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Group homes a haven for foster kids 

By DEBORAH CIRCELLI 
Staff Writer 

Though filled with students, the halls at DeLand High School seemed empty and lonely to Samantha. 

At 16, she was the new girl -- at school and at the DeLand foster home where she lived with seven girls she didn't know. 

Gone were the faces of the friends and teachers she had relied on to get through the abuse at home. She felt like "an alien, far from everything," especially her younger brother, older sister and her boyfriend of more than a year. She wondered if she'd ever wear the black sparkling dress -- "a perfect fit" -- that she'd picked out with a friend last year so she could go to the prom at Deltona High, her old school. 

"I've been taken away from everything I'm used to and taken to a place where I'm supposed to live and be normal," said Samantha, whose last name is not being used because she's in foster care. "It's hard on me. I don't like being alone." 

Yet there are worse things than being alone, and Samantha knew going to Destiny House in January was the best move for her. 

"I'm not being abused," she said recently. "I'm able to live healthy." 

Those torn feelings are not uncommon among about 240 local teens living in foster care, including more than 60 in group homes in Volusia and Flagler counties. As part of the more than 3,000 in foster and group homes statewide, they are among Florida's most overlooked children. 

Abandoned or abused by their families, they are far less likely to be adopted than the younger children in the system, and more likely to give up on school after they turn 18. 

Local and state agencies are starting more programs to help this age group, and advocates have been pushing for changes to better prepare youths before they turn 18 and are no longer under the state's care. 

Yet studies have shown that nearly one in four will be jailed within two years after leaving the system, and as many as two in five will experience homelessness. 

Often, state and local officials can hope for little more than to keep the children safe and try to teach them life skills, from learning how to write a check to cooking, that they didn't get at home from families who were often either absentee or abusive. 

"They lost the parent lottery pool," said Bob Butterworth, the former attorney general and new secretary for the state Department of Children & Families. 

LITTLE MONEY TO HELP 

Butterworth tried to get $18 million more budgeted this next fiscal year toward the state's independent living program that helps foster teens get started on their own. The program had been criticized in recent audits for a lack of oversight, not using all the federal funds available and teaching skills to less than half of the foster teens who qualify. 

New monitoring systems are being put in place to ensure children are being served, Butterworth said. He's disappointed he didn't get what he asked for when the state budget was approved this past week in Tallahassee with an extra $1 million for the Independent Living program. 

"There's no excuse for this in society," he said recently. "We spend money on so much other useless stuff. This is one where money can solve the problem." 

In Samantha's case, she was new to foster care at the end of last year. Her parents had been split up for some time, and she was living with her father and his girlfriend. She said her father wouldn't let her see her mom and was abusing her. 

Her boyfriend helped her find the courage to speak up and get help. Samantha lived at first with her sister, now 19, then was placed with a temporary shelter, then Destiny House. 

Officials from Children's Home Society, which provides services to foster children under a contract with Community Partnership for Children and the state, say they try to work with the school system to arrange transportation so teens can remain at their home school if it's in their best interest. But a lot of times it's just not possible, officials said. 

'KEEP YOUR CHIN UP' 

The move was isolating for Samantha. She was free to call from her new home, but didn't have telephone numbers for many of the friends she had seen every day at school. Hearing her new classmates talk about prom only made her feel farther removed from her old school. 

Life moved on. 

Samantha got a job at a local grocery. She has regular visits from her mom, and when she stays in line and on top of the chores at her new home, she's able to visit her sister and boyfriend's family on weekends. Local officials say they'll work with school officials to see if Samantha can go back to Deltona High next year. 

She's already become something of a model citizen at Destiny House, leading a recent group session and helping other foster teens coming into the home. 

"You have to keep your chin up," she tells other foster teens. "It's like a game of chess. You have to concentrate and make your moves wisely. Do what you think is best for you to get to the other side of the game board." 

Sometimes the best moves just fall into place. 

Overhearing her talk about the prom recently, staff at the group home came through with the $50 Samantha had been too shy to ask for to buy the prom ticket. They even helped her cut through the red tape and get special approval to attend the prom at a school she no longer attended. She got the word the day before the April 21 event. 

"It's heartwarming to know that people care about you out there and want to make you feel like you are in a normal home and to give you a normal teen-age life," she said at her boyfriend's house that Saturday as she brushed her long strawberry blond hair. 

For at least a day, Samantha sounded like any other teen, giddy at the prospect of dancing through the night. 

"I'm nervous and excited. I've never been to anything like this before." 

Florida United Methodist Children's Home 

ENTERPRISE --The lyrics roll off Brittney's tongue without a glance at the paper. With a bouncing sway of her shoulders and neck, the petite blonde smiles at those around her. 

She knows the words by heart. She's lived them. 

"I imagine me. Letting go of all the ones who hurt me. Cause they never did deserve me. Can you imagine me?" 

The staff at Florida United Methodist Children's Home near Deltona don't have to imagine a new Brittney. They've watched her blossom in the eight months since the state intervened and took her from her home where she says she was abused by her stepfather and another relative. 

The 16-year-old who was getting straight F's, rarely went to school and hit anyone who crossed her now makes A's, B's and C's. 

"When I came here I had emotional problems," said Brittney, who sings with the home's Chapel Singers. "If somebody said something, I'd get angry. Now I walk away." 

Mike Galloway, president and chief executive officer of Florida United Methodist Children's Home, said staff and house parents who oversee the various cottages on campus try to make the 75 children feel like family. But he admits nothing is typical about houses of eight teen boys or eight teen girls. 

Most of the children come from "unstructured environments" and have never been given "real responsibility," Galloway said. 

They get that at the children's home, where they follow a schedule of study and recreation time, dinner, chores and, on Wednesday and Sundays, chapel services. 

At least one of the teens, Selina, 13, said she wishes the rules -- like getting special approvals to visit friends off campus, date or have friends visit -- weren't so strict. 

"Give us our freedom," Selina said. "If we like somebody, let us date them." 

Selina, who plans one day to be a horse veterinarian, is holding out hope of being adopted by a couple who visits her and recently adopted another teen at the home. In her room, which she shares with another girl, weathered birthday and Easter cards hanging on a corkboard remind her of old family ties. 

"I miss just being in a real family," she said. 

In Brittney's case, the ninth-grader said she'll likely be in care until she's 18. She doesn't want to be adopted and hopes next year to live in apartments through the state Independent Living program, supervised by child welfare workers. She proudly shows off her room recently to a guest, pointing out a new donated Precious Moments bedspread. From her childhood, she's brought along more than 30 stuffed animals that line the top of her dresser and another shelf. 

After school, Brittney works daily cleaning at the day-care center. She's also involved in a dance group at the home. After watching her mother suffer two years with cancer, her hope is to go to college and become an oncologist, working with cancer patients and families. 

"I know what it's like to go through something like that," she said. 

FYI 

Florida United Methodist Children's Home, which celebrates 100 years next year, serves about 75 children ages 5 to 18 who live in 11 cottages supervised by house parents who work rotating shifts. The majority of children are teens. About 60 percent are girls. 

Average time spent at the home is 18 months to two years, though some teens are there for four or five years, officials said. 

Youths are taught to manage their money by being given an allowance. Some also work on campus. 

The children's home, which is in Enterprise, is like a small city, with a church, grocery store for house parents, a day-care center, medical services, a swimming pool, a gym/auditorium and a game room. Children get music lessons, tutoring and learn trades from cooking to photography. 

A new cottage for children who need to be placed on an emergency basis is opening in July and another cottage that may be used for pregnant teens or special needs children will open next year. 

Children's Home Society 

DELAND -- In the nearly two years Shawn has lived in a group home for boys, he's seen so many foster teens come and go he can't begin to count. 

So he doesn't. He's learned instead to hold his head high and focus on making it until he turns 18 and can be with his family or on his own. 

That focus makes Shawn a good ambassador at Brian's House, the DeLand group home where staffers estimate 100 or more residents have passed through since Shawn was removed almost two years ago from his mother's care because of her abusive boyfriend. 

"He was coming home drinking and stuff," said Shawn, wearing a T-shirt with a large print of Al Pacino's face from "Scarface," one of his favorite movies. 

As one of the home's best-behaved residents, Shawn has earned extra privileges, like staying up late or being able to go out to the movies. The seventh-grader is also making A's, B's and C's in school. 

"He sets a good role model for the other clients," said Eric Losciale, program director for Children's Home Society, which oversees the home. 

Shawn said he's basically trying to do well in school and at the home until he turns 18. He hopes in the next year he can move into apartments that are monitored daily by Children's Home Society staff, but space is limited. He wants to continue his education after he turns 18, either in Florida or in New Jersey where his father lives. 

"I just want to go to college -- anyone who accepts me," he said. "I want to be a chef, but maybe a football player." 

When Shawn's not at school, he's studying or doing chores like laundry, sweeping and mopping. In his free time, he likes to listen to R&B and rap music and plays racing and football games on an Xbox. 

Shawn said his advice to newer foster youths coming into the home is to "stay good so you don't get into trouble." 

"Just calm down. Every day something is happening," Shawn said. "I got mad a few times, but I stay calm so I don't get in more trouble." 

FYI 

Children's Home Society of Florida-North Coastal Division, based in South Daytona, operates three group homes in Volusia and Flagler counties. 

Brian's House and Destiny House, formerly Girl's Zone, each house eight teen boys or girls at a time at the DeLand homes. House residents range in age from 13 to 17. Sixty teen boys were served at Brian's House last year, and 50 teen girls at Destiny's House. 

Sunshine House in DeLand has eight beds for children 5 to 12 years old. Seventy children were served at Sunshine House last year. 

The agency, through a contract with Community Partnership for Children and the state, teaches independent living skills, such as budgeting and resume writing once a month to nearly 200 area local foster youths ages 13 through 17. 

Children's Home Society has 23 group homes statewide. 
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By the Numbers 

839 Children living in out-of-home care in Volusia and Flagler counties in mid-April, including foster homes, group homes or with relatives 

129 Local foster children who were placed outside the area 

91 Local children who were adopted in the area the first seven months of this fiscal year 

60 Percentage of local adopted children under 5 

22 Percentage of local adopted children between 11 and 17 
