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Foster teens create center to help transition to adulthood
MICHELLE LOCKE

Associated Press
NAPA, Calif. - The day he turned 18, Mitch Findley signed a piece of paper declaring he was no longer a ward of the state. After years in the foster care system, he was on his own.

"I didn't really know what to expect," said Findley, who reached legal age last July. "I didn't really have anybody to talk to about what was going to happen."

The possibilities are frightening. National surveys indicate up to one-fourth of foster youth who leave care at age 18 are homeless within a year.

Which is why Findley and a group of other young people are building their own bridge to adulthood by creating a center designed to help foster youth make the leap to independence.

The center, called V.O.I.C.E.S (Voice Our Independent Choices for Emancipation Support), aims to give foster youth the tools for independent living, from helping them get settled in apartments to setting them up with bus passes to get to work or school.

The center, housed in a downtown Napa office, is unusual in that it is led by foster youth, important when trying to reach a population that has spent years being ordered about by adults.

"What is really exciting about it is that these are young adults who previously were in foster care, so they know what the issues that they had to live through are," said Karen Grace-Kaho, California's state ombudsman for foster care.

V.O.I.C.E.S began when a number of Napa County officials from child welfare, juvenile probation, two mental health agencies and the county school superintendent's office sought a better way to connect foster youth with state and federal transition help. On the Move, an organization that develops youth-led community projects, recruited a team of 10 young people, including Mitch and his sister, Katie Findley.

Adult coaches were available for assistance, but the team did the heavy lifting, meeting in pizza parlors and coffee shops, where they mapped out a blueprint for the center, wrote pitches for funds and found office space. They started with $180,000 in seed money from various sources, raised another $100,000 and threw a grand opening late last year that drew 250 people.

The group hit a setback when winter floods struck in January, but was soon back at work, ripping out ruined carpeting and scraping off mud.

The center, which has a year's funding of about $150,000, is open six days a week and was serving about 40 young people in its first few weeks, with the goal of expanding to 100.

Young employees work 10-25 hours a week, at wages ranging from $8.75 to $10.50, and a full-time adult coach offers advice and coordinates efforts.

The system is simple, with foster youth "basically giving us their story and from there we find out how we can help them," Mitch Findley said.

The big issues are housing, transportation, education and employment.

Bus passes help clients get to school or work. Financial aid forms - and help in filling them out - help smooth a path to college.

The group is working on a program to house 18 young people in apartments starting in July. First, they have to raise money that the county can use to match state funds.

The idea is to taper subsidies until the youths are independent and have an established renting history.

Nationally, about 20,000 foster youth turn 18 annually. Some, often with the support of their foster parents or relatives, start college or job training.

But for others, the transition is rockier.

"What are we thinking when we put 18-year-olds on the street? We're not thinking about their well-being," said Robin Nixon, executive director of the National Foster Care Coalition. "We should be offering unconditional support until at least age 21."

Some teens find themselves summarily evicted. Other foster parents may want to help but find themselves unable to once payments stop or hampered by licensing laws requiring them to provide a separate bedroom for a teen who's legally an adult.

Meanwhile, the prospect of independence can be inviting, said Karen Jorgenson, executive director of the National Foster Parents Association.

"These kids have been controlled for so long that it isn't the foster parents kicking them out. It's them leaving," she said.

The 18-year-old cutoff is a legal issue - no one can force an adult into foster care - as well as a funding constraint, experts say. It also was set some years ago, when young people commonly moved away from home much sooner than they do today, noted Mark Courtney, director of the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago.

There have been efforts in recent years to extend services to foster youth, although the amount of assistance and oversight varies from state to state. In California, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger recently signed a number of foster care reforms including a bill raising the age foster youth can seek transitional-housing assistance to 24.

A long-term study of foster youth being conducted by Chapin Hall looked at more than 600 young people in three states, including Illinois, which is unusual in that it gives foster youth the option of staying in care until age 21. Researchers compared foster youth who stayed in care after age 18 with those who didn't and found the latter were significantly more likely to be unemployed and homeless, had poorer health care and were more likely to have had a brush with the law.

The staff at V.O.I.C.E.S aims to defy those odds.

"Teenagers tend to get along better with other teenagers, sometimes it's kind of hard for them to talk to adults," said founding member Nicole Felton. "When they come here they're going to be talking to kids their age who can help them out and really just be there by their side and actually look at them."
