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November 21, 2008 

Gallery shows portraits of children needing families 

By DEBORAH CIRCELLI 
Staff Writer 

DAYTONA BEACH -- An 11-year-old West Florida girl wraps her arm around her older brother's neck as ocean waves bounce behind them. A 9-year-old Miami girl lies in the grass surrounded by yellow flowers, and an 11-year-old Volusia County boy sits on a tree stump with a bashful smile. 

The foster children share one thing in common: They're all looking for a family. 

Their personalities spring from their portraits, now in a gallery moving throughout Florida with hopes of increasing interest in adoptions. The Heart Gallery of Florida makes a local stop, in the Flagler County Government Services building through Dec. 5, then to Volusia County in a location to be announced. 

Another gallery of photos showing about 30 local foster children up for adoption is being developed. It will be in various locations starting in January. 

Joshwin, 11, whose last name is not being used because he's in foster care in Volusia County, is the only local child in the state exhibit. He's been in foster care since he was a few days old. His biological mother had mental-health and substance-abuse problems, officials said. 

Joshwin said he's been in more than 10 foster and adoptive homes. He was adopted in 2003, but then his adoptive parents surrendered their rights to the state two years ago because they could no longer care for him. 

The fifth-grader, who loves to fish and follow his favorite football team, the Chicago Bears, said he hopes he finds an adoptive family. In his group home, he enjoys dancing in talent shows and distance running. He wants to be a professional runner and compete in the Olympics. 

"The reason I want to get adopted is I want to have a family and I want to succeed," he said. "I want a family I can talk to when I'm sad and when I'm feeling bad." 

Ashley Gonzalez, 30, of Bunnell, co-director of the Heart Gallery of Volusia, Flagler & Putnam, has 12 children, so far, in the local gallery, who can be viewed now on the organization's Web site. The nonprofit, which is working in conjunction with local child-welfare officials, is looking for photographers to donate their time. Donations from the community are needed for printing costs, biography cards and fliers. 

The statewide Heart Gallery of Florida exhibit, which first started in August, is made up of 15 galleries in the state and is tied to the governor's "Explore Adoption" initiative to increase adoptions. Heart Galleries are in place nationwide. 

"I think (the local gallery) will be a great resource for our community," said Ron Zychowski, president-CEO of Community Partnership for Children, the local foster-care agency. 

Gonzalez, who works for a publications company in Jacksonville, got involved after she and her husband tried to adopt privately five years ago. The biological mother changed her mind a day before she delivered. The couple, married 11 years, went back to infertility treatments before going through training to become adoptive-foster parents. They recently met a 9-year-old girl through the local foster-care gallery whom they'd like to adopt. 

"I think (people) know there are children in foster care, but I don't think they realize they come in all shapes, sizes and colors," she said. 

Many people, she said, don't realize that if foster children, whose parents' rights have been terminated, are not adopted they will remain in the state's care until they turn 18. 

"How sad would that be not to have any parents or nothing to call home or family?" Gonzalez said. "This is the only way I could find that I could give something back to them and try to make their lives better." 

Beth Beekman, 44, of Port Orange, a single mother, is co-director of the local gallery. She used to work at the state Department of Children & Families and her mother worked in adoptions. 

She grew up knowing the special needs foster children have and "how difficult it is to find a permanent home for the children who desperately need it." She's also considering taking training to become an adoptive parent. 

deborah.circelli@news-jrnl.com 

Foster Children Gallery 

STATE DISPLAY: The Heart Gallery of Florida, portraits of foster children up for adoption, is on display in the Flagler County Government Services Building, 1769 E. Moody Blvd. in Bunnell, through Dec. 5. 

LOCALLY: A local gallery is being developed by the Heart Gallery of Volusia, Flagler & Putnam and will move to various locations next year. There are 12 local children and biography information is already available at www.heartgalleryhope.org. 

GALLERY INFORMATION: Call Ashley Gonzalez at 386-338-1815 to ask about the gallery or donations or go to www.heartgalleryflorida.org. 

ABOUT ADOPTION: Call Community Partnership for Children at 386-238-4900 or the hot line at 386-254-3766. 
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