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 The Mockingbird Society 
(MBS) is celebrating its seven 
year anniversary. Today I want 
to talk a little bit about legacy. 

There is a legacy that we are creating at this 
organization. As a football player, I make just 
about everything in my life relate to football. 
I feel honored to write this article because 
previous anniversary articles were written by 
hall of fame youth. I look back at those youth 
and the work they have put into this organi-
zation. Youth like Jamica Henderson, Misty 
Lou Cook, and Princess Hollins, who have 
led by experience, who have taught me every-
thing, and have molded me to become who I 
am. The youth who came through this orga-
nization in the past have worked hard. They 
paved the way for what is next to come. They 
set records, made standards and played with 
extreme heart. It warms my heart and makes 
me so proud to be where they were, trying 
to raise the bar one more time. Also, know-
ing that one day there is going to be a youth 
who sits in this same seat as me and reads 
my articles makes me proud. So if you used 
to work here and still read the Mockingbird 
Times, thank you. The newspaper has covered 
just about everything we have done. I am here 
to let you know what comes next. 

Executive Director Jim Theofelis has been 
a pioneer in the non-proþt world. He has done 
something very creative and innovative and 
as I start off this article I want to thank him 

The Mockingbird Society Celebrates Seven Great Years BY SAMUEL MARTIN

Would you give your social 
security number to a stranger? 
This is a day to day reality for 
many youth in care because, 

with every placement, a new person may 
have access to your identiþcation. In an age 
where an estimated 9 million Americans are 
victims of identity theft, one must ask what 
can be done to decrease the þnancial vulner-
ability of youth in care.

The state of California took a legislative 
approach to this situation and has implement-
ed AB 2985, a bill that protects youth in care 
from identity theft by requiring county wel-
fare departments to request credit checks for 
foster youth who are 16 or older and provide 
referrals to credit counseling organizations if 
the credit check discloses any negative infor-
mation. I, personally, think this bill is a great 
idea; it provides a solution to two problems at 
one time: It’s a solution for the lack of aware-
ness that youth may have about credit and it 
initiates awareness at a young age. If there is a 
problem, youth will have time to address any 
issues before transitioning out of care.

Given that credit is such a tool of power in 
our society, it is puzzling that many people, 
especially youth in care, are not educated 
on the topic. While many Independent Liv-
ing (IL) providers discuss credit with their 
participants, it is a subject that is only brieÿy 
touched upon in reference to independent 
housing skills, which is not enough education 
on such a complex subject. In addition, one 
of the ÿaws that plague the system when it 
comes to service providers is the inadequate 
timing of receiving certain services. Realisti-
cally, the system has some good resources 
but, unless you have good communication 
with your social worker, it can be difþcult to 
þnd out about resources that are available.

When foster care alumna and the Mock-

ingbird Family Model Coordinator Marie 
Goines transitioned out of care, she was ex-
pecting to accept independence with open 
arms by þnding an apartment and living on 
her own. However, her quest for indepen-
dence was halted when she found out she 
had been a victim of identity theft. In the pro-
cess of trying to move into an apartment, she 
found out that her credit report claimed that 
she had defaulted on utilities, leased property, 
and damaged the leased property. Despite the 
fact that these debts had been accrued when 
Marie was a child, she was still forced to pay 
the debts in full. This challenge impeded Ma-
rie’s transitioning process but, thankfully, she 
had communication with her biological fam-
ily and could reside with her mother until she 
was able to move.

Not only was Marieõs experience a þnan-
cial burden but it was an emotional encounter 
as well. Some emotions associated with this 

event were frustration, defeat, deception, and 
a sense of hopelessness about transitioning 
out of care. Marie felt as if she would always 
be a step behind due to being unprepared. 
There is an old saying that every problem is an 
opportunity in disguise. In Marie’s case, this 
was her opportunity for growth. It provided 
her with a gift that she did not have before this 
situation. The experience has made her wiser, 
she has learned to protect herself and not to 
rely on the fact that someone else will do it for 
her, and she now tries to keep her personal 
information as safe as she keeps herself. She 

also has a greater sense of ownership of her 
personal information which she didn’t have 
before. Lastly, Marie wants people to know 
that even though this is a tough situation to 
þnd yourself in, it doesnõt ruin your life and 
you can get back on track.

One may be asking what if this happens to 
me, how will I know, and what can I do? The 
easiest way to þnd out if someone has stolen 
your identity is to get a copy of your credit 
report. You can get a free copy of your credit 
report at www.annualcreditreport.com. This 
is the only Web site that will provide you with 
a report and score for free. If you get your re-
port and you see charges you did not make 
or accounts that you know you did not open 
then you may need to go to an agency that has 
certiþed credit counselors. 

A credit counselor can teach you how to 
read your report and assist you with the re-
moval of inaccurate information. There are 
multiple organizations that have credit coun-
selors. I recommend that if you see a credit 
counselor, you go to a nonproþt organization. 
Nonproþt credit counselors will assist you 
without bias and should not charge for their 
services, although they may ask for a very 
small donation to offset their costs. 

Seattle has multiple nonproþt agencies that 
provide credit counseling such as Clearpoint 
Financial Solutions (www.clearpointþnan-
cialsolutions.org), Solid Ground (www.sol-
id-ground.org), El Centro de la Raza (www.
elcentrodelaraza.org), and the Urban League 
of Metropolitan Seattle (www.urbanleague.
org), just to name a few. Check out their Web 
sites for more information on their credit ser-
vices. If you want more information on iden-
tity theft, go to the Federal Trade Commis-
sion Web site www.ftc.gov. It’s your future: 
take a proactive approach and look out for 
yourself; you’ll be glad you did.

from a professional sense, as well as a person-
al sense. Jim is one of the most compassion-
ate people I know and has been an awesome 
support. Thanks again Jim. Jim has helped 
renovate the entire foster care system with the 
Mockingbird Family Model (MFM) which is 
in the process of expansion. He had a vision 
and part of it was “building a world class fos-
ter care system.” The rest of the mission was 
“serving our neighborhood youth.” 

We have begun creating what is called The 

Youth LEAD Network which will be state-
wide chapters allowing youth to improve 
personally, in the community, and on a leg-
islative level. This is really giving the youth 
power and voice in where they live and go to 
school. MBS has really changed the world and 

allowed others to go along on the journey. 
This is all very exciting, but at the same time 
we are changing greatly as an organization. 
We have doubled in staff as well as there be-
ing lots of program development. This year 
could potentially be our biggest year as an 
organization. 

 The way MBS started was with Jim, three 
youth and a $50,000 donation. We now have 
over 15 staff members and a 2.4 million dollar 
budget. Something like that doesn’t happen 

overnight. We have doubled pro-
duction of the paper since 2003. It 
comes from hard work and dedi-
cated people. 

I had an opportunity to inter-
view Jim and ask him few ques-
tions. I was curious to know how 
he felt about the growth and what 
he thought was really good about 
it. “Creative Stress” he said. I 
asked what he meant by that and 
he explained that we are deþnitely 
proud of where we are but there is 
still work to do. We are in a great 
spot but we can’t take it easy yet, 
there is a lot going on and there is 

plenty left to get done. Being that it is the 7th 
year anniversary I asked Jim where he would 
want to be in the next 7 years. “On a beach 
in Mexico,ó he laughs. He then said that he 
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Building a world class foster care system through collaboration, innovation and advocacy.
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The Mockingbird Society Executive Director Jim Theofelis poses with 
the Youth LEAD department.

òThe easiest way to þnd out 
if someone has stolen your 

identity is to get a copy of your 
credit report.”




