility 
for financing, acquiring, developing and profes-
sionally managing the community. 

Berkshire Children and Families—as the inno-
vative Child Welfare partner, Berkshire provides 
onsite case management, child welfare services 
and supports for all Treehouse families, children, 
and youth.

The Treehouse Community Model embraces com-
munity members as a fourth partner. Collaboration 
and partnership with community members is 

“We applaud innovative programs like 
Treehouse that work to ensure that all  

children grow up surrounded by loving  
families and neighborhoods.”

Rafael Lopez
U.S. Commissioner of the Administration on  

Children, Youth and Families, 2012 - 2016
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https://www.treehousefoundation.net/who-we-are/our-story.html
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foundational to community development. For 
example, the Treehouse Volunteer Support Group 
brings staff, interns and community members 
together to learn about trauma and meeting  
children’s needs. 

After twelve years of experience and evaluation; 
multiple national awards and honors; and tremen-
dous outcomes for the children, families and elder 

community members, 
Treehouse is ready 
to replicate in both 
California and in the 
Boston area. These 
efforts will spawn new 
partnerships and the 
model will be expand-
ed to include Transition 
Aged Youth and build-
ing permanency and 
life long connections 
for these youth.

Treehouse Addresses Critical Issues

I.	 Too few permanent families and homes 
for children in foster care.

If we’ve learned anything from our lon-
gest-served youth in the child welfare system, 
it’s that we can provide millions of dollars of 
services to them throughout their childhoods 
and they can become homeless within hours 
of aging out of foster care.

A child enters foster care having been re-
moved from their family due to neglect, abuse, 
or abandonment. For about half of these 
children, foster care is temporary and they are 
reunited with their biological families within a 
year. However, for approximately 30% of these 
children, reunification is not possible and fos-
ter care becomes a never-ending limbo with 
multiple moves. Because there aren’t enough 
homes that can accommodate sibling sets, 
over 60% are separated from their brothers or 
sisters, adding to their trauma. 

Often placements fail because foster families 
don’t receive the support that they need and 
children bounce from home to home. The 
longer they remain in the system, the harder 
they become to place and the less likely their 
placements will be permanent.

Dire Outcomes

In Massachusetts each year approximately 
1,000 youth are “emancipated” from foster 
care having never received a permanent home. 
Statistically, the odds are stacked against them 
at this point. Reports tell us that within two 
years, close to 50% of them will be homeless, 
incarcerated or worse. Over 60% will have 
parented a child and the cycle continues as 
their offspring become the next generation of 
abandoned, neglected and abused children. 

Moreover, youth placed in foster care have the 
poorest educational outcomes of any group 
of students in the nation. They are much more 
likely than their peers to perform below grade 
level, to be held back, or be in special educa-
tion classes. Foster youth also have significant-
ly more absenteeism and disciplinary actions, 
and drop out of high school at much higher 
rates than any other group of students. Less 
than 10% will ever attend college. As a result, 
thousands of youth exiting foster care are 
unable to earn a living because they lack ade-
quate education. While well intentioned, this 
system is clearly not working for a significant 
subset of the children it aims to serve. 

II.	 An unprecedented number of seniors 
entering retirement    

It is estimated that within 20 years more than 
25% of our society will be over the age of 60.  
In recent years, awareness of the impend-
ing demographic revolution has grown and 
brought with it a wave of concerns about the 
societal consequences, from health to housing. 

Along with concern over the challenges that 
an aging society may bring comes the realiza-
tion of a tremendous and virtually untapped, 
resource. Many older Americans lament the 
loss of usefulness after retirement, which often 
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translates into decreased mental and physi-
cal health and increased medical problems. 
Conversely, numerous studies link social con-
nection and community engagement to pro-
longed physical and mental health in old age. 

America’s older population may indeed contain 
the key to revitalizing our communities, provid-
ed we can develop compelling new opportu-
nities for them to make a genuine contribution 
while benefiting personally in the process. The 
Treehouse model offers rich opportunities for 
contribution and growth. 

III.	A severe lack of affordable housing

The lack of safe, affordable housing is driving 
working families into poverty and substandard, 
overcrowded living situations. Many families 
are literally one paycheck away from home-
lessness. For older Americans, there is also a 
severe shortage of affordable housing to meet 
their needs. 

While this crisis affects much of the country, 
it especially impacts children in foster 

care—many of whom need to be moved away 
from urban areas because of the lack of hous-
ing affordable to families who would be willing 
to open up their homes and hearts to a child 
or sibling group. Seniors on fixed incomes are 
also particularly at risk as more and more of 
them are being priced out of the region where 
they have lived, worked, and raised their 
families. 

An Innovative Solution

 Treehouse addresses all three of these crises 
through affordable, innovative, intergenerational 
community—the first of which is home to nearly 
125 community members in Easthampton, 
Massachusetts.

HOW IS TREEHOUSE DIFFERENT?

Treehouse Other Programs

•	 Permanent home with loving family 

•	 Strong community connections

•	 Long-term relationships across generations

•	 Integrated long-term programs and  
interventions

•	 Highly collaborative & responsive to  
emerging needs

•	 Educational advocacy

•	 Don’t stop “the bounce”

•	 No community supportsocial isolation

•	 Difficult to maintain relationships with caring 
adults or friends

•	 Lack of coordinated access to short-term  
programs & interventions

•	 Less responsive to changing needs

Since opening in 2006, dozens of children who 
otherwise were at risk of languishing in the  
foster care system have received permanent,  
loving homes through adoption, kinship care,  
or guardianship. Those families, in turn, have  
been supported by elders who have become 

“honorary grandparents” to the children they 
|mentor, tutor, babysit and help in a variety of 

other ways through volunteer service. Onsite 
services and programs facilitate connections and 
encourage supportive relationships among neigh-
bors. The result: lives of meaning and connection 
for the elder adults, and an entire neighborhood 
designed to help vulnerable children grow up in  
a secure and nurturing environment.
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Community as Intervention—The concept at 
Treehouse is unique in that, unlike what is often 
found in traditional foster care, it does not merely 
provide programs and services to help a child; it 
equips and empowers a caring, committed inter-
generational community to meet the needs of its 
own members—children, their foster/adoptive  
parents and the seniors. In this way, the need for 
and cost of extensive services is significantly  
decreased. In this way, the need for and cost of 
extensive services is significantly decreased.

Creating Hubs of Innovation 
for Greater Impact—Treehouse 
Easthampton has become a hub of in-
novation for both child welfare and se-
nior services. The Re-Envisioning Foster 
Care in America (REFCA) Movement, 

launched by Treehouse in 2010, has brought to-
gether universities, public agencies, child advocates, 
other nonprofits, faith-based organizations, foster/
adoptive parents and foster care alumni to create 
widespread foster care and intergenerational inno-
vation throughout New England and beyond.

Through this network and other REFCA programs, 
an additional 3,000 children and youth in foster 
care who are not growing up in the Treehouse 
Community have been served. 

    * �95% of those age eligible to graduate have 
graduated

  **  �Of high school graduates, 100% have 
gone on to college or vocational training 
for two or more years. 

      �As of May 2018, four are college 
graduates.

  *** Of those age 13 or older	
     1—7 See Appendix A for citations
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Outcomes for the children living at 
Treehouse—Compared to their counterparts 
the lives of children and youth who grow up at 
Treehouse are on an entirely different trajectory. 
Results of children living at Treehouse indicate the 
following:

The first twelve years at Treehouse Easthampton 
clearly illustrate the positive outcomes of perma-
nency, community connections and providing a 
supportive environment where children’s learning 
and educational needs are met. Research over-
whelmingly demonstrates that educational suc-
cess is a positive indicator for future success in life. 
Aside from the obvious benefits to the children 
themselves, these results are likely to translate 
into significant long-term savings for the public.

Savings from Moving Children out of Foster 
Care—According to the National Council for 
Adoption, when a child is adopted out of foster 
care, the public saves $15,480 annually. In 
Massachusetts, where 10,000 children are urrently 
in care, this represents a potential taxpayer savings 
of nearly $155 million a year. 

Moreover, moving a child out of foster care de-
creases the long-term costs associated with the 
horrific outcomes from “aging out”. According 
to a 2013 report by the Jim Casey Youth 
Opportunities Initiative, for every young person 
who ages out of foster care, taxpayers pay on 
average $300,000 in social costs like public as-
sistance, incarceration, and lost wages over that 

person’s lifetime. In Massachusetts, where close 
to 1,000 youth age out of foster care each year, 
that amounts to almost $300 million of public 
funding that would be saved if those youth had 
been placed in permanent families, which is the 
primary aim of Treehouse.

Outcomes for the seniors—In an age group 
where health declines would be expected over  
a 5-year period, seniors at Treehouse showed 
little or no decline in mental, physical or emo-
tional health. Moreover, they showed significant 
improvement in other key indicators: 

•	 Increases in quality of life, self-esteem and life 
satisfaction

•	 Ability to live independently on fixed or decreas-
ing incomes

•	 Reduced isolation and expanded social connections

These outcomes translate into significant cost sav-
ings associated with a decreased need for costly  
health care and assisted living support that might 
otherwise be required.

Treehouse Community Model Benefits and 
Replication 

Future Treehouse Communities will expand the 
model to include Transition Aged Youth (TAY) 
ages 18–24 that have aged out of the foster care 
system. Following its commitment to collabora-
tion, current Treehouse replication in CA and east-

ern Mass is engaging new 
housing and social service 
partnerships that will build 
new regional investment in 
foster care innovation, and 
engage new organization-
al resources and expertise. 
Additionally, The Treehouse 
Foundation advises groups 
and organizations around the 
country that are interested in 
the Treehouse Model, recog-
nizing its value and benefit to 
different populations.



THE FUTURE OF ADOPTION: BEYOND SAFETY TO WELL-BEING         •          RUDD ADOPTION RESEARCH PROGRAM at UMASS AMHERST  6

Treehouse: Intergenerational Community as Intervention 

Community Members What They Receive at Treehouse

Children in the public foster care system 
in need of permanency (permanent  
families and homes) with a priority on 
keeping sibling groups together

•	 Permanent, loving parents

•	 A safe neighborhood and caring neighbors

•	 Honorary grandparents 

•	 Professional services for social/emotional develop-
ment and healing

•	 A robust educationally-based After School  
Program

•	 College and post-secondary educational exposure, 
preparation and application support

Adults who commit to providing a  
permanent, loving home to children and 
youth who have experienced foster care.

•	 Elder neighbors who help care for their children

•	 Onsite family support social workers

•	 Professionally-led trauma-informed training and  
support

•	 Access and referrals to offsite community  
resources

•	 A home they can afford

•	 Neighbors who understand and respect their children

Seniors (older adults) who want to be a 
part of an intergenerational community 
with a mission to support children and 
youth who have experienced foster care

•	 A community where their presence matters

•	 Professionally led fitness and wellness programs

•	 Onsite social, volunteer, and community activities

•	 A home they can afford

•	 A life full of meaning and purpose

Transition Age Youth (TAY) ages 18 to 24 
who are currently in foster care or have 
aged out of foster care and are now at risk 
of homelessness and in need of perma-
nent, lifelong relationships

•	 An entire neighborhood investing in their well-being 

•	 A stable home 

•	 Comprehensive supportive services to help  
ensure their successful transition into adulthood

•	 Educational support and advocacy

•	 Mentoring and tutoring to support college success

•	 Job and life skill training; employment and  
internship opportunities
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Treehouse Awards and Honors

Since 2006, Treehouse has been the recipient of 
numerous national and prestigious awards for both 
housing excellence and social innovation. 

Encore Public Voices Fellowship, 2018—OpEd 
Project / Encore

Innovator of the Year, 2017 - Massachusetts Council 
on Aging 

“Program with a Purpose”, Best Cities for Aging 
Report, 2017 - Milken Institute 

Innovation Excellence Award, 2016 - Massachusetts 
Nonprofit Network 

Adoption Excellence Award for Systems Change, 
2015

U.S. Department of Health & Human Services / 
Bureau of Children

Citizen Activist Award, 2015 (Judy Cockerton) - 
North American Council on Adoptable Children

Purpose Prize Winner, 2012 (Judy Cockerton) - 
Encore.org and AARP

Congressional Angel in Adoption, 2010 (Judy 
Cockerton) - Congressional Coalition on Adoption 
Institute

For more information about Treehouse, see this video: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=vek5SufoEUE#action=share and 
listen to this audio from the WGBH Innovation Hub: 

http://blogs.wgbh.org/innovation-hub/2017/8/25/

treehouse-village-judy/ 

Implications for the Future of Adoption: 
Research

• Little research has been conducted on intergener-
ational communities. More is needed, particularly
longitudinal research that focuses on the children,
parents and the elders, and their interrelationships.

• Treehouse believes that engaging the voices of lived
experience is fundamental to Re-Envisioning Foster
Care in America. How can research best engage
and promote the success of all constituents involved
in supporting children who experience foster care?

• Positive educational outcomes like graduating
high school, correlate with increased success and
positive outcomes in adulthood. More cross sector
research combining perspectives, knowledge and
practice from education, child welfare and devel-
opment is needed to support better educational
outcomes for children who have experienced foster
care and adoption, and to support the foster and
adoptive parents and community members who
support them.

Implications for the Future of Adoption: 
Practice 

• Treehouse is a collaborative model with a housing
and child welfare partner who function as a mission
aligned team alongside the Treehouse Founda-
tion and in partnership with community members.
Consistent collaboration and team work among
organizations and community partners that sustain
effective communication and problem solving,
and coordination and responsiveness to emerging
community, family, child and community needs is
essential for creating good outcomes.

• In order to sustain their commitment to children
who have experienced foster care, families and
the community members who care for them need
trauma informed support over the long haul,
through peaks and valleys. The Treehouse Com-
munity Model combines the expertise of skilled
on-site staff who are available to parents and who
support intergenerational connections and trauma
informed community development.

• Older Adults are a tremendous asset for our coun-
try’s children and families. In the Treehouse Inter-
generational Community Model, older adults make
a significant difference in the lives of children and
families who have experienced foster care, while
they also benefit from their community engage-
ment. Permanency can be significantly enhanced
through sustained intergenerational connections
with community members and volunteers who
receive on-going trauma and child related support.

Implications for the Future of Adoption: 
Policy

• The Intergenerational Treehouse Community Mod-
el addresses critical basic needs and issues across
different silos: affordable housing, aging and child
welfare.  Cross sector policies that support solu-
tions to address critical issues while benefitting

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vek5SufoEUE#action=share
http://blogs.wgbh.org/innovation-hub/2017/8/25/treehouse-village-judy/
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different populations, such as older aduts and chil-
dren who have experienced foster care, can create 
a win-win for all.  

•	 Treehouse takes a constituent and community 
approach to re-envisioning foster care by engaging 
seniors, parents and young people in opportunities 
to raise awareness about foster care and make a 
difference.  It is necessary to engage the voices 
of lived experience in foster care and adoption to 
improve systems that serve them.  

•	 Intergenerational solutions engage the talents, ex-
perience and capacity of older adults, who repre-
sent an invaluable resource in our society.  Policies 
that promote intergenerational connection and 
trauma informed communities can benefit all ages 
and engage the tremendous resource of older 
adults. 

Appendix A: Children and Youth Status 
Table References

Citations for evidence comparing Treehouse 
Foundation outcomes to national statistics on 
youth who have experienced foster care (table on 
page 4): 
 

1 The Invisible Achievement Gap: Education Outcomes for Students in Foster 
Care in California Public Schools; Center for the Future of Teaching and 
Learning; West Ed, 2013

2 Foster Youth Attending College—Information Packet; Sara Cohn, Rachel  
Kelly, 2015 National Center for Child Welfare Excellence, Silberman 
School for Social Work

3 Employment of Former Foster Youth as Young Adults: Evidence from the 
Midwest Study; Jennifer L. Hook, Partners for Our Children, University of 
Washington and Mark Courtney, Chapin Hall, Partners for Our Children, 
University of Washington, 2010 

4 Educational Policy and Foster Youths: The Risks of Change; Nora Gustavsson, 
Ann MacEachron, Children & Schools, Volume 34, 2012 (meta-analysis) 

5 Risk for Arrest: The Role of Social Bonds in Protecting Foster Youth Making 
the Transition to Adulthood; Judy R. Havlicek, Gretchen Ruth Cusick, Mark 
E. Courtney, 2012

6 Pregnant and Parenting Teens in Foster Care: Prevention Efforts and 
Supportive Services to Meet the Needs of Youth in Care; Anne Benedict 
and Janelle Bercun, National Resource Center for Permanency and Family 
Connections, 2013 

7 Adoption Disruption and Dissolution; Child Welfare Information Gateway, 
2012
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