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Tennessee
State Context
The State of Tennessee’s Department of Children’s Services (DCS) cares for our dependent and neglected population, as well as our children in the juvenile justice system. Currently, we operate several initiatives that encourage and support young adults remaining in postcustody status to receive services. A part of this is the management of the Chafee and education training voucher dollars that support youth as they continue their education and or training. We have case managers assigned to this population of youth to monitor their progress and kept track of them when they slip. We currently work with community partners to fill in service gaps and identify those that have the potential to experience homelessness. However, if the young person elects not to remain in postcustody status, we can only make referrals to community agencies and follow up to see if they returned after our initial intake. DCS is a member of the Interagency Council on Homelessness, which is the State’s initiative that pulls together the Governor’s cabinet-level staff and community people to identify issues, develop plans to address the problem, and oversee implementation of services. Audrey Corder is the Executive Director in the Office of Child and Family Well-Being and co-chairs that Committee with Commissioner Keys. That appointment was effective April 26, 2006.

Resources

Some key players that DCS views as partners are Workforce Development, the Department of Human Services, Housing Development, and the Interagency Council on Homelessness, as well as local agencies such as the Oasis Center and Monroe Harding. Each of these entities has its own funding mechanism, although some funding is given to agencies like Monroe Harding, as a partner in our “One Stop Shop” initiative, where young people can meet face to face with staff from different agencies that impact their needs. This program currently is running only in Nashville, but our hope is to develop more opportunities in other communities across the State of Tennessee. There are always opportunities for new initiatives, and DCS constantly is seeking others who are doing this work and can be partners in this struggle.

Challenges
These at-risk youth become very transient after they leave our (DCS) system until we are informed that a youth is living on the streets, in their car, or moving from place to place each night with whoever will let them stay. If there were better ways for systems to talk to each other and track movement of our youth, we could alleviate some of the homelessness that young people experience. We also could tailor services for agencies to pick up where the one agency’s services end or to know minimally that the at-risk youth or youth experiencing homelessness are somewhere not being served by anyone in their catchment area.

A huge problem in our State is young adults with mental health issues, a population with a higher level of complex issues. Tennessee has individual centers in each community that are responsible for mental health services, but it does not have one overarching State- run system. For example, if a young person with mental health issues receives services in one county and goes to a neighboring county whose services do not follow him automatically, a new intake has to occur. This is a huge barrier for the young adult as well as the case manager, if they still have one, to navigate between these systems.

Expectations
My hope is to come away with more tools or at least a better direction in closing some of the service gaps in Tennessee, as well as with improved methods of communication and tracking these young people.
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