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In some ways, Charles Pruitt has been an adult for much of his childhood.

The teenager cared for his three youngest sisters when their parents neglected them and they missed two years of school. In his Waxahachie foster home, his

graceful acceptance of chores and rules makes him a leader among the eight other teens.

Now 19, Pruitt officially became an adult about a year ago. Every year, there are 1,500 just like him in Texas who “age out” of foster care. Before they turn 21, many

will struggle with unemployment, incarceration or simply a lack of support or resources. A quarter will end up homeless, according to several studies.

“This is probably the most important time in a kid’s life,” Pruitt’s foster mother Sandi St. Clair said. “When they’re younger they have a support system. Everyone

wants to take care of a cute little kid. Now, they’re an adult, and they can do all the adult things. But they don’t have the support.”

But Pruitt does have an extensive group of people who have ensured he has a safety net as he walks the line between adolescence and adulthood.

“I consider myself an adult, but I feel like a teenager,” he said. “There’s more to come. I know I have to prepare myself for the real world.”

Studying and working

Pruitt graduated this month from Waxahachie High School. He has been living at Texas Baptist Home for Children, where he says he has been given a family and

mentorship through a counselor, Child Protective Services staff and a court-appointed special advocate.

He plans to continue living at the home, going to Navarro College to study cosmetology and working at Pizza Hut. He’s modest when his foster mother brags about

the strides he’s made in his three years in the home’s transitional program.

“He’s been through a lot that most kids don’t experience — even some adults haven’t had to go through,” St. Clair said. “He won’t tell you that, though.”

Throughout most of the teen’s childhood, Pruitt’s father frequently traveled for work when he and his siblings were growing up. They moved from hotel to hotel in

Oklahoma, were neglected and missed school for two years. When money ran out and the family was living in a van in Dallas, the children were referred to CPS and

placed in foster care.

His current home is his third placement and his longest. Through it, he’s broken out of his shyness and learned to save money and pay bills. The teen says he’s still

figuring out what else he should know before going out on his own.

A little human help

Up until 2006, Texas foster kids didn’t have the option of extended care. The 18-year-olds with no family to adopt them were given initial help in navigating adulthood

while still in care. Case workers helped them to form a plan and maybe guided them to transitional homes. Once out of care the teens have been eligible for living and

education stipends for quite some time, said Marissa Gonzales, a spokeswoman for the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services.

But over the years, it has been more apparent that a human support system is crucial to the success of former foster youth. State and federal funding has allowed for

extended foster care. Nonprofit groups such as Court Appointed Special Advocates have also filled the gap to provide networks and mentors for the youth.

Jerry Sullivan, program director for CitySquare’s Transition Resource Action Center, a Dallas-based group devoted to guiding current and former foster children to
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successful independent living, said there are dozens of youth who walk into the office who have no idea about some of the benefits they can receive.

“Every day we meet young people who are eligible for our services and never got the message that we are here,” Sullivan said. “Some of them maybe don’t want

services or to be a part of any system because they’ve been through that.”

Sullivan said the center’s mission is not to keep them in any system but to coach them. Last year the organization served about 800 youths up to age 25 and

“stabilized” 98 percent of them in housing, Sullivan said, helping them get their own apartments, jobs and job training.

Helping others

One of those young people is Laquindrick Wiley. He’s 20 and has lived on his own for about two years. He was in foster care for more than 10 years, aged out after

several foster care placements and was mostly on his own.

“When you age out, there’s no more state caring for you,” Wiley said. “That’s what it felt like. For a lot of kids, there’s a sense of community or security with your case

worker or foster home. But once your case is dismissed, that’s it.”

Wiley said he knows he could have ended up in legal trouble. While the youngest in a foster home, he was often picked on. He grew up, got bigger and angrier and

started fighting, he said, but after a few years and help from caring mentors, he learned better.

Now, he volunteers at juvenile court, advocating for as many as a dozen at-risk children who have found themselves in trouble. He also works as a youth advocate for

the center that has helped him. He helps inform professionals in the foster care system about aging out.

His goal, he said, is to make youths “have it better than me.”

Sullivan agreed.

“People should understand that our youth are just like any other 20-something out there,” Sullivan said. “They have the same goals, same hopes and dreams but

don’t have the same resources.”

Pruitt appreciates the resources he’s received through federal- and state-funded extended foster care, and he’s not ready to give them up quite yet.

“I’m happy here, and I think I’d be afraid to leave right now,” he said. “I have my family here. I have my foster mom and everyone here. I think I needed this, like, rules

and structure to become who I am.”

Resources help youths find financial footing

The human network of support for foster youths who age out of care is crucial to their success in adulthood, advocates say. But there are other resources provided

through federal and state funding to help transitioning youth to become self-sufficient.

Around the age of 14, foster parents are expected to teach teens basic living skills such as cooking and money management. Also around that age, teens begin their

independence planning. They choose adults to be in their “circle of support,” and together they plan out goals and their future needs, such as education, health and

skills training.

Through the Preparation for Adult Living Program, older foster youths up to the age of 21 can receive mentoring on health, safety and housing, with help from

program staff. Youths are eligible for a transitional living allowance up to a total of $1,000, case management and after-care allowance for rent, food and utilities, up to

$3,000. This is federally and state-funded.

The Extended Foster Care Program allows youths who have finished high school and are enrolled in college, working at least 80 hours a month or incapable of doing

either because of a documented medical condition to extend their foster care until age 21. It also continues paying living expenses for foster youths up to age 22 who

are attending high school, or 21 if the youth is working toward a GED. Texas is the only state that allows youths to stay in this program until 22. Most others cut off

such support at age 21, several at age 18.

Foster children enrolled in college or vocational training can access the federally funded Education and Training Voucher Program, which provides up to $5,000 a year

to assist with education expenses. Through Texas law, the state provides a college tuition waiver for former foster youths to state supported colleges and universities.

Less than half of the states provide this assistance.

Christina Rosales
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Through Texas law, the state provides a college tuition waiver for former foster youths to state supported
colleges and universities.

This is a worthy program.
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