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      Aging out of Foster Care

Every year, roughly one thousand Ohio children living in foster care turn 18 and are no longer wards of the state. In many counties, these teens must fend for themselves without any further support. But Governor Taft is expected to sign legislation soon that’s designed to provide additional assistance to young people transitioning from foster care. WKSU’s Vincent Duffy reports…

DUFFY: When the state takes custody of a child, that boy or girl will remain in foster care until they are adopted or turn 18. For about one thousand kids every year in Ohio, that magical 18th birthday that makes them an adult, arrives before a new family does. According to David Larsen of the Cuyahoga County Department of Children and Family Services, many of these teenagers who "age out" of the system, often “age into" major problems…

LARSEN: No question at all, kids who leave care at the age of 18 are at high risk for homelessness. They’re at high risk for substance abuse and the damaging effects of substance abuse. Pregnancy? No question, amongst the young women that leave custody, it’s a risk. There’s a lot of opportunities for kids to get in trouble in the world, and kids who have grown up in the foster care system and who do not have a solid family base to fall back on, yeah, wind up in trouble with the law, and wind up not having enough to eat, and not having a steady job.








DUFFY: Child welfare experts say even the valedictorian at your local high school would have a tough time if you told them on their 18th birthday that they now had to get a job, find their own apartment, secure their own health care, and figure out their taxes, transportation, banking, budgets, meals and possibly childcare. John Tuleta is the program administrator for Applewood Services in Cleveland, which runs a program that tries to teach young men in foster care how to do all of that…

TULETA: With the people that are in foster care and wards of the county, they’re dealing with poor family backgrounds, they’re dealing with a lot of abuse and neglect issues, there’s a large number of kids that have learning disabilities, behavioral problems, chemical dependency issues, the cards are stacked against them. So realistically, to tell them, “OK, now your 18, you’ve been in all these placements your whole life, but in our society 18 means you’re an adult, good luck, have a good life,” we’re really setting them up for failure in society.

DUFFY: But not all the kids who graduate from foster care end up in trouble. Twenty one year old Kristi Frazier spent her teen years in foster care in Cincinnati, and is now studying education at Cincinnati State and Technical College. She says what kept her from ending up like many other foster care graduates was a caring foster home, and Hamilton County’s independent living program…

FRAZIER: They teach you budget skills, how to cook, you know, paying your bills, how to go through a lease and know that everything is fair to you. Pretty much as much as they can teach you before you actually have the experience of living on your own.

DUFFY: The independent living program in Hamilton County was a national model, but was funded by county taxes. In December of 1999, Frazier was invited to the White House to introduce President Clinton as he signed the Foster Care Independence Act , which was designed to provide federal matching dollars for states to extend independent living benefits to foster care graduates until they were 21. 

In Cuyahoga County, there are a number of different approaches taken to assist young adults from foster care to independence. The county offers all 16 and 17 year olds in foster care 45 hours of life skills training before they leave custody, and Dave Larsen, the chief of support services for DCFS says after they are 18…there are funds available to help former foster kids through emergencies….

LARSEN: Whether it’s paying the rent for a month, it might be paying for a special training program. The specific target of our intervention would be to address an immediate emergency, help a kid get back on their feet, and then contract with that kid in a way that links them to some outside service so that they can get ongoing help in the community. So it’s a limited support, but for kids in trouble it can be a very important support.

DUFFY: Cuyahoga County also contracted last April with Applewood Centers to provide a supervised group home for young men 16 to 21 who are transitioning to independence but lack family support. 

(bring up sound)

Twelve young men live in this un-assuming light blue house on West 25th Street, and receive job coaching, counseling, and instructions on how to operate a home. Lemuel Stewart is Vice President for Residential Services at Applewood, and says when young men enter the program, he assumes they know nothing…

STEWART: So we teach them from the ground up all those skills. That way we cover everything. So we go all the way from the basics, sweeping and mopping the floors, doing dishes, picking out the proper cleaning supplies and laundry, up through banking, opening a checking and savings account, what that does for you, balancing a budget, developing a budget, and on through job training, job placement, and then working.

DUFFY: While the state provides money to train 16 and 17 year olds in foster care, the majority of the money for helping 18 to 21 year olds in Cincinnati and Cleveland comes from the county and private donations. But a new law on Governor Taft’s desk will soon improve the situation statewide. House Bill 38 was written by New Philadelphia Republican Kerry Metzger, and is designed to provide all Ohio counties with funding to establish transitional support for independent living…

METZGER: A lot of the counties, especially if you look in rural Ohio, don’t even have the programs set up necessarily to provide independent living services. This at least will provide a pot of money that will be available to them to be able to do that.

DUFFY: Under the Foster Care Independence Act 1999, the federal government provides four dollars for every one dollar a state spends on independent living assistance, but Metzger says the bill was still a tough sell among his fellow republicans in the Ohio House…

METZGER: Some of the members felt there was not a need for these services and that the young adults should, once they’re emancipated out and graduate from the foster care system, be given what I call it is a “tough love” type of approach and that was difficult to overcome.

DUFFY: The bill has passed both the House and Senate, and Governor Taft has indicated his intention to sign it….

METZGER: I just think that in the long run we’re going to be helping kids transition successfully into adulthood and that’s what it’s all about. You know, try to make these young adults who have come from terrible circumstances in some cases, in fact in most cases, and make them successful adults and productive citizens of Ohio and that’s what this bill is intended to do.

DUFFY: But Metzger is disappointed that his colleagues in the legislature would not agree to extend Ohio’s Medicaid benefits to age 21 for former foster care recipients. The most recent data suggests one-third of all foster care graduates still had no health care by their 21st birthday, but the state is already having difficulty keeping up with it’s current Medicaid expenses. I’m Vincent Duffy…89-7…WKSU.

