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FRIENDS OF CHILDREN
Raising Voices for Children

Friends of Children, Inc. 320 Riverside Drive, Northampton, Massachusetts 01062 = 413.586.0011

What does
Friends of Children
advocacy involve?

> Challenging a bureaucracy
to make the needs of a
child its priority

> Persistence, persistence,
persistence

> Not giving up when
obstacles are in the
way of obtaining the
right services

> Gathering details and
knowing facts well

> Knowing resources and
how to obtain them

> Encouraging collaboration

> Making hundreds of
calls to get the right
information and the
right services

> Creating solutions when
none seem possible

Letter from the Director
Jane Lyons, Executive Director

A true test of a community’s character is how well it cares for its
most vulnerable populations. Children with special needs, including
abuse or neglect victimization, learning disabilities, mental health
issues, developmental disabilities, medical concerns or other needs
are vulnerable in ways that require specialized attention. When the
most appropriate services are provided in the least restrictive
environments, everyone has the opportunity to participate in every
aspect of community living that s/he desires. The message to
children and their families is that there is a place in the community

for everyone to participate...now and in the future.

Friends of Children accomplishes its mission of serving the needs of
vulnerable children through individual case advocacy and support of
coordinated programs and policies to improve their lives. We serve

as a catalyst for change...change that is derived one child at a time.

If we as a society truly mean to nourish our children....and not just
some children, but all of our children...we will do more than intone
catchy slogans that “demonstrate” our commitment; we will act
consciously as we imagine life differently for children who need our
protection; we will consider new solutions to old problems and

gather and work together when new problems arise.

When considering costs diverted through appropriate service
provision, mentoring, guidance, incisive case management and
other results of child advocacy, the cost savings are stunning. What
is the cost of incarcerating a young person adrift after being
“launched” from foster care with few positive skills and no anchor?
What is the cost in perpetuating abuse or neglect for a child who
has not enjoyed the security and safety that permanency brings?
What is the cost of a child needing mental health services but for
whom little has been provided until too late? Can we afford not to

have an independent child advocacy voice?

Friends of Children
accomplishes its
mission of serving the
needs of vulnerable
children through
individual case
advocacy and support
of coordinated
programs and policies
to improve their lives.
We serve as a catalyst
for change...change
that is derived one
child at a time.
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REFLECTIONS ON WORK WITH
FRIENDS OF CHILDREN

Katerina Leinhart, Student Intern

| began working with Friends of Children and director Jane
Lyons in 2002 when | was an 8th grade middle school student.
At the time, | had only a superficial understanding of Friends of
Children’s mission as an advocacy agency. My work with Friends
of Children focused on the Foster Dignity program, which was
initiated the previous year. The mission of Foster Dignity was to
provide youth entering the state’s foster care system with new
backpacks in which to carry their belongings. Many children
and teens, we learned, had to carry their limited personal
possessions in a trash bag into a future filled with uncertainty.
In a donation request letter to large corporations, we included
a black garbage bag, accompanied by a note profiling an
entrant into the foster care system. In response, we received
over 1,000 backpacks and duffle bags which we were able to fill
with necessities and distribute to DSS offices throughout
western Massachusetts. The backpacks validated the
importance of the recipient and the worth of his or her
belongings. The campaign was an initiation for me into the
world of advocacy work that Friends of Children conducts, and
over time | began to understand the extent to which the
agency serves youth in the community.

Under Jane Lyons’ guidance, we (the Foster Dignity committee
and l) became aware of an invisible population; youth within
the community whose needs were unmet owing to unstable
home environments. This included not only, as | had recognized
before, foster youth, but children whose parent(s) could not
support their specified needs, who were in need of court
representation, or older foster youth aging-out of the state
system. With such a large population in need of advocates who
would initiate change, | began to understand the enormity of
Friends of Children’s mission and responsibility as an advocacy
agency. The advocates strive, every day, to improve the system
of social services so it best serves the diverse needs of
underrepresented youth.

With these observations, | was challenged to think about the
concept of privilege in a new way. What constitutes privilege?
How much does a stable childhood contribute to success as an
adult? And, what can we, as a committee, do to level the
playing field so that every teen has an equal chance for
success? Recognizing the vast differences among the teen
student community became our inspiration in initiating the
ICAN (Individual Child Activity Network) scholarship fund,
which on some level addresses the discrepancies in opportunity.

Friends of Children advocates have the ability to understand or
interpret what is important to the individual youth they serve,
or what action needs to be taken to serve their best interests.
This recognition of a child’s needs and hopes manifests itself in
every facet of the agency's mission, as they give a voice to
youth overwhelmed by and often overlooked in a bureaucratic
system that is, at times, uncompassionate.

| began to understand the enormity of
Friends of Children’s mission and responsibility

as an advocacy agency.

The Foster Dignity Committee thinks about the things we take
for granted when addressing the idea of privilege. Dance
lessons, duffle bags for our gym clothes, our parents’ car to
drive, a future at college, and somewhere to go home to.
Where would be we without these opportunities, we wonder.
Who would we turn to? What would be important?

That person to turn to is invaluable to any individual, especially
youth in positions of vulnerability. Friends of Children
advocates are there: “speaking up, one child

at a time.”

AAMP Participants to Fenway Park

As part of the Massachusetts Mentoring Partnership's focus
on the value of mentoring, Friends of Children’s AAMP
participants will be guests of the Boston Red Sox in late May.
Joining hundreds of other mentor matches from around the
state, Friends of Children will send eight to Boston to enjoy a
night game. The next morning, one of our own matches will
be featured at the 3rd Annual Champions of Mentoring
Breakfast, also held at Fenway Park.

Champions of Mentoring is Mass. Mentoring Partnership's
signature recognition and fundraising event, and it will be
hosted by the Red Sox. The breakfast will feature former Red
Sox player Trot Nixon and Manager Terry Francona, who will
help in recognizing leading supporters of youth mentoring. The
Red Sox have also sponsored the Red Sox Mentoring Challenge,
inviting individuals to ’Step Up to the Plate” and become
mentors. Sounds like a ”win” for all!
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CASA ADVOCATES AT THE STATE HOUSE

K. Leinhart

On Tuesday, March 27, volunteers from Friends of
Children’s Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA)
Program along with Executive Director Jane Lyons and
CASA Program Director Randee Laikind visited the
Statehouse in Boston. Their mission was to urge
legislators to maintain level funding for five CASA
programs in Massachusetts in next fiscal year’s state
budget. Currently, Friends of Children’s CASA Program,
which serves the Franklin/Hampshire Juvenile Court,
receives $77,478 in state funds.

Accompanying staff to the State House was an
informative experience. The process of getting funding
written into the state budget is long and complex, and
relies on an elected official to push that agenda forward.
The Legislator has to understand and embrace the
concept and be willing to politically advocate for its
place in the budget. In CASA's case, level funding is never
a given and volunteers and staff who understand the
program’s worth must fight for funding every year. And
in fact, this is just what transpired. CASA did not make
the first pass of the House budget created by the Ways
and Means Committee.

Representative Ellen Story and Representative John
Scibak met with the Friends of Children contingent and
joined with Rep. Peter Kocot and others in sponsoring a
budget amend-ment to fund CASA. Once the House
determines its budget, the process shifts to the Senate
where debate begins anew. CASA has the support of
Senator Stan Rosenberg, as was made clear in the
group’s meeting with his State House staff.

“Volunteers must act as a voice for the child,” said
Shawn deJong, Franklin/Hampshire CASA volunteer, in
Tuesday's meeting with Representative Story. “But a
child’s wishes are not always in his or her best interest.”
She described the need not only to serve what the child
wants, but also to report the reality of their situation

and decide what would best serve their needs. The role
of a CASA, she added, is also to find the information that
the state would probably miss... information that could,
and often does, make all the difference.

As of this writing, CASA earmarked funds were in both
the House and Senate budgets, thanks to the work of
our State Representatives and Senator Stan Rosenberg.
Once the budget is finalized by both sections of the
Legislature, it will go to Governor Patrick for signature.
Stay tuned, as the Governor promised early in the
budget process that he would not approve any earmarks.

2006 Highlights of Accomplishments

> Served 79 abused and neglected children referred by the
Franklin/Hampshire Juvenile Court through the Court
Appointed Special Advocate Program

> Served 15 foster teens referred to the Adolescent Advocacy
Mentoring Project

> Served 66 children in the Child Advocacy Program

> Provided new backpacks and other essential supplies to
more than 600 western Massachusetts foster children
through Foster Dignity

> Provided $3500 in support of activities and items for foster
children and youth

> Created a forum to discuss changes in the state’s delivery of
services to children and their families who are involved in
the Department of Social Services

> Initiated discussion with area service providers to explore
creative ways to fill the gap in short-term care for children
and adolescents in mental health crises

> Continued research and initiated leadership in creating a
“user friendly” system of maintaining educational and
medical records for foster children.

> Held our most successful community fundraiser to date, Iron
Cook 4, featuring celebrity chef Bobby Flay, before an
audience of over 1000 patrons

> Collaborated for the fourth year with employees of the
Easthampton Savings Bank, who provided holiday gifts
to every foster child associated with a Friends of
Children program

> Educated middle school students at the Bement School
about the needs of foster children in the region, resulting in
their compiling school and art supplies, books and little toys
for more than 100 foster children served by the Holyoke
Department of Social Services

> Chosen by the students at Northampton Montessori School
as the beneficiary of a student walk-a-thon which raised
over $1000 for the Foster Dignity Project

> |nitiated a program with Smith College students to donate
used computers that were upgraded and given to area
foster youth

> Held our annual volunteer recognition evening at the
Garden House in Northampton, at which time Community
Child Advocacy awards were bestowed, including one to
State Representative Ellen Story

> Worked to help create “Mini Adoption Day” at the
Franklin/Hampshire Juvenile Court
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