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Independent Living Child Protection Issue Brief

CURRENT SITUATION

Adulthood brings hardship. Long ignored, the complex needs of youth aging out of foster care are being
addressed. Some progress is being made. While the population fluctuates, nearly 1,500 teens “age-out” every
year in Florida. On the eve of their 18" birthday, youth in foster care have a place to sleep, food to eat, adult
supervision, and access to medical care. At 18, when they leave care, few have jobs or concrete future plans.
Nearly 4,500 young adults, ages 18 to 22, who have aged-out remain eligible for independent living assistance.
Outcomes are routinely poor.

Youth aging-out lack education and skills. Many have lived in multiple foster homes, resulting in a woefully
inadequate toolbox of basic life skills. Only about half have completed high school. Homelessness is a persistent
problem. After years of hardship, often including child physical and sexual abuse, the lives of many are impacted
by depression and substance abuse. Less than half have jobs, and a majority of the young women leaving care
will have a baby within 4 years.

Poor outcomes common as support lags. In January of 2008 the Florida Department of Children and Families
published the Independent Living Transitional Services Critical Checklist — a survey of outcomes for youth leaving
foster care. Statistics quantify the hardship these young people faced in the past year. 46% had not seen a
doctor. 54% did not have a bank account. 24% of those aged 18 had been arrested.

CAUSES & CHALLENGES

Foster placements occur when children are removed from abusive or neglecting homes. Those who age-
out rarely have stable families or relatives to rely on.

The state is, legally and otherwise, as close to a parent as these young people have. Today's parents
recognize the need to provide support to their children after their 18" birthday. The overwhelming majority of all
Americans are not economically self-sufficient until age 25 or beyond. Florida’s citizens, leaders, and
communities have yet to fully embrace their responsibility to these young people.

Age-out needs start with housing. A Child Welfare League of America survey identified housing as the
greatest yet most unmet need. Focus group discussions with teens transitioning from care have identified a more
basic social need. In their assessment, simply having a trusted adult to turn to, a mentor or “life coach,” tops their
list. The 2007 Report of Independent Living Services for Florida’s Foster Youth details housing and other needs.
It is available online at www.eckerdfamilyfoundation.org.

Life skills, societal norms and self-understanding must be taught. Many youth leave foster care without the
social skills and personal knowledge routinely developed in families. Many come from abusive backgrounds and
often need help establishing a baseline understanding of their own physical and sexual development and a
healthy level of self esteem. Basic life skills, such as how to balance a checkbook, prepare for a job interview,
and maintain a budget must also be taught. Counseling and educational support must be ongoing into adulthood.



BUDGET IMPACT

Modest gains. Originally threatened with cuts by the 2008 Florida Legislature that triggered vocal advocacy

efforts, Independent Living Services received some new funding for educational stipends for youth who have

aged out of foster care. Federal support, flat-lined at $140 million nationally through the Chafee Independent

Living Program, has not kept up with the cost of living. State and federal funding must be stepped-up to address

specific shortfalls highlighted in the Independent Living Transitional Services Critical Checklist.

VOTER VOICE

Voters gaining awareness. Children’'s Campaign, Inc. has assessed the voters in other states about the

adequacy of support for children who leave foster care. 68% strongly agree or agree that “too many children are

shortchanged by the foster care system”. 91% strongly agree or agree that “young people who reach age 18 and

therefore leave the foster care system should have access to a transition program focused on housing, education,

and jobs.”

ACTION NEEDED

Education is the number one indicator of wage earnings in an individual’s lifetime.

Efforts and incentives should support youth and teens in care to graduate from
high school and move on to post-secondary education. Collect data and assess
results in comparison to young people in the general population.

Basic needs must be provided to teens leaving foster care, including housing,
food, health insurance, educational support and transportation assistance.

Provide regular information to citizens, allowing them to assist youth aging out of
foster care in their communities.

Those who age out must be given the time needed to grow into adults. By doing
so, we will immediately begin to right the wrongs committed against them and
give these promising young people the right of way to success in the

21% Century.

All caregivers and case managers must be given adequate skills and resources
to guide and support youth in foster care.

DEFINITIONS

Aging-out: turning 18 when in foster care.

Housing is the greatest need
for youth who have aged-out
of foster care

Independent Living: services to assist youth in foster care with the transition to adulthood. The federal Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program offers a block grant to states (requiring a 20% state match) to provide
transitional support to youth in foster care both before and after they reach adulthood. Independent living
services may include housing, scholarships, financial and other support. Youth aged 13 to 22 are eligible for

Independent Living services.




