Eman(:ipation Leaves Foster Kids'
Trapped in Poverty and Despalr

By Melan]e Delgado
and Robeit C. Fellmeth .

ben children .in

America turn 18, they
“emancipate” into

- adulthood. They are

able to vote, sit on a jury, enter
mto cnntracts and get married

First of Two Parts.

without parental perrmssnon Until
they reach that age, their parents
are respotsible for their care and
sustenance.. That responsibility is
reflectéd in‘required child-support

- enforcement and even criminal i-
ability for mllful failure to prov1de
fora child.

In this ‘ﬁrst,part ‘of a two-part-

-exposition; we consider How thesé
children are now faring in general
and how our foster children, over
whom we have a special obliga-

tion, are making the transition into-

adultheod. In the second part, we

- consider recent attempts to assist~

them, future anticipated costs and

.benefits from investment in:their
fufure, and the remedies com-
mended by the evidence. -

The  transformation  into”
adulthood and independence is
increasingly fraught with. dif-
ficulty, especially for California’s
children, Although the state once
had modest rents and free and
accessible higher education, both
__of these cushions to break the fall

into aduithood have hiardened fnto*

-a concrete floor; Private tuition
"has been escalating well above in-
Mlation for two decades — arguably
fed by price-fixing patterns among .
leading academic institutions. Tu-

ition and fees at the state's public:

systern. of higher education are
now - escalating - substantially,  as
well — apparently excepted from
the governnr 's Maginot line-of “no
new state revenue hikes™ -
Those youth' now graduat-
ing from colleges and graduate =

schools. ‘commonly | depend on’’

loaps and leave ‘school with un-

) precedented debt. More oniinous, .

" interest rates for ‘that debt are
rising, and our Cengress has just--
subtracted many millions from the
student loan program for 2007-08.

The higher education costs hiave
been matched by dei:liniug capac-
ity: per 18-year-old since’ 1991
—just-when future jobs depend on
ahigher percentage of youth with
technical training and education
-beyond high school. Even if a kid
can find an open spot and manage
to pay the tuition, he or she has
to live while geing to school. Me-
dian rents are approaching $700
per month for most of the state's
population and are higher in major
cities. Utilities and gascline prices
are at record levels,

The escalation in costs of living
and higher education combine
with low starting wages for new
emplayees to create a generation
some call “boomerang kids,” who
go to college and move back in
with their parents at some point

before they become self- sufﬁclent
This need for continued parental
commitment extends beyond col-
lege-seeking youth. Loss of a first
job, an auto accident, a pregnancy
and numerous other contingencies
. can lead to a child's return home.
The need for post-emancipation

help for youth has increased mark- -

-.edly over lhe last 30 years. We
used to require parental support of
all children until the.age of 21, the
traditional age for adulthood for a
century. And by 23, most were self-
sufficient. But inthe

"1970s, we pulled the The vast majority

- age of emancipation -Of foster. children
back to 18, And over are rudely

~the subsequent 30
years, we put our

pated " them - three

years earlier, and Statistically have - pess
now the average age reasonable odds
- of self-sufficiency is Of provldlng for

26. The gap between

nominal  adulthood themselves.

and “economic * in-

dependence has grown from two
_yeais (21 to 23) to eight years (18
* to 26). And the barriers to upward
mobility once emancipation accurs
have increased significantly, given-
the extraordinary college casts
and limited capacity noted above,

. Fortunately, the parents of this
nation do come through for their
children.: The- medlan total finan-
cial support given by parents to

their kids post-18 is $44,500 in
“current dollars. And the average

figure is likely much higher than
the median because much more
*is commonly invested in children
who go to college as'of 2007, - -

‘What about our foster chlldrén? ’
As a subgroup of our youth now’
_needing more help than ever, how -

. are we performing for them? This
is a special population of children;
-These are the abused, neglected

“afid molested "childres™ removed

from their homes and put under
the jurisdiction of our juvenile
_dependericy céurts. Because they
“are foster children; . the -state is

their parent. That means the ju—
venile courts and social workers -

directly, but indirectly it means.
the governot, Ieglslators, and you

“and L

Here is the real crucible for

our loudly proclaimed respect for

family values. The most telling

demonstration of fidelity to .our:

stated standards is what we do for
these children in our charge when
they turn 18. How do we measure
up for the 4,200 California foster

children who reach emancipation _

age each year?

ese children need substan-

tially more than the median
provided by private parents.
They endured the difficulties of
‘their. prior, often long-standing
abuse and neglect before we took
on their parenting. Those needs

many of them 10 times. We un-

dereducate them and accomplish -

adoption for a-small minority of
them. In fact, most of those older
than 2, with any disability or: of

minority blood tend to be labeled -
" unadoptable to improve our statisti-
_cal reporting of adoption success. -

The result of our system is sug-
gested in the recent Casey Nation-

- al Alumni Study finding that the .
. incidence of post-traumatic stress

disorder among former foster

youth is significantly higher than -

that experienced -
by Vietnam veter-

versus 15 percent). -
The - Childred’s

emancipated” mto Advocicy Institute
kids in' a double aduithood eight = has
bind We emanci- yaarg hefore they -

grant from The.
- California - Well-_

to examine our
performance  as

foster kids as they
RS -enter

“ecourt over the last 15 years. These

youth are in a precarious staté., -

They cannot boomerang back to_
their parents’ homes; They canmiot!
-continue to-stay at home to Jook:

for work or attend a nearby comy;

muiity college. -

When they turn 18, or wlt!un
several months thereaﬁer. they.:
become emancnpated"_from foster:
care, and that is not like leavmg
home as most of us did. The1r,e
farmly foster care providers stop,

recefving any inoney for them and¥
* .often take.in other -children for:.

compensation who ,are sleepin
where they used to sleep, Thosé ins
group homes are most often sum

marily bid goodbye. Unless it g

affirmatively provided, they do not”
have the safe harbor of a place to'
return. Even if they manage to get,
into a college and live in-a dorm’ ¥
when summer vacation or huhdays
came, they likely have no place
to go. “You never-miss the water, £y,
untif the well runs dry™ goes thes

old cliché. We all take for granted®

what these children do not haver
continued parental commitm; ta;g
we enter adulthood. -

Our study of how the federal and"
Californiajurisdictions areaddress
ing| tlus cut- off problem begms w1th

ans (21.5 percent

‘received a -
Foundation

.parents of our

adulthood. .
And we have helped to represent . -
- thousands of them.in dependency:. :

are exacerbated by the often-sorry

way we have treated them while in
our care: moving them an average
.of three times among caregivers,
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the federal Chafee Foster Care
Independence Act of 1999, This
much-lauded statute gives states a
small amount of money for rent sup-
port to age 21 and tuition vouchers
up to age 23, But the rent money is
trivialin amount. The $5,000 educa-
tion grants are modest, often timed
to be given in October or thereafter
— with college fees and tuition due
-in August. And they are given to far
less than 5 percent of emanipated
foster kids. And even a full tuition
ride is of little use if one must work
full time just to pay the rent.

or its part, California's Wel-
Ffare and Institutions Code
, Section 303 allows the state
to confinue dependency. jurisdic-.
‘tion if theory to ‘age 21, possibly
providing living-expense help.
But absent extraordinary circum-
stances, California continues to
cut off jurisdiction at 18, extend-
ing it only to 19 when kids need

another year of highr school. A few

jurisdictions extend jurisdiction

for a few months, but the vast ma-
jotity of foster children are rudely
“emancipated” into adulthood eight
years before they statistically have
reasonable odds of providing for
themselves.

California has enacted two pro-
grams with great fanfare for these
kids. The first, called Supportive
Transitional Education, is limited
to rent help for those pursuing

higher education and has not been -

funded. The second, called Tran-
sitional Housing Program-Plus,
intended to provide some housing
help for those 18 to 21, was also
enacted with great self-congratu-
latory. fanfare. Until this. year, it
required up to a 60 percent county
match, and of course the counties
have few [unds.

This year, that barrier was re-
moved, but the Legislature then
appropriated all of $5 million for

this allegedly major effort to pro-
vide funds for emancipating foster
youth. How much is that in relation
to the target population? It rep-
resents 3 percent of the pro-rata
funds California and U.S. parents
give to their kids post-18.

In the second part of this exposi-
tion tomorrow, we consider what
the state has done over the past
several years. and what it has not
done. And we propose a prudent
and cost-benefit-justified mecha-
nism to fulfill our joint and several
parental obligation to these kids.
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