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On July 7, I had 
the privilege 
of interviewing 

Degale Cooper, the 
Chief Program and 
Impact Officer of 
YouthCare. YouthCare 
is a non-profit 

organization in Seattle 
Washington and their work is based 
around supporting young people, who 
have experienced homelessness, housing 
insecurity, amongst other things, to 
secure successful lives as adults. Their 
mission statement is “YouthCare works 
to end youth homelessness and to ensure 
that young people are valued for who 
they are and empowered to achieve their 
potential.”

Young people who’ve been a part of the 
organization exude this mission statement 
and even more so when they’re in the 
real world. YouthCare makes this world a 
better place for young people who have 
experienced traumatic things and are 
needing support. 

Recently, on August 31, I visited the Orion 
Center YouthCare building, located in 
downtown Seattle. Some of the rooms I 
was shown were the computer room where 
young people can work on their resumes and 
apply for jobs, the shower room youth can 
utilize while they’re staying there, and the 
lunchroom where they eat. I also had the 
opportunity to meet some of the people who 
work there as well.

During my interview with Degale 
Cooper, we talked about a variety of 
things centered around YouthCare. 
Throughout the interview I 
witnessed her undeniable passion 
and drive for making a difference in 
the lives of young people. Having 
been apart of this work for a long 
time, the position Degale currently 
holds at YouthCare says it all. 
One of the things we talked about 
during the interview was whether 
or not YouthCare was able to 
continue supporting young people 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In responding to the question, Cooper 
talked about YouthCare continuing to 
provide shelter and food for young people 
who needed it the most, especially during 
this pandemic. The organization has strong 
relationships and partnerships with food 
banks in their area. Most importantly, the 
reason they’ve continued their services 
despite the challenges of the pandemic is 
because of their unwavering dedication 

Degale Cooper poses with advocates at Mockingbird's 2018 
Youth Leadership Summit. Photo: Michael B. Maine

Esther  Taylor

It was a spring day 
in mid-April of 
last year when I 

first verbalized that 
there is a need for 
increasing access to 
hygiene programs 
for homeless youth. 
I then spoke on 
this problem at The 
Mockingbird Society’s 

State Leadership Council meeting. Our 
chapter, called Youth Advocates Ending 
Homelessness, took a vote on which 
topic we would most like to present 
on at the upcoming Youth Leadership 
Summit. Drawing from my experiences in 
homelessness, I suggested we ask for more 
youth hygiene services, especially laundry. 
There was – and still is - a serious lack of 
laundry services for homeless youth. We 
voted and amongst all the other worthy 
topics presented by our chapter members, 
my topic prevailed; the most votes were 
cast for, “WE NEED MORE PHYSICAL 
LOCATIONS TO RECEIVE SERVICES”. 

Along the way, our ask evolved with the 
changing times; we were put on lockdown 

and words like “COVID” and “quarantine” 
became commonplace in everyday 
palavering. These terms dominated the 
discussion in our groups and the fear was 
almost palpable. But stronger was the 
sense of camaraderie and determination 
to continue on in our noble pursuit – to fix 
what’s broken in the world. We have gone 
to great lengths and accomplished so much 
in working on this and we are up to the 
challenge of facing whatever else we must 
do to make our proposal a reality. 

The meetings began. We had chapter 
meetings to discuss the finer points 
of our topic and on June 22, 2020 we 
met with a Housing Specialist from 
UnitedHealthcare Community Plan. The 
meeting went very well. My firsthand 
knowledge of how homelessness can wear 
someone down, physically and mentally, 
was relayed to the people who were in 
positions to alleviate these struggles for 
the youth who are currently homeless. 
I am always left with mixed feelings of 
edification and anticipation after meeting 
with representatives from various health 
management organizations and the Health 
Care Authority.  Some representatives didn't 

really listen to what we were saying, and 
didn't seem to understand when they were 
alienating people who have already been 
traumatized.  Seeing as one of the buzzwords/
terms in social services is “trauma-informed”, 
they should be aware of it and how it 
affects vulnerable people who are opening 
themselves to this kind of advocacy while 
dealing with their own problems. 

Since then, we have had many more meetings, 
provided feedback, and tirelessly outreached 
to youth whose involvement we needed 
in these meetings. But this work was not 
without its challenges. Youth outreach can 
be difficult – young people need to install 
all these applications on their free or low-
cost phones, and it can be a barrier to 
participation. And this is the kind of phone 
people in the demographic that we want to 
get involved are most likely to have (unless 
they’re in a relatively comfortable living 
situation - which is atypical). Also, in April 
of this year, it was announced that there 
would be big changes at Mockingbird Society. 
Despite program and staff changes, we never 
lost sight of realizing the services we had 
been asking for. 



our team Letter to the Editor

Finding my Voice

Dear Mockingbird 
Community,

This past year has 
been a challenging 
one in so many 

ways, and after deep 
reflection I have made 
the difficult decision 
to move on to explore 

my next professional 
chapter. It has been my honor to serve as the 
Executive Director of Mockingbird for the past 
six years. I am so grateful to our partners, 
elected officials, and community members 
for their supportive and collaborative 
relationships with me, Mockingbird staff, 
and, most importantly, with our young 
advocates across the state. The work of 
Mockingbird would not be possible without 
these relationships. 

The organization is embarking on its next 
critical chapter as MOCKINGBIRD FAMILY™ 
expands across the country, our policy team 
works toward achieving more landmark 
reform, and Youth Programs reimagines itself 
to find new ways to elevate the voices of 
young people with lived experience.  

As I look back over the past six years, I am so 
proud of all we’ve accomplished, including:  

Annie Blackledge
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The Mockingbird Society’s mission is 
to transform foster care and end youth 
homelessness. We create, support, 
and advocate for racially equitable, 
healthy environments that develop and 
empower young people at risk of — or 
who are experiencing — foster care or 
homelessness. Working in partnership 
with young people with lived experience, 
we change policies and perceptions 
standing between any child and a safe, 
supportive and stable home. We envision 
each young person, regardless of race 
or individual experience, reaching 
adulthood with an equitable opportunity 
to thrive. The Mockingbird Times is a key 
component of our youth development 
program, the Mockingbird Youth Network. 
All youth reporters are paid employees, 
and contributors from across the country 
receive up to $25 for published works. 
The Times is distributed nationally to 
more than 20,500 through our mailing 
list and as an insert in Real Change, a 
Seattle-based community newspaper. As a 
nonprofit organization, we appreciate your 
private contributions to support our youth 
and family programs. Donate online, by 
phone, or mail.

The Mockingbird Society, 2100 24th Ave S, 
Ste 240, Seattle, WA 98144
www.mockingbirdsociety.org 
206.323.5437 (KIDS)
information@mockingbirdsociety.org 

No part of the Mockingbird Times may be 
reproduced without written permission.  
All content copyright ©2021, The 
Mockingbird Society. 

about us

Every quarter the Mockingbird Youth Network 
highlights a few chapter  

members’ accomplishments

shout outs! Shout out to the YAEH chapter for launching 
their hygiene kit pilot program, a big 
milestone for their 2020 Summit proposal. 

Congratulations to Jolie Bwiza for walking 
in an LA fashion show and for using her 
platform to raise awareness of foster care! 

A warm welcome to Bunni Owens in her 
new role as a Network Representative! 
Glad to have you on the team!

2022 Legislative 
Agenda Spotlight. 

Mockingbird's chapters are hard 
at work preparing their policy 
proposals for the upcoming 2022 
legislative session. Here are the 
topics under consideration:

Stay tuned in the coming weeks 
for Mockingbird's final advocacy 
agenda for the 2022 legislative 
session! Thanks to our Chapters for 
their dedication and hard work in 
developing these important policy 
proposals. 

3. 

2. 

1. 

• Partnering with young people and  
 the community to pass landmark  
 legislation:

 • Keys to Independence: Ensure that  
 foster youth ages 15-21 can obtain  
 a learner’s permit, driver’s   
 training, and a driver’s license.

 • SB 5290: Eliminating the use of  
 juvenile detention for non-criminal  
 offences.

 • HB 1219: Securing legal   
 representation for foster youth  
 ages 8 and up.

• MOCKINGBIRD FAMILY™ – The program  
 has grown to serve hundreds of   
 children and families here at   
 home, and in diverse communities all   
 around the world.
• Growth of annual budget from   
 $1.9 million to over $3 million to  
 transform foster care and end youth  
 homelessness.

The Mockingbird Society continues to raise 
the bar for youth engagement. In 2020, we 
launched a youth participatory research 
survey to capture the perspectives of young 
people ages 18-26 involved in Washington’s 
child welfare system. The report documents 
the lived experience of over 200 young 
people. To date, it is the largest youth 
developed survey of its kind in Washington 
State. This and future survey results will 

I remember the 
first time I really 
spoke out about 

something I believed 
in. I was 13 years old 
and had just been 
placed into foster 
care. I went through 
three different 
homes in a matter 

of a month. Because my 
voice was silenced in 

my childhood, I never really told anyone the 
extent of my abuse. I continued to act out, 
and eventually made it to a Crisis Residential 
Center. One night, another young resident 
came back to the house intoxicated. This was 
against the center’s policies, so the head 
staff was going to discharge her from the 
program. I knew that that she was struggling 
with addiction due to her trauma, so I fought 
for her to stay.

Unfortunately, as brave as I was, the 
established protocols prevented her from 
staying in the crisis center. Despite the fact 
that I lost that battle, I felt empowered; this 
was a strength I never knew I had. Later that 
night, the head staff pulled me aside and told 
me I’d be great for The Mockingbird Society. 
I had never heard of Mockingbird before, but 
the fact that there was free food involved was 
all I needed to know to take that leap of faith 
and get involved. 

When I walked into my first chapter meeting, 
I instantly felt like I was where I belonged. 

Power of One
Ryan Tobiasson

My whole life, I had been putting on a mask 
to please others and to protect myself. But 
here, I felt SAFE enough to take that mask 
and throw it away forever. After my very first 
meeting, I knew that Mockingbird was where 
I belonged.

Since then, I’ve seen the power of advocacy. 
I’ve been to our state Capitol and met with 
legislators to share my experience and policy 
recommendations. I actually came up with 
the name of a piece of legislation we passed 
in 2020, called IDs with Ease. The name itself 
describes what we wanted to see happen. We 
wanted to make sure that youth and young 
adults could access identification easily.

We found that this was a need just by talking 
with fellow chapter members; it was difficult 
hearing how they were struggling to find a 
job or get into housing because they couldn’t 
access the proper identification. They 
explained that getting an identification card 
and a driver’s license is expensive, and it’s 
also literally impossible to get an ID card or 
license if you don’t have somebody to vouch 
for you and your identity. If the advocates 
from my chapter didn’t have the opportunity 

to share their experiences, these challenges 
would probably still exist. This is an example 
of why listening to young people is so 
important. I’m proud to have been a part of 
eliminating these barriers for young people 
experiencing homelessness.

I have helped create policy change. I never 
thought I could be capable of such greatness. 
Yet here I am - in college, a mother, and 
a full-time employee of the Mockingbird 
Society as of October of 2021. Once I learned 
what my voice was, Mockingbird taught me 
how to use my voice to better the system 
that impacts so many young people. As I 
learned and grew, Mockingbird recognized 
the value to my voice, as well as the voices 
of many others. As an employee, I can give 
future Mockingbirds those same skills that 
were given to me. I can’t wait to share the 
gift of advocacy with other young people 
experiencing foster care or homelessness. 
Because I know that when we listen to their 
voices, we create more effective policies. It 
gets us one step closer to making sure all 
youth have the support they need to have 
successful and fulfilling lives. ■ 

Ryan Tobiasson

inform the policy agenda of The Mockingbird 
Society for years to come. It is a testament to 
Mockingbird’s commitment to youth voice, and 
highlights the importance of lived experience 
in policymaking. 

Thank you for supporting this work as it 
continues to evolve through this leadership 
transition. More information regarding the 
Executive Director search process will be 
coming in the next few months, but I am 
confident the organization will continue to 
thrive. Mockingbird is a strong and stable 
force, with a committed community of staff 
and supporters. I will always remain one of 
Mockingbird’s biggest fans and can’t wait 
to see what this new chapter of growth and 
change brings to this work.

So, it is with a proud and heavy heart that I bid 
you farewell. The work of this organization is 
the work of my heart and I know it is for you 
too. Community support, public partnerships, 
and advocacy make the organization what it 
is today, and is exactly how Mockingbird will 
continue supporting the 20,000+ young people 
experiencing foster care and homelessness in 
Washington in all the years to come.  

With Gratitude, 
Annie

If the advocates from my chapter didn’t have the 

opportunity to share their experiences, these challenges 

would probably still exist.

The Mockingbird Society will 
define racially equitable 

partnerships, practices, and 
processes. Mockingbird has an 
internal culture dedicated to 

addressing racial inequity and 
intersectionality for ourselves and 

those we serve.

Race Equity Vision

The Mockingbird Society is 
committed to actively creating 
racial equity and eliminating 

the negative impact of 
intersectionality in our work by 

embodying the changes  
we want to see.

Race Equity Mission

Receive Advocacy Alerts:
mockingbirdsociety.org

Share and Like
us on social media!

Make a Gift:

Ways to Engage:

IT TAKES ALL OF US: 2021 SPEAKER SERIES
Our second virtual Luncheon was a success! Here’s what our community said about our 2021 speaker series, It 
Takes All of Us. Transforming foster care and ending youth homelessness isn’t possible without the support of 

our community. Thank you for joining us in this work!

"Investing in this work 
is planting a seed that 
has immensely positive 
impacts on our whole 
community."
Samuel Martin, CEO, S.D. 
Martin Consulting

"When you take good 
care of the people who 
take good care of the 
kids - you have created 
magic. You've created 
Mockingbird Family.”
Degale Cooper, 1st Hub 
Home Provider

"If we're not advocating 
to improve the system, 
things won't change. 
Youth will continue to 
face barriers to their 
success."
Ryan Tobiasson, Regional 
Engagement Coordinator

“If I could tell our 
supporters anything, I'd 
really want to tell them 
thank you, because 
we can't do this work 
alone."
Doran Brajkovich, Yakima 
Chapter Leader

"Life after aging out was so difficult 
for many years. I'm so amazed by The 
Mockingbird Society, most of all the youth 
finding purpose and making change!" 
– Mockingbird Supporter

"...unpacking the complexity of an issue 
through the knowledge and expertise of 
lived experience. Love y'all!" 
– Zachary Wood

"Powerful stories!! Thank you for 
sharing your experiences. Grateful for 
your strong voice." 
– Shana Burres

Speaker Quotes: Community Quotes:

Mockingbird's Report Card project provides a perspective on 
Washington's child welfare system from the viewpoint of those who 
have been served by the system. It’s a first of its kind participatory 
research study (in partnership with the Stuart Foundation) 
designed to share the firsthand perspectives of young people 
impacted by foster care or homelessness alongside the Washington 
state data reported by child welfare systems. 219 youth from across 
the state graded their experiences with support services.

The average (mean) grades given by those who received each service 
was a ‘C’.

Of  the categories, the areas that received the highest ratings by 
youth were:
• Education Support
• Counseling

Categories that received the lowest rating were: 
• Keeping the Same Social Worker
• Finance Training

The Report Card – Grading the System

• Automatic Expungement of most 
juvenile records at age 18. 

• Promoting Financial Capability 
for Youth in Foster Care

• Extended Foster care: Continuing 
financial support for youth in 
foster care after age 21

Nonprofits' Services

Education Support

Counseling

Average

Averages Grades for General Services   (O = "F" ; 4="A")

2.85

2.32

2.56

2.74

“[The attorney] read my case file and got 

to know me. She actually listened to what I 

wanted and took the time to understand.”

– Survey Respondent 

see Report Card continued on page 4
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blog bar "The thing about MOCKINGBIRD FAMILY™ is that it provides the resources and supports to foster parents and children in real time - 
when they need it. The idea was to create community within child welfare, which is completely opposite to the way the majority of 
child welfare agencies practice. ...That's what makes the program successful. " - Fernando Clara, Director of Practice Innovation.

Wa n t  m o re ?  B e  s u re  t o  c h e c k  o u t  o u r  b l o g  b e t we e n  M o c k i n g b i rd  Ti m e s  p u b l i c a t i o n s :  w w w. m o c k i n g b i rd s o c i e t y. o rg / a b o u t - u s - 1 / b l o g

We welcome submissions of articles, poetry, artwork, and photography from our 
young readers who have experience in the foster care system and/or homelessness. 
If you want to be, or have been, published in the Mockingbird Times visit 
mockingbirdsociety.org, call us at (206) 323-5437 or email us at youthprograms@
mockingbirdsociety.org. 

Note: Incoming letters to the editor and correspondence to youth under 18 years 
should be addressed to the Mockingbird Times and will be opened first by adult 
editorial staff.

We Welcome Your Work
Hygiene  from page 1

45 minutes,  from page 1

to young people. This exemplifies how 
important young people are to them. 

One way they’re doing this is making 
sure that youth are safe and protected. 
Other communities they support are 
young people being trafficked and the 
LGBTQ+ community. They’re a safe haven 
for young people who’ve been mistreated, 
underestimated, and overlooked. 

On the topic of race, people of color 
are disproportionately impacted by 
homelessness. According to Cooper, 
“...if we just look at homelessness in 
general, and not just specifically the 
young people who come to YouthCare, 
but across our continuum, most minority 
groups, especially African Americans 
and Indigenous people, experience 
homelessness at a much higher rate than 
whites, largely due to long standing 
historical and structural racism.” Also, 
some of the commonalities Cooper 
mentioned, that are connected with 
African American and Indigenous 
families being homeless are poverty, 
segregation, amongst other reasons. 
YouthCare fully supports young people of 
color, by providing for them services that 
they don’t always have access to in order 
to have a successful life. 

Another quality that makes YouthCare 
standout is their hospitality to any 
young person who comes in their doors. 
According to Cooper, there are a variety 
of programs for youth to be a part of at 
YouthCare. Some of the programs she 
talked about were overnight shelters, 

residential programs, and independent 
living resources. When it comes to the 
overnight shelters, they’re a place for 
youth to have a safe place to go to for rest 
and support. The residential programs 
offered allow young people support 
and assistance anywhere from six to 18 
months. 

One of the independent programs that 
YouthCare offers is rental assistance. 
Young people 
who don’t have a 
support system 
to fall back on 
are forced to face 
the uncertainties 
and hardships 
living on their 
own comes with, 
and potentially 
not having money 
to pay rent is 
one of them. 
YouthCare also 
offers educational 
programs for young people. 

Degale says, “I’ve been in the field of 
working to support children, young 
adults, and families for just over 36 years. 
As the Chief Program and Impact Officer 
at YouthCare, I get to focus on strategies 
that continuously improve and enhance 
the way YouthCare shows up for young 
people and this community. We have to 
ensure our systems of care center the 
needs, experiences, and voices of the 
youth, young adults, and families most 
impacted by these systems of care.”

We have to ensure our 
systems of care center the 

needs, experiences, and voices 
of the youth, young adults, 
and families most impacted 

by these systems of care.

The staff that remains from before the transition has taken over 
and supported us through it. We have had meetings spaced 
closely together in the last few months. Within our chapter, 
friendships were formed with our shared goal in mind, and we 
truly became like a family. Because of our dedication and the 
support of our partners, Neighborcare health in Seattle will 
begin piloting a program to distribute hygiene kits to young 

people who are leaving their clinic and would not otherwise have supplies to keep their 
wound or surgical site clean. This is a promising milestone for this project, and although 
the work is far from finished, we’re one step closer to ensuring that young people 
experiencing homelessness have more resources to stay healthy. ■

Another way YouthCare has been able 
to support young people during the 
pandemic is by offering them online 
support. This was put in place in order 
to lower the risk of people contracting 
COVID-19. Safety first! Also, they offer 
vaccines for people who want to be 
vaccinated.

Another aspect of the organization that 
supports young people is through giving 

them opportunities 
to tell their stories 
of what they’ve been 
through and how they 
got to the place they’re 
at today. Storytelling is 
a powerful tool to help 
people to understand 
that it takes a lot 
of hard work and 
dedication to not allow 
your past and struggles 
to define you.

YouthCare serves young 
people in the King County area and has 
been flourishing for 50 years. Currently, 
260 employees work at the organization, 
and it has 15 different sites around 
Seattle. 

YouthCare started with work based around 
supporting minors ages 12-17 years old. 
As the organization’s work continues 
to expand in supporting young people, 
the more attention is brought to issues 
of foster care, homelessness, sexual 
orientation, amongst other issues that 
are challenging in a young person’s life.

Another resource connected with 
YouthCare is Casa de los Amigos. 
According to YouthCare’s website 
“Our Casa program provides safe and 
stable shelter to unaccompanied, 
undocumented minors while working 
with them on reunification whenever 
possible. Up to twenty young people 
ages 12-17 stay in the program, where 
they receive dignified care and support 
24/7.” According to Cooper, there are two 
programs for this, one for boys and one 
for girls. The program for boys is called 
Casa Uno and the program for girls is 
called Casa Dos. Also, YouthCare helps 
connect young people, who are in these 
programs with family members in the 
United States.

I’m grateful for the opportunity I had to 
interview Degale Cooper. I’m majoring 
in Strategic Communications at Walla 
Walla University, with a passion and 
drive to use my degree and experiences 
of being in foster care and being 
homeless to change foster care and 
youth homelessness, talking with Cooper 
made my passion for change stronger. 
Her passion for the work that YouthCare 
continues to do showed throughout 
our discussion. The organization is very 
lucky to have her be a vital part of their 
team and their work. Thank you Degale 
Cooper for allowing me to interview you. 
I learned a lot from our discussion and 
I can’t wait to see what YouthCare does 
next! ■
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Services young people describes as most important:
• Treated like Family  44%
• Foster Family Good Match 39%
• Supportive Social Worker 36%

Treated like Family

Foster Family Good Match

Supportive Social Worker

Three Most Important Services

44%

36%

39%

Report Card,  from page 3

iterations will allow us to develop a more expansive understanding of the issues impacting 
young people; namely, those in tribal foster care, the juvenile justice system, and those 
with developmental disabilities. Not every young person is able to engage directly in 
our youth programming, but any young person can be a part of sharing their experience 
through the report card research project. In this way, we hope to continue capturing and 
responsibly advocating on the behalf of the 9,000+ young people who experience foster 
care in Washington state each year. By reaching a broader group of young people, we can 
hold ourselves and the state accountable as we work to transform foster care and ending 
youth homelessness.

These results will influence Mockingbird’s legislative agenda in the years to come. These 
anecdotes have led our advocacy work for years, and now the collective voice from the 
report card project provides evidence that this experience is universally shared. Future 

“My current social worker is awesome … She 

answers me right away, which is amazing.” 

– Survey Respondent 


