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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.

“I had a lot to learn when I first started,” he says. “I really didn’t get a chance to shine until my junior year. Then I played everything, defensive line, offensive line, special teams. Football is all about technique, and if you learn that at a young age, in your older years it’s just about being reckless on the field. I’d be in the NFL if I had been exposed before tenth grade.”

Lamar loved the discipline and team spirit of football. “Being able to take orders from someone, and to get yelled at and just stand there and suck it up, that builds character,” he says. “You’ve got to do your part and be a team player, and acknowledge when you mess up. There are a lot of values you learn playing football, values that you carry throughout your life.”

College coaches notice a high school player of Lamar’s size and ability, and they came calling in the fall of his senior year. “Union, Monmouth, Georgetown, Albany, Pace, Iona—there were a lot of colleges that were interested in me,” Lamar says. “Before they started recruiting me, I hadn’t really thought I’d go to college. I figured I’d graduate from high school, get a job, and earn enough money to get an apartment. But these coaches got me thinking that I could actually go to college.”

Lamar’s WAY counselor, Carl Morton, has a background in financial aid, and he assured Lamar that by combining grants and loans for  low-income students with a football scholarship, assistance from the city’s Child Welfare Administration, and his savings, Lamar could afford almost any school. Morton took him to visit a few colleges, and Lamar settled on Pace, a private university in Westchester County, just a few miles from Children’s Village. “If I needed something, I wanted to be close to Children’s Village, since I didn’t have any parents who were going to fly to where I was to get it to me,” Lamar explains.

Lamar found out just how true that was on the day in June 1994 when he graduated from Ardsley High School.

“It was one of the most important days of my life, and nobody was there for me,” he says, his voice cracking. “A lot of my friends asked me to be in pictures with their families, but there was no one who came there to take a picture of me. It made me feel as though my whole life was a fraud.”

“It was a really hard day for me. I broke down in front of a lot of my friends.”

“But the experience also toughened me up. It made me realize that I was really alone in this big world, and that I couldn’t let that stop me. I had to keep going.”




Jeffrey and Jermaine 

While Lamar was making a name for himself on the high school football field, his older brothers were counting the days until they would be eligible for parole.

Jeffrey spent nearly a year at Greene Correctional Institution before being transferred in September 1992 into a work-release program at Edge-combe, a minimum-security institution in New York City. He was rearrested within six weeks, this time for armed robbery. He and a cousin and a friend held up a paint store in Brooklyn, and he and his cousin got caught.

His cousin agreed to a plea bargain and received a two- to six-year sentence. Jeffrey thought he could beat the charge by going to trial, but a jury found him guilty. He was sentenced to twelve and a half to twenty-five years in prison, the term he is currently serving. In December 1993, at the age of nineteen, he was sent to Coxsackie Correctional Institution, a maximum-security prison in upstate New York.

Jermaine was incarcerated at Cayuga Correctional Institution during Lamar’s high school years. He was paroled in May 1994, just a few weeks before Lamar’s graduation. But by then, the two of them had grown apart. Perhaps he didn’t know about the ceremony, or maybe he thought he’d embarrass Lamar if he attended.

“I always felt like maybe he didn’t like me too much because I never sent him stuff when he was in jail, or went to see him,” Lamar says with regret. “But his prison was so far away, and I was still a kid. I needed help myself.”




Help from Several Sources 

Midway through the summer after he graduated, Lamar moved into a dorm at Pace’s Briarcliff campus so that he could start summer practice with the football team. When it came time to register for classes, Carl Morton, Lamar’s WAY counselor, was right by his side. “He stood in line with me and helped me figure out what to do,” Lamar says. “He made sure my loan papers were in order, and when I needed books, he got the money from my account.”

Despite lacking parental support, Lamar was better off financially than many of his classmates at Pace. Lamar not only had a partial football scholarship but also a federal Pell grant, available to all low-income college students. Since he had chosen to remain in foster care until he was twenty-one, New York City’s child welfare agency was also contributing to his support. In addition, the balance in his WAY savings account had by this time grown to about $5,000, and the money was his to use for college-related expenses. Lamar therefore had to come up with just a few thousand dollars a year more to cover the $22,000 in college costs, and Morton helped him fill out the paperwork for a low-interest student loan. (He actually borrowed far more than he needed, and when the requests for repayment started after he graduated, he regretted it.)

Because of deficits in his academic preparation, Lamar was required to enroll in an academic support program called Challenge to Achievement at Pace (CAP). CAP is a one-year remedial program aimed at helping students with inadequate high school preparation. CAP students  benefit from weekly meetings with an academic adviser, peer tutoring sessions, and a special weekly course, called University 101, which teaches college survival skills. To continue at Pace for a second year, CAP participants must achieve a C average, accumulate twenty-four credits, pass the University 101 course, and earn a minimum grade of C in their second-semester English class.

“My first semester, I did horrible,” Lamar admits. “My life was football and partying and hanging out. I was as popular in college as I had been in high school, and if there was a party, I was there. After that, the coach put me on academic probation, and on top of going to the CAP program, I had to go to a special study program at the field house. A lot of people teased me about having to do these things, but they were really helpful. The second semester I really excelled. I got a 3.3 and I pretty much maintained it through college.”

At the end of his freshman year, Lamar moved out of the dorm and into an apartment that Children’s Village rents in White Plains for its independent living program. “I wanted to experience having my own place,” Lamar recalls. “It was a fabulous place.”

Carl Morton, Lamar’s WAY counselor, dropped by periodically and took Lamar shopping for groceries. Children’s Village paid the rent and some of his other living expenses, but Lamar was also working two jobs, a part-time day job at the big mall in White Plains and a $150-a-night job as a bouncer at a nightclub. He used some of his earnings to buy his first car—a 1992 Ford Escort. “It was kind of too small for me, but it was mine,” Lamar says, laughing.

Jermaine came back into Lamar’s life while he was living in White Plains. “Even though I wasn’t supposed to let anyone live with me, I let him stay in my apartment and got him a job at the mall,” Lamar recalls. “He was doing well, and then he met a girl, and she was bad for him.” Lamar asked her to leave, and Jermaine left soon after as well.

A few months later, Jermaine begged Lamar to let him return. “He told me that he was sleeping on trains because he didn’t have any other place to go,” Lamar says. Lamar took him in and got him a seasonal job at the mall.

When the job ended, Jermaine left White Plains again. The brothers lost contact with each other for a year. Lamar later found out that during most of this time, Jermaine was in prison in New Jersey for selling drugs.




“Nothing Comes to You” 

At the beginning of his junior year, Lamar moved back on campus. Although he had liked the sense of independence that he got from having his own apartment, he missed the camaraderie of dorm life. “When you’re playing a sport, it’s especially important to live in a dorm, so that you can hang out with the team,” he says.

By this time, Lamar had declared a major: management information systems. He had taken mostly business courses during his sophomore year and in his junior year had begun taking computer-programming courses as well. “I didn’t really know what I was going to end up doing with it,” he says. “I just knew I wanted to make some money and have a family and be able to provide for them. The important thing was that I had a plan to be something. If you want something big, you gotta work towards it. Nothing comes to you.”

He readily admits that playing football was still his main reason for staying in college. “To tell you the truth, I didn’t really like school,” Lamar acknowledges. “If it hadn’t have been for football, I probably wouldn’t have been there. I ended up being pretty good at it, but I didn’t like it. I think the main value of school is that it disciplines you for the real world. School teaches you how to utilize your brain.”

Pace’s football team had won no games the year before Lamar enrolled. But starting in his sophomore year, the team had begun to win. Lamar was a major contributor to the team’s success, and he was chosen as all-conference his senior year.

For a while, Lamar flirted with the idea of playing professional football in Germany. The former defense coordinator for Pace was working as a head coach there and asked him to play for him. But by then, Lamar had gotten involved in a serious relationship with a pretty graphic design major, Andrea McIntosh, who was a year behind him in school. “I didn’t think  she’d come with me, and I didn’t want to leave her,” he says. “I decided to stick around and stay in school and see where life would take me.”

Lamar spent an extra semester at Pace to finish up some credits. In his last month of school, he began interviewing for jobs. It was November 1998, and with the expectation that the Y2K problem would cause massive computer failures thirteen months later, jobs in his field were plentiful. Lamar’s third interview resulted in a job offer. The starting salary was $42,000, not bad for a young man from a family in which no one else had even graduated from high school.




“I Can’t Do It” 

Lamar’s employer is a Fortune 500 company with $14 billion in annual revenues from travel operations, real estate, and financial services all over the world. He asked that its identity be withheld. Lamar liked being part of such a successful corporation, and he liked the challenges inherent in coding and programming as well. “I’m good at it,” he says. “I’m known for understanding things fast. My job now requires me to think a lot and work out a lot of problems.”

Lamar and Andrea had begun living together in an apartment in Ossining in the fall of 1998, and in May 1999, after she graduated from Pace, they moved into an apartment in Queens to be closer to his job on Long Island and hers in Manhattan.

When Jermaine got out of prison soon afterward, he tried to talk Lamar into letting him move in with him and Andrea. By now, Lamar’s and Jermaine’s lives were even more divergent than they had been a few years before. Lamar was making his way up the corporate ladder (he earned two sizable raises in his first year at work) and Jermaine was making his way on the street. With his prospects for a regular job hampered by a lack of skills and his prison record, Jermaine had returned to selling crack in the northern New Jersey suburbs. “He was making a killing,” Lamar says. “He could get $50 for something he could get $5 for in Brooklyn.”

Lamar and Jermaine didn’t even look like brothers any more. Lamar wore Polo shirts and chinos, whereas Jermaine dressed like a gangster,  with rings on every finger, multiple gold chains around his neck, and platinum caps on his front teeth.

Although Lamar had taken him in before, this time he refused. “I said, ‘I can’t do it,’” Lamar recalls with regret. “I tried to be there for him emotionally, but letting him move in with me again was something I couldn’t do.”




“It Didn’t Really Sink In” 

By the end of 2000, Lamar and Andrea began making plans to get married. They also decided to buy a house. They were making good salaries and felt that they were just throwing money away by paying rent. And, in Lamar’s mind, owning a home represented stability and respectability. No one in his immediate family had ever owned a house.

Every weekend for months, they got in their 1994 Ford Explorer (the Eddie Bauer model) and went house hunting. At first, they looked at renovated houses in Queens. But they were dismayed to see how little house they could get for their money there, so they began looking in the far suburbs on Long Island, where they could get a lot more house for their money.

In February 2001, they signed a contract to build a 2,500-square-foot house on a half-acre lot in a new subdivision in Brookhaven, New York. With the upgrades they both wanted—ceramic tile in the foyer, central air conditioning, custom tiles in the master bath, and so on—the total price came to about $320,000. Based on their incomes, they were told they’d qualify for a low-interest, first-time-buyer mortgage.

But when the time came to meet with lenders, they got a real-life lesson in how credit works. Each had come out of college with about $32,000 in education debt, which neither had even begun to pay off, so their balances were growing. Also, the credit cards that they had begun using in college were carrying balances in the thousands, and several were seriously in arrears. The bottom line: Their credit ratings were bad.

“Carl Morton always told me not to mess up my credit, but I didn’t really understand what credit was all about,” Lamar says. “And I remember learning about compound interest my sophomore year in college, but it  didn’t really sink in. I didn’t know that if I didn’t pay this credit card today, it’s going to have an effect on me having a home five or ten years later.”

Before Lamar and Andrea could actually get a mortgage, they had to pay off their credit card debts, as well as $4,000 that Lamar still owed on an old car loan. They also had to begin paying on their college loans. Some serious belt-tightening was in order. They gave up their $825-a-month apartment and decided to camp out with relatives and friends while their house was being built. They were living with a friend in Brooklyn when they got word on August 1, 2001, that Jermaine was dead.




“He Wanted to Be a Don” 

It turned out that Jermaine and an associate had driven to Brooklyn from New Jersey to pick up a stash of drugs. On the way home, the driver lost control of the car and hit a tree. The bodies were burned so badly that police couldn’t tell who had been driving. Jermaine was twenty-eight years old.

Lamar took Jermaine’s death hard. The two had grown closer during the previous two years, and despite their divergent lifestyles, they often got together on weekends. And whenever they did, Lamar tried to talk Jermaine out of selling drugs. At the very least, Lamar told Jermaine, he shouldn’t be walking around with so much cash. “He was a flashy guy, always wanting to pull out a big wad of bills,” Lamar says.

Lamar helped him open a bank account, his first ever, and tried to talk him into using some of his drug profits to buy a house or purchase stock. “I tried to talk him into putting that money in the right direction, using that money to create something for himself and get out of that game,” Lamar says.

The two brothers last spoke two days before Jermaine’s death, when they talked about starting a business together. “We agreed that he would save his money, and I would save my money, and we would pool it together and start a business. And once that got going, he would stop selling drugs,” Lamar says.

Lamar believes that Jermaine had as much potential as he himself has to make it as a legitimate businessman. “Jermaine didn’t need to do  the drug thing,” Lamar laments. “He was smart, money smart and street smart, and he could have made it in the business world if he’d had the chance.

“Jermaine’s main problem was that he loved to surround himself with negative people. He surrounded himself with people he could control, people he could say ‘do this, do that’ to. He wanted to be a don. But he wasn’t an evil person.”




Nine Years and Counting 

The view from the visiting room at Sing Sing Correctional Institution is dazzling. A wall of glass looks out over the Hudson River, which at this time of year, with the trees wearing their fall garb, seems right out of a painting by an artist from the nineteenth-century Hudson River school. The only thing marring the view is the barbed wire that tops the prison wall.

Two hours after his visitor arrives, Inmate No. 93A9580, Jeffrey Williams, is finally escorted to the visiting room. Fifty or sixty other inmates are already there, holding children on their laps, snuggling discreetly with their wives or girlfriends, or listening with half an ear as their mothers fill them in on neighborhood news. Some are enjoying lunch bought by their visitors from the vending machines that line a corner of the room. Others are posing with their loved ones against a mural with a South Pacific motif as a member of the prison’s Jaycees Club takes Polaroid photographs for $2 each.

It’s been a long time since Jeffrey Williams has had a visitor. His mother, drug free for the last few years, comes infrequently because she doesn’t like the hourlong train ride from the city. And with the demands of his job and the construction of the new house, Lamar can no longer make it once a month, as he used to.

Jeffrey has been “inside the big house”—prisoner lingo for prison—since 1993. His first stop was Great Meadow, a maximum-security facility in Comstock, in upstate New York. After two months there, he was transferred to Coxsackie, another maximum-security prison, just about equally far from home. There he was assigned a job as a porter—basic maintenance work— which earned him a “salary” of $6 every two weeks. He also worked, albeit halfheartedly, on his graduate equivalency diploma (GED).

Just nineteen years old when he arrived at Coxsackie and with absolutely no prospect of being released until he was almost thirty-one, Jeffrey was far from being a model prisoner for his first year or so. “I was always fighting, gambling, smoking weed, and beefing with the correctional officers,” he admits. “I adopted the attitude of me against the world.” As a result, he was frequently subjected to disciplinary actions, which usually resulted in him being “cell-locked” (confined by himself to a cell).

But as the realization set in that he was going to be there for a long time, Jeffrey began changing. “I got tired of getting cell-locked,” he says. “I began to read, and to ask myself questions like, ‘What the hell are you good at?’ And then one day I found the answer to my question. I started noticing that whenever somebody had a problem, they came to me for help. It was like people noticed that I have some natural leadership ability, some mediation skills. It made me feel good being in a position to help.”

After a year passed with no disciplinary actions, Jeffrey put in for a transfer to a facility where there would be more opportunities for self-improvement. (At the time, all Coxsackie offered was a GED program.) In 1995, he was transferred to Eastern Correctional Facility, another maximum-security facility in Naponich, New York, which put him somewhat closer to New York City and hence made it easier for his mother and brothers to visit. (Eastern is also known for its inmate education programs; it was the first of New York’s seventy-one prisons to be accredited by the American Correctional Association.)

At Eastern, Jeffrey got involved with a group called Prisoners for AIDS Counseling and Education (PACE). In this voluntary program, prisoners lead workshops about AIDS and hepatitis prevention. “The guy who was running it was named Al Simon, and he mentored me,” Jeffrey says. “At first, I volunteered for it mainly to get the certificate, but I turned out to be good at it.”

Jeffrey then signed up for some black history classes “so that I could understand my past in order to recognize what lies ahead of me in my future.” This interest, in turn, led him to an involvement with the  Resurrection-Consciencia Study Group that was started at Greenhaven Prison in the late 1980s by Eddie Ellis, a former Black Panther who was then serving twenty-five years in prison for a murder he denies committing. Under the aegis of the Harlem-based Community Justice Center, which Ellis, now a free man, founded, Resurrection-Consciencia study groups operate as crime-prevention programs within several New York prisons. The groups hold classes aimed at building self-esteem, promoting unity, and fostering cooperation among prisoners.

“We teach the brothers that we have alienated ourselves from society and need to take responsibility for actions, while recognizing that the system contributed to our downfall,” Jeffrey explains. “The whole idea is to realize what you’re up against so that you don’t re-offend when you get out.”

At Eastern, Jeffrey also taught a class on affirmative action and another called “Youth in Transition,” aimed at helping young inmates make the transition to adulthood while they’re imprisoned, just as he had. “A lot of us come in here with that youth mentality, which is what led us to negative behavior, along with the lack of integrity in our households,” he explains. “We looked to the streets for meaning in our lives. We have to make a transition from that mind state. We have to understand our values and morals, or we’re going to always do wrong. I try to get the young guys to visualize themselves in a leadership role after they get out.”

And in his spare time, Jeffrey taught himself sign language and wrote poetry.




“Ready to . . . Do What’s Right” 

In June 2000, Jeffrey was moved again, this time to Sing Sing Correctional Institution, just a half-hour drive from Children’s Village.

Since the 1890s, Sing Sing has been associated in the public mind with the electric chair. By 1963, when the chair was mothballed, more than 600 men and women had been put to death there, including Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, in 1953. Today, Sing Sing is New York’s second largest prison, with about 2,300 inmates, almost all of them, like Jeffrey, from minority neighborhoods in New York City.

Although Jeffrey hadn’t sought the move, there were clear advantages. Most inmates at Sing Sing are confined under maximum-security conditions, but about one-fourth of them, including Jeffrey, are housed in a medium-security section, which means a vastly better quality of life. Rather than living in a cell, as he had at Comstock, Eastern, and Coxsackie, Jeffrey has his own cubicle in a dormitory with seventy-six other inmates. Jeffrey can either eat prison food or cook food for himself in the dormitory’s kitchen (assuming a visitor has brought him groceries or he has enough money in his prison account to buy some). He can take a shower any time he wants, watch virtually unlimited TV, make collect phone calls, and receive visitors nearly every day.

On a typical day, Jeffrey gets up at 7 A.M. and spends the morning working at two of his paid jobs—serving as clerk and co-chairman for the PACE program and chairman of the Sing Sing NAACP chapter. In the afternoons, he usually studies, hammering out papers on a portable typewriter that Lamar and Jermaine bought him a few years ago. And from 6 P.M. to 8:30 P.M. five nights a week, he attends college classes, and that counts as another job (altogether, he earns $10 a week).

This semester, he’s taking four religion classes and a sociology class, part of a two-year certificate program in ministry and human services offered by the New York Theological Seminary. Because the state provides no funding for college courses, a nonprofit group called Hudson Link for Higher Education in Prison raises money to pay the teachers, and the inmates receive college credit at either Mercy College or the New York Theological Seminary.

Jeffrey is just as involved in the Sing Sing community as he was at Eastern. (If he were living in a New York City neighborhood, he’d be regarded as a community activist.) He started a chapter of the Resurrection-Consciencia Study Group and serves as its coordinator. He’s taken courses in basic parenting, anger management, and alternatives to domestic violence. He’s acted in Reality in Motion and Slam, two theatrical productions organized by Rehabilitation through the Arts, a project of Prison Communities International. He is also active in the Five Percent Nation of Gods and Earth, an offshoot of the Nation of Islam, which he joined while he was at Greene. And he’s writing his autobiography.

“I’m doing pretty good,” Jeffrey says, smiling as he pats himself on the shoulder theatrically. “I consider myself to be a model prisoner. I’m proud of myself.”

Jeffrey will be eligible for parole on June 14, 2005. But being a model prisoner may not be reason enough for the New York State Parole Board to send him home. “It’s not about a person doing good,” Jeffrey says. “What I think is that they put a lot of names in a grab bag and pick them out randomly.”

If the parole board turns him down, he might have to stay in prison until 2018, when he would be forty-four years old.

Lying on his cot late at night, Jeffrey thinks a lot about how he ended up where he has. Although he takes responsibility for his crimes, he traces them to his upbringing in what he calls “a household of nonintegrity.”

“It was my mother’s condition that made me who I am today, and who I will become tomorrow,” he says. “I wonder if my mother was never on drugs, where would I be, and where would Lamar and Jermaine be? Would Jermaine still be living? Would I be successful? Would I be dead or in prison anyway? I continuously wonder.”

Jeffrey has also given a lot of thought to why Lamar’s life took a different turn than his and Jermaine’s did. The difference, he thinks, is that Lamar allowed Children’s Village to become his surrogate family, whereas he and Jermaine, who were older, rejected Children’s Village and instead found a surrogate family on the streets. “We developed a surrogate family built around loyalty, realness, commitment and trust within our crews,” he says.

With parole a possibility just a few years in the future, Jeffrey often dreams about what he’s going to do when he gets out. “Feeding my visions is the only thing that keeps me sane behind these walls,” he says. He’s taken up boxing again, but he realizes that he’s too old to become a professional boxer, which had once been his dream. Maybe he’ll open a barbershop, or a social club, he says. Definitely, he’ll start a family as soon as he can.

“I have been deprived of my childhood, my teens, and most of my early adulthood,” he says. “I have not really enjoyed life to its fullest. But life isn’t over for me. I have a whole life ahead of me, and I plan to enjoy it. I know that in time I will find love in a beautiful, intelligent woman.”

“My morals and principles are in order now,” he continues. “I’m a very different person than I was when I got locked up. I’m ready to go out in the world and do what’s right.”




“A Major Milestone” 

It’s a beautiful Sunday morning in November 2002. Lamar and Andrea, who married seven months ago on a beach in the Bahamas, are doing what they’ve been doing nearly every weekend since May 2002, when their builder finally broke ground—checking out the progress on their house. “We’re still trying to save money, so this is our big entertainment every weekend,” Lamar says. The house is supposed to be finished by Christmas.

“Well, let’s see what they’ve done this week,” Lamar says as he opens the front door. The electricity hasn’t been turned on yet, so it’s dark and cold inside. Even so, Andrea and Lamar are quick to notice the progress since their visit last weekend. The kitchen cabinets and the Formica countertops have been delivered, though not installed. The electrician has wired the outlets and light switches. And the walls have all been primed, though not painted with a finish coat.

Over the next hour, they escort a visitor from room to room, from the ceramic-tiled entrance foyer to the basement (“perfect for a kid’s playroom,” Lamar observes) to the master bathroom, complete with a double-sized Jacuzzi tub and a separate shower.

“And this is Andrea’s closet,” Lamar jokes as he opens the door into the fourth bedroom. “We’re going to shelve the whole room so she has a place to store her shoes.”

Lamar can hardly contain his excitement about being the almost-owner of a house like this, which reminds him of the home that the Brady Bunch lived in. “This is my pride and joy,” he says. “I love this house. Once we move in, I think I will have achieved a major milestone in life.”




“Life Hasn’t Really Begun” 

Later, over lunch, Lamar reflects on how far he’s come and how far he wants to go. “Life hasn’t really begun for Andrea and me yet,” he says.  “The two of us have a lot of ambition. We know we’ve got a long way to go.

“Within a year, I see us as having our own business, and for the next few years, we’ll be watching it grow. Then, when Jeffrey gets out, we’ll make a place for him in it, and in our home, too, if he needs us. We want to provide something for him to get him going, so that he doesn’t end up back in the environment he came from. I want him to come home and not get back into trouble.”

“It’s going to be tough. But he’s come a long way. I’m proud of him. In prison, he was able to get his education and figure out where he was going in life, so he feels pretty confident that when he comes out, he’s going to have a lot of opportunities.”

“That’s what counts, a positive attitude. I tell him, ‘It’s not going to be as easy as you think. The world is going to hold your record against you.’ But by the time he gets out, I should have a network he can tap into. It’s not too late for him. He knows that. I think he’ll come out and get a nice job and forget about the fast life.”

Lamar also feels a responsibility to serve as a positive role model for the fatherless children of several of his cousins, two of whom died in street violence and one who is serving a long prison sentence. “My aunt has a ton of grandkids who don’t have fathers,” he notes. “Two of her sons are dead, and one’s in jail. When the house is finished, I want to have a weeklong camp at my house every summer. We’ll call it Camp Williams. We’ll set up the basement with sleeping bags, and do fun things during the days. That’s an idea I got from Alonzo’s aunt and uncle. They did that every summer for their nieces and nephews. It will show them another way of life, and hopefully send the message, ‘Look, you can have this, too. You don’t have to hang out on the streets or sell drugs.’”

“If I can save one of them, I’ll be happy.”

Succeeding in business is also a high priority for him. Five years from now, he hopes to be presiding over several small businesses and to be measuring his net worth in the millions. “You got to aim for something,” he says.

And by the time he’s fifty, Lamar hopes to be retired from business and devoting his life to a cause.

Lamar’s major regret in life is that among the three brothers, he is the only one whom society would regard as a success. “That’s what hurts me the most,” he says. “The three of us had the same abilities. We were in the same basic position throughout our childhoods. But I was the only one who made the best of it.

“If they’d have gone along with the program, they’d be in the same position today as I am. In fact, we’d probably all be in business together. We could be neck in neck now in terms of success. We all wanted to be successful. But how they wanted to do it and how I wanted to do it was different.”

“I don’t fault either Jermaine or Jeffrey for what they did,” he continues. “Growing up in the lifestyle we did, it was all about survival of the fittest. Everybody has to eat. If need be, I would have gone their route, too.”




Postscript 

In a ceremony at Sing Sing on June 4, 2003, Jeffrey Williams received a certificate in ministry and human services. The next day, he was transferred to a medium-security dorm at Woodbourne Correctional Facility. Budget cuts forced the closure of his medium-security unit at Sing Sing.

Jeffrey wasn’t happy about the move, since Woodbourne is an hour farther from New York City, which makes visits from his relatives even more difficult. But the commissary is much better, “and that, my friend, is a big plus with me (smile),” he wrote in a letter in the fall of 2003.

Lamar is paying for Jeffrey to take correspondence courses in business management through Larchmont College in Atlanta. By his June 2005 parole date, he hopes to earn an associate’s degree in business management.

Jeffrey has also enrolled in a HIV/AIDS peer educator apprenticeship program at Woodbourne. The program requires him to complete a minimum of 2,000 hours of peer counseling. “I already have over 2,000 hours in the fields of educating people about HIV/AIDS and other opportunistic infections,” he wrote. “However, they weren’t under the supervision of my staff adviser here, and she will not accredit me for all the hours because she did not witness my expertise in this field. I do not agree with her, but, hey, I have nothing else to do.”

Lamar’s life is proceeding much faster than planned. He and Andrea moved into their new house just in time to celebrate Christmas 2002. Within weeks, every room was furnished to perfection. As Lamar had promised Andrea, the fourth bedroom was set aside for her shoes.

And true to form, Lamar had gotten to know just about everyone in the subdivision. “He thinks he’s the mayor of the neighborhood,” his wife jokes.

In fact, life in the suburbs was everything Lamar had hoped it would be. “It’s beautiful, and it’s very quiet and peaceful,” Lamar said. On nice weekends, the couple barbecued on their patio. On football weekends, Lamar was glued to the big-screen TV in the living room.

In November 2003, a college friend made Lamar an offer he couldn’t refuse—to start a business together in Georgia. The proposal couldn’t have come at a better time.

Earlier in the year, Lamar’s company had moved its headquarters to northern New Jersey, transforming his leisurely ten-mile commute into a stressful ninety miles. Although his company allowed him to work at home three days a week, it often took Lamar three hours to drive home on the other two days. “I couldn’t see myself driving that far for the next ten years while I was trying to build a family,” he says.

Lamar’s friend proposed that they start a chain of restaurants, which had been Lamar’s dream for years. “With my job situation and the opportunity he was offering, I had to push up my timetable,” he says. “It’s a nice, up-and-coming area, twenty-five minutes west of Atlanta. The houses are beautiful. I figured, ‘Why not align myself with someone who’s on the same track as me?’”

In January, Lamar and Andrea broke ground on a new five-bedroom, 4,000-square foot house in Villa Rica, an outer suburb of Atlanta that occupies a ridgeline in the Appalachian foothills. They sold their house on Long Island for a $150,000 profit.

And on April 21, Totsy’s Seafood, the first of a planned twenty-site chain of restaurants, held its grand opening celebration in Villa Rica. Lamar and his partner plan to open four more sites by the same time  next year, and after launching twenty sites themselves, they hope to sell franchises. Andrea, who has started a graphic design business, designed the restaurant’s logo, graphics, and Web site.

If Jeffrey is paroled, as expected, in June 2005, Lamar plans to set him up with a garden apartment nearby and a job in one of the restaurants. “He’ll be all set,” Lamar says. “With the business courses he’s taking, I expect him to be able to move into management.”

Although his life today seems a million light-years from his childhood, Lamar hasn’t forgotten where he came from. “My bad family is basically my backbone,” he says. “It’s what drives me. I had the childhood that was dealt to me, and I don’t complain about it. I’ve always believed that it’s important to remember where you came from so you know where you want to be going.”
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“I KNOW THAT I’M NOT ALONE”

Patty Mueller, Boston, Massachusetts

 

 

 

 

Patty Mueller has been making the transition to adulthood in the way that most other young people do: by going to college. Patty, twenty-two, gushes with enthusiasm as she describes living in a college dorm as “the perfect transition” between living in a foster home and living on her own. “College gives you an idea of what the real world is like without throwing you to the wolves,” she says. “You feel like you’re making your own decisions, but there are people who are monitoring what you’re doing so you don’t fall flat on your face.”

For many children who grow up in foster care, attending college is not an option. Children in foster care are half as likely as other children to be enrolled in college preparatory classes in high school, and frequent moves and schools changes make it hard to compile the academic record necessary for admission to many four-year schools. Finding the money is another common roadblock. And even when they achieve suitable academic records and pull together ample financial aid packages, many flounder in college because they lack emotional and moral support, not to mention a place to spend school holidays, when most college dorms close. Only 20 percent of foster youth who graduate from high school go on to college, compared with 60 percent of all high school graduates.1

Patty is one of the lucky ones. Although she lived in seven different homes and attended five different schools during her high school years,  her private foster care agency, Casey Family Services, provided her with tutors to help her make up missing credits. The agency is also providing ongoing financial assistance through college. In addition, Patty’s longtime caseworker still serves as an ongoing source of emotional support, meeting with her monthly to help her stay on track.

On her own initiative, Patty has also developed a strong support system to help see her through college. Unable to rely on a parent for moral support or advice, Patty gets those things from other adults with whom she’s built supportive relationships, including her first foster parents and her boyfriend’s mother. She calls them her “constructed family.”

“I have an incredible amount of financial security and emotional security because I have people out there to back me up,” she says. “I know that I’m not alone in the world.”




“She Stopped Coming Home” 

Any way you look at it, Patty Mueller had a rocky start in life. She arrived three months early, weighing only two pounds, so from the start her survival was in question.

But Patty, a fighter even then, survived. And considering the many medical problems that can afflict preemies, she was relatively unscathed. Her biggest residual problem was amblyopia, commonly known as “lazy eye.”

After spending a few months in the hospital, Patty went home to her parents’ apartment in a public housing complex in the Irish American neighborhood of Boston known as Southie. Patty’s mother, a sixth-grade dropout, was only seventeen. Her father, who suffered from paranoid schizophrenia, was in his fifties. The couple already had an eighteen-month-old daughter, Michelle.

Her mother’s start in life was not much more promising than Patty’s. She was one of a dozen children born to an alcoholic mother, and they all grew up in foster care. When Patty’s mother was in sixth grade, she ran away from an abusive foster parent, and her formal schooling came to a temporary halt. She fended for herself before hooking up with  Patty’s father when she was fourteen. He turned out to be physically and emotionally abusive, and Patty’s mother left him when Patty was eighteen months old and Michelle was three.

Even so, Patty’s earliest childhood memories are largely happy ones. “My mother loved to play with me,” she recalls. “One of my favorite games was ‘restaurant.’ My mother would dress up as a waitress, and we’d spend the morning making menus and coloring them in. And then when lunchtime came, she’d serve me like we were at a restaurant.”

For a couple of years, Patty attended a Catholic preschool. On weekends, she remembers her mother sometimes taking her and Michelle to the Children’s Museum or the Boston Museum of Science. And at Christmas, Patty’s mom would dress up the girls in dresses that she had hand-smocked and take them to watch The Nutcracker. “Up until I had my first communion at age seven, my mother was pretty functional,” Patty says. “That’s not to say she didn’t spank us, but we had food and clothes and got to go to the park.”

Then, almost overnight, things started to change: Instead of taking Patty to a museum, her mom would take her to a bar, Patty recalls, “and I’d sit under her table drinking Shirley Temples and coloring in my coloring books while she got trashed.”

Patty believes that her mother began using hard drugs the year that Patty entered second grade and Michelle, fourth. “That’s when she just stopped coming home,” Patty says.

Since there was no one else around to make sure that the girls were fed, bathed, and clothed, let alone nurtured, Michelle became the mommy in the household. She did the laundry, tried to keep the apartment neat, and sent Patty off to school while she stayed home and watched for their mother’s return. Patty hated school, but she knew that by going, she would at least get lunch. Even so, she missed eighty days of school that year.

Obtaining enough food was a constant problem, Patty says. Nearly every afternoon, the girls would walk over to the neighborhood Boys and Girls Club and stuff themselves with free snacks. If they got hungry later, Patty would ask a neighbor for a cup of milk and some eggs, and Michelle  would make them an omelette. Sometimes, Patty would steal a package of Twinkies or a box of macaroni and cheese from the store across the street.

The girls had been in foster care for a few months after their mother left their father, so the family had an open case with the state Department of Social Services. But their caseworker’s visits were infrequent, Patty says, and were usually announced in advance. “My mother would find out the caseworker was going to come by, and she’d come home and clean up the apartment and be the perfect mother for the day,” Patty says. “She’d prepare us for the visit, and tell us what we were supposed to say. And when the caseworker arrived, Michelle and my mom and I would be baking cookies together in the kitchen, just like a happy family. I remember wondering why she couldn’t make a surprise visit and see how we really lived.”

At one point during the year, an aunt who was alarmed by conditions in the apartment took the girls home with her for four months. When their mother promised to give up drugs, the girls returned home. But within a few weeks, she was using again, Patty says.

Finally, two months into Patty’s year in third grade, child-abuse investigators made a surprise visit to the home. “The apartment was in really bad shape,” Patty says. “There was no working shower, and the bathtub was clogged up with puke. The refrigerator wasn’t working, and all the food in it was bad. There were maggots in the sink, and dirty clothes everywhere. They told my mom, ‘The girls need to be taken now.’”

Patty recalls feeling relieved. “I was thinking, ‘OK, that means we’ll get food.’”




“Like a Vacation” 

The Department of Social Services placed the girls with an aunt for the weekend while the department looked for a longer-term placement. On a Monday morning in October 1989, Patty remembers her aunt taking her and Michelle to a meeting in an office building. Their mother was there, as well as people who seemed to be lawyers or caseworkers. So was JoAnn Villiard, a licensed foster parent for a private agency, Boston Children’s Services. 2 Villiard and her husband had been recruited to provide a temporary home for the girls while their mother attended a detoxification program.

“Everybody talked about what was going to happen,” Patty says. “My mother was really upset. But I was excited because I was told we were going to live in the country. I thought, ‘Wow, this is going to be fun. It’ll be like a vacation. My mom will get it together in a couple of weeks, and we’ll go home.’”

JoAnn Villiard and her husband, Richard, had been foster parents for fifteen years. They had raised five children of their own and had adopted two children who had come to them for foster care. The family lived in a big Cape Cod-style house on a large rural lot outside Pembroke, Massachusetts, a South Shore community of 17,000 people. Then in their forties, the couple specialized in providing temporary foster care. The Moffett girls were to stay with them for six months at the most.

Patty remembers the first dinner at the Villiards’ home as though it were yesterday. “My foster mom has this theory that on the first night a new child is with them, they need to go to some trouble and provide a real dinner,” Patty says. “She made spaghetti and meatballs, because most kids will eat that. The family also had a rule that you have to clean your plate. Well, I couldn’t eat that much food in one sitting, because I hadn’t had real food for so long. So I just sat there and cried and cried. In the end, they had to give me Jell-O.”

Patty’s mother completed the rehabilitation program. “But the second she got out, she got trashed,” Patty says. The planned six-month stay with the Villiards turned into nine months, and then a year. All told, Patty ended up staying more than four years. Today, when Patty refers to her mom and dad, it’s the Villiards she’s talking about.




“A Very Normal Childhood” 

Patty adjusted surprisingly well to the prospect of a longer stay with the Villiards. They provided the kind of supportive family life that she had previously known only through storybooks.

“I loved it there,” she says. “The house was always clean, and we had nice, big meals every night. There was an acre of woods that we could play in, a basketball court, and a swimming pool. I had friends in the neighborhood. And there was always a lot going on. They have fifteen  grandchildren, and some of them were always around. I felt like I had a family. It was a very normal childhood.”

The Villiards saw to it that Patty got to do all of the things that most kids in middle-class America get to do—play on a softball team and take lessons in tennis, swimming, dance, gymnastics, and piano. On school holidays, the whole family would pile into an RV and go camping. And on Sundays, the family attended the local Congregational Church together. “I loved it,” Patty recalls. “I was in the choir, and I was an acolyte and got to light the candles. There was a special service for children, and lots of activities during the week.”

While Patty quickly became part of the Villiard household, Michelle had a hard time adjusting. “My sister had always been in control of our household, and now she wasn’t,” Patty observes. “Michelle resented the Villiards, because she still wanted to be the one to take care of me. But they told her, ‘We want you to be a kid, too. You can look out for your sister, but you don’t have to take care of her.’ No adult had ever told her what to do before, and she had trouble with that.”

Because reunification with their mother was the court’s long-term goal for the girls, one Tuesday a month Mrs. Villiard would drive them fifty miles to Boston for a supervised meeting with her. On the other Tuesdays, she would drive them into the city for therapy.

Patty liked the visits with her mother because she usually brought presents or special food. But she hated the therapy sessions. “They were very worried about me, because I wouldn’t tell people how I was feeling, and I wasn’t doing well in school,” she says. “I remember once overhearing one of their testers tell someone else, ‘She doesn’t show emotion. Maybe she can’t love.’ It made me feel like I was going to grow up and be a psychopath.”




“We Want a Real Family” 

About two and a half years after the girls moved in with the Villiards, their mother entered another residential drug-treatment program. This one allowed the children of patients who made it past a probationary  period to come and live with them. Boston Children’s Services began allowing the girls to spend weekends with their mother, with the goal of letting them live with her when the school year ended. “The deal was that we would live with her in the program for nine months, and at the end she would get a Section 8 voucher for an apartment,” Patty remembers. “We were very excited about being able to live with her again.”

But about two weeks before the scheduled move, the girls’ mother got kicked out of the program for breaking rules. “I was really mad at my mother,” Patty says. “It really bothered me that we didn’t matter enough to her to try harder. My mom wanted to blame it on everybody else but her.”

The next week, a meeting was called to reevaluate the reunification goal for the girls. “There were like fifteen adults in the room, I guess anybody who’d ever had anything to do with our case,” Patty says. A social worker asked the girls to express their feelings about their future. They addressed their comments to their mother, telling her that they were tired of waiting for her to get her life together.

“We lived in a really nice community,” Patty says. “We had started seeing how other people were living, and we thought, ‘We deserve this.’”

“We told her, ‘Look what you’re doing to our lives. Look how many times you’ve made us excited about going back and then disappointed us. You’ve had so many chances to do what you need to do to get us back. We can’t do this any more.’”

“We told her, ‘We want a real family.’”

The court changed the permanency goal for the girls from reunification with their mother to long-term foster care.




The Sisters Are Separated 

In the fall of 1992, Patty entered sixth grade. A lackluster student previously, she blossomed that year.

“It was my favorite year in school ever, and my experience that year is why I want to be a teacher,” Patty says. “I had the best teacher, Mr. Anti. He’s the kind of teacher I want to be. He made learning fun, and he  had respect for us. We did all sorts of group learning projects, plus he individualized math and spelling, which was good for me.”

Meanwhile, Boston Children’s Services, which specialized in short-term foster care, had turned the girls’ cases over to Casey Family Services, 3 a private agency that specializes in long-term foster care. Casey, a fixture elsewhere in New England, had just opened an office in Massachusetts. Although the girls didn’t realize it at the time, the transfer of their case to a different private agency meant that they would probably have to move to a different foster home. The Villiards lived too far from Casey’s office in Lowell, Massachusetts, to make supervision feasible. Besides that, the Villiards wanted to return to their original mission of providing short-term foster care.

Patty and Michelle began meeting regularly with Ginny O’Connell, the social worker for Casey Family Services who took over their case. After spending a few months getting to know the girls, O’Connell asked each of them a sensitive question: If they couldn’t stay with the Villiards any longer, what kind of home would they want?

“Michelle and I sat down with Ginny, and she said, ‘Tell me what you want from a family,’” Patty recalls. “We each wrote down what we wanted so we wouldn’t be able to influence each other. It turned out that we wanted different things.”

“Michelle wrote that she wanted to have her own family in a nice community, and she didn’t want me to live with her. She wanted to be an only child, and she didn’t want to have any animals around. I wrote that I wanted to live with people in the country who had other kids and animals. And I wanted Michelle to live with me.”

O’Connell had already talked with the girls’ former caseworkers, their therapists, and the Villiards in an effort to figure out what kind of foster home would best meet their needs. Everyone had suggested that the sisters be separated, and the fact that the girls had stated preferences for different types of families, along with Michelle’s desire to live apart from Patty, added weight to their views.

Although foster care workers usually try to keep siblings together, that becomes less of an imperative if the relationship between the siblings is  deteriorating, as Patty and Michelle’s apparently was. “You think long and hard before you make the decision to take siblings and pull them apart,” O’Connell explains. “Everybody who knew them felt they were no longer good together. They saw a pattern developing that they didn’t like.”

Because Casey Family Services had just started operating in Massachusetts, it had few foster families lined up, so the girls continued to stay with the Villiards while O’Connell searched for families that would be right for each of them. She found a match for Michelle first. During the summer before she started ninth grade, Michelle went to live with a couple in Newburyport, Massachusetts, two hours from Pembroke.

Patty, who was emotionally dependent on Michelle, was initially devastated by the separation. Michelle had been her mainstay through years of neglect by her mother, and living apart was unimaginable. But on a subconscious level, she knew that their relationship had grown destructive, she says. And in retrospect, she agrees with the decision to separate them. “We both know it was good for us in the long run,” she says. “Once Michelle got over wanting to take care of me, we became enemies. I think it was too hard for her to switch roles. She and I were constantly fighting. I think that in some ways, maybe unconsciously, she knew that she needed to get away from me to be a kid.”

“And now, I realize that separating us wasn’t only for Michelle’s benefit. I think they were thinking about me, too, because as long as Michelle was around, I let her speak for me.”

Once Michelle left, the dynamic in the Villiard household changed. “There was incredibly less tension,” Patty recalls. “My [foster] mom and I started spending a lot of time together, because she thought I needed that. Sometimes she’d wake me up early and ask me to go out to breakfast before school, and every afternoon, she’d work with me on my piano lessons. She taught my Sunday School class, and she chaperoned a lot of my school field trips. We got very close in ways we hadn’t when Michelle was there.”

JoAnn Villiard says Patty turned into a different child without Michelle around.

“When she came to us, Patty was a very needy little girl,” she says. “She didn’t feel good about herself and felt as though no one liked her.  To a great extent, I think her sister had encouraged that, because it made Patty more dependent on her.”




A New Home for Patty 

Seven months after Michelle moved away, O’Connell found a set of foster parents who seemed perfect for Patty. The Smiths4 lived in a rural community not too different from Pembroke, but closer to the community in which Michelle was living, which would make visits between the sisters easier to arrange. Both foster parents were musicians and were eager to support Patty’s desire to continue with piano and voice lessons. They had previously been foster parents to two other children, both of whom they had adopted. Although those children were now grown and living elsewhere, the couple frequently hosted exchange students. A seventeen-year-old boy from the Ukraine would be Patty’s de facto brother.

Patty spent five weekends with the couple before she agreed to move in. “Whenever I visited, they seemed to be very supportive of the things I wanted for myself,” Patty recalls. “They said they would support my relationships with my sister and with the Villiards. The junior high school I would be going to had a renowned music department, and I was going to get music lessons and voice lessons, too. Plus I knew if I agreed to be a Casey kid, then Casey would send me to camp and help me go to college. It sounded great.”

Patty moved in with the Smiths in February 1994, midway through seventh grade. Moving out of the Villiards’ home was in many ways even more traumatizing than being removed from her mother’s custody. The first night in the new home, she cried all night long. “The very first night is the worst night you spend in a new home, because all you want is to be in your previous home,” she says.

But even after a few weeks there, Patty wasn’t happy. She missed the Villiards terribly and talked about them constantly. She said the Smiths seemed jealous of her relationship with the Villiards and told her that they thought she would adjust to the move more easily if she didn’t call or see them for a while.

“I didn’t unpack my bags for five weeks,” Patty recalls. “I was the saddest I’ve ever been in my life.”

The Smiths also weren’t as supportive as Patty had hoped concerning her desire to see her sister regularly. Since Patty and Michelle lived about fifteen miles apart, they needed their foster parents to transport them, and Patty felt that the Smiths didn’t do their fair share. To add to Patty’s misery, she didn’t get along with the exchange student.

But what bothered Patty the most was that the Smiths didn’t seem to accept her as she was. They seemed to want to play the role of Henry Higgins, with Patty playing Eliza Doolittle. “I was a tomboy, and they wanted me to wear nice clothing,” Patty says. “I played music for fun, and they wanted me to take it more seriously.” When she got bad grades, they insisted that her IQ be tested to determine whether she was retarded. “I scored at the post-college level in everything with the exception of economics,” Patty says triumphantly.

There were good times with the Smiths, to be sure—frequent outings to Boston to attend the symphony or the opera; weekend visits to Cape Cod; a two-week summer vacation in Williamsburg, Virginia, three weeks in Marco Island, Florida. “Culture-wise, it was an incredible place to live,” Patty says.

And it was largely because of the Smiths’ encouragement that Patty made great progress musically, she acknowledges. “They supported me in the Young Americans, a touring musical group, which takes a huge time commitment and costs lots of money,” she says. “And they encouraged me to play the clarinet. I was in chamber music, and the select chorus, and the drama club, and I made the district choir, too. I had so many musical activities when I lived there, and they paid for a lot of it on their own.”

But all in all, it was not a good match. O’Connell, Patty’s caseworker, remembers being summoned to the home many times to mediate disagreements between Patty and the parents. “Patty has a very strong personality, and she’s extremely opinionated,” O’Connell says. “They wanted her to be more like them, and she didn’t want to be like them. We did a lot of work together to try to make it work out.”




Another Transition 

At the Smiths’ urging, Casey Family Services agreed to pay for Patty to attend an expensive month-long summer music camp in Maine during the summer between her eighth- and ninth-grade years. Just before she left, she learned that the Smiths didn’t want her to return home after camp. They thought that attending camp would make a good transition between their home and a new foster home.

Patty was upset because she had just started to think that things might be working out at the Smiths. In addition, she had no way of knowing whether she would like the next home any better.

Even though she was worried about where she would live when camp ended, she threw herself into the daily regimen—playing clarinet in a jazz chamber group, composing a piano piece in honor of her sister, taking voice lessons, and even winning the role of Tzietel in the camp’s production of Fiddler on the Roof.

The reality of her estrangement from her foster parents set in when she learned that they weren’t coming to watch the performance, as the other performers’ parents were. “I really worked my butt off to do well at the camp, and I wanted someone there to watch me perform,” she said.

However, Patty’s previous foster parents, the Villiards, came, which mitigated her disappointment. “I was so excited when I saw them,” she says.

In her mind, they still epitomized everything that foster parents should be.




“The Worst Possible Place” 

When camp ended, Ginny O’Connell had not yet found Patty a new foster home, so she returned temporarily to the Smiths’, where she had to stay in a guest room in the basement because the couple had given a foreign visitor her old room.

As weeks passed with no new placement on the horizon and a new school year about to start, O’Connell decided that it was important to keep Patty in the same school system, even if it meant placing her with a foster mother who didn’t seem quite right for her. O’Connell placed her  in the home of Sally Jenkins,5 a specialized foster parent who had several years’ experience caring for children for another agency. Jenkins had sometimes provided weekend care for Patty while she was living with the Smiths (the foster care system calls it “respite care”).

Patty hadn’t minded staying with Jenkins on occasional weekends, since she loved playing with the animals that Jenkins kept at her farm. But she wasn’t crazy about living there for the long term. The Smiths’ household may not have been right for her, but in her mind, this one was clearly wrong. “The house was really disgusting,” Patty says. “It was cluttered, and dank and depressing. She let baby goats walk around inside.”

O’Connell admits that the home was not a good match for Patty. “I didn’t think it was the right placement, but it was the only one we had at the time,” she said. “The main good that came of it was that she was able to stay in the same school.”

Patty didn’t feel as though she had anything in common with the home’s other long-term residents, a brain-damaged adult woman and a developmentally disabled teenage girl. As Patty remembers it, she “ended up taking care of both of them.” And she felt threatened by some of the teenagers whom Jenkins took in as emergency placements for forty-five days at a time. “They were mainly kids from Lynn who were involved with gangs and used to doing all sorts of bad stuff,” Patty says. “They drank and stole from me, and threatened to beat me up. Then their behavior started rubbing off on me, and I started doing bad things, like skipping school.” That semester, she received straight Fs on her school report card.

All in all, Patty says, “It was the worst possible place they could have put me.”

One cold night in February 1996, six months after Patty had moved in, Patty and Jenkins fought. Jenkins called the emergency number for Casey Family Services and demanded that Patty be removed from her home.




“Moving Was So Hard” 

Diane and Ken Sterling,6 Patty’s next set of foster parents, had a reputation for doing well with tough kids. Like Sally Jenkins, they were licensed as specialized foster parents, which meant they had special training in  how to cope with the needs of children with emotional or medical problems. They lived eight miles from Patty’s high school and agreed to drive her back and forth until another foster home in the school district could be found for her.

When Patty arrived at their home in the middle of the night, the couple was already caring temporarily for two other children, both developmentally disabled. They also had two little boys of their own, and Diane was pregnant with a daughter.

Again, Patty felt from the start that it was the wrong place for her. “These people were used to working with very troubled teenagers,” she said. “I was sad, but I wasn’t troubled. Their home was very, very structured. Living with them was like living in a kiddie jail. They had alarms on all the windows. I had to ask permission to go to the bathroom or get a drink of water. They’d pat me down after leaving a store.”

“But the biggest problem was losing my freedom. Personal freedom was very important to me. I had grown up in a rural community and was used to being able to roam around outdoors. But they wouldn’t let me go anywhere after school. And if I was home, but out of their sight, they’d shout, ‘Patty, where are you? We need to see you.’”

“It’s not that they were bad people. That was just the way they ran their house.”

Although she wasn’t happy with the placement, Patty decided to try to make it work so she wouldn’t have to move again. “Moving was so hard for me,” she explains. Also, she began to like Diane Sterling a lot, and she adored the couple’s little boys. After a lifetime of being the little sister, she relished the role of being a big sister to boys who didn’t seem to care that she was in foster care.

Although Patty had hoped to stay in her old high school, Diane Sterling didn’t want to keep driving her there, so Patty transferred to the high school in the Sterlings’ community.

Changing schools in the middle of a school year is hard on anyone, but for someone in Patty’s position, it’s even harder. For one thing, she brought a dismal record with her from her previous school, which meant that she was put in classes for slow learners, which she felt stigmatized her. In addition, the Sterlings’ rules made it hard for her to develop a social  life. “I was allowed to walk to school and back, and that was it,” she says. “When you’re fifteen years old, you want a little more freedom than that.”

A few months into her stay, Patty began taking what she calls “freedom walks,” which usually involved skipping school. Patty’s “freedom walks” only made the Sterlings tighten their rules.

One day in the spring of 1996, Patty called Ginny O’Connell in desperation, demanding to be moved. It was one of many such calls that Patty had made to O’Connell that spring, and O’Connell tried to calm her down. “She told me, ‘You can’t keep moving every time something goes wrong,’” Patty recalls. “The whole idea of long-term foster care is staying in one home. You need to tell them how you feel and work out your problems.’”

That sounded too difficult to Patty. “I thought, ‘I can’t live this way,’” she recalls. She decided to do something that would force O’Connell to find her a different foster home. She stole a box of Exacta blades from a hardware store, went back to her room, and began cutting herself. “I thought I’d only do it a little, and that way Ginny would get the point and remove me, and Diane and Ken would get in trouble for being too strict,” she said.

But Patty cut a little too deeply, and she nicked a vein. “After I did it, I freaked out,” she said. “I had all this blood all over me. I crawled out my window and ran down the street and into the woods. I hid in the woods. I thought I was going to die, and I didn’t want to die. I just wanted to make a point.”

Patty finally left the woods to find a pay phone. She called the Casey after-hours number and reached the social worker who was on call. “I told her that I was sorry for leaving the house, and that I was going to go back,” Patty says. “The bleeding had stopped, and I was really sorry I’d done it. I thought I could hide it.”

Then she walked home and tried to sneak up to her room. Mrs. Sterling called the police.




“The Longest Night” 

The police took Patty to an emergency room, where a doctor stitched up her wound and gave her intravenous fluids. She spent the night at North  Shore Emergency Services, a crisis-screening center. “It was the longest night of my life,” Patty says. “I was really scared about what was going to happen. I knew I was causing a lot of trouble for people who cared about me—my sister, the Villiards, and Ginny.”

The next morning, O’Connell met with a social worker for the state Department of Social Services, which had legal custody of Patty, although Casey managed her case. Because Patty had a self-inflicted injury in her recent history, the state worker wanted to have her committed to a psychiatric hospital. “I didn’t actually try to kill myself, but to everyone else, it seemed that way,” Patty said. O’Connell thought that Patty wasn’t suicidal and that a less restrictive environment would be more appropriate. In the end, the social workers compromised and sent Patty to a Community Intervention Program—an inpatient diagnostic program where her mental health status could be evaluated. The center agreed to admit her for forty-five days.

Patty was initially worried about going there but ended up really liking it. “It was structured, but it was fun,” she said. “I really liked being around the other kids who were there. And they kept us really busy. We played mini golf, and went bowling and to the movies, and I didn’t have to go to school. I was one of the most functional, so the staff really liked me.”

Although Patty depicts her stay there as one fun outing after another, O’Connell recalls it being a period of intense emotional upset for her. “She had a lot of new memories of past abuse,” O’Connell says. “She was really dealing with a lot.”

At the end of the forty-five-day assessment period, the staff recommended that Patty be transferred into a residential treatment program, where she could get more therapy than in a foster home. “I didn’t disagree,” O’Connell says. “She hadn’t been doing well in school, and things hadn’t been going well in the foster home.”




“I Decided to Change” 

Because Patty was no longer in a Casey foster home, O’Connell had no formal role in her life anymore. It was up to state workers, who had only met Patty recently, to decide where she lived. “I had no say whatsoever  about where she would go,” O’Connell says. “I tried to influence the state worker’s decision so that Patty would at least be placed close to her sister or the Villiards, and the answer was, ‘She’ll go where there’s an opening.’”

The only residential program that had an opening was not on O’Connell’s list of places likely to be good for Patty. As Patty describes it, “It was a group home filled with kids with extreme anger management problems. I got beat up in this home all the time, once in a group therapy session.”

Patty was the only resident permitted to attend the local public high school, which became the third high school she attended in two years. But she found herself stigmatized because of where she lived. And because she had done so poorly in school the previous year, she was repeating ninth grade, which was humiliating. (Children in foster care are twice as likely to have to repeat a grade than children in intact families.)

That fall, she developed an ulcer. “Every time I ate something, I’d end up on the floor crying with pain,” she says. And in November, she had to have surgery to correct her amblyopia because it was impairing her sight. The recovery was more difficult than expected, and because of that, in addition to the problems she had had adjusting to the local high school, Patty began receiving her schooling at the group home.

Meanwhile, even though O’Connell was no longer Patty’s caseworker, she was working behind the scenes to get her transferred to a different group home. “Patty didn’t have a strong advocate in the Department of Social Services because her case had changed offices so many times,” O’Connell says. “I thought it was important to stay involved. I finally got an audience with the area director of the Department of Social Services. I told him how this kid was being scapegoated at this place, and that she’d actually been hurt by another resident because of something she’d said in group therapy. He finally told me, ‘If you can find her another place, we’ll pay for it.’”

O’Connell’s task wasn’t easy. “At the time, Patty was very off-putting,” she says. Patty dressed like an urban gang member, talked disrespectfully to most adults, and was on the verge of flunking ninth grade for the second time. In other words, she wasn’t likely to strike an intake worker at a group home as a good prospect.

However, the director of The New England Home for Little Wanderers in Waltham decided to take a chance on her. The home had been founded in 1865 to care for children orphaned by the Civil War but in the twentieth century had switched to providing services to abused and neglected children. In March 1997, Patty moved in. She liked it from the start.

“The people who ran this group home were really on top of things,” she says. “They had lots of great activities for us, and they did a lot to prepare us for independent living. We did our own laundry, and cooked dinner once a week, and made our own doctor’s appointments. I loved living at Waltham house. It was like a constant party. Plus they let me get a job at McDonald’s, and let me visit the Sterlings on weekends.” (By this time, Mrs. Sterling had given birth to a little girl, and Patty was in heaven whenever she was around her.)

Moving to The Little Wanderers Home had meant enrolling in a new high school, her fourth in two years. But this time, Patty loved the school. Although she was still in danger of failing ninth grade, the principal of Waltham High School cut her a deal.

“He told me that if I earned mostly As in the final quarter of the school year, he would let me go on to tenth grade,” she says. So she did. “There was no way my pride was going to let me do ninth grade a third time,” she says indignantly. “I wasn’t a dumb kid.”

Besides being her best academic period since sixth grade, this was also the year in which Patty came into her own socially. With her wandering eye corrected, she no longer needed to wear the thick lenses that had been prescribed to tame it, and she stopped being embarrassed by her appearance. Without glasses, she looked like a young Cybill Shepherd. “Before, I had been a real ugly duckling, and now people started to tell me I was pretty,” she says.

To her amazement, she also began making friends. “I think it’s because I decided to change,” she says.




“I Had Grown Up Overnight” 

As Patty blossomed, it became clear to her caseworkers that she no longer needed the highly structured—and expensive—environment of a  group home. Both the state caseworker and O’Connell thought that she was ready to live with a foster family again. Casey Family Services took over primary responsibility for Patty once again, and the Sterlings agreed to take her back into their home.

But Patty agonized over whether she should return there or try a new family. “I really loved the kids and the mom,” Patty says. “While I was living at the Waltham Home, I spent a lot of weekends with them, and the mom and I became almost like sisters. But the dad was really strict, so I told Ginny the only way I was going to move back was if the Sterlings signed a contract with me, and they agreed. So we all signed a nice little contract that said there were basically no rules if I did my chores and kept up my grades. Plus I’d have my own room, and there wouldn’t be an alarm on my windows.”

“I didn’t need all that structure and supervision any more. I had grown up overnight. I was very responsible.”

Because Patty was now more motivated academically and doing well in school, Casey Family Services agreed to pay her tuition at a private school. In November 1997, she enrolled in tenth grade at St. Mary’s High School, a Catholic school in Lynn, about a half hour by train from the Sterlings’ home. St. Mary’s was to be her fifth and final high school.




An Extended Honeymoon 

St. Mary’s was about as different from Patty’s previous high schools as could be. Founded in 1881 by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, it is a serious college preparatory school with an annual tuition, in 1997, of about $8,000. If any other students were in foster care, Patty didn’t know it.

The first week there, she called O’Connell every day to say she hated it. “She’d call me and say things like, ‘This is the stupidest school,’” O’Connell recalls. “‘Why did you send me here?’ I’d remind her that she picked it, and that I had gone to a lot of trouble to get her in and to get Casey to pay for it. I told her to give it some time.”

O’Connell also called Vice Principal Carl DiMaiti and asked him to try to ease the way for Patty. He called Patty into his office, and the two  of them hit it off. “He is the single nicest man I’ve ever met,” Patty says of DiMaiti. “I loved him, and he loved me.”

And then Patty met a boy, which made any complaints she had about St. Mary’s irrelevant. Like Patty, he was an outsider, not because he was in foster care but because he wasn’t a jock. Tall and good-looking, he spent his free time watching classic movies instead of driving around looking for parties. Within weeks of meeting, he and Patty were virtually inseparable. “He’s so charismatic,” Patty says. “His face lights up when he talks.”

Meanwhile, at home with the Sterlings, things were going well, too. “I helped out a lot with the kids,” Patty says. The Sterlings were also living up to their end of the bargain with Patty. “I had a lot of freedom,” Patty says. “They realized that I needed to be treated like I was human and given some credit for making good decisions.”

Patty got through her sophomore year and most of her junior year with no major problems. It was the longest period of stability in her life since she’d lived with the Villiards.




“The Worst Decision . . . in My Life” 

In the spring of her junior year, however, Patty’s home life began to deteriorate. The Sterlings were having marital problems, and there was a lot of tension in the household. Patty wanted to move, but O’Connell didn’t have another foster family to offer her.

An argument at the Sterlings in March 1999 forced the issue. Patty and another youth who lived there had come home one evening and found themselves locked out. “The rule of the house was that foster kids don’t get keys, which meant we couldn’t get in if we came home when no one was there,” Patty explains. “Well, it was dark and cold, and we didn’t want to wait outside, so Mark broke a window so we could get in. When the dad got home, he hit the roof.”

Patty called the emergency number for Casey Family Services and said she needed to be moved immediately. The social worker on call told her that O’Connell was on vacation and that Patty would have to wait for her to return to request a move. Patty didn’t listen to her.

“I made the worst decision I ever made in my life,” Patty says. “I moved back in with my mother.”




Yet Another Move 

Patty’s relationship with her mother had run hot and cold throughout her years in foster care. In her early teens, she had looked forward to their monthly visits largely because she also got to see her sister. Later, when she and Michelle became old enough to arrange to see each other independently, the scheduled visits became less important, and Patty sometimes skipped them.

At the time of the altercation at the Sterlings’ house, Patty and her mother were getting along. Her mother was living in the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of Boston with a man who had a good job, didn’t use drugs, treated her well, and liked Patty. Patty persuaded herself that she and her mother could live together amicably. After all, Patty would be home only a few hours a day, because it would take two hours each way, by subway and train, to get back and forth to school. And on weekends, she could stay with an aunt or with her boyfriend’s family.

Almost from the start, however, Patty and her mother did not get along. “She was still a drug addict,” Patty says. “She would steal the grocery money and sneak out in the middle of the night and do drugs. She’d come home drunk or doped up, and I would have to pick her up off the floor, and drag her to bed. She disgusted me. We fought every day.”

When O’Connell returned from vacation, she suggested that Patty move into a supervised independent living program with several other youth in their late teens. “I went and looked at it and decided I couldn’t live there,” Patty says. “It was in a bad neighborhood, and it was too crazy a program. They expected you to work full-time and go to school full-time and spend a lot of time with their therapist.”

Then O’Connell found a prospective foster home in Groveland, Massachusetts, almost thirty miles from Patty’s school. Patty said no to this option, too. “I would have loved living there, but I would have had to take a Greyhound bus to school,” Patty says.

A third alternative was for Patty to move back in with the Villiards, who were willing to take her. But they lived forty miles from Patty’s school, so she would have had to transfer to a sixth high school. And it would have been almost impossible for her to continue to see her boyfriend.

In Patty’s mind, she had no alternative but to stay with her mother.




Senior Year 

Because of her chaotic home life, Patty’s senior year was even more stressful than for most teens. Just before school started, Patty’s mother told her she would have to pay rent if she wanted to continue living with her. Outraged, Patty moved in with her boyfriend’s family. She stayed there for three months and then decided that her presence was creating tension between family members and jeopardizing her relationship with her boyfriend.

She moved back in with her mother, and to satisfy her mother’s demand that she pay room and board, she took a part-time job in a movie theater. The situation at home was no better than before. “She was doing drugs again,” Patty said. “She’d disappear for weeks at a time. I decided I just had to suck it up. Her boyfriend wanted to kick her out, but he didn’t, because he wanted me to be able to finish high school.”

To add to her stress, attending five different high schools had left her short of the credits she needed to graduate. As a result, she had to take two extra math courses in addition to a heavy senior load, which included an Advanced Placement class in English. O’Connell arranged for outside tutors, at Casey’s expense. “There was a very real question about whether she was going to pass her senior year,” O’Connell says, “and a lot of the problem was the stress of living with her mother.”

The college admission process was yet another source of stress. Without a parent who could help her with it, Patty had to rely more than most students on the two guidance counselors at St. Mary’s. O’Connell tried to play a parental role, taking Patty to an informational session about financial aid options and filling out the federal financial aid form for her.

“A lot of foster kids have great foster parents that they can rely on,” O’Connell notes. “After she left the Villiards, Patty really didn’t have that. And with all the times Patty had to move, she didn’t have anyone  else who could be her anchor. I felt that this was a kid who could benefit from a stable relationship. If I didn’t take her to the financial aid meeting, how was she going to get there? If I didn’t take her to her sister’s graduation, who was going to do it?

“These are important rituals in a child’s life. There was no one else to make sure she got to experience them, so I decided to be the one.”

Fortunately, Patty already had a career goal: to become a teacher. And she knew that she had to go to school in Massachusetts to qualify for the $6,000 annual grant that Massachusetts was planning to begin offering to all foster care alumni who attended in-state schools. Then she drew up a list of about eight Massachusetts schools that offered teaching training programs.

She was particularly attracted to Emmanuel College, a small girls’ school in Boston that had been founded by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, the same religious order that founded her high school. She’d been going there on field trips since she started at St. Mary’s and knew that she’d feel comfortable there. Also, she could live in a dorm, which meant she could get away from her mother.

Patty was so busy her senior year that most of her memories of it are foggy. “I barely made it through the year,” she recalls. “I had to take all those extra courses to make sure I’d have enough credits to graduate. Plus, I was working nearly full-time. I had to save up for college, since I didn’t know if I was going to get a scholarship.”

In addition to her sister and mother, the audience at her graduation on June 1, 2000, contained the people who are most important in her life, her “constructed family”: the Villiards, her boyfriend’s family, and Ginny O’Connell.

“Graduating from high school was the biggest thing I’ll ever do,” Patty says. “Even if I go on to get a Ph.D., my high school diploma will still be my biggest accomplishment.”




On to College 

Following the stress of her senior year, the summer afterward was relatively carefree. Patty continued to live with her mother and her mother’s  boyfriend and work at the movie theater. She spent weekends either with the Villiards or with her boyfriend’s family. “I spent as much time elsewhere as I could,” she recalls. She could hardly wait to go off to college, although the prospect also terrified her.

Late in August 2000, Patty moved into a dormitory at Emmanuel College. Emmanuel had offered Patty a generous financial aid package, including a scholarship. Combined with a scholarship from Casey and the expected grant of $6,000 from the state, it meant she would need to borrow only $1,500. (At the last minute, the state grant failed to materialize, so Casey kicked in more money and borrowed an additional $3,000.)

Most children who grow up in foster care are totally on their own when it comes to patching together the financial resources to pay for college. Only a dozen or so states waive the tuition for emancipated youth who attend state schools or local community colleges. And there’s not enough other help available for the costs of room and board, books, and health insurance, let alone incidentals like toiletries, ink cartridges for computers, transportation, and entertainment. Patty was fortunate that Casey Family Services is committed to making sure that the children to whom it provides foster care aren’t disadvantaged when they go off to college. Besides paying for her room and board, books, and health insurance, Casey gave Patty a generous monthly allowance for personal expenses.

Patty knows that she couldn’t have attended a four-year college without the agency’s continuing support and is grateful for it. “Casey is treating me better than lots of parents treat their kids when they go off to college,” she says. “They’ve really given me a sense of financial and emotional security.”

In return for the support from Casey, Patty is expected to take her education seriously. She must work part-time and save money for the future. During both of the summers since she began college, she’s worked between thirty and forty hours a week, one summer at a children’s learning store and the next at a day-care center.

“Casey helps me, but they also make it clear that I have some responsibilities, too,” she notes. “If I don’t do what I’ve agreed to do, they’ll stop supporting me.”




On the Fast Track 

Although transitions had often unnerved her in the past, Patty adjusted quickly to both dorm life and the academic rigors of college. She joined the school choir and the History Club, and was selected to serve on the Program Council, which oversees student activities.

Because she had scored a 700 on her verbal SAT and also performed well on her Advanced Placement test in English literature, Emmanuel gave her credit for two college-level English classes. She piled up additional credits by taking five classes rather than the customary four during several semesters and by attending summer school between her sophomore and junior years. As a result, she’s planning to finish all the course work for her bachelor’s degree in three and a half years instead of four and then enroll immediately in a master’s program.

Why the rush? “I want to spend what would be my fourth year in college in a graduate program,” she explains. “That way, I’ll be able to get a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in five years. As much as I love the idea of teaching, I hate school. I want to get out in the real world.”

Patty’s goal is to teach sixth grade. Sometimes she even daydreams about teaching in the elementary school that she attended during her first four years in foster care. To that end, she’s already collecting supplies for the classroom she hopes to preside over. “I’ve spent a lot of my own money going to yard sales and buying materials for a classroom,” she says. “I have a closet full of six hundred children’s books that I either read when I was little or heard were good.”




“More Than a Foster Child” 

Many people who grow up in foster care never get over it. Forever after, they blame every setback in their lives on the fact that they grew up in foster care. Patty had bad experiences in foster care, to be sure. But rather than dwell on them, she prefers to remember the positive experiences that foster care made possible.

“If I had been left with my mom, I’d probably have starved to death,” she says. “And if we’d have been allowed to go back, by now I’d  be pregnant, or in jail, or dead. That’s what’s happened to just about all of the kids we grew up with.”

“Living in seven different homes during high school, yes, that was hard. Yes, it meant I had to go to five different schools. Yes, crap happened. But there are other foster kids who move every forty-five days, who get stuck with a really horrible foster family and get abused, who don’t have anyone helping them go to college.”

“Having to move so many times meant that I learned a lot about other people. I got to pick and choose what I wanted from each family I was exposed to. I’ve been able to take the things I like and discard the things I don’t like. And all the people I’ve met, even those I didn’t like, have made me a better person. I don’t feel like I’ve had a bad life.”

A key to Patty’s success is surely the depth of the relationships she’s forged with people whom she’s met along her path to adulthood, especially her first foster parents, JoAnn and Richard Villiard. More than seven years after she moved out of their home, she still calls them Mom and Dad. She spends weekends with them every chance she gets. It’s because of the Villiards, she says, that she has “very, very fond memories of being a little girl.”

“They’re going to be the grandparents to my children,” she adds.

Another key to her success has been the continuing support of Ginny O’Connell, her Casey Family Services caseworker for all but a few months since she was twelve years old. “I don’t even remember the names of the caseworkers we had before Ginny,” Patty says. “Every time my mother moved, we got a new worker, and my mother moved a lot.”

“Ginny was different. Once I started moving around, she was the only consistent influence in my life. I saw her all the time. She came to my recitals, my concerts, my birthday parties, and all my visits with my mom and my sister. She made it a point to get to know my therapist very well, and a teacher that I really liked a lot in junior high. And then when I got involved with my boyfriend, she spent a lot of time getting to know him.”

“She’s really had a hand in raising me. After my sister, she’s the next person I call whenever I’m excited about something in my life. She  really cares about me. She’s more interested in my life than my birth mother is.”

Even now, O’Connell treats Patty to lunch or dinner once or twice a month. “And we’ll spend an evening together gabbing,” Patty says. “I love to talk, and she’s a good listener. I know it’s her job to check in on me, but she makes me feel like she really cares. She makes me feel like I’ve been more than a foster child to her. I’m also her friend.”

At any given time, O’Connell has eight or ten other Pattys in her caseload. She says she tries to give them all the attention they need, even if it means giving up her weekend to drive them to sleep-away camp. “Casey is a small agency, and when kids come into the program, we tell them that we’re going to be there for them, whatever happens,” she says. “We strive to provide the continuity in their lives that they haven’t had before.”




Postscript 

Patty’s job in the summer of 2003 confirmed her career choice. She worked with fourth graders as a special ed teacher at the Italian Home for Children, a residential and day treatment center for emotionally disturbed children. “It was so much more rewarding than working with normal kids, but it was also so much harder,” she said. “I had only ten kids in my classroom, and it felt like forty. They had a lot of problems, but I loved them, and I was heartbroken when I had to leave.”

For her final semester as an undergraduate at Emmanuel, she moved into an on-campus apartment with two other seniors. Through the fall of 2003, she was interning as a student teacher in a fourth-grade classroom in Dorchester. “When they asked me what age of children I wanted, I said, ‘Anything but fourth grade,’ because there are so many classroom management problems with that age,” she said. “So they gave me fourth grade. I wasn’t happy about it at first, but now but I love my kids. I think these kids will be perfect the second half of this year.”

Patty finished her undergraduate casework in December 2003 and began a four-semester master’s program at Simmons College in January 2004. “I think I should try to be the best teacher I can be,” she said. “Part  of that is getting the know-how you need to be good. You get a lot of theory in undergraduate courses, and more on the art of teaching in grad school. I think it’s important.” Besides working on her master’s degree, she is working full time as a nanny. She hopes to line up a full-time job as a teacher in the fall of 2004.

Because Emmanuel doesn’t offer a midyear commencement, Patty received her degree on May 8, 2004, with the class with which she entered college. In the audience her mother and sister and a few aunts or two, along with her “constructed family”—her boyfriend and his mother and sister; her former caseworker, Ginny O’Connell; and her first foster parents, Mom and Dad Villiard. Without their support during her transition from foster care, Patty says she doesn’t know what would have happened to her.

JoAnn Villiard says that Patty gives other people too much credit for her success. “It’s her own inner strength,” Villiard says. “Some people have this inner thing that can pull them up and out of a bad situation. Others will just give in to it.”

“Yes, she’s had a lot of support from the outside, but it wouldn’t have gotten her to where she is today if she didn’t want to do it herself.”






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_003_tab.gif
Mean Months
Median Morths.

Less than 1 Morih
1-5 Months

6-11 Months.
12-17 Months
18-23 Months
24-29 Months
30-35 Months
34Yss

5¥rs.or More

El
18

5%
18%
16%
12%
9%

5%
12%
16%

23950
93,900
84,110
63,640
45,850
35,860
27,030
64810
93920





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_012_tab.gif
(Table A.11 continued from previous page)

24-29 Months 6% 16770
30-35 Months 5% 12650
3-4¥is. 0% 27770

5Yrs.or More % 24110





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_013_tab.gif
Reunifcaton with Parent() or Primary Caretakerf) 5% 151770

Living with Other Relatve(s) 1% 30570
Adopton 8% 49340
Emancipation 8% 21720
Guardanship 4% 10700
Transfer to Another Agency 2% 6420
Runaway 2% 4070
Death of Chid 0% 570

‘NoTE: Deaths are attibutable o a variety of auses,including liness,accdents, and homicide.





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_004_tab.gif
Reunifywith Parent() or ricipal Cartakers)
Live with Other Relativels)

Adoption

Long-Term Foster Care:

Emancipation

Guardanship

Case Plan Goal Not Vet Establishert

8%
5%
20%
%
%
%
10%

246,650
24090
103,460
43250
31,370
15470
48530





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_022_r1.gif
Alabama 1563344 Montana 500,000

Neska 524629 Nebraska 1,553,057
Aizona 1991020 Nevada 567,636
Akansas. 51 NewHampshie 500,000
Calfornia 25012729 New Jersey 3208993
Calorado 2251277 New Mexico 540,060
Comecticut 1733849 New York 11,585,958
Delaware 500,000 Noth Caroina 2,451,871
Dist. of Co. 1,091,992 North Dakota 500,000
Forida 7889242 Orio 4969.320
Georgia 3506787 Okhoma 2364432
Hawai 763,027 Oregon 2412523
Idaho 500,000 Pennsyiania 5598104
Hinois 5556956 Pueto Rico 2124039
Indiana 2268567 Rhode lsand 600,238
owa 1288685 South Carolina 1,258,597
Kansas 1486707 South Dakota 500,000
Kentucky 1773196 Temessee 2439784
Lovisana 1358131 Texas 5,706,887
Maine .27 Ueh 522829
Maryland 2962870 Vermont 500,000
Massachusetls 3242415 Vigiia 1812029
Michigan 5497293 Washington 2,161,762
Mimesota 1887123 WestViginia 1,046,430
Mississppi 723166 Wisconsin 2012108
Missour 3090942 Wyoring 500,000

Total  $144,033,280






OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_005_tab.gif
AUAN Non-Hispanic 2% 10260

Asian Non-Hispanic % 3280
Black Non-Hispanic: 3% 184480
Haveiian/PINon-Hispanic 3 1540
Hispanic 7% 91040
White Non-Hispanic 3% 203920
Unknown/Unable to Determine ™ 13360

“Two or More Races Non-Hispanic £ 14310

Nors: Using US. Bureau of the Census standards, chidren of Hispanic origin may be of any.
ace. Beginning n isal year 2000, children could receive more than ane race designation.





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_001_tab.gif
Mean Y.
Median Yis.

Under 1Y
1-5 Y.
6-10Ys.
11-15¥is,
16-18¥is,

19 or More ¥,

102
109

5%
2%
21%
0%
18%

2%

25070
129470
108500
154970
93810
9690





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
ONTHEIR OWN

WHAT HAPPENS TO KIDS
WHEN THEY AGE OUT OF
THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM?

MARTHA SHIRK & GARY STANGLER
With a Foreword by JIMMY CARTER

BAsiC

AMember of the Perseus Books Grou;





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_016_r1.gif
o s S Aomeny
REGGIE KELSEY

%

February 14, 1983 - Minacapols, Minnsora

Ny 28,2001 - D Mioes,lowa






OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_002_tab.gif
Pre-Adoptive Home
Foster Famiy Home (Relative)
FosterFaly Home (Non-Relative)
Group Home

Instution

Supervised Independent Lving
Runaway

“Tral Home Vist

5%
2%
%
9%
10%
1%
%
%

24,650
121,030
239810

45700

51370

5570

10860

19,700





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_008_tab.gif
AUAN Non-Hispanic 2% 6750

Asian Non-Hispanic: 1% 2640
Black Non-Hispanic 7% 80300
Hawaian/P| Non-Hispanic % 1110
Hispanic: 7% 51180
White NonHispanic: 46% 137340

Unknown/Urable toDetermine 3% 7,830
T or More Races NonvHispanic 3% 9,010

NOTE: Using US. Bureau of the Census standards,children of Hispanic origin may be of any.
ace. Beginning i fiscal year 2000, children could receive more than one race desgnation.





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_020_r1.gif
Entry Age Entiy Age

12 Years or Under 12 Years or More Tota"

Nomber_% Number_% Number
abama. 6 6% w0 3% 103
aska 9 19% 39 8% 48
Arzona 04 2% 5 77% 50
Adkansas 2% 15% 7 8% 172
Calforna 155 35% 2933 65% 4489
Colorado a7 19% 05 81% 252
Connecticut 14 2% 29 7% 53
Delaware 5 1% 0 8% a6
Distctof Columbia 5 2% 0 80% 257
Florida 203 3% 606 67% 900"
Georgia 16 29% 0 7% 56
Havaii 19 16% 102 8% 121
daho 9 2% 3B 80% “
Hlinois 506 3% 80 6% 1,360"
Indana 10 3% 182 62% 204"
lova 45 18% 04 8% 249
Kansas 29 19% 120 81% 149
Kentucky 32 4% 200 86% 232
Loisiana 7 4%% 151 51% 298
Maine 4 2% 1no7em 15
Maryind 78 3% 152 66% 230
Massachusetts 195 2% a2 76% 557
Michigan 135 2% 426 76% 564"
Mimesota 13 21% 43 78% 527"
Mississippi 2 3% 0 65% 62
Missouri 279 4% 21 5% 600

“Because of missing data on age of entry,the total number of the youth who emandpate in
each stae s sometimes more than the sum of the two colums.

**Missing data make these figures suspect.





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_015_r1.gif





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_001_r1.jpg
ONTHEIR OWN

WHAT HAPPENS TO KIDS
WHEN THEY AGE OUT OF
THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM?

MARTHA SHIRK & GARY STANGLER
With a Foreword by JIMMY CARTER

BASIC

BOOKS
A Member of the Perseus Books Group





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_009_tab.gif
Mean Yis
Median Y.

Under 111,
1-5¥is.
6-10Ys.
11-15¥rs,
16-18 s,
19 0r More s

99
100

5%
28%
21%
24%
20%

%

12630
79790
59540
66790
55790

6200





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_006_tab.gif
Mae 3% 274820
Female 48% 248150





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_010_tab.gif
AUAN Non-Hispanic 2% 5720

Asian Non-Hispanic: 1% 2620
Black Non-Hispanic 9% 82420
Hawaian/| Non-Hispanic 0% 970
Hispanic 16% 45890
White Non-Hispanic: 6% 127680

Unkiown/Unable toDetermine 3% 7,260
T or More Races NonvHispanic 3% 8,080

NOTE: Using US. Bureau of the Census standards,children of Hispanic origin may be of any.
ace. Beginning i fiscal year 2000, children could receive more than one race dsignation.





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
ONTHEIR OWN






OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_021_r1.gif
Entry Age. Entry Age.

12 Years or Under 12 Yoars o ore Totar

Rlmber % Rhmber % umber
Montana 7 19% D) £
Nebraska 1s0% 1os0% 2
Nevada 1s0% 1s0% 2
New Hampshire 2% 6% 3 s 57
New Jrsey % 25 70% 07
New Mexco 2% 100% 2
NewYork 6% 85 54% 1.568"
North Caroina 79 2 198 71% 27
North Dakota 8 100% 3
Oio 21 2% 95 7% 1.028"
Okahoma 15 28% a7 6o B3
Oregon ) 8 5% 17
Pennsyiania a7 % e 68
Rhode sand 1% A 3
St Carolina 102 3% 169 62% o7
South Dakota 5 2% 18 78% 2%
Temesseo 106 18% 90 o 59
Teras 19 53 172 41% 35
Uah B 10% 154 90% 72
Vermont 18 28% a7 T 65
Vignia 62 0% a9 70% 50
Washingion 01 0% 21 6% e
WestViginia 0 3% 57 66% 87
Wisconsin 4 en 20 79% 254
Wioming 5 1% 3 a6 E3
Total 6057 3% 12010 68% 19011





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_007_tab.gif
Mean Y.
Median Ys.

Under 1Y,
1-5¥is.
6-10Ys.
11-15¥es.
16-18¥rs.
19.0r ore Y.

84
83

14%
2%
0%
2%
1%

0%

42910
77820
58490
85310
32350

140





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_018_r1.gif





OEBPS/mart_9780786722020_oeb_011_tab.gif
Mean Months
Median Months.

Less than 1 Morth
1-5 Months

6-11 Months.
12-17 Months
18-23 Months

27
19

18%
16%
16%
2%

8%

51,120
45810
44870
33720
23290





