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Youth Housing Assistance Program
Background/Context

The Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (IDCFS) understands that the high cost of housing and difficulty our youth have obtaining employment are the greatest barriers to our former wards becoming stable in permanent housing upon discharge from the Department’s custody. All youth face these problems as they transition to adulthood. We also understand the difficulty youth face in transitioning from State custody to their own adult lives. Responsibilities shift from caseworkers and other people involved in the wards life to the young adult transitioning to adulthood.

When the Federal Government approved the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, it allowed local child welfare agencies to construct new, creative approaches to assist youth who were aging out of the custody of the child welfare agency. The program provides funding for agencies to serve youth up to their 21st birthday, even if their child welfare case was already closed. It also allowed the child welfare agency to use the money to assist youth in housing.  

IDCFS already had created programs to assist youth ages 18 and older still in IDCFS custody. It offers programs like the Independent Living Program and the Transitional Living Program, which provides subsidized apartment units. It offers the Youth in College and the Youth in Scholarship programs, which provides financial assistance allowing youth in IDCFS custody to attend college and live on campus or in nearby housing. Other programs also assist youth ages 18 and up while in IDCFS custody.

Still, we found that some wards did not participate in these programs for various reasons. Those that did participate found it difficult to make the transition to life without these services and subsidies when they completed the program. Even youth who seemed to make the transition successfully from our custody to adulthood met unexpected problems months later. These youth often called the Department after their case was closed. At the time, the Department could not assist them without reopening their case.  

Therefore, the Youth Housing Assistance Program was created to assist those youth as they transition, or even months after they have transitioned, from the Department’s care. The program has two major components, the Youth Housing Advocacy Program and the Youth Cash Assistance Program.

The Youth Housing Advocacy Program provides a housing advocate to help the youth understand the rights and responsibilities of being a tenant as well as learning how to best interact with their landlord. The housing advocate develops listings of some of the more affordable units in their service area as well as developing relationships with subsidized housing providers. The housing advocate also provides other case management functions (for example, helping the youth obtain an income and makes referrals for community services). Finally, the program provides followup services after the youth is housed, if necessary, until the youth reaches age 21.

The Youth Cash Assistance Program helps the youth purchase items needed to stabilize their housing situation. Often, this includes providing cash assistance for the security deposit. However, it also can include cash assistance to purchase other items to stabilize their housing situation (including major kitchen appliances, beds, and furniture). The program also assists youth in meeting financial crises they may face (such as paying rent or utility arrears due to unexpected expenses or loss of income) after they leave the Department’s custody until they turn 21 years of age. Finally, the program provides a monthly housing subsidy for up to 1 year or until the youth turns 21, whichever comes first.

The housing subsidy is limited to $250 per month. We will not assist youth who are paying less than 30 percent of their income on housing during the first 6 months and 50 percent of their income on housing during the second 6 months of the 1-year subsidy. The housing subsidy and other parts of the program are limited by design. The program is intended to reduce gradually some of the support that the youth receive to prepare them for a time when they will receive no subsidy or case manager from the Department.

IDCFS believes that transitioning to adulthood is a process that may not be solved through a single program. The Youth Housing Assistance Program is just one step to helping ensure our wards do not become homeless when there case is closed. By adding this program to the other services that the Department offers to prepare our wards for adulthood, the Department is helping youth leave our care when, or even after, their case is closed. Often, this is the “soft landing” the youth require to adjust from a life where their needs are met by others to a life where they will need to meet their needs themselves. The Department has worked with local Continua of Care in Illinois to make sure they are aware of the program and to help identify eligible clients after they leave our care.  

Target Population

The program intends to serve youth aging out of IDCFS before they turn 21. To meet the requirements of the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, we also will serve youth living in Illinois aging out of the care of other child welfare agencies. Youth aging out of our care have limited experience of life on their own. Often, they have had been in the Department’s care for years.  

No matter how much work we do with youth aging out of the foster care system, they are often not prepared to assume the cost of living on their own. According to the National Low-Income Housing Coalition, even a full-time minimum wage job will not enable a single person to afford a one-bedroom unit.  

Youth frequently face discrimination. Even if they can afford housing, it is often difficult for youth to obtain housing. In Illinois, housing discrimination legislation, as it relates to age, followed employment discrimination, where older workers are more likely to face discrimination. Therefore, it is legal to discriminate against a young housing applicant because of their lack of rental history.

Some of the youth are also involved in the juvenile justice or mental health system. Most of our youth enter our care after experiencing abuse and neglect. Many of our youth have lived in our care for years. Some have had multiple placements. While they are in our care, we provide services to help meet some of the needs created from this history. We have worked with other State and local departments to help meet the service needs of our youth upon discharge from our care.

Intervention/Approach

When developing the program, IDCFS developed an ad hoc Chafee advisory group to help us determine how the funding would be spent. This group included IDCFS employees, child welfare service providers, youth aging out of the foster care system, and youth and homeless advocacy groups. The advisory group decided that the Youth Housing Assistance Program would be an important component of our use of Chafee funds.   

The group designed the program to meet the needs of youth as they transition from one stage of their life to another. The group thought that it was important to help youth learn how best to advocate for themselves while receiving support from a worker knowledgeable in obtaining permanent housing. The group also understood the financial constraints many of the youth face as they leave the system, as well as unexpected emergencies that may develop after they have left. 

After designing the program, the Department has made changes to the program to fit the needs of the youth served by the program. We have dramatically increased the subsidy from $100 to $250 per month. At the same time, we limited the subsidy in the final 6 months to pay only the percentage of the housing cost that is greater than 50 percent of the youth’s income.  

Because we have found that a number of youths continue to be served by other programs up until their 21st birthday, some of our youth receive all of the services prior to their case closing. This has required the program to intensify its services prior to housing the client for these youth.

Funding Source

One hundred percent of the funding for this program came from the Federal Chafee Foster Care Independence Program.

Key Planning/Implementation Challenges

While the program provides a housing advocate to locate the most affordable housing and cash assistance to help meet the housing needs of our clients, the program does not change the cost of housing in the State. The program also does not have an impact on the wages our youth receive. While in care, other programs can help youth obtain a high school diploma, a GED, or even a college degree. Still, the wages that our youth receive after aging out of the system are often not enough to afford permanent housing. Our former wards often must pay more than 50 percent of their income on housing.

Even if they can afford housing, it is often difficult for youth to obtain. In Illinois, housing discrimination legislation, as it relates to age, follows employment discrimination rules, where older workers are more likely to face discrimination. Therefore, it is legal to discriminate against a young housing applicant because of their lack of rental history.

One of the greatest barriers to the program is preparation of the youth for adulthood before they are referred to the program. Often, youth do not participate in the program until days before they turn 21, partly because the worker and/or the youth themselves do not feel that they are ready to live on their own. These youth participate in other programs to ensure that they do not face a housing or financial crisis. Unfortunately, this limits the amount of time and assistance the program can provide. The change from one system to the other, then, can be very abrupt.

To meet these challenges, the Department is working to assist youth transition to adulthood earlier in life. We are working with the youth and caseworkers to discuss the benefits of the Youth Housing Assistance Program and contact youth at least 6 months before they are expected to age out of the system to allow more time to find suitable housing.

Outcomes

To date, 1,320 youths have been referred to the Youth Housing Advocacy Program. We have provided just over $1 million in cash assistance to 768 youths. The Department currently is tracking various outcomes through closing reports submitted by the Youth Housing Advocates, including:

· Likelihood the youth obtains permanent housing

· Amount of time it takes to locate permanent housing

· Percentage of youth who are forced to move from the housing located

· Percentage of youth who face a housing problem (e.g., paying rent or utilities late or having a disagreement with their landlord).

Keys to Success

Perhaps, the greatest key to success has been the flexibility of the Federal Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, which allowed, for the first time, the use of Federal money to house our youth. It also allows us to serve youth after their case is closed. Another important key to success was the role that the ad hoc Chafee advisory group played in designing the program, especially the youth who were aging out of the system. Their insight helped us understand the problems our youth were facing after they left our care. Finally, the Department’s commitment to help youth aging out of the system has had an enormous part in making the program successful. The Youth Housing Assistance Program is only one component of an array of services the Department has developed to help our youth make this transition successfully. This commitment has kept us flexible to meet the needs of our youth as we understand them better, and it encourages us to make changes to the program as the need arises.
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