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State Context

There is little reliable demographic information available about youth homelessness in Massachusetts. This data void is being addressed as the Massachusetts Department of Transitional Assistance continues to roll out its new Homeless Management Information System, a Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)-sponsored database developed to gather information about clients who utilize individual shelter services.   

Current Activities to Address Youth Homelessness
In State Fiscal Year (FY) 2005, 803 foster youths and young adults ages 18–23 left the care of the Department of Social Services (DSS) without returning home or being adopted. Of this number, 528 youths were age 18. Although some of these youth have established supports in the community and may have nonlegalized lifelong relationships, the majority are essentially without the support of family as they enter adulthood. As the “parent” for these youth, Massachusetts can and must improve these outcomes for our children. As discouraging as the high number of “aging-out” youth is, it is important to note that 1,103 foster youths ages 18–23 continued on in placement last fiscal year, pursuing their education or vocational training, and this number grows each year. With the recent clarification of policy, DSS accepts requests for voluntary services from former foster youth who discharged from agency care at or after age 18 and who have not reached age 21 yet. Since July 2005, DSS has reopened the cases for 55 youths for case management and placement.

DSS presently does not track the educational, housing, and employment status of the youth discharging from care; however, the outcomes for youth served by the Federal Chafee-funded outreach program are testimony to the positive impact that individualized services focused on developing youth’s life skills and permanency connections can have. Last year, 67 percent of the youth served in the outreach program attained a high school diploma or GED, and another 22 percent were still enrolled in high school or GED program. Seventy-two percent were employed full or part-time. This program provides intensive, individualized life skills assessment, training, and support to youth in out-of-home placement to prepare them to cope with the challenges of adulthood and lead productive lives after their transition from care. Given the limited funding, however, only 572 youths received the intensive outreach services last year. It also has been noted that youth who are not connected with individualized support services addressing their transition needs are more likely to leave care at age 18 than to sign a Voluntary Placement Agreement with DSS to continue in care. 

Youth who are in DSS care prior to and after age 18 have access to the agency’s supports and services, including the placement services of DSS foster care, contracted services of provider agencies offering therapeutic foster care, group care, independent living programs, and pre-independent living programs. In addition, the Adolescent Support Services Unit, which is federally funded by the Chafee Foster Care Independence Act, is a unit dedicated to working with DSS youth intensively to ensure a successful transition into adulthood. The Chafee Grant also funds services and programming focused specifically on serving the needs of these youth, including a mentoring program; an internship and employment program; and the Independent Living Support Program, which provides funds for youth ages 14–21 in placement to support their independent living preparatory needs, such as SAT fees, athletic uniforms, sports fees, tutoring, senior class expenses, etc. Also utilizing the Chafee Foster Care Grant funds, DSS provides financial and outreach support to youth discharging from DSS to independent living, including money toward first and last months’ rent; security deposit; initial utilities charges; and support with budgeting, home management, employment, etc. The Chafee Funds can provide this intensive level of service only to a small group of youth. The funding ratio has not increased since FY 2000. 

In addition, there are several programs administered by the Department that assist youth financially with higher education and vocational training. The programs include Massachusetts Foster Child and Adopted Child Tuition Waiver Program, the Education and Training Voucher Program, the Foster Child Grant Program, and the William Warren Scholarship Program.

Resources

In Massachusetts, youth who are involved with the juvenile justice system are served by the Department of Youth Services (DYS); however, approximately 50 percent of the DYS youth also have been involved with child welfare in DSS. The State Department of Mental Health (DMH) also serves youth in both DYS and DSS. To develop a coordinated approach to serving Massachusetts youth, the Executive Office of Health and Human Services (EOHHS) has convened the interagency Transition Age Workgroup to improve the outcomes for youth and young adults transitioning from State care. This workgroup has broad representation from multiple systems, including DSS, DYS, DMH, Workforce Development, the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, the Massachusetts Housing and Shelter Alliance, and the University of Massachusetts Center for Adoption Research Center.
Achievements to date include a pilot program that utilizes Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA) funds to support a transitional housing program for homeless young men, with priority given to young adults formerly served by DSS, DYS, or DMH. Through an agreement between DSS and DTA, applications for MASS Health coverage for youth leaving State care at age 18 are expedited to prevent gaps in coverage. A similar arrangement will be developed to ensure that youth eligible for food stamps receive this service.  

DSS has been assessing and redesigning its policies and practices to support its commitment that no child reach adulthood without a family or the closest approximation to family as possible. DSS has redesigned and is in the process of reprocuring its current categorical service programs of residential treatment and group homes, contracted foster care, and family-based services. The new procurement will apply the principles and framework of the system of care philosophy to create local networks of integrated services across the State. The goal is the creation of a continuum of services for children and families served by the Massachusetts child welfare system. The creation of a new system of purchased services is one of a number of changes initiated by the Department to strengthen the nature of our State’s child welfare practice in order to improve outcomes for children. It is the Department’s belief that family, or the network of resilient lifelong relationships that family represents, is essential to successful and satisfying adult development. The Department will align the child welfare system to increase dramatically the proportion of children who maintain or achieve a permanent family or other lifelong connection, with the support and guidance of the child welfare system. Some of the significant work is summarized below:

· The Working with Families Right from the Start initiative is revitalizing the DSS practice during the initial stages of involvement with families. A team of DSS staff members, families, providers, and community partners are developing strategies, policies, and materials to support positive changes in practice from intake and assessment through case closing.

· Each area office statewide is participating in a Breakthrough Series Collaborative on Adolescent Permanency designed to improve outcomes for children, youth, and families by testing small, rapid changes that are quickly implemented to accomplish the goal. The area offices share their successes and learning in real time to accelerate the achievement of improved outcomes further.

While these permanency efforts continue, DSS also recognizes that these youth in out-of-home placement concurrently must receive services that will assist them in developing the life skills they will need to live successfully as adults. 

Massachusetts recently has participated in the federally funded Family Homeless Policy Academy and has developed a 5-year plan to end family homelessness. The workplan has been adopted by Lieutenant Governor Kerry Healey, who has taken the leadership role in working on homelessness as chair of the Interagency Council on Homelessness. The Family Homeless workplan includes the needs of youth.  

Massachusetts is committed to improving the outcomes of youth who transition from the care of the child welfare and juvenile justice systems to adulthood. The well-being of these young adults is the responsibility and must be a priority of both the agencies caring for them as well as the communities in which they will live. The vision for the EOHHS Workgroup on Transition Age Youth is to support the healthy development of all youth “aging out” of State custody. Therefore, it is not only the State agencies but also community providers and advocates who have been meeting monthly to develop a workplan and strategies to improve the opportunities that youth in Massachusetts State care will have to transition successfully to adulthood. 

In addition to this Core Team, there are also a few other groups in Massachusetts who are addressing the “aging-out” issue. The Home for Little Wanders, a nonprofit community provider, has raised foundation funds to study the issue of youth transitioning from foster care. The Home is working with our EOHHS Workgroup to develop a knowledge base of the issues and resources available for youth. This focus on transition-age youth also extends to the Administration for Children and Families. They have contracted with the Urban Institute and Chapin Hall to assess the outcomes of youth who are served by Chafee-funded programs. Five programs nationwide are under study, including the Department’s Adolescent Outreach Program. It is an opportune time to move ahead in improving the outcomes for the youth in our State care.

Barriers/Challenges

The challenge of our Transition Age Workgroup (Core Team) is to develop a comprehensive set of integrated services that will assist youth in successful transitions to self sufficient adulthood. With this goal in mind, the Workgroup has developed the following recommendations:

· Shared case management for DSS (child welfare) youth committed to the juvenile justice agency, although not standard practice, likely would improve the coordination of transition services to this population of youth. The Workgroup would like to analyze the benefits of shared case management, including expanded eligibility of such services as the State college tuition waiver.

· A pilot program is planned to connect youth served by DSS and DYS with job readiness skills, job placement, and job maintenance support through the Department of Workforce Development and the One Stop Career Centers.
· A memorandum of agreement will be pursued with DSS, DYS, and DMH for the provision of care coordination for State agency youth and the seamless transition of agency responsibility and service delivery for transition-age youth.

· Three juvenile courts in Massachusetts together with DSS are piloting changes to their Permanency Planning Hearings to include the youth’s voice and a more focused review of the youth’s progress toward his or her transition goals. The Workgroup will stay apprised of these changes and will assist with plans to replicate as appropriate.

· Educational data sharing between the Department of Education (DOE) and DSS, as the “parent” for children and youth in foster care, has been under discussion by the Workgroup. Early and ongoing communication between DOE and DSS would provide social workers with the information they need to make effective and appropriate educational plans for the children and youth under their supervision and support them with their advocacy efforts, when necessary.

· MASS Health coverage until age 21 for youth leaving State care at age 18 would facilitate transitioning youth’s access to medical and mental health care, family planning services, substance abuse treatment, etc. An advocacy group has worked with the legislature to draft a bill to expand Medicaid coverage for youth up to age 21. The Workgroup will continue to monitor this legislation. 

· Affordable and appropriate housing for transition-age youth will continue to be a focus of the Workgroup. Supportive housing models will be examined along with possible finance options. Mechanisms to reconnect former foster youth who become homeless to DSS will be pursued. 

· Identifying funding sources to support the development of IDAs for transition-age youth to assist them with startup housing costs, educational expenses, and other living expenses is another objective of the Workgroup. 

· The Workgroup will support efforts to pursue grant funding to expand the DSS Internship Program, which provides youth with career-building internships as well as life mentors.

· The Workgroup would like to pursue an agreement with the Massachusetts Registry of Motor Vehicles to facilitate foster youth’s access to State IDs and reduced-price or free driver’s licenses and/or car registrations. The group also will explore other sources of funding to support driver education classes for foster youth.

· The Workgroup will discuss with State human resource officials the possibility of offering State agencies incentives to hire former foster youth and youth formerly committed to DYS.

Expectations
One of the most pressing needs facing youth aging out of the State system is the need for supportive housing. Due to the shortage of affordable housing stock in Massachusetts, it is difficult to develop a policy of prioritizing housing for one group of individuals without having an adverse effect on another deserving group. The need for additional affordable housing is great. There is a need to identify funding sources to provide supportive housing for youth. We hope to share our successes as well as hear about innovative programs or funding streams that other States may have found. 
In addition to housing issues, many of the youth leaving child welfare or juvenile justice systems are lacking appropriate educational and vocational skills. Additionally, they often carry the burden of Criminal Offender Record Information or Sex Offender Registry Information, which will restrict their access to the job market. 
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