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The Capitol Hill homeless
community brought their voice,
life experience, and dedication
to initiate change to the Peace
for the Streets by Kids from the Streets (PSKS)
Capitol Hill Homeless Summit. PSKS is a non-
propt organization that focuses on advocacy
for Seattle’s homeless community. PSKS is a
community based organization that provides
a wide range of resources that prepares its
participants for transitions from the street to
homes. They help their clients with programs
that focus on case management, substance in-
tervention, employment, and education.

At the summit | met Blue who has been an
active participant of PSKS and gave me some
background information on the culture of the
homeless community and what the organiza-
tion does. Some of the things that Blue liked
about the organization was he felt it was not
an organization that enables youth and adults
to be on the street but was a resource they
could utilize if they truly need help. The or-
ganization has a very diverse community; he
has met people of all ethnicities, orientations,
individuals, street families, and couples, and
of all age ranges. He also explained why much
of the homeless community resides on Capitol
Hill, which is because “Capitol Hill is a little
more free and you don’t have to worried about

Perseverance is a word that
many people use but so few
become comfortable with. |
wouldn’t call myself an expert,
but looking back on these past four years, |
see it has taken a huge amount of persever-
ance to get through. Honestly, I didn’t know
that | would make it; there have been road-
blocks that were unreal. | have pnally com-
pleted a monumental task: | have graduated
high school. | didnit realize that it would be
this hard. One of my friends made the com-
ment, “It’s always something with you, but
you pnally made it.6 There has been a lot of
struggle, tears, anger, happiness, and love
put into these past four years. Now it is time
to reyect on this journey, how it progressed,
and how it pnally pnished. Like | told you at
the beginning, | knew this wasn’t going to be
a Disney movie. | dealt with a lot of real life
fears and had my hopes dashed a few times.
I really hope | gave you an adequate percep-
tion of what struggles | went through.

I had a hard time telling people publicly
that | had failed classes and that | might not
graduate or go to college. | hope my honesty
has helped people understand some of the
struggles that are real with youth. | don’t re-
ally believe it when people say, “If | can do
it, you can too.6 That may not necessarily be
the case. Every situation is different. | do hope
my experience has inspired you to go out and
make the best out of your situation because
you can make it.

Back in the fall | was very inspired and
motivated. | had what | referred to as a yame
that burned strong. | had gotten back into
football, Running Start, and going to school.
But as that quarter progressed, | eventually
stopped going to class, doing work, and try-
ing all together. My pre was a smoldering
ember. | did go back to football and became
a varsity starter. That was the only thing | re-
ally had going for me then. It ended up that |
got the worst grades | had gotten all during
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being hassled or judged.6 The most inspiring
information about the agency Blue shared was
that PSKS actually is a community that cares
about you and doesn’t treat you like a number
or data. If that is what you’re looking for then
come to PSKS.

The summit gave all the attendees an op-
portunity to hear prst hand from the commu-
nity what they needed to assist them with the
challenges of homelessness. The panel was
composed of a youth and an adult who are
currently homeless and a youth and an adult
who are no longer homeless. They discussed
the current trends that are affecting their com-
munity among youth who were under the age
of 26. They found that there were the same
amount of female and males, mostly of Euro-
pean descent, and some Native Americans.

Some factors that contributed to the youth
being homeless were family problems and
substance abuse. Finally, most youth were
ocouch surpngé as a way of life. The homeless
adults were depned as being in the age range
of 27 and above. Trends when it came to the
gender ratio were there were three times the
number of males than females and they were
primarily of European decent. Some of the
factors that contributed to adults becoming
homeless included having health problems,

high school. I got two F’s and it was one of the
worst feelings | have ever experienced.

Then, in January, | had a fresh start. | had
that same motivation and hope. Football was
over so | didn’t have as much physical exhaus-
tion. | talked about the New Year and how |
hoped that | wouldn’t be one of those people
who lose their New Year’s motivation quickly.
Of course, | did eventually but | talked about
stuff | was very excited for, like graduation,
prom, college, and the rest of my life. Unfor-
tunately, life wasn’t easy. The worst of it all
was trying to deal with the death of my best
friend.

As the year continued, it got a little more
confusing and a bit more irritating. | began to
try to piece together the puzzle of my past. |
was pnding out things that | didnit know be-
fore, why things were the way they were. It
was eye-opening but also caused a lot of emo-
tional moments for me. | am happy, though,
because I learned a little about my past.

I was also trying to pgure out how to deal
with what was going on in my life right then
while still developing
the tools that will help
me to grow in the fu-
ture. | had the mentors
and coaching to get
me to exactly where |
needed to be. | went to
school and did okay,
although still not performing at the level |
would have liked. Around April, | made the
decision that | did not want to go to partici-
pate in Running Start anymore. | knew it was
not the smartest thing | could have done but it
got to the point where it was too inconvenient.
So, | was back at Rainier Beach High School
once again. At the end of the third quarter |
found out that | needed an extra year of sci-
ence and a year of French. It was one of the
most inconvenient things that has ever hap-
pened to me. So | took an accelerated semester
of Chemistry and Physics. As time went on |
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having a criminal background, and unem-
ployment. Most of the adults were squatting
or living in cars.

The panel spoke about the barriers that
impede the progress of the homeless com-
munity on two basic levels. The prst level is
individual barriers such as addictions, bad
credit, pets, lack of storage, budgeting, and
personal choice. The second level is systemic
barriers like lifestyle creating criminal records
that block future resources, needing medical
assistance, inability to meet program crite-
ria due to lifestyle or age restrictions. After
hearing the panelists speak about all of the
barriers they face on a consistent basis, it is
evident that there is a need for more resources
that will assist the community in breaking the
cycle of homelessness.

Elaine Simons, Executive Director & Co-
founder of PSKS states “The Capitol Hill
Homeless Summit was a great success. We
now have some action steps that we hope to
focus on and have a joint summit of both the
homeless community and the folks who can
help implement change. The panelists did
an awesome job representing both the cur-
rent and former homeless community. | am
so proud of Mama Sara, Raven, Cassidy and
Jaclyn; they are such strong women.6

still struggled but | did what it took to pnally
get that credit.

Along the way | received a huge amount
of support from people who actually care
about me. My whole life | wondered why |
didn’t have the support that | wanted from
my family. One of my mentors made a point
of telling me that this kind of support means
more because the people who support me
outside of my family do it because they want
to, not because they are obligated. It is a sad
but realistic fate of youth in care, even kinship
care, that they are often dealing with family
that doesn’t really care about them or aren’t
there for them. This, in my opinion, is the
most upsetting thing about care in general:
youth need more than just food and shelter,
we all need love and care. There is a theory
called Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs which is
a triangle of the things that everyone needs
to survive. Food and shelter are at the bottom
but there is much more above it, such as safe-
ty, love, and self-esteem. If you don’t get any
more than the basics, you’re not going to grow

and become healthy.
All in all, 1 pnally
ended up a graduat-
ing with Honors and
will be attending the
University of Wash-
ington. It is almost too
good to be true. | am
proud of my accomplishments after this dif-
pcult year. My one last piece of advice is to
live your life. Donit stress, just handle your
business, make good decisions, and try to do
your best. Life never goes the way we plan
it to. | tried to make fantastic decisions and
thought | could plan every step. Life doesnit
work that way. It’s about your ability to deal
with roadblocks that makes you successful in
this world. | know it takes awhile to get there
but remember: control what you can and ac-
cept what you canit. That is self-actualization,
and, in my opinion, the key to success.
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I begin this monthly mes-
sage by saying how much
| appreciate being able to
simply STAND UP! In mid-
May | ruptured my Achilles tendon, which
resulted in my having surgery the day af-
ter my 52nd birthday. Now, some of the
youth | serve may point out that at 52 I'm
lucky to be able to do anything including
lay down and have a doctor ocut on me.6
However, at the time of the surgery, | was
not quite in touch with how lucky | was.
In fact, | was in a lot of physical pain and
experiencing a great deal of anxiety re-
garding my ability to fulpll my responsi-
bilities at work and other areas of my life.
But there is something about the words:
“...and then put that gown on and lay
down on your tummy. The Doctor will be
in shortly,6 that put this 52 year old goat
prmly in touch with the present. | realized
at that moment how truly fortunate I am.
I was reminded repeatedly how blessed |
am to have family and friends who pro-
vide me with so much support.

I also was reminded just how criti-
cal it is to have health insurance which
allowed me to navigate the health care
system without undue barriers. Up until
last week, my main mode of transporta-
tion has been crutches and wheel chair,
although not necessarily at the same time.
The wheel chair experience is not for the
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To be a table captain, reserve a seat, or sponsor this event, please contact Darcie Gray,
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2008 BENEFIT LUNCHEON | THE MOCKINGBIRD SOCIETY

Letter From the Editor sy im THeoreLss

faint of heart. People are mostly nice and
friendly whether motivated by compas-
sion or guilt. Nearly everyone was respect-
ful and even helpful. At the risk of sound-
ing condescending, | have so much more
empathy and respect for folks who must
rely on a wheel chair full time. Despite pat-
ting ourselves on our collective backs, this
is not a very oaccessible6 world. While at a
conference | found myself unable to open
the very heavy and large restroom door. |
found myself in the humbling position of
asking strangers to assist me in opening
the restroom door—quickly!

Throughout this entire experience | was
haunted by the thought of a child or teen-
ager in foster care being sick or injured and
in need of extra support. | send a special
othank youo to the thousands of foster and
kinship caregivers who take such good
care of our children during these times. |
draw strength from the courage and re-
silience of these children and youth and |
strive to return this most valuable gift by
remaining steadfast in our commitment at
The Mockingbird Society: to build a world
class foster care system and STAND UP
for and beside the children, youth and
families we serve.

&Qx

jim@mockingbirdsociety.org

Jim Theofelis
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Most young people, when
asked about their experience
in the foster care system, say
it was awful and it was the
worst experience that they have ever had. |
do agree that there is a lot of stuff that hap-
pens that is not right, that no child should
have to go through. But | also believe that
there are some good things that happen,
such as the people who have stayed in the
child’s life from
start to the pnish. |
am well aware that
this doesn’t hap-
pen very often but
I’'m saying it does
and I’'m pretty sure
there are more fos-
ter youth than just me that have had a tight
support system. It just seems to me that
everybody focuses on the negative sides
of the foster care system when there are
some good things and some good people
who really care and want what’s right for
the child.

I’m not going to say that the foster care
system is top notch and needs no changing
because the system is all messed up. Some
of the foster parents really don’t care and
are very hurtful but not all of them are like
that and not all workers have such booked
case load that they cant see their clients.
Although in my experience in foster care,
the cons outweighed the pros by a lot, I'm
tired of only hearing about the negative. |
moved around a lot that’s for sure. But |
had a great support system.

I had a wonderful social worker who
| had for about 6 years. | had the same
Guardian ad Litem (GAL) [now called
a Court Appointed Special Advocate
(CASA)] for a long time until she got preg-
nant when | got a replacement who was
also great. | had monthly visits with my
GAL and social worker. My social worker
used to take me out to eat, buy me maga-
zines, and was just always there for me
even when | didn’t want her to be. | still
talk to her and I’'m thankful for the provid-
ers that helped me out even when | didn’t
think it was the best for me.

Since | have been working at The
Mockingbird Society (MBS), | have heard
a whole bunch of stories about foster kids
never seeing their social workers or GALSs.
This was surprising to me because | didn’t
ever have those problems. | was always at
my dependency court hearings and | al-
ways had my visits whether | was locked
up in juvenile detention or where ever.
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“I just feel we should give thanks to

the social workers and GAL work-

ers and all the other people who 4

have been there for the youth. Its
not all bad in the system.”

~ T ABOUT US: The Mockingbird Society is
I a 501(c)(3) nonpropt corporation developing
innovative models for improving the outcomes
of foster care, while advocating with decision
makers for system reform. All contributions
are tax deductible to the fullest extent of the
law. Please consult your tax advisor regarding
your specipc tax situation. The Mocking-
bird Times is a monthly newspaper written
and produced by youth who have experience
I in foster care and/or homelessness. All youth
employees of The Mockingbird Society are
paid between $9.50 and $12 an hour. Addi-
I tionally, youth from across the country sub-
mit articles, art work, and poetry and are com-
pensated up to $25 per published piece. The
I Mockingbird Times has a monthly circula-
tion of 50,000 copies being distributed across
I Washington State and the USA, through a
private distribution list and as an insert in
| Real Change, a Seattle-based community
I newspaper. Youth involvement is the key to
the philosophy, values, and success of The
Mockingbird Society and, as such, youth
are involved in all aspects of organizational
development and decision-making. Donations
I to The Mockingbird Society may be tax-de-
I ductible and are greatly appreciated. No part
of the Mockingbird Times may be repro-
duced without the written permission of The
I Mockingbird Society. All contents copyright
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| just feel we should give thanks to the
social workers and GAL workers and all
the other people who have been there for
the youth. Its not all bad in the system. |
know there are some terrible foster homes
out there and there are bad workers. But |
don’t think we should give the good work-
ers a bad name just because of those ones
that did youth wrong. | want to let people
know there are great people out there who
really care about
foster youth. Even
though the sys-
tem needs a lot
improvements
on a little bit of
everything, | feel
we should not put
down the social workers and the GALs
and whoever else might be working with
foster children. They have a lot of respon-
sibilities. | am not trying to make excuses
for the social workers who don’t commu-
nicate with their clients. It is possible to do
a good job because mine communicated
perfectly. My point is, I'm tired of hearing
about the bad things about the system. We
need to show the providers who do work
hard every day for the foster youth some
love.
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