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Older foster children aren’t prepared for adulthood By Lisa Kaiser

When most individuals turn 15, they feel
liberated. They re able to live on their own,
be rid of theit parents, vote and make their
owrny decigions,

But when chuldren in foster care turn 1 &,
theit mdependence 15 more complicated. The
checks to the foster parents end, which
means that many foster children are forced
out of the house before they're ready, some
into homelessness or unsafe lving situations.
Finatirial support ends, too, and so does
health care coverage. What also disappears
are all of the little things that young adults
depend on while they transition into adult-
hood—coming home to do laundry, eat free
meals, celebrate holidays, borrow money ot
a cat, ot to get advice about and support for
college or a job.

“WWhen I was 18 [ was told to leave,” said
Tames & Pekral, who grew up i a foster
home atid is now a foster parent to two boys.
“Twas scared. [ didn’™ know where [ was
goitng to bve. [ didn’™t have a job or a di-
ploma. Within 24 hours my life changed”™
LiIuch like Peknal, many children “aging out”™
of foster care are not equipped to handle
sudden mdependence. According to areport
developed by the Cluldren’s Aid Society in
New Vork, “Without family or any other
dependable adults to rely on for assistance,
these young people are, not surprisingly, at
high risk ofhomelessness, joblessness, ill-
ness, incatrceration, welfare dependency,
eatly childbeanng and sexal and physical
victimization ™

Aging Out of Milwaukee's Fosier Care
Foster care in Milwaukee 15 a wotk i pro-
gress. The state took owver the system in 1995
i resporse to alawsut, but problems re-
main. According to arecent study, a sigmifi-
cant percentage of children in Milwaukee’s
foster care are placed in multiple homes,
suffer abusge from or are neglected by their
foster parents and aren’™ getting the health
sorestungs they need,

Children aging out of thus system are finding
challenges outside of it. The Department of

Health and Human Services found that in
Wiaconsity, two-thirds of foster children left
the system at 17 and many became parents at
at eatly age, or wete homeless or thcarcer-
ated.

“The Bureau of Milwaukee Child Welfare
recogrizes that although youths may be leav-
g our cate as a child welfare agency, they
ate still i need of support and services"
aaid Detdge Fewvels Robhinsot, ditector of the
Burean of Milwaukee Child Welfare.
"Contections to cating adults and supportire
otgatizations and communities are essertial
i contitnang to help them make the transi-
tion to independence.”

FPekril said the lack of preparation or proper
gudance from a foster parent or mentor
bodes 1l for older foster chuldren. *You take
them out of a bad situation, usually their
bitth parents, and it them in a foster care
situation, which usually 1sn’t that great, and
thet you dump them on the streets,” said
Fekril “It’s arecipe for disaster”

Reaching Out to Teens

Seeing aneed to help these children, Pelanl
founded the Foster Vouth Independetice
Center of Milwankee. Although there are
othet programs that reach out to aging out
woultly, the FYT center 15 the only social ser-
vice agency in the state to target thus popula-
tiofr. Located in Riverwest, the F¥T Center
connects with teenagers before they age ot
of foster care to develop an independent liv-
g plar, sort of a road map to adulthood.
Sote clients need help obtamng a Social
aecurty number and other important docu-
ments, while others need help with school or
with seelang employment, preparing for
iterviews atd developing job skills.

Some teens’ needs are more immediate.
When FYT Center opened its doots eathier
this year, four social workers called Pelaul
to say they had children aging out who
would become homeless. “Foster parents
hawe no responsibility once the cluldren age
out,” Peknal said. “OFf course the Burean [of
Milwraukee Child Welfare | wants them to

cotttitnae to support them, but Ive met too
maty foster chuldren whose parents said
Fou're grown up, you'te done, you should
be on your own”

Beatrice Greery, a psychologist who works
with the FVI Center, said if former foster
childrets don’t have a positive role model or
a gafe place to go, they will face serious 1s-
sues i1 the real world, “Ilany cluldren will
become homeless, or girls will have unsatis-
factory relationships and urplanned pregan-
cies 30 that they can aald their own families
atud feel a sense of stability,” Green said.
“Afe don’t like to talle about it, but some of
the boys will become hustlers who trade sex
for survival. There’s a daily straggle for ex-
1stence and once these children become se-
duced into that kind of society, 1it°s hard to
get them back™

To build awareness of those who are aging
out of foster care, the FYT Center will screen
A gine Chat, an award-winning documentary
by Roger Weisherg and Vanessa Foth. The
film follows the lives of teenis in foster care,
and what they encourter outside of the sys-
tem. “It’s a very powerful film,” Pelkinal said.
“I'we watched 1t and I ask that all of my staff

watch it. It bt the situation nght on the
matk.”

A ging Chat will be shown at the Gordon Patk
Favilion, 2828 M. Humboldt Blvd., on Oct.

13 at ¥ p.m. Donations are appreciated.




