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June 24, 2008 

Finding homes for boys lost in system 

Couple now family with adoption of 14-year-old 

By DEBORAH CIRCELLI 
Staff Writer 

DAYTONA BEACH -- Robert and Debora Brown's typical Friday night was settling in on the couch for a movie or completing online college coursework. 

That was until the couple attended an adoption event and spotted a teen boy off by himself shooting hoops. 

The Palm Coast couple, married since 1995 and unable to have biological children, went to the event last November in search of a child younger than 5. But when they met the teen they now call R.J., they instantly liked him and couldn't wait to see him again. 

Now, their nights are filled with playing board games, "Rock Band" on Xbox and driveway basketball after R.J., 14, came to live with them in March. He'll be a permanent part of their family next month when his adoption is final. 

Teens make up half of local youths waiting in foster care to be adopted and most of those are boys. The chances of a foster child getting adopted once they turn 9 or 10 is much thinner, child welfare officials said, so many end up spending years in the system until they turn 18 and are no longer under the care of the state. 

Community Partnership for Children, the local foster care agency contracted by the state, is trying to change that with aggressive recruiting and awareness, including talks with groups, and passing out fliers seeking prospective adoptive parents and mentors. 

The state also this month launched a new campaign, "Explore Adoption," focusing on the needs of older, disabled or sibling groups. Television and radio spots will air in July. 

"These teenagers, they are our future," said Kellie Daniels, programs operations administrator for Community Partnership for Children. "If they get stability or positive adults in their lives, it may change the track they are on in life." 

R.J. has already taken on his new adoptive name and went into foster care about three years ago. He said his biological parents were involved with drugs. He has two older brothers in another state and was in two other homes before meeting the Browns. 

"I was just hoping for it to happen -- because then you have a family of your own," R.J. said about his adoption. 

He joked that he liked the Browns because they are "weird" because they enjoy doing kid things. R.J. convinced them to ride down a large blow-up slide when they first met. 

"They're cool," R.J. said. "We're all a little weird. So we are weird together." 

For the Browns, even though they initially were looking for a younger child, now they can't imagine what their life would be like if they had not met R.J. 

"We thought, why should we deny ourselves and him the chance of having a happy family just because he was not the age group we were looking for," said Debora Brown, 40, a bookkeeper for a photo studio. 

"I think we just had to open our minds," she added. "It's funny. He actually fits into our lifestyle really well. I don't have to change his diapers or feed him and I can still have a job while he's at school." 

Robert Brown, 36, a network systems analyst for the city of Daytona Beach, also thinks there was a reason they met R.J. that day back in November. 

"We just clicked," said Brown, who enjoyed his first Father's Day with R.J. shopping for tools. "I thank God every day." 

At their house this past week, Robert and R.J., decked in their favorite basketball jerseys, played a game in the driveway. Brown said they are both very competitive and he enjoys giving his new son pointers. Robert wore his Philadelphia 76ers jersey; he's a fan, growing up in nearby New Jersey. R.J. wore the Denver Nuggets because they both are big fans of NBA star Allen Iverson, a Nuggets and former 76ers player. 

While sometimes it may be harder for older children to open up, the Browns said R.J. looks for direction and guidance and "always tells us he loves us and hugs us all the time," Debora Brown said. 

Daniels, of Community Partnership for Children, said all children in foster care have to deal with past issues. Sometimes it's hard for teens to trust adults because they've been moved around to various foster homes and "are afraid of rejection," Daniels said. Some also don't want to be adopted because they still have ties to their biological families. 

The agency is also seeking mentors to spend time and be role models for foster teens. A focus group is planned so teens in foster care can discuss how the agency and community can help them. A new post-adoption specialist, who starts in July, will work with families on services they may need. Locally, people adopting foster children also receive $417 a month or a higher negotiated rate if the child has severe health problems, Daniels said. 

In care since he was a toddler, James Tyson, 15, of Edgewater has waited most of his life to be adopted. But things might change for Tyson, who gives talks at adoption events. A couple in Flagler County are showing interest, recently visiting and taking him fishing, to the movies and out to dinner. He's hoping they will soon be able to adopt him. 

"It's time for me to stop bouncing around from home to home and slow down," said Tyson, who recently had some trouble with fighting at school. "I keep going in circles in foster care. It's hard. 

"If you didn't have parents, you'd want somebody to take you in," he said. "Foster care kids need to get the same respect as somebody else's kids." 

Back at the Browns' home, discussions are already under way about adopting another child, possibly in a year. They're not ruling out another teen. 

"I know a lot of children have other issues to deal with because of their past, but I think they deserve a loving home," Debora Brown said. "It doesn't matter how old they are." 
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