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FOREWORD

by Jimmy Carter

 



 



 



In our travels around the globe, Rosalynn and I have seen the debilitating effects of poverty on some of the world’s most vulnerable populations. Our hearts have been wrenched by the faces of the many children and youth who have been marginalized and left to a life of want.

Unfortunately, these images are not confined to the developing world. Here in the United States, amid the greatest wealth the world has ever known, too many young people are trapped by poverty, by lack of education and opportunity, and by hopelessness. And as this book demonstrates in compelling detail, there is probably no group of young people in America more at risk than those who have “aged out” of foster care.

With the world’s biggest economy, billions of dollars a year of government spending on education and social services, and outstanding public schools and universities, Americans expect that our young people can all realize their dreams and become productive citizens. For most children who grow up in healthy, supportive families, little stands in the way. But for the half-million children and youth who inhabit our nation’s foster care system, the reality is more complicated, the future more in doubt.

Most of these children eventually return to their parents after they have overcome the problems that caused their children to be placed in foster care. Thousands more find love and support with new adoptive families. Still, every year as many as 25,000 young people reach the age of majority while still in foster care and abruptly lose the support of the  state. In the words of Martha Shirk and Gary Stangler, they are “on their own” in a world for which they have been ill prepared.

In recent years, our newspapers have been filled with heartbreaking stories of young children who have been poorly served by our nation’s foster care system. But rarely have we been asked to reflect on the special challenges that older youth face as they prepare to leave a system that has fed and housed them and seen to their medical and educational needs. In most states, when these children turn eighteen, social workers close their cases. The assumption is that they are ready to be independent. But once they are “emancipated” from the system, many seem simply to melt away into society’s cracks.

Recent polls indicate that a majority of Americans believe that most people don’t achieve full-fledged adulthood until age twenty-six. Our own experience as parents bears this out. How many times do our own children, well past the age of eighteen, seek us out for advice, for money, or for a soothing word? What kind of a message do we send, as a society, if emancipation from foster care means no second chances, no room to learn from mistakes, no helping hand?

The reality is that young people who leave foster care at age eighteen are no more ready to become independent than our own children. In fact, most are probably less ready. Many youth in foster care do not benefit from normal growing-up experiences, such as holding down a part-time job, watching a parent balance a checkbook, or learning the meaning of household responsibility by performing daily chores. Without basic life skills, youth who leave foster care often have difficulty negotiating more complex tasks like finding safe housing, getting and keeping a steady job, staying healthy, and avoiding financial or legal trouble. Too few undertake the education and training necessary to compete in today’s economy. In fact, four years after leaving care, only one in five former foster youth is fully self-supporting.

Our government has not been deaf to the needs of these young people. In 1999, Congress passed and President Clinton signed the Foster Care Independence Act, also called the Chafee Act, which expanded transition services for older youth leaving foster care. Although the new  government mandates and funding are welcome, they are far from sufficient. Ensuring the safe passage of these young people into adulthood will take more creativity and cooperation than has been mustered so far.

In their arresting and important new book, On Their Own, Martha Shirk and Gary Stangler put a human face on this invisible population.  On Their Own provides an intimate and often gripping account of the struggles and triumphs of young people at critical turning points in their lives. I was deeply moved by the experiences of those young people. Although I was troubled to read how bad decisions could so quickly lead them into crisis, I was also gratified to see that perseverance in the face of adversity usually paid off. And I was particularly pleased to see how the presence of a caring adult at the right moment could make a difference in their lives. In the end, these stories gave me hope.


On Their Own offers specific recommendations for how we can help youth leaving foster care become healthy, independent adults. Not content merely to describe the problems, Martha Shirk and Gary Stangler suggest improvements at the national, state, and local levels. Their observations cut across a number of policy domains, including workforce development, housing, education, health care, and personal and community engagement. They also point to the need for greater youth engagement in designing their road maps to independence and for greater cooperation among community organizations, child welfare agencies, charities, and business leaders in supporting them. Many individuals and groups are doing good work, but they have not worked closely enough with one another.

I commend coauthors Martha Shirk and Gary Stangler and the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, which supported the creation of this book. The authors have created a vitally important addition to the literature on child welfare, foster care, and youth development. On Their Own is a must-read account not only for students of American social policy but for all Americans who care about children.

The question we should ask ourselves is this: If we willingly give our own children the benefit of our support as they struggle to become independent, productive adults, why do we tolerate the abrupt withdrawal of  support for youth who are aging out of care? These young people go to the same schools, experience the same adolescent pressures, and yearn for the same successful futures as other youth in our communities. Their only “crime” was being born into homes where, because of abuse or neglect, they could not remain safe. Obviously, the state is no substitute for a caring family. But in the absence of family support, we as a nation  must do better for children whose custody we have assumed.

I have long believed that how we treat the most vulnerable members in our society is a measure of the greatness of our nation. On Their Own  makes clear that the current system leaves young people aging out of care with few educational and job resources, and with a lack of life skills and practical experience. Without support from caring individuals, many of these youth are making unwise and unhealthy decisions today that will affect them for years, if not the rest of their lives.

We should dream of and plan for a day when fewer children require foster care. But until that day comes, we have a moral responsibility to prepare young people leaving foster care for their journey into adulthood. Our communities must commit themselves to a common goal of helping these young people to become whole adults who can fulfill their potential and build bright and promising futures.

As I told the audience in Oslo when I accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 2002, “God gives us the capacity for choice. We can choose to alleviate suffering.” I know that throughout America, tens of thousands of passionate and caring people stand ready to help so that these young people need not become a permanent underclass.
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INTRODUCTION

On Their Own in a World of Unknowns

For most children, turning eighteen is an important milestone. At long last, they eagerly step through the doorway into adulthood. It is a time of ritual and celebration, of high school proms and graduations, going-away parties and senior trips. It is also a time of apprehension and excitement, as these children, now legal adults, start full-time jobs, move into college dorms, or head off to boot camp. Friends and family shower them with checks and best wishes for success in the “real world,” as their parents proudly suppress tears, remembering them as babes in arms.

When we send our own eighteen-year-olds out into the world, it’s with the tacit understanding that they aren’t really on their own. We’re as close as the nearest phone, ready to provide counsel about how to cope with unexpected emergencies of the everyday variety. When they’re playing in a game or a concert, they know they can count on someone being there to applaud them. And for mundane achievements and joys, they know someone who will be proud to share them. Besides their parents, they have the backing of other family members and friends, and even friends of family and friends, not to mention coaches, teachers, and clergy, all of whom provide a collective safety net.

For as many as 25,000 other children who reach their eighteenth birthdays each year, the emotions are similar. But there is a defining difference. These are young people who step through a doorway into a world full of unknowns, without the connections and supports that other children take for granted. Something has happened in their lives that  forever makes them different: Usually through no fault of their own, they were taken away from their families and placed in foster care.1 They entered a bureaucratic system peopled with strangers who had complete control over where they lived, where they went to school, and even whether they ever saw their families again.

The supports in their lives were not people who loved them, but people who were paid for the roles they played—caseworkers, judges, attorneys, and either shift workers in group homes or a succession of often kind, but always temporary, foster parents. In most states, on the day that a child in foster care turns eighteen, these supports largely disappear. The people who once attended to that child’s needs are now either unable or unwilling to continue; a new case demands their time, a new child requires the bed. There is often no one with whom to share small successes. And with no one to approach for advice, garden-variety emergencies—a flat tire, a stolen wallet, a missing birth certificate—escalate into full-blown crises.

Try to imagine that you have just turned eighteen and have been put out of your foster home.

You may have amassed some savings from a part-time job and received a one-time “emancipation” grant, but you don’t have a job. You have no idea where you’ll sleep tonight, let alone next week or next month. Your belongings are packed into two plastic bags. Your family is unable to help, and may even have disappeared.

Further clouding your prospects are your educational deficits and a history of trouble with the law. You read at a seventh grade level. You were held back a grade, and you have a police record.1 What kind of future would you predict for yourself? Can you cope with: •  Sudden homelessness, at least temporarily, while you wander through the referral maze?

•  Difficulty finding a job, since you don’t have a permanent address or even the basic documents you need—like a birth certificate and a Social Security card—to fill out a job application or a W-4?

•  An interruption in your education, not just because of the cost, but also because of complex eligibility requirements and your inability to document your school record?

•  The pressure to engage in unhealthy or even illegal behaviors as a means of survival?



 



Whatever you are imagining as your fate, the reality is much worse for many youth who age out of foster care. Data from several studies paint a troubling picture. Within a few years of leaving foster care:•  Only slightly more than half of these young people have graduated from high school, compared with 85 percent of all youth eighteen to twenty-four years old.

•  One-fourth have endured some period of homelessness.

•  Almost two-thirds have not maintained employment for a year.

•  Four out of ten have become parents.

•  Not even one in five is completely self-supporting.

•  One in four males and one in ten females have spent time in jail.2 



 




On Their Own tells the stories of ten young people who stepped through the doorway to adulthood without the support that most children in America take for granted. We hope that you will be inspired by the tenacity, resilience, and perseverance that these young people display in the face of numerous obstacles. But we expect, too, that your heart will ache as you read of the lingering effects of abuse or neglect and their bewilderment about how to navigate a complex world for which they have been poorly prepared. Their stories reveal the mix of positive and negative outcomes that await young people who “age out” of foster care without being returned to their birth families or adopted.




Who Are These Young People? 

Between 1980 and 2003, the number of children in foster care in the United States grew from 302,000 to 523,000.3 Ominously, the rate of placement nearly doubled, from 4.7 per 1,000 children to 7.7, which means that a higher proportion of children than before are spending time in foster care.

Children are generally placed in foster care for one reason alone: their protection.4 Those placed in care are most often victims of some form of neglect—failure to provide the basics of life, such as food, clothes, and housing, or failure to supervise—and in the vast majority of cases (nearly 60.5 percent), these are failures of the parents, with poverty, ignorance, and alcohol and drug abuse being contributing factors. In a minority of cases—35 percent—the reasons for removal are physical abuse, sexual abuse, or severe emotional abuse. In these cases, too, a parent is the most likely abuser, but sometimes the abuser is a parent’s partner or a relative.5  (Legally, harm by a person who is not in a caretaking role is not considered child abuse.)

The process of removal typically starts with a call, often anonymous, to a child-abuse hot line. A social worker comes to investigate. If assessment shows that the child cannot safely stay at home, the social worker petitions a court for a removal order. If a judge agrees with the assessment, the child is removed, usually by uniformed police officers, and often suddenly. The psychological trauma created by the removal, combined with the neglect or abuse that preceded it, leaves the child forever changed and forever different from other children. “The policeman held my hand and walked me across the street,” Raquel Tolston, one of the young people you’ll meet in the following pages, remembers eighteen years later. “I remember looking back and seeing my mother standing there crying. I didn’t know why.”

Only a minority of child-abuse reports result in a child being placed in foster care. In FY 2003, there were 2.9 million reports of suspected maltreatment, of which about one-third—906,000—were substantiated.6 7 Less than one-third of these children—297,000—entered foster care.

After removal, a child is taken to what is euphemistically called an “out-of-home placement.” The first placement is rarely the last. It may be in an emergency foster home or an emergency shelter, both designed to meet the child’s immediate needs for just a few days, or in a foster home or group home licensed both for emergency placements and for longer stays. In theory, removal immediately sets in motion a process to determine a goal for “permanency”: reunification with the family, adoption, placement with relatives, long-term care, or independent living. In practice, permanency is usually a long way off. Nationwide, the mean stay for children who exited foster care in 2003 was just under twenty-two months, and the median stay was just under a year, though both indicators vary widely among states. Nine percent of children who left in 2003 had been in care five years or more.

Although Hollywood commonly portrays children in foster care as toddlers clutching teddy bears, nearly one-half are eleven or older. And about one-fifth—103,500—are sixteen or older. Although the rise in overall numbers has made it increasingly difficult to find family settings for all ages of children, this is especially true for teenagers. They are by nature rebellious and difficult to work with, so relatively few foster families are willing to try. As a result, only 60 percent of children fourteen and older live in foster or pre-adoptive homes, compared with more than 90 percent of younger children. In the group homes or large residential institutions where many teens live, their caretakers are often poorly paid shift workers; despite the low wages, care in these settings costs taxpayers up to ten times the cost of family foster care. Over time, many teens experience stays in both settings.

The longer a child stays in foster care, the more placements, although this varies by state. In Maine, for instance, 92.5 percent of children in care for four years or more experience more than two placements, compared with 1.3 percent in Puerto Rico. In 2002, states reported a median percentage of 72.8 for long-term foster children with more than two placements.

Although white children and African American children land in foster care in roughly equal numbers, African American children are disproportionately likely both to enter foster care and to remain there until  they become adults, a troubling phenomenon. African American children account for only 15 percent of all children in the United States, but they accounted for 27 percent of those entering care in 2003 (the last year for which national data are available) and 35 percent of those in care.8 The reasons for this high rate aren’t fully understood, but the higher poverty rate of minority families is a major factor.

In 2003, 281,000 children of all ages left the foster care system. Fifty-five percent returned to their families, and 11 percent went to live with a relative or guardian; 18 percent were adopted, 8 percent “emancipated” (left the system generally because they reached the age of majority), and 4 percent 10,700—entered gardianships.

The young people with whom this book is concerned are those who are neither reunited with their families nor adopted—that is, those who emancipated and departed from foster care directly into the world of adulthood, with little or no family support.9





Aging Out 

Each year, between 18,500 and 25,000 teenagers “age out” of foster care by virtue of reaching the age at which their legal right to foster care ends (21,720 in 2001).10 Another 4,000 or so run away from foster care before they formally age out. Of those who age out, most are eighteen. In a few states, youth can voluntarily remain in care until reaching twenty-one.11  However, relatively few choose to. Even more than our own children, they are eager to take control of their own destinies.

Generally, the teens who age out of foster care entered care as teenagers, although many have spent much of their lives in the system. (Forty-one percent of the teens who emancipated from foster care in California between 1992 and 1997 had spent five or more years in the system.)12 Children who enter foster care at age twelve or older are more likely than others to age out rather than be reunified with their families or adopted.

A substantial number of older youth in care are concentrated in just a few states. California, New York, and Illinois account for almost 40 percent of emancipating youth nationwide. Twenty-two states report fewer than 1,000 teens in foster care in the sixteen-to-eighteen age bracket and only a few hundred aging out each year.13 The relatively low numbers in each jurisdiction may account for the system’s disinterest in this segment of the foster care population for so many years.

For most of the child welfare system’s history, most states did little to prepare the children in their custody for life in the real world. The federal government offered no financial help to the states to assist emancipating youth until 1986, when for the first time, Congress passed a law authorizing limited “independent living” efforts. Over the next fifteen years, about two-thirds of older youth in foster care received some sort of assistance in building independent living skills, ranging from a thirty-minute course on résumé writing to an eight-week course in household management. But most state child-protection agencies were reeling under the burden of providing foster care to the increasing number of younger children who were being removed from their families because of crack cocaine, so youth on the edge of “aging out” got little attention.

The 1986 law was seriously flawed because it only paid for skill-building services to youth between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. That meant that states could not use federal money to help those age fourteen or fifteen begin to plan for independence or learn necessary life skills. Nor could they use federal money to serve youth after they turned eighteen, a period of critical needs.

In 1991, Congress gave states the option of providing independent living services until age twenty-one but appropriated no additional funds, which meant that few age eighteen to twenty-one actually received help. The law also prohibited the use of federal funds for housing support for this group of young people.

For fourteen years, the federal financial commitment to independent living was frozen at $70 million a year.14 In 1999, after years of complaints by children’s advocates and youth in care about the inadequacy of the government’s effort, Congress approved the Foster Care Independence Act, which doubled federal funding to $140 million per year and expanded eligibility to include young people from age fourteen to twenty-one.15 President  Bill Clinton signed the bill into law on December 14, 1999. The law is commonly referred to as the Chafee Act, in honor of the late Rhode Island senator, John H. Chafee, a longtime champion of children’s issues.

Among other provisions, this law requires states to identify teens who are likely to remain in foster care until age eighteen and to help them prepare for self-sufficiency. It also requires that states help young people who have aged out of care by providing career exploration, job placement and retention services, and vocational training. And it permits states to provide assistance with room and board, up to a maximum of 30 percent of their federal allocations, and to extend Medicaid coverage for those eighteen to twenty-one who were in foster care on their eighteenth birthdays. Of particular importance, it increases state and federal accountability for what happens to young people after they leave foster care.

Although the Chafee Act represents a major improvement over the past, neither the funds appropriated nor the state and county systems charged with spending them are adequate to the challenge. The total available funding amounts to less than $1,000 a year for each young person in the target population—all those between fourteen and eighteen who are moving toward emancipation, plus those between eighteen and twenty-one who have already aged out.

Despite the Chafee Act, many youth in care are still being sent out into the world with little more than a list of apartment rental agencies, a gift certificate for Wal-Mart, a bag full of manufacturer’s samples, perhaps a cooking pot, maybe a mattress. The additional federal dollars aren’t likely to make a huge difference in future prospects for young people who age out of care unless the foster care systems attract new partners to the effort.




Listening to the Stories 

In 2001, the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, headed by Gary Stangler, asked journalist Martha Shirk to find young people whose stories could help bring to life the otherwise numbing statistics on what usually happens to youth who age out of foster care.

Through contacts with public and private agencies and individuals who work with children in foster care, Ms. Shirk talked with dozens of young people who had aged out of the foster care system and selected the ones you’ll meet in the following pages for in-depth interviews. Beginning in December 2001, Ms. Shirk spent up to a week with each of the subjects (except the two who are deceased) and then kept in close contact by telephone, mail, and e-mail through April 2004, when this book went into production, and each story, by necessity, came to an arbitrary end.

As you’re reading the stories, bear in mind that these are still lives in the making. Except in two cases, the real end to the stories is not yet known.

Ten lives. Ten stories of young people who made the transition from dependency on the foster care system to living on their own. Ten individuals from diverse backgrounds, from the tough neighborhoods of Brooklyn to the plains of Kansas, from the melting pot of Miami to the cities of Des Moines, San Antonio, Boston, and San Francisco. Hispanics, whites, and African Americans. Boys and girls on their way to becoming men and women. Ten sets of hopes and dreams. The stories that follow are meant to help you understand what opportunities and supports young people need to make successful transitions to independence.

Sometimes, the challenge for an individual is to overcome what he or she has been through, often including violence and abandonment. Sometimes it is to overcome a tendency to make poor choices—in friends, in effort, in planning, in spending. Yet again and again, the resilience of the human spirit comes through, even when we reach a story’s end and understand that disappointment and even disaster may lurk around the corner.

These stories bounce from heartbreaking to heartwarming, sometimes within a page or two. As you enter them, we hope you’ll be alert to three themes:•  The importance of a permanent family or family-like relationship.

•  The importance of preparation for independence, especially in financial matters.

•  The inherent potential for engagement and leadership in each individual.



 



As members of the society that took guardianship of each of these children in a crisis, the challenge for us is to figure out how best to promote the resilience that will allow them to make successful transitions to adulthood. How do we compensate for the deficits in parenting they have endured? How do we provide them with opportunities to develop “constructed families” and social networks? How do we provide them with opportunities to learn the skills of everyday life, the skills needed to hold a job, manage money, and make their way in the world of modern America?




The Importance of Family and Social Networks 

We already know from research in many fields that a connection to a knowledgeable and caring adult is the single most important contributor to resiliency in youth. These individuals’ stories prove it beyond a doubt.

What do we mean by “a knowledgeable and caring adult?” For most children, that means a parent or close family member. However, young people stepping into the doorway of adulthood from foster care are uniquely deprived of this, by legal fiat. Yet no matter how badly their parents have treated them, and even when they’ve found nurturing substitutes, many children keep going back to their parents, hoping that they will have changed. The pull is incredibly strong and persists even in the face of constant rejection. “Despite all that’s happened between us, she’s still my mom, and I can’t stay away from her,” Monica Romero tells us.

When a connection can’t be found within their families, the most enterprising children try to find it somewhere else. With wisdom belying her age, Holly Moffett of Boston set out to build a “constructed family” comprising a former foster family, a longtime caseworker, and her boyfriend’s family. Another of our subjects, Giselle John of New York City, forged a close personal connection to an English teacher who encouraged her to take more challenging courses, found her opportunities  for personal growth, and took her to church, where Giselle built a larger support network. “She took an interest in my life, and I felt special,” Giselle says. “I had found someone who thought I was valuable.” For Lamar Williams, the connection was with his counselors at the institution where he spent his teen years. Lamar remembers, “They really believed in me, which is one of the most important things anyone can do for a youngster.”

Unfortunately, for many children in foster care, the raw material for a substitute family is often lacking, the potential surrogates undependable, or even worse. All too often, these young people look in the wrong places. Until she found focus for her life in motherhood, Monica Romero looked to drug users and partyers. Discharged from foster care to a homeless shelter, Reggie Kelsey looked to the disaffected youth who live under Des Moines’ bridges and in its abandoned warehouses. Jeffrey Williams looked to the streets of the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn. “I wasn’t getting love at home, so I looked for it on the streets,” he said. “They were our surrogate parents.”

In the child welfare field, this yearning for family, for connection, is well known. What is not well known is how, in the absence of a supportive family, we can help young people leaving foster care compensate. Government cannot mandate relationships; friendships cannot be forced. The challenge for us is to promote permanent relationships that extend beyond foster care rather than simply to rely on a young person to make a chance connection with a caring and knowledgeable adult.




The Importance of Preparation 

The second theme that emerges from these stories—the importance of preparing youth for the transition from care—cannot be overstated. For several of our subjects, the lack of preparation is especially pronounced for social skills and financial literacy, skills generally honed in family settings. For a young person who may have experienced thirty-seven different living situations over the previous four years, the norm for those in care for four years or more, where would such learning and role modeling  have occurred? The challenge is to provide young people in foster care with not just book learning but opportunities to practice life skills.

Over and over again in these stories, you’ll see that money poses big problems for youth leaving foster care. They either have too little of it, or manage what they have poorly, or try to get it too easily.16 Although many youth in care receive some financial education in living-skills courses, until they suffer the consequences of bad choices, the lessons often don’t take. Lamar Williams received education in money management at his group home, yet he concedes that he “didn’t really understand what credit was all about . . . it didn’t really sink in” until credit problems forced him to defer his dream of buying a home.

For others, financial aid for education sometimes goes unused for lack of guidance in applying for it and the inability to present the necessary documentation, such as school records, a birth certificate, and a Social Security card. One of our subjects, Casey-Jack Kitos, of Lawrence, Kansas, lost a $2,500 scholarship because he missed a deadline for notifying its donor that he was enrolling in college.

Independent living skills—what Alfonso Torres calls “house skills”—are often lacking in youth who age out of foster care. Raised mostly in group homes and juvenile detention facilities, Alfonso never had the opportunity to learn to prepare even simple meals. He didn’t understand how quickly the collect calls he accepted from a friend would add up to $200, where he could get a check cashed, how to mail a letter, or even how to dress appropriately to apply for a job. Many youth in care never see an adult pay bills, fill out income tax forms, arrange for car insurance, or undertake the dozens of other mundane tasks required to run a household. Although most children receive medical care while they are in foster care, few know how it is paid for and what they have to do to get it once they are no longer wards of the state. How to get from one place to another is also often a mystery. While their friends are getting their driver’s licenses, most youth in foster care aren’t, since they generally have no one to teach them to drive or the money for insurance or driver’s education, let alone access to a car.

Nature has programmed teenagers to push for independence from us, even as they reluctantly return time and again for help. Because the most effective learning comes with experience, teenagers generally require many, many opportunities to succeed. They also require opportunities to fail. Good judgment develops from learning lessons from mistakes. One of Raquel Tolston’s caseworkers tells us, “She had basically failed out of a lot of programs. We set up various jobs for her, and she failed a couple of times. But we provide a safety net here, so we just tried other things. She didn’t believe she could do it. But we kept after her, like a protective parent would.”

Unfortunately, many youth leaving foster care experience many more failures than successes, because the state—their legal parent—has not prepared them for independence in the same way we prepare our own children. They have not acquired the skills and knowledge to make it on their own, and the real world isn’t always patient enough to stick with them through their many stops and starts, like a protective parent would.




The Importance of Youth Engagement 

For many youth in foster care, the lack of control over even minor aspects of their lives creates a dependency on others that disables them after they age out. They have had little opportunity to make decisions about their lives, with the courts and social workers deciding where and with whom they will live (and even whether they can attend a sleepover) and with congregate care staff or foster parents making decisions about practically everything else. “While they were in care, they got away with a lot of stuff,” Raquel’s caseworker says, explaining the difficulty experienced by youth who have aged out of care. “The ramifications of their actions didn’t really sink in because they were underage, they were protected. Their caseworkers tended to hold their hands too much.”

The desire of the system players to maintain control is understandable. Social workers and court officers are acutely aware that their primary legal responsibility is the safety and protection of the minor, as opposed  to the minor’s empowerment. They know they can be held accountable—perhaps even publicly and criminally—for any decision they make about a young person’s life, a prospect that understandably leads them to exercise maximum, minute control. (As director of social services for Missouri for eleven years, Gary Stangler was legally responsible for 12,500 children in foster care, which meant he was vilified by editorialists, and often sued, whenever something terrible happened to one of them.)

Failing to involve youth in making decisions about their lives leads to predictable, sometimes tragic consequences. Monica Romero ran away for seven months and missed a semester of high school rather than stay in a foster home in which she felt she had no say over the rules. “I think if they would have listened to what I had to say, and let me have more space to grow, I wouldn’t have run away,” she says in retrospect. When the system’s control over the minutiae of daily life ends abruptly, as it does when a young person emancipates from foster care, the results can be very serious. As his eighteenth birthday approached, Reggie Kelsey told a school social worker that he sometimes thought about killing someone, because at least in jail he would “have a place to stay and three meals a day.” After three months of homelessness, his life ended in a logjam of fallen trees in the Des Moines River.

Numerous studies have demonstrated that the quest for leadership is a manifestation of resilience, and it is striking how often the young people profiled here demonstrate leadership. Lamar Williams shows it in football and his workplace, his brother Jeffrey, though incarcerated, through his involvement in peer counseling and prison service organizations. Casey-Jack Kitos advises school officials about how to help special education students make the transition to independence. Giselle John writes about the experiences of youth in foster care, and then parlays that experience into a full-time job as a youth organizer.

Not surprisingly, the leadership roles these young people choose often involve helping other youth in similar situations. But as youth move toward emancipation from the foster care system, it is crucial to engage them in the larger community as well.




Our Goal for This Book 

When we send our own children into the world, we worry about all of the things that could befall them, even when we know that they have the support of caring family members and connections to other adults who can be of periodic help. And we certainly don’t expect them to make the transition to adulthood overnight.

A national survey in 2002 by the National Opinion Research Center found that most Americans believe the transition to adulthood is not complete until age twenty-six. A majority expressed the belief that the most important hallmark of adulthood was completing an education, and they put the age at which that could normally be expected at 22.3 years. Other important hallmarks of adulthood were financial independence, which a majority expected at age 20.9; not living with parents, at age 21.2; full-time employment, at age 21.2; able to support a family, at age 24.5; marriage, at age 25.7; and parenthood, at age 26.2.

Put another way, Americans expect it to take a youth 5.3 years from reaching the first milestone—financial independence—to the last—parenthood, or eight years past the age of eighteen, the age at which we send children from foster care out on their own.17


Each of the young people profiled in On Their Own has a distinctive story. However, read as a group, their stories provide a fairly complete picture of the range of challenges that youth face after they leave care, as well as the typical outcomes. We hope that the stories will help you better understand the hurdles that stand in the way of youth leaving foster care and the critical importance to their success, however it’s defined, of permanent family or family-like relationships; of preparation in life skills, and of youth engagement. By understanding what forces have shaped the lives of the young people who are profiled here, we can begin to develop a repertoire of responses to the thousands of other young people who move from foster care into adulthood each year. We can make sure that they are no longer on their own.
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A TALE OF THREE BROTHERS

Jermaine, Jeffrey, and Lamar Williams, Brooklyn, New York

 



 



 



 



While growing up together in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, the three Williams boys were thick as thieves. Born just one year apart, they did everything together, from playing catch in the street in front of their apartment building to snatching candy from the corner store to seeking refuge in the local police station when their mother’s boyfriend beat them.

Although they were in and out of foster care throughout childhood, they were usually lucky enough to be placed in the same home together. And when one of them began missing his mother, it was a signal to all of them to run away and head back home. “Our childhood dream was to live together as adults in a three-family house, with each of us having our own floor,” Lamar Williams, the youngest brother, remembers.

In 1987, a judge sent all three boys to Children’s Village, a home for abused and neglected children in Dobbs Ferry, a bucolic suburb in Westchester County. Lamar settled in, but Jeffrey and Jermaine rebelled. And as they moved further into their teens, the brothers’ paths diverged.

Jermaine and Jeffrey ran away repeatedly from Children’s Village, returning to Crown Heights to earn easy money selling drugs. As a result, neither of them benefited from the preparation for independent living  that Children’s Village offers to its older residents. Instead, each was in prison when he formally aged out of foster care.

Lamar, however, stayed at Children’s Village through his teens and voluntarily retained his foster care status until he turned twenty-one, a right granted by just a handful of states. He had as normal an adolescence possible for a child living in an institution, attending a nearby public school and winning acclaim as a football star. By remaining at Children’s Village through high school, he also reaped the full benefit of the institution’s highly regarded Work Appreciation for Youth (WAY) program, which helps residents make successful transitions to adulthood. A mentor taught him asset-building and money-management skills and helped him through the college application process.

Lamar’s prowess on the football field won him a partial scholarship to Pace University, and Children’s Village provided continuing financial and moral support through his college years. Lamar graduated in 1999 with a bachelor’s degree in management information systems and went to work almost immediately for a major national firm.

By the end of 2002, Lamar was earning $72,000 a year and counting the days until he and his wife could move into their new $320,000 home in a Long Island suburb. Jeffrey was serving the tenth year of a twelve- to twenty-five-year sentence for armed robbery. And Jermaine was dead.

Three brothers, three different paths out of foster care.




“Everything Went Downhill” 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn was not a pleasant place to come of age. Unemployment was endemic. Drug-related violence made the streets unsafe. And the crack epidemic was sending record numbers of children into foster care.

Until Lamar was four or five, his mother was a strong presence in the household, he says. (The boys’ father wasn’t involved in their lives.) She took pleasure in dressing her three boys in identical outfits and delighted when people mistook them for triplets.

Then a new boyfriend arrived on the scene. “I can still remember the first day she brought him home,” Lamar says. “From then on it seemed everything went downhill. She started using marijuana, and then cocaine, and then crack, along with a lot of alcohol. The abuse wasn’t far behind. It trickled down to us, and there was nothing she could do about it. If she stood up for us, he hit her even more.”

The boys’ mother periodically fled with them to a shelter for battered women, but she always took them back home after a week or two. Sometimes, when things got really bad, the boys sought protection themselves. “We’d run to the police station, and they’d place us in foster care for awhile,” Lamar says. But after a few months, the brothers always ran away from the foster home and returned to their mother.

When the brothers were living at home, they basically ran wild. “I must have gone to all of a week of third grade,” Lamar admits. “We’d just hang out on the streets, and steal from stores to sell things for money. We’d get caught and taken to the police station, and my mom would come and pick us up. We’d get a beating, and then the next day we’d back out stealing something else.”

When Jermaine was twelve, a family court judge sent him to a children’s home in Pleasantville, in a suburb of New York City. After a while, he was allowed to come home every other weekend. His brothers couldn’t believe his transformation. “Just looking at him, you could see that he wasn’t stressed any more,” Lamar recalls. “He was eating good food instead of junk. He was doing sports and going on trips to places like Great Adventure and parks and stuff. And when it was time to go back after the weekend, he was OK about it. He said it was fun there.”

Jermaine eventually moved to another group home, Children’s Village, just a few miles from Pleasantville, and he liked it there, too. The next time their mother’s boyfriend beat them, early in the summer of 1987, Lamar and Jeffrey knew where they wanted to go. “We ran to the police, and when we appeared before a judge, we told him we wanted to go to Children’s Village,” Lamar recalls. “Sure enough, in the next day or two, we were there.”




Jeffrey and Jermaine Rebel 

Children’s Village, founded in 1851, is the largest children’s treatment center in the United States. The 445 residents, all male and most African American, like the Williams brothers, range in age from five to eighteen. They live in several dozen cottages spread across the facility’s 150 suburban acres, staying an average of two years, during which they attend school on-site and receive regular therapy.

When the two younger brothers arrived, Jeffrey joined Jermaine in Rose Cottage and Lamar moved into Bradish Cottage, just across a private street. Each cottage housed between twelve and fifteen boys and was staffed by shift workers. All three boys attended the on-site school, where every classroom is classified as special education.

Lamar adjusted easily to life at Children’s Village. “My particular cottage was a good place to be because the staff offered different incentives to get you going,” he remembers. “My favorite was the Breakfast Club. If you were up on time and you had your bed made and your area swept, you’d get to cook your own breakfast—waffles, bacon and eggs, pretty much anything you wanted. The laggards just got toast and cereal. I was a regular member of the Breakfast Club.”

“Then there was something called ‘Boy of the Month.’ Once a month someone from each cottage was chosen to go out to dinner at a nice restaurant. I got chosen a few times.”

Jermaine and Jeffrey had less positive experiences in their cottage, where the residents were older and tougher and the staff sterner. “I didn’t like the staff,” Jeffrey says. “They brought their problems from home and took them out on us. They wanted to treat us like we was their children, beefing us. There was nobody I bonded with there. I was always in trouble.”

About seven months after their arrival at Children’s Village, Jermaine and Jeffrey started running away. Typically, they’d make their way home to their mother’s apartment in Crown Heights, and a few days later she would make them return. When they got back to Children’s Village, there would be consequences, which would make them dislike it even more, so they’d run away again.

In retrospect, Jeffrey says, “I was a knucklehead for running away. I guess I was homesick. I wanted to be home with my mother, to make sure she was all right. I realize now that it wasn’t the right thing to do, but I was living in a fantasy world. I was already in the fast lane.”

The next to last time that Jeffrey and Jermaine ran away, they made their way to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where they’d heard that they could earn more money selling crack than in Brooklyn. “The money was great there,” Jeffrey recalls, “way more than in New York. We were pulling in close to $1,000 a day.”

While in Pittsburgh, they got involved in a shoot-out. No one was hurt, but they were caught and held in a juvenile detention center for two or three months. They somehow beat the charges and got sent back to Children’s Village.

But a few weeks later, they ran away again. “From then on, we were more or less on the streets,” says Jeffrey, who was fifteen at the time. “They were our surrogate parents. You know that old saying, ‘Wherever you lay your hat, that’s what you call home’? Well, that’s how it was. We partied and went out with girls and drank beer and smoked a little weed. I wasn’t getting love at home, so I looked for it on the streets.”

For a while, Jermaine and Jeffrey split up, with Jermaine staying in Brooklyn to try to jump-start a rap career and Jeffrey moving to Philadelphia to sell drugs. “Selling drugs was not the lifestyle I longed for, but I needed to survive, and so I did,” he says in explanation.

In the year after leaving Children’s Village, Jeffrey and Jermaine were each arrested a few times and sent to juvenile facilities. Within two years, they were both locked up at Rikers Island, New York City’s largest correctional facility, while awaiting trial on first-degree robbery charges stemming from a holdup on a train. They were surrounded by some of New York City’s most violent criminals. “I was scared, to tell you the truth,” Jeffrey says.

Early in 1991, they negotiated plea bargains that resulted in prison sentences of two to six years. Jeffrey had just turned sixteen, and Jermaine was seventeen. They were sent to special adolescent units of medium-security adult prisons.




Learning to Love Work 

While Jermaine and Jeffrey were locked up, Lamar was flourishing. He never even thought about running away.

“Things were going well for me at Children’s Village,” he says. “I was busy and preoccupied with sports and getting praised for doing well. Plus I guess I wanted more from life than just material things. Jeffrey and Jermaine were selling drugs to buy the clothes, the shoes, the jewelry. That was nothing to me. I’d rather stay put in Children’s Village and comply with all the regulations than be out on the street looking out for bullets.”

“Although there’s rules and regulations you have to follow, a lot of kids don’t grasp that that’s just life. One staff always used to tell me, ‘Life ain’t fair.’ Growing up, it took me awhile to grasp that, but I was able to roll with it. A lot of kids at Children’s Village, including my brothers, didn’t get it. They always feel that if they do something, they should get something. It’s just not the case.”

Soon after he turned fourteen, Lamar was invited to apply to the village’s Work Appreciation for Youth program. Children’s Village had begun offering WAY in 1984 to help residents gain the attitudes and skills needed to become productive and self-sufficient adults. Participants are called “WAY Scholars” and make a five-year commitment to stay in school, work part-time, and save for future education. In return, Children’s Village provides a “WAY counselor,” basically a paid mentor, and matches each youth’s savings dollar for dollar, up to a maximum of $500 a year. Research has found that WAY graduates have significantly better high school graduation rates than young people living below the poverty level nationally.

At its essence, WAY is a work-ethic and asset-building program embedded in a comprehensive independent living-skills building program. It provides sequenced work experiences, beginning with unpaid chores in a resident’s cottage and progressing to paid jobs at Children’s Village and then to paid jobs in the community.2 “The first chore I remember  getting paid for was doing the dishes for the fifteen guys who lived in my cottage, plus the staff, and believe me, that was a lot of dishes,” Lamar says with a laugh.

His next job was in the village’s wood shop. He also worked as a groundskeeper and a pool cleaner. “All the jobs were fun,” he says. “I think I got paid maybe $4.50 an hour. They really stressed savings, so I had to save some of that, but I could also spend it on the kinds of things that teenagers want.”

Lamar’s first off-site job was working after school in the kitchen in a local hospital. “It was probably the best job I ever had,” he says. “There were great people there. Going to work was like going to a party.”

But the WAY program wasn’t only about work. Once a week, Lamar met with his counselor, who kept track of his academic performance and arranged tutoring, if necessary. Lamar had several different counselors during the time he was a WAY Scholar, each of whom contributed to his personal growth in a different way. “One guy named Steve was into architecture, and he was turning a silo into a house for himself,” Lamar recalls. “He was really inspiring, and so for a while I wanted to do architecture. And then I had another guy, also named Steve, who liked the Yankees, and sometimes took me to a game. My final counselor, Carl Morton, was with me a long time. He was a great guy, very knowledgeable about a lot of things.

“All my scholarship counselors were pretty much alright. I never had a bad vibe from any one of them. We’d sit around and talk, and they’d ask me, ‘How’s school? What are you working on? What do you want to do for your future? How much are you saving?’ They were really big on saving.”

So was Lamar. He loved watching the balance in his savings account grow as a result of the match. “You put $1 into savings and get $2 back,” he says. “Who wouldn’t like that?”

But the most important thing that Lamar got from the WAY program was the feeling that somebody cared about him. “They really believed in me, which is one of the most important things anyone can do for a youngster,” he says.




“A Normal Kid” 

During eighth grade, Lamar moved into a freestanding group home on the edge of the Children’s Village property. It’s one of five group homes that Children’s Village operates to help build independent living skills in older youth.

“I knew that the idea was to get me out of Children’s Village and send me back home, but I didn’t want to go back home,” Lamar says. “I knew what would happen there. I wanted to stay where I was. Children’s Village was perfectly fine with me. I was doing OK. You ask any kid growing up where I had grown up, ‘Which would you prefer, your life or his?’ and I think anyone would have chosen my life. Nobody likes to be hit.”

In fact, the group home life suited Lamar even more than cottage life, which he had liked just fine. “They let us be more independent,” he says. “The staff was there basically to make sure we didn’t kill ourselves. We were pretty much in charge of ourselves. I don’t want to sound like I’m bragging, but I was a leader at Children’s Village. I was motivated.”

Each year, Children’s Village sends a few of its older, most academically motivated residents to local public high schools, and when it came time for ninth grade, Lamar enrolled at Ardsley High School. Ardsley is a small school in an affluent suburb, and 98 percent of its graduates go on to college. Another youth from the group home, Daryle Hamilton, enrolled there at the same time. Lamar and Daryle chose Ardsley mainly because they had become good friends with an Ardsley student, Alonzo Florence, whom they’d met at a community dance. Once Lamar and Daryle started at Ardsley, Lamar says, “the three of us became inseparable,” much as Lamar and his brothers had once been.

Alonzo lived with an aunt and uncle in nearby Irvington, and they welcomed Daryle and Lamar into their home, exposing them to a different family dynamic and lifestyle than they either had known. “His aunt and uncle were really laid back and relaxed,” Lamar says. “They had a big house with a pool, and we would end up there every weekend. They took us in like their own kids.”

Since the rules at his group home were more relaxed than in the cottages, Lamar had no trouble participating fully in high school social life.  “I almost didn’t feel like I was even part of Children’s Village any more, because I was living in the community,” he says. “It was like I was a normal kid.”

In his eyes, the major difference between him and the other students at his school was that he couldn’t drive. (Most youth in foster care cannot get licenses because of insurance issues.) But all his friends could, and they were always happy to take him where he needed to go. “I had so many friends,” he says. “If you didn’t know me, you was nobody. I was one of the cool kids. No one looked down on me. Everyone welcomed me into their homes.”

Lamar had been enrolled at Ardsley too late to play football during his freshman year, but that winter, he played on Ardsley’s basketball team. And after basketball season ended, he started weight training with the football team and played for the next three years. He had the size—6’-1”, 294 pounds—and the motivation to be a good lineman, but his belated introduction to the game kept him from being a starter in tenth grade.
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