10-3: County responds to judge’s call for more foster families
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10-3: County responds to judge’s call for more foster
families

By IMELISSA TRESNER

A yoear after Family Court Judge Raobin Sage launched an initiative to increass the
number of foster homes in Gregg County, she reports the numbers have gane from
five to 45,

"4l in all, the program has been exlramely succassful, but we still nesd more
foster parents. Wa wlill aways nesd more foster paranis,” Sage said.

in August 2003, when the program began, Gregg County had & dire shorage of

families willing and abls to fastar. Whilz there wers more than 200 children in the Tor
fusier system, oniy an averags of five hormes wera available in the county o send A
them te, Sage said, o

i

She said the lack of homes forced the Texas Department of Protactive and

Regulatory Ssrvices to send foster children as far away as Houston and Faris. The
trauma of being separated from their familiss was anly worsenad when the children -
had to move away from their schouls and friends, the judge said.

Sage snlisted community support through churches and civic organizations to .
increase the number of licensed foster hemes, Another goal of the pregram was to ojﬁ ;
provide more support for foster parents, often stretched beyond their means.

She made presentations at about 30 organlzations to get help. The responss wes
tremenduus, she sald.

Churches have held baby showers to stock the Rainbow Room, a free store for
Foster parents to pick up staple items — diapers and clothing — for the children in
thsir care.

5t. Andrew Prespyterian Church offers & Parents Might Out once 2 manth for foster
parents. And an Appreciation Banguat was sponsared by the Child Welfare Board
in July. Foster children enjoyed a free night at Kids Station, owned by Gragaton
United Methodist Church, whila the parents attendad tha banguet,

Fostering Parthers, which was funded with a 530,000 grant from the Suprame
Court Task Foree on Foster Carg, also has sponsored a teamwark seminar and is
planning & discusslon panel about fostering at & p.m. Oct. 7 at the ROG, a
recreational faciiity st First Baptist Church on South Street in Longview. The avent

is free and open to the public.

Dlans Timmons, who has cordinated the preject, sald it's been a busy year for
Fastering Partners.
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She has t:regn working with Buckner Chiidren & Family Services to offer foster
parent traiming classes. Thres nine-week classes have been hald so far — ona
threugh CPS and wo through Buckner.

About 15 families are snrolled in the third clags, which ended Thursday.
Shary! McQuitty was cne of tha participants.

She saw @ newspaper advertisement in July abuut Fostering Pariners and decided
to approach har family about cpaniny their hame to a foster child.

"I Telt ike our family could contribute to a child a safa erwlronment,” McQuitty sald.
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Uhee she and her husband, Dan, decided to foster, they talked to their 18-year-old

daughter, Rachel Hulsey, about the plan. Rachel is a student at Kilgore Cellege
and stll lives at home with her parents.

Hulsey asked if sha could attend the training classes as well, a request that
astounded her parents and the Buskner instrusiors.

"We've always done farmily things," Hulsey explained.
Mclhiitty said har deughier is a stand-out at the Thursday night classes.

"She overy partlcipates. {The Instructors) were in awe thal she even wanted to
coma to the class. They ulilize het a lot in skits and other activities," McQuiity said.

Hulsey said the Instrucikors maka the classes interesting by loading them with
aclivities and lessons that bring home how vital loving, stable fosier homes are.

" think the classes would defintely help anyone grow as @ person. It helps your
perspective on those less fortunate,”" she said.

Ehery| McQuitly said the classes have opened her eyes to the poverty, abuee and
neglect that many fesier children face,

"We wera all naive as to what takes place,” she said. "Every week, | ses more and
more how | hava been blessed, and It reassures me how | would like to bless
others."

Aftar finishing the program, the familly will be ready for a home study by Child
Protective Services and soon will be a licensed foster family.

Thomas Walch 1Y and his wile, Amy, werg in the class with the McQuittys.
He said fhe three-hour classes also enlighienesd him.

Welch bagan the classes with the attitude, "We already have a 5-year-uld sun,
whal's another small child? Ha also is a childran's pastor at The Church at Grace
Creek, so he thought a foster child would be no preblem.

He said he quickly realized foster children have emctional and physical neads that
g0 beyord his experignce.

"l can't relate to a child that has been sexually abused. | can't relate to a child
who's been beat," he said.
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The classes have helped him be mora confident that he can foster a child who has
nad a tough life.

"My wife and | just have = hear for children. Wa see fastering as a ministry in a
sense," he sald,

Timmons, wheo aiso took the training to become a livensed foster parent, said ihe
Fostaring Partners program is not finished even though the grant monsy has boen

usad up.

She sald she'll conlinue to voluntzer her time, and the judges will confinue to make
presentations at churches or organizations that request them,

Mow that the Fostering Partners project is winding down, Sags and Timmons will
write a report detailing their efiors and send it to counties across the stats.
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Fostering Parthers

The Honorabie Robin Suge currently serves as
the 307tk Family District Court Judee in
Longview, Gregg County, Texas. She has served
there for 13 years hondling afl family matiers,
and chifd abuse and neglect cases, Fudee Supe
storted the CASA program in Gregy County in
19891 ihe program hay since expanded to five
otfier counties. After graduating from Boayior
University and Buylor Law School, she
practiced with the firm of Sharp, Ward, Ross,
Mo Dearie! ared Starvr urti] {983, then went into
sede practive as o fomily law specialist,. fudge
Sage hay served on the Tevas fuvenile
Probotion Commission Advisary Council,
Goversor's Conunitice on Juvenile Justive and
Delinguency Prevention, ard curvently sity on
the Supreme Court Task Foree on Foster Care
and the Texas CASA Bourd of Direciors. She
was named Woman af the Year in Longview in
2002, She recently divcussed her latest
innovative profect with Texas CASd CEO
Megan Ferfand.

Judee Kobin Sage

The Fostering Pariners prodect is an initiative to recruit and support foster and
adoptive parents through faith-based and other community proups. The
Supreme Coirt Task Force on l'oster Cine fumded this project to encowage
innovative ways to locate und mainiain quality homes for children.

When the project began, Grepg County had only five CPS foster homes
located ip ihe county, wilh :an average of 200 children in care. Children were
being placed in foster homes across the state, which made supervision and
parental visils -- not 1o mention CASA involvement -- extremely difficult.
Children were frequently moved from home to home as placements broke
down. Both the children and caseworkers were suffering the elfects of a lack

of hornes in this arza,
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1 {ormed a blue-ribbon commitiee of community and religlous leaders to
forge u plan to remedy the foster care situation. Collaborating in this project
are CASA of Basl Texas, County Protective Services, the Foster Families
Association and area churches. The local newspaper and television stations
have devoied many stories fo the project to raise public awareness of the
needs of foster children. A project director, who reporis Lo me and oftices at
the local CPS building, supervises the project.

In November and Decernber of 2003, my team and [ made presentations at 14
locul churches, describing the plipht of foster children and seeking
comunitments Irom the congrepations i help gs foster parenis, CASA
volunteers, and "lostering pariners.” The chyrehes will form "eircles of
support” around euch foster family to provide envouragement, connsel, and
practical help with things like dinners, babysitiing, and ransportation.

In just & few short months, the number of foster homes in Gregyg County has
tripled and ¢ven more new families recriited by the project are being {ruined.
Equally as imporiant, foster parents are being supported in many new ways (o
relain them as foster homes. For example, foster parents reporied that
obtaining Medicaid cards and getting the child in 1o see the pediatrician
immediately was a problem. As a result of this project, the locul pediatricians
have agreed to see a child within 24 hours of a request by a foster purent
regardless of Medicaid delays.

Several local churches are helding special projecis throoghoul the year, such
as Foster Parents Nights Out, contribuiions to the Rainbow Room as church
missions projects, and fund riisers (o benefil the foster children.

Fostering Partners is planning on expanding their ellorts w include inany
other areu vhurches and civic orpanizations. Our poal is 1o ensure that foster
ghildren in Gregg Counly will lack nothing any other child has, including a
loving home.

Back to the Heartbeat Home Page

Hiime ffurarer tew aecasd orothesetheat Ddsorine article?. asn 10/8/2004



