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Dear Friends,
To say that 2016 was an incredible year for Friends of Children would be an understatement!
Three years ago, we made a strategic commitment to expand our support to vulnerable children
and youth who were increasingly falling through the cracks in the system. We committed to:
!
listen to what young people tell us they need.
!
take the stories of children and young people who have experienced abuse and neglect
out of the shadows in order to remove stigma, and to educate and enlighten.
!
welcome into community the young people who age out of the foster care system,
helping our community to see them as the important members they are.
Friends of Children’s independent child advocacy grew exponentially in 2016, and as a result we
are now advocating for the greatest number of children and youth in our history!
We continue to:
!
articulate the best interests of at-risk children and youth in Franklin and Hampshire
counties through our volunteer Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) Program;
!
provide tangible measures of security and respect to hundreds of young people through
our volunteer-operated Foster Dignity Project;
!
serve as champions for more than 11,000 children and youth placed in the foster care
system in Massachusetts with our policy arm, The Children’s Union;
!
create opportunities for older youth in foster care and alumni of the system to share their
experiences, insights, and reform ideas through Seeing Our Voices; and
!
engage deeply in our new national initiative called FOCUS to connect young people who
age out of foster care to their community and to ensure their best futures.
Collectively, Friends of Children is a results-driven, powerful advocate and champion for children
and young people in, or at risk of entering, the child welfare system. We use unique,
independent, and multi-strategy approaches to create opportunities for them to have safe,
fulfilling, and hopeful lives. We partner with hardworking, compassionate volunteers across
Massachusetts to address the needs of children and young people today and help them
determine who they will become tomorrow.
Young people count on us to tell the truth (because it shouldn’t be so hard to be a kid), act on
that truth (every child deserves a champion), and promote the change they need. At Friends of
Children, we do whatever it takes, at every step.
Warmly,
Jane Lyons, Executive Director

Friends of Children’s Court Appointed
Special Advocates Program (CASA) trains
and supports community volunteers to
advocate for the best interests of children
and youth who are referred by the
Hampshire/ Franklin Juvenile Court.
Many of these children have been removed
from their homes due to abuse and neglect
and are placed in foster care, a solution
intended to be temporary. Too many
children languish in these placements with
little to no sense of permanency. Many are
experiencing school difficulties, social
isolation, or not receiving appropriate
services and supports. Our CASA volunteers
provide these children with a positive and
consistent adult who advocates for their
needs within the vast child welfare system to
make sure their needs are addressed.

Friends of Children’s Seeing Our Voices is a structured group mentoring
experience, giving older foster youth opportunities for strengthening creative
self-expression and awareness, and for developing personal and social skills.
After two highly impactful experiences and meaningful public awareness
exhibits, we are so pleased to announce that our third cohort of Seeing Our
Voices is in the works. We are partnering with the Center for Human
Development, Dial/SELF and Northeast Center for Youth and Families to
convene a group of 8-12 young people throughout the Pioneer Valley who will
participate in a multi-media project to articulate their own stories. Our
ultimate goal is statewide exhibition to educate the public on the true
experience of young people in foster care in Massachusetts.

Friends of Children created the Children’s Union in 2014 to serve as its formal
policy arm in response to public failings of the Massachusetts child welfare
system. The Children’s Union exists to promote effective oversight and
accountability to safeguard the wellbeing of children in the state’s care and
custody.
As its first initiative, the Children’s Union is advocating for changes to the
state’s Foster Care Review system, a federal requirement of all states to
ensure that a foster child’s right to permanency and stability is achieved. The
current system has extremely limited oversight and transparency as the Foster
Care Review Unit is housed in the Department of Children and Families (DCF),
and therefore provides limited accountability. The Children’s Union believes
shifting the functions of the Foster Care Review Unit from DCF to a new
independent office mandated to review and monitor individual cases, as well
as to collect comprehensive and meaningful data and report results to the
public, will better serve the needs of vulnerable young people.
The Children’s Union has garnered respect and statewide support for its
mission and this effort. Legislators in both the House and the Senate are cosponsoring the Foster Care Review Office bill, and statewide support by other
advocates continues to strengthen. While seeing a bill become law is a
lengthy process, we are encouraged! Thanks to the persistence of our
Children’s Union, these changes would fundamentally improve the state law
governing Foster Care Review, and be a significant step to increasing
accountability in the Massachusetts child welfare system.

Entering the foster care system with little more than the clothes on your back
and a few belongings thrown into a trash bag are things that no child—let alone
one struggling with such trauma—should shoulder.
Friends of Children established its Foster Dignity Project more than ten years
ago to promote respect and inclusion for young people in the foster care
system. This effort has grown into a valuable volunteer-driven community
partnership that provides items such as school supplies, backpacks, winter
clothing, books, stuffed animals, college textbooks, dorm supplies, and so
much more.
The Foster Dignity Project has also moved beyond material support to stipends
for activities such as school trips. The community outpouring to benefit the
those served by this project continues to be truly remarkable.

Many foster youth are very resilient, as evidenced by their determination to
survive day-to-day in difficult circumstances. If given relevant, respectful, and
serious opportunities and supports, they can achieve personal success. But
because of real and perceived constraints, critical growth opportunities are
unavailable to many older youth in care. They are denied the chance to
participate in everyday activities essential to the process of maturing into
adults. Consequently, when they “age out” of care (ages 18-22), they are at
increased risk of negative life outcomes than their peers. Older foster youth
need substantial, relevant, and meaningful opportunities at this critical
juncture in their lives.
FOCUS is Friends of Children’s bold, new national initiative that connects
youth who age out of foster care with caring adults, critical resources, and
their larger community. FOCUS helps these remarkable young people avoid
a future of extremely poor outcomes by working with them to build
connection, purpose, and resilience. Starting with a local pilot in Western MA
and building out to 3-5 cities over the next three years, FOCUS works with
local organizations to provide each youth participant with a personal dream
team of 2-3 caring volunteers, the technology needed to thrive in a digital
economy, and the embrace of the broader community to guide and
champion them on their journey. Using technology, the arts, multimedia, and
social media, FOCUS will also draw national attention to the challenges and
opportunities facing foster care alumni and mobilize people nationwide to
support the foster youth in their communities.

We are thankful for the continued partnership of the
United Way of Franklin and Hampshire Counties.
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