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Kinship Caregivers Have 
Fewer Resources

By JULIAN BARRINGTON

Kinship caregivers are enti-
tled to far fewer beneþts then li-
censed foster caregivers. This is 
where the primary distinguish-
ing factor between kinship care-
givers and those who are ofþ-

cially licensed “formal” foster care providers 
comes into place. 

One thing we do have to remind our-
selves any time are talking about kinship care 
providers is they become caregivers unpre-
dictably, often without legally-recognized, 
written consent from the biological parent. 
“I don’t have legal custody of my children, 
but when their mother was sick she signed a 
TANF document saying she was giving her 
kids to me,” Anetrice a kinship caregiver of 
two explains. Linda talks about how she lost 
her daughter and that how her kids are the 
only piece of her daughter she has left. 

The unpredictability factor is a sudden 
shadow that falls upon kinship care provider 
families. According to the 2002 Kinship Care 
Report to the Washington State Legislature, 
people become kinship caregivers due to 
the mental and physical ills of the biological 
parent such as serious illness, incarceration, 
homelessness, mental health or chemical de-
pendency problems which cause them to be 
unavailable and frequently unreachable.

Without parental permission, kinship 
caregivers are not recognized as licensed fos-
ter caregivers and aren’t entitled to the same 
beneþts. òIt is estimated that less than half 
of relative caregiver families in Washington 
State are currently accessing beneþts or ser-
vices through DSHS programs. Caregivers 
on Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) have access to considerable fewer re-
sources.”1 Anetrice has experienced this situ-
ation, òI get a survival beneþts check in which 
I receive $180 a piece for each child,” she ex-
plains. “I only get $700 under TANF and it’s 
so sad because yesterday I just received my 
medical coupons for the kids when I’ve been 
asking for them for months.” 

A similar situation happened to Linda. “I 
have to go to the food banks, stand there for 
hours, only to þnd 7 Pampers in my hand just 
to keep Pampers on my baby,ó she says. òMy 
oldest child complains how he’s the only one 
at school without a uniform that I can’t afford 
to pay for, and I can see the hurt in his eyes.” 
There are lots of relative caregivers who don’t 
have access to the programs and services that 
are out there to help them and/or aren’t able 
to access them due to health conditions. “I miss 
a lot of the information out there because I’m 
sick and just can’t make it,” Anetrice explains. 

But all is not hopeless. Some are glad 
they’re in the organizations they are in now. 
“The grandmothers’ support group has al-
lowed me to see others like me, and lets me 
know there’re other organizations out there,” 
Linda explains. There are a range of organi-
zations out there specially aimed to help kin-
ship caregivers such as the Economic Services 
Child Support Enforcement, King County Bar 
Association, Casey Family Programs, North-
west Women’s Law Center, Seattle Human 
Services Department, and Aging and Disabil-
ity Services. Visit www.kckinship.org or call the 
King County Kinship Collaboration at (206) 
268-6785 for more information. 
1 2002 Kinship Care Report to the WA State Legislature

Earlier this year I wrote about 
“The Network”, which is now 
known as The Mockingbird 
Network. The idea is to have 
statewide youth-driven chapters 
to allow youth to grow individ-

ually, improve their local communities, and 
to help with system reform in the statewide 
child welfare system. An example for improv-
ing a local community is where the youth 
might build up a park that has been trashed 
for years. They would fundraise as well as 
ask for support from the local 
neighborhood businesses and 
people to help improve that 
area. The theory behind the 
network is to develop young 
leaders in the world, as well 
as for them to realize that they 
can make this world a better 
place step by step. One of the 
biggest lessons I have learned 
at The Mockingbird Society is 
that its not about me, it’s about 
the other kids that will come 
through foster care. “How do I help them?” is 
a question I constantly ask myself. 

Later this year the statewide chapters will 
begin having meetings and doing activities 
in their local communities. We are currently 
working on the logistics and have established 
host agencies and resource specialists in re-
gions around the state. We have þve chapters 
up and running this year. What has made this 
all possible were three grants we received 
from Casey Family Programs, The Stuart 
Foundation, and most recently the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. 

At this time, we have established þve 
out of six host agencies, a local organiza-
tion in every region that has partnered with 

The Mockingbird Society (MBS) to form The 
Mockingbird Network. The host agencyõs re-
sponsibility is to provide meeting space for 
the youth representatives and the Resource 
Specialist. The host agencies are Casey Family 
Programs—Region 2, Youth Net—Region 3, 
The Mockingbird Society— Region 4, Pierce 
County Alliance—Region 5, and the YWCA 
in Vancouver—Region 6. 

A Resource Specialist is a part-time em-
ployee of MBS and the host agency. His or her 
primary responsibility is to recruit youth and 

ensure stability in the chapter. 
Early on they will be respon-
sible for leading meetings and 
guiding things along at the 
same time training youth lead-
ers with the tools and abilities 
that they need. They are also 
responsible for helping to get 
youth to chapter meetings. 
They basically make sure all 
things run smoothly. Five of 
the six Resource Specialists 
have been hired as well: Tam-

my Soderberg—Region 2, Eva Ervin—Region 
3, Nicholas Ruff—Region 5, Heather Jones—
Region 6 and our own Georgina Ramirez, the 
Resource Specialist for Region as well as a Se-
nior Youth Representative with Youth LEAD.

The biggest thing that will put The Mock-
ingbird Network in gear is The 3rd Annual 
Foster Youth/Alumni Leadership Sum-
mit, where youth from around the State of 
Washington can come and meet other foster 
youth. It is an opportunity to develop leader-
ship skills as well as þnd out that they are not 
alone. My þrst year at MBS I went to the sum-
mit and it was very powerful. I remember spe-

Introducing The Mockingbird Network By SAMUEL MARTIN

After an extensive but productive second 
year at Bethune-Cookman University, I want-
ed to do something meaningful and couldn’t 
þnd anything more enjoyable than spending 
a portion of my summer vacation with The 
Mockingbird Society (MBS). Throughout my 
brief stay, I found myself entirely reminiscent. 
My mind constantly traveled back þve years 
to the time when I was þrst introduced to the 
organization through the Seattle Youth Em-
ployment Program (SYEP) in 2004. 

Having faced many obstacles growing up 
in a single-parent, low income household as 
a person of color, things werenõt so easy. My 
family and I were often faced with hardships 
that seemed almost insurmountable. I am very 
grateful that programs such as SYEP and or-
ganizations like MBS provide outstanding op-
portunities to the disadvantaged. Being a part 
of the organization has been a great privilege 
and an enriching experience as I continue to 
strive towards greater success and academic 
achievement. 

While studies and statistics tried to limit 
me to a world of hopelessness and failure, I 
was able to beat the odds by proving them 
wrong. I wasn’t prepared for the amount of 
rejection that came with the college admis-
sion\scholarship process and I suffered from 
a great deal of disappointment, but I now re-
alize that those things made me stronger. I be-
came worried because my family had no way 
to fund the education of my twin sister and 

MB Times Youth Reporter Returns for Internship 
By ShAKURA FELDER

me. Then, an opportunity struck. I was blessed 
with a full academic scholarship upon gradu-
ation during my senior year of high school in 
2006. From then on I knew the possibilities 
were endless, and I never wanted to make the 
mistake of forgetting those that supported my 
efforts in the pursuit of accomplishing my fu-
ture aspirations. 

MBS gave me a chance to share my joy of 
writing throughout the community as well as 
abroad. The experience has deþnitely widened 
my perspective of life as I gained skills to bet-
ter my future. Through them I have been able 
to experience the values of compassion, lead-
ership, teamwork and networking. Although 
the ofþce is now renovated and occupied with 
a fresh set of adventurous, determined staff, 
it’s still the same place with the same unique 
mission. The happiness, laughter, and en-
couragement in the Youth LEAD department 
þlls me with warmth and makes me feel like I 
never left. It’s amazing to see the tremendous 
growth and expansion that has taken place 
over the years. I am glad I’ve been given the 
opportunity to contribute my skills for a good 
cause and I am hoping that I’ve been as much 
as a positive inÿuence and inspiration as MBS 
and its many staff have been to me. 

To the youth, I would like to say that no 
matter what circumstances you may have 
gone through in life, never give up. Use your 
struggles as strength to motivate and excel. 
Thanks to everyone and happy anniversary!
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Jim Theofelis

jim@mockingbirdsociety.org

Happy September! I want 
to begin by saying how ap-
preciative I am of the staff and 
Board of The Mockingbird 
Society. As you can see from 
this issue of the Mockingbird 

Times “we really have it going on.” We are 
busy planning the annual Youth Summit 
which is co-sponsored by Casey Family 
Programs, Court Improvement Program, 
The Center for Children and Youth Jus-
tice, and the Children’s Administration. 
We have youth from across the state ready 
and eager to come together for a two day 
Summit to focus on improving the Wash-
ington State child welfare system. 

Additionally, The Mockingbird Net-
work continues to develop including hav-
ing established Chapters in þve of the six 
Children’s Administration regions and the 
Resource Specialists to support the Chap-
ters are hired and onboard. As part of our 
mission, we want to provide meaningful 
resource guides to youth and alumni of 
care and, with that in mind, I am pleased 
to report we have completed the long 
awaited Foster Youth Rights Manual and 
expect that to be released very soon. The 
manual will be in both hard copy form as 
well as on The MBS Web site. 

Speaking of Web site, we have just com-
pleted our redesign. Please check out the 
launching of our new Web site at www.
mockingbirdsociety.org! 

The Mockingbird Family Model 
(MFM) is also expanding, developing in 
new ways (soon we will have out-of-home 
prevention pilots underway) and gaining 
international attention. Please read the 
great article by Georgina regarding our 
recent guests from Japan. It was wonder-
ful to host such committed professionals 
and to listen to their challenges, hopes and 
vision. The MFM is also being replicated 
across Washington and I can only say how 
appreciative I am of our MFM staff and 
the staff from Children’s Administration 
for their leadership and hard work on this 
critical and complicated effort. 

Finally, I want to draw your attention to 
the amazing youth and alumni featured in 
this issue. It is through their ongoing per-
severance, hope and talent that we hold 
the promise of a true “world class foster 
care system.” 

Please mail this completed form and your check to The Mockingbird Society, 2100 24th Avenue 
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The Mockingbird Society: The Story Behind the Name
The 1962 American classic To Kill A Mock-

ingbird by Harper Lee is the inspiration for our 
name, The Mockingbird Society. Atticus, the 
widowed father of Jem and Scout, joins Miss 
Maudie in teaching his kids that itõs a sin to 
kill a mockingbird because òéMockingbirds 
don’t do one thing but make music for us to 
enjoy. They don’t do one thing but sing their 
hearts out for us.” 

What if we created an organization, a com-
munity, indeed a world, in which our most 
vulnerable children and youth were protected 
and valued with the same commitment that 
Atticus had for mockingbirds? Join The Mock-
ingbird Society today and help us give young 
people a safe place to nest and sing.

A Vulnerable Population At Risk By DELILAh BRUSKAS

Losing family through foster care is 
a traumatic experience and I believe that 
children in foster care deserve support 
and guidance during their time of distress. 
This is one of my core beliefs and my life’s 
mission. As a nurse and alumna of foster 
care, I believe that foster care interrupts 
children’s developmental stages of child-
hood.

I wrote about my beliefs and my con-
victions in a paper titled: Foster Care Chil-
dren: A Vulnerable Population At Risk. I 
was thrilled beyond belief to learn that it 
was accepted for publication in the Journal 
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Nurs-
ing. My work was accepted on Motherõs 
Day of 2006. I told everyone I knew about 
it, but nearly two years later, I was still 
waiting for it to be published. I did not re-
alize that an accepted work could take so 
long to be published. After a while, I felt 
like a “broken record” and thought others 
might doubt my claims. 
Honestly, I was discour-
aged more than once and 
feared that my article 
would not be published. 

When it þnally did 
get published, after be-
ing bumped another three 
months, I could not be-
lieve it. But the best part 
was realizing that it got 
published in May, the Na-
tional Foster Care Month. 
I felt like God was smil-
ing or winking down at 
me. It was so much better 
than being published back 
when it was supposed to 
be published in February. 
The person who designed my Web site 
tried to comfort me once and told me that I 
would surely have a delayed gratiþcation 
when it got published. He was so right. 
The delayed gratiþcation was awesome. 

My article brieÿy explains what foster 
care is and addresses foster care outcomes. 
It also points out the risk factors for poor 
mental health associated with foster care 
but it mostly emphasizes the oppression 
and domination that those in foster care 
experience. I use the writings and deþni-
tions of oppression and domination of Iris 
Marion Young to show how those from 
foster care are oppressed. 

In the “Five Faces of Oppression” 
Young (1990) states that only one of þve 
conditions is needed to determine if a 
group of people is truly oppressed. These 
þve conditions are: Exploitation, Margin-
alization, Powerlessness, Cultural Imperi-
alism, and Violence. I show how children 
in foster care not only meet one of Young’s 
þve conditions, but how they meet all þve 
of them. 

I am so excited to share that I will be 
presenting my work at the 19th Interna-

tional Nursing Research 
Congress Focusing on 
Evidence Based Practice 
in Singapore on July 9th, 
2008. As a nurse, I know 
that we cannot ignore 
the mental health needs 
of those in foster care. 
As an alumna of foster 
care, it is hard for me to 
understand why it is tak-
ing so long for the needs 
of those in foster to be 
noticed. As both, I am 
committed to making a 
difference and I believe 
that my presentation in 
Singapore will help. 

To read my work in its 
entirety, you can visit my Web site at www.
alumnioffostercare.org and obtain a copy for 
free. The publishers have allowed me to 
post it on my Web site as part of my work 
to educate others about foster care issues. 

Foster Care Alumnus Delilah Brus-
kas as a young child.

ciþcally there was an activity called òWhat 
we have in common.” Sitting in that room 
I saw a young girl shed a single tear when 
we began to talk about how we were all 
separated from our siblings. Even though 
it was sad it is those single emotions that 
stained my heart. The summit is two pow-
erful days, with a lot of information and 
a lot of powerful stories, that lead to even 
more powerful change. 

Denis Waitley put it beautifully: “There 
are two primary choices in life: to accept 
conditions as they exist, or accept the re-
sponsibility for changing them.” I want 

you to think about what choices you are 
making in your life. Are you taking the 
responsibility to create change? If you be-
lieve in what I am saying and believe in 
what MBS does, come get involved. There 
are so many opportunities, we need the 
help. I took a stand a long time ago to take 
on this responsibility. I don’t know where 
my life would be I didn’t do this work, not 
just for the youth but for myself. Now I 
ask you one more time to get involved and 
help make the lives of some of the most 
unsupported youth better. 




