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A two-year-old initiative
offers encouragement and
support to foster care youth
approaching adulthood.
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The Heinz Endowments was formed
from the Howard Heinz Endowment,
established in 1941, and the Vira I.
Heinz Endowment, established in
1986. It is the product of a deep
family commitment to community and
the common good that began with
H.J. Heinz, and which continues to
this day.

The Endowments is based in
Pittsburgh, where we use our region
as a laboratory for the development
of solutions to challenges that are
national in scope. Although the majority
of our giving is concentrated within
southwestern Pennsylvania, we work
wherever necessary, including statewide
and nationally, to fulfill our mission.

That mission is to help our region
thrive as a whole community—
economically, ecologically, educationally
and culturally—while advancing the

state of knowledge and practice in

the fields in which we work. Our fields

of emphasis include philanthropy

in general and the disciplines

represented by our five grant-making

programs: Arts & Culture; Children,

Youth & Families; Education;

Environment; and Innovation Economy.
In life, Howard Heinz and Vira I.

Heinz set high expectations for their

philanthropy. Today, the Endowments

is committed to doing the same.

Our charge is to be diligent, thoughtful

and creative in continually working

to set new standards of philanthropic

excellence. Recognizing that none

of our work would be possible without

a sound financial base, we also are

committed to preserving and enhancing

the Endowments’ assets through

prudent investment management.

h magazine is a publication of The Heinz Endowments. At the Endowments, we are

committed to promoting learning in philanthropy and in the specific fields represented
by our grant-making programs. As an expression of that commitment, this publication

is intended to share information about significant lessons and insights we are deriving
from our work.
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About the cover For too many foster children in Allegheny County, turning 18 used
to mean venturing into the adult world like this young girl—alone and with few
possessions. That’s changing now because of a foundation-supported program that
helps these youth learn how to live on their own.
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Our Annual Report issue highlighted The Pittsburgh Project’s work to rebuild homes and lives
in neighborhoods on the city’s North Side. We also looked at a foundation-supported program
to help minority- and women-owned contractors obtain bonding, a national entrepreneurship
initiative for high school students, philanthropic efforts to support artists, and the local impact
of two Pittsburgh conferences on women'’s health and the environment.

Community Building

Andrew Peters’ story “Community Building”
painted a wonderful picture of the vibrant
ministries of The Pittsburgh Project. From
its after-school programs and neighborhood
pool to its community garden and home-
owner assistance initiatives, the Project is
one of the most effective Christian commu-
nity development ministries in the country.
Former Executive Director Saleem Ghubril
and his staff truly adopted the principles of
“reconciliation, relocation and redistribution”
that | have championed in the past four
decades. Through their faithfulness over 23
years, they have seen real, tangible, lasting
success in their neighborhood.

As a civil rights activist and foundation
president, | have devoted my life to promoting
the use of biblical principles and practical
resources to aid struggling communities. So
I was greatly encouraged to read about all the
young people who were headed down the
wrong path and had their lives turned around
by the love and compassion of Pittsburgh
Project staff and volunteers. That is the beauty
of the Project: It’s not about the buildings and
facilities; it is about the people who love and
care deeply for their troubled neighbors of the
Perry South area. The most encouraging thing
about the Project is that Saleem’s recent
departure did not create a leadership vacuum.
Throughout the years he spent there, he
identified, loved and developed indigenous
leaders who have filled the hole that he
undoubtedly left. What awonderful ministry —
a true reflection of the Kingdom of God.

John Perkins

President, John M. Perkins Foundation
for Reconciliation and Development
Jackson, Miss.

Bond Shelter

The staff at the Rhode Island Small Business
Development Center at Johnson & Wales
University in Providence is keenly aware of
the financial constraints facing minority
contractors in our region. The entrepreneurial
challenges presented in Jeff Fraser’s article
“Bond Shelter” are quite familiar to me and
to my colleagues who are in the business of
helping a diverse network of entrepreneurs.
The statistics on the minority contractors’
market share in Rhode Island are consistent
with Pittsburgh and Allegheny County, where
researchers found that minority businesses
accounted for only 3 percent of the prime
contracts worth $25,000 or more that local
governments awarded in 2004.

As the Rhode Island center’s state
director, I am responsible for building the
service infrastructure that can respond
effectively to entrepreneurs’ needs for technical
assistance. We are years away from creating
a service system required to level the playing
field as the Minority & Women Educational
Labor Agency’s program in Pittsburgh has
done. It provides a model of collaboration
that I plan to replicate. Thank you for sharing
how a sheltered bond program combined
with a community loan fund and a six-month
curriculum in business basics and strategic
growth can transform 25 participating
contractors and their employees into true
success stories.

All small business development centers
offer business counseling, training and
education. What is uniquely powerful is that
the Minority & Women Educational Labor
Agency’s program ventures into the arena of
helping minority- and women-owned firms
secure bonding. The agency’s comprehensive
approach is an inspiration for the nation’s
economic developers and entrepreneurs.

John Cronin

State Director, Rhode Island

Small Business Development Center
Johnson & Wales University
Providence, R.I.

In Good Health
When | am in the company of women
empowered to take on significant issues,
it is clear to me that change is coming. Such
meetings bring to mind the adage, “What
women want, God wants.” In the story “In
Good Health,” Christine O’'Toole described
how Pittsburgh’s two regional Women'’s
Health & the Environment conferences
provided what women wanted: an oppor-
tunity to exchange information that can
positively affect our lives and those we love.
Still, as an African-American member
of Women for a Healthy Environment, a
network convened by The Heinz Endowments
and Magee-Womens Hospital, | long to see
more black women at these “green gatherings.”
Their missing presence perpetuates the
myth that black people are indifferent to
environmental problems.

In fact, public opinion data show no
significant “green gap” between black and
white Americans. What is true is that African
Americans, who are disproportionately
affected by environmental risks, are much
more likely to care about “green issues” that
directly affect their lives. That's why through
my work at the Center for Victims of Violence
and Crime and with support from the
Endowments, | direct the EVE—Enlightened
Voices for the Environment— Project. The
initiative is designed to increase awareness of
environmental risk factors among African-
American women and their families in the
Pittsburgh region. The connections between
violence and the environment also will be
noted in our efforts to educate and inspire
women to initiate action that will make
a difference.

LaVerne Baker Hotep

Director, Community Arts & Education
Center for Victims of Violence and Crime
Pittsburgh, Pa.

Comments: The staff of h magazine and The Heinz Endowments welcome your comments. All print and e-mail letters must include
an address with daytime phone number(s). We reserve the right to edit any submission for clarity and space. Published material also will be posted
on The Heinz Endowments’ Web site, which offers current and back issues of the magazine.
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By Teresa Heinz
Chairman, The Heinz Endowments

n a packet of research collected to help guide the
Endowments’ response to the most serious economic
setback in decades, there is a Time magazine cover that
offers as much sage commentary as the most detailed
reports on stock market plunges or unemployment surges.

It is a clever merging of two photographs. One side is a color
shot—that could have been taken last week—of an unemployed
man selling apples on a street corner. The other side is a bleak,
black-and-white scene from the Depression-plagued 1930s in
which a passerby, dressed in suit and fedora, seems to be reaching
into the color photograph to purchase one of the apples.

The headline over the picture: “The RECESSION: How bad
is it? And What Gives on Wall Street?”” Most interesting of all,
though, is the date of that issue: Jan. 13, 1992.

As many families in southwestern Pennsylvania begin to feel
the pain of this current recession, considerable assurance may be
taken from the reminder captured in that photo—that we as
Americans have been in this situation before. For residents of
our region, it reminds us that we have not only survived national
recessions; we have rebounded from one of the most wrenching
economic upheavals in our history—the collapse of the steel
industry in the 1980s.

In representing this region in the Senate during that terrible
period, my late husband worked tirelessly to secure funding for
programs and services to help people make it through the
economic transition. e often talked admiringly of the “Pittsburgh
Character,” that mix of individual initiative and determination—
and community caring—that has been key to this region’s
ability to surmount so many trials.

After my husband’s death, | took over in 1991 as a leader
of the Endowments in the midst of a recession, and | was proud
to see Pittsburgh’s large foundation community reacting quickly
to help the most vulnerable. Like my late hushand, I also was
determined that philanthropy would be equally committed to
continuing its long-term investments in essential, quality-of-life
improvements.

As local philanthropy once again steps to the front lines in
this current recession, we at the Endowments are focused on
those two core responsibilities. To do justice to both, we must be
prepared to make emotionally difficult decisions. As | told the
national Women in Philanthropy organization in a speech after
the recession of the "90s, the harsh reality is that some grantee
organizations which do perfectly wonderful things in good
times, may not be able to justify their survival through the bad.

Like many large institutions with significant investments in
the stock market, the Endowments has suffered a sharp decline
in investment returns. While we will have to reduce our grants
spending, we intend to do everything possible to assist our
affected grantees in meeting the economic threats to both their
organizations and the communities they serve. In a letter sent
out recently to our grantees, the Endowments cites a number of
areas in which our foundation might be of assistance. Implicit in
the offer, though, is the message that nonprofit managers and
board members should be acting now to take those steps required
to survive and thrive in the difficult months that still lie ahead.

We at the Endowments want the most positive outcome for
every organization we fund; but, during this significant down-
turn, our giving priorities likely will shift primary focus from
individual groups to communitywide human service efforts—
those that provide primary assistance to individuals most
directly hurt by this economy, and those important groups most
likely to see their own donor base dwindle—all the while not
losing sight of the long-term needs of the region.

The three stories in this issue are excellent examples of that
mix of strategic prioritizing, and they argue for the importance
of protecting that principle through a rattled economic period.
Our cover story, “Independence Day,” sheds light on a hidden
constituency in Allegheny County’s human services system—the
few hundred teenagers in foster care each year who take the huge
leap toward independence. The other stories highlight strategies
for achieving the long-term goals of improving the natural envi-
ronment in urban neighborhoods and creating a new standard
for green design and construction—absolutely essential in good
times and bad.

As we at the Endowments work diligently next year to make
appropriate funding decisions with the resources available to us,
we have a renewed appreciation for the impact of community
represented so powerfully in these stories.

In thinking about the Great Depression photograph on that
Time magazine cover, | am reminded of a quote from Eleanor
Roosevelt, who helped millions of Americans get through that
bleak period. “You gain strength, courage, and confidence by
every experience in which you really have had to stop to look fear
in the face,” she said. “You are able to say to yourself, ‘I lived
through this.... I can take the next thing that comes along.’ ”

I can’t help but believe that her words are extending her hand
into the picture of where we are now to remind us of the power
of our Pittsburgh Character. h

Barry Lavery



It’s no small task to plant a tree. From left,
volunteers Pete Kyne, Chris Wildfire and

Bruce Barcic join Eisler Nursery foreman
Jamie Colteryahn in what will be an all-day
project of planting saplings on traffic islands
in Pittsburgh’s East Liberty neighborhood.
About 150 volunteers participated in the work.




A tree may grow in Brooklyn all on its own, but an innovative planting
' program in Pittsburgh depends on foundation resources, scores of
volunteers and governinent maintenance to bring leafy rewards to urban
: borhoods. By Carmen Lee Photography by Renee Rosensteel
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The scene’s serenity makes it easy to spot two
elm-like Japanese zelkova saplings that stand on
one side of a pathway leading to the building. Their
trunks are held straight by taut green straps that
attach each young tree to pairs of wooden stakes
placed securely in the ground. A cluster of three
pin oak saplings that are similarly supported has
been planted a few feet from a large, elaborate
green-and-red jungle gym.

The young trees are dwarfed by several taller
ones in the small neighborhood park, which is
surrounded by large, stately homes—including
those carved into apartments—and modest, neat
houses. The community has a mix of working-class
and professional families, and the occasional
problems with violent crime seem incongruous
with the attractive setting. And while the park has
trees, it’s apparent that shade is sparse on this
square, mostly grass-covered patch. The saplings
will one day help expand the tree canopy, a fact
not lost on Christina Springer, 44, and Norman
Nunley, 36, who have just cast their ballots and are
playing with their 5-year-old son, Winston lves
Nunley, on the jungle gym.

“This play equipment gets hot. That’s why we
like to go to Highland Park, where it's more wooded
and has more shade,” says Springer, referring to a
larger neighborhood park a few miles away.

Neither she nor her husband is familiar with
The Heinz Endowments—supported program
responsible for planting the saplings, TreeVitalize
Pittsburgh, but Springer rattles off some benefits
trees bring to urban communities as if she’s read
the brochure: increased oxygen in the air, more
shade that helps cool down asphalt-laden cities
in hot weather.

“I grew up in Wisconsin around a lot of trees,”
says Nunley. “It’s nice to see that they’re increasing
the number of trees here. It will help people feel
more positive about the neighborhood.”

Restoring tree cover in the Pittsburgh region
is the primary objective of the nearly one-year-old
TreeVitalize program, a joint project of the City of
Pittsburgh, Allegheny County, the Pennsylvania
Department of Conservation and Natural Resources,
and the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy. Other
groups that support the project include Friends
of the Pittsburgh Urban Forest, Pittsburgh Parks
Conservancy and Friends of the Riverfront.

Under the initiative, 20,000 trees will be
planted in the region by 2012, starting with 1,150
the first year. At the same time, the program is
promoting environmental justice by trying to help
modest- or low-income urban neighborhoods
enjoy the same benefits of tree-lined streets and
well-shaded parks as tonier sections of the region.
TreeVitalize also educates public officials about
the importance of maintaining urban trees, and
works with other organizations to encourage local
residents to participate in creating a healthier and
more attractive urban landscape.

“When | say what | do, people regularly
respond, ‘WWe have so many trees and we have such
green hillsides. Why do we need to plant trees?’”
says Director Marijke Hecht, a petite, energetic
woman with wavy, neck-length black hair and an
infectious enthusiasm. “And | think that’s true.

We have great green hillsides, but when you drive
through the city streets of Pittsburgh, you don’t
see green equitably distributed. There is this big
disparity among neighborhoods, and, not coin-
cidentally, it overlaps with income levels... The
reason we want to plant so many trees in the
next five years is to bring the benefits to all our
neighborhoods around the region.”

Endowments Chairman Teresa Heinz talked
about the consequences of such green space dis-
parities in a speech during the International Urban
Parks Conference in September; “Too many children
are being raised in isolation from nature. The only

Carmen J. Lee is the communications officer for The Heinz Endowments.
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Below from the left, Michael
DiBerardinis, secretary of
the Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Conservation and
Natural Resources; Michael
Boyle, chairman of the
Western Pennsylvania
Conservancy; Allegheny
County Executive Dan
Onorato; and Pittsburgh
Mayor Luke Ravenstahl

are poised to shovel dirt for
a ceremonial tree planting
in the city’s Lawrenceville
section as part of the
formal announcement of
TreeVitalize Pittsburgh.

sense of belonging and adventure many children
get is in front of a computer, wandering through
malls or, worse, when they take advantage of our
parks to prey on the innocent. This lack of connec-
tion, this isolation and indifference, separates them
from their world ... Every effort—a simple neigh-
borhood garden, Three Rivers Park, a playground
in a city—every effort strengthens our connection
to this natural world.”

Author and columnist Richard Louv, who
has written several books on family, nature and
community, calls this lack of connection to the
natural world “nature-deficit disorder.” In his
2006 book, “Last Child in the Woods,” Louv cites
numerous studies showing a variety of benefits
from quality time in nature such as improving
children’s resistance to depression, stimulating
their imagination and creativity, and calming those
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.

“Deficit is only one side of the coin. The other
is natural abundance,” he writes. “By weighing the
consequences of the [nature-
deficit] disorder, we also can
become more aware of how
blessed our children can
be—nbiologically, cognitively
and spiritually—through
positive physical connection
to nature.”

The Endowments
supports several groups
dedicated to improving
southwestern Pennsylvanians’
connections to nature through a broad range of
initiatives. The programs advance the foundation’s
vision for the region’s ongoing environmental
transformation, and tackle issues such as green
building, green spaces, recreational amenities, land
use and smart-growth policy, air- and water-quality
improvement, environmental health, environmental
enterprise and environmental education. Increasingly,
these projects are being integrated, with the
organizations working collaboratively toward
sustainability for the region. TreeVitalize is an

example of how planting trees in neighborhoods
lacking them can create a green infrastructure that
enhances livability and increases property values
while improving air and water quality.

Currently, the project is focused on planting
trees in neighborhoods and parks within Pittsburgh,
with plans to expand the program to other
Allegheny County communities over the next few
years. Individuals and organizations can apply to
have trees planted in their communities. The city’s
urban forester evaluates the sites to make sure there
are no impediments to planting, such as sewer
pipes or utility lines, and to determine what species
of tree would thrive in those areas. City public
works employees, contractors or volunteers dig
the holes, plant the saplings or do both. The
Endowments—supported Friends of the Pittsburgh
Urban Forest provides staff to help with the site
evaluations, and supplies “tree tenders,” community
volunteers who assist with planting and are trained
to prune, weed, mulch, water and otherwise take
care of the trees.

TreeVitalize came to Pittsburgh after
Caren Glotfelty, director of the Endowments’
Environment Program, learned of Philadelphia’s
initiative three years ago through conversations
with Michael DiBerardinis, secretary of the state
Department of Conservation and Natural
Resources. DiBerardinis told her the project was
moving briskly toward its goal of planting 20,000
trees in the Philadelphia region in five years.

“I thought, ‘Wow, we ought to do something
like that in Pittsburgh, ” Glotfelty recalls. She
believed the program would complement grants
that the Endowments already had awarded to
improve the region’s green landscape, such as
$200,000 to support the tree preservation plan
developed in response to a city Shade Tree
Commission report. The 2005 inventory found
that Pittsburgh had 31,524 street trees, nearly
30,000 less than anticipated, and thousands were in
poor condition. The species varieties were limited,
and the city had one tree for every 11 people—
in some low-income neighborhoods one tree for



Marijke Hecht, director, TreeVitalize Pittsburgh

every 22 people—while the average for more than
20 other comparable cities was one tree for every
three people. The results exposed the paltry
attention given to street trees in the last decade

as the city grappled with financial crises.

“TreeVitalize seemed like a comprehensive
approach for addressing the situation that would
achieve a larger scope and scale—tens of thousands
of trees rather than a few hundred,” Glotfelty says.
She organized a meeting during which DiBerardinis
spoke to about 30 people from 10 local organiza-
tions that were involved in tree planting as part of
their revitalization or ecosystem restoration work.
After confirming the group’s interest, state officials
provided a $250,000 grant to get TreeVitalize off
the ground, and later awarded another $250,000 to
support the work. The Endowments gave the
project $250,000 in the spring, and, more recently,
the Home Depot Foundation granted the program
$50,000, which bumped up the number of trees that
could be planted the first year from 1,000 to 1,150.

Still, expanding the tree canopy in an urban
environment is no simple matter. Only the hardiest
saplings can survive in that setting. The minimum
size at planting is 250 to 350 pounds, a cost of $150
to $185 per tree. Site preparation usually involves
removing concrete so that at least a 30-square-foot
patch of dirt is available for a hole about 14 inches
deep and 40 inches around. Factor in expenses
such as soil, mulch, wooden stakes, tools, staff time
and contractors, if they are used, and the total cost
of planting a single tree can be nearly $400 to $600.
Despite the expense, DiBerardinis announced in
October plans to expand TreeVitalize statewide,
with a goal of planting 1 million trees in metro-
politan areas in five years.

Trees are worth the cost for a number of city
dwellers, especially the enthusiastic volunteers who
become tree tenders, setting aside time in their
often busy schedules to learn about trees and care
for them. When Molly Dimond-Stephany, an
insurance broker with two young children, moved
to Pittsburgh 10 years ago, she maintained her love
of nature from growing up on a farm and, later, in

a suburban subdivision. She found like-minded
souls among her fellow tree tenders and neighbors
on Fisk Street in Pittsburgh’s Lawrenceville
neighborhood. Residents there submitted so many
requests for trees that Fisk, with its closely built
houses that sit only a few feet from the curb, was
the site of the first 18 TreeVitalize plantings when
the program kicked off in the spring.

“We have so many people who want trees.
It's really an exciting time,” says Dimond-Stephany.
“It makes a huge impact, even though there’s not a
large canopy yet. People are noticing them. They're
so little, but they make the street look so nice... It’s
great to see some nature separating the concrete.”

Real estate agent Alice Vaday, who acknowledges
having 60 house plants, says she loves her Carrick
neighborhood but has become concerned that
it is starting to look rundown. That's why she has
walked a two-mile stretch of Brownsville Road, the
main drag through the community, knocking on
doors to see who would be interested in having

TreeVitalize Pittsburgh
Director Marijke Hecht,
left, doesn’t let her
clutch on a thermos of
tea stop her from aiding
a volunteer in planting
a tree in East Liberty.
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The map of Pittsburgh above shows an aggregation of street trees
per person and neighborhood income levels. The lower the number
of trees and the income levels are, the lighter the shade of green.
Though surrounded by city neighborhoods, Mount Oliver Borough
is a separate government entity and not included in this evaluation.

a tree planted in front of their business or home.
About 26 trees were planted on the street by the
end of the year, with the possibility of more being
added in the spring.

“We had two business owners sign up to
become tenders. We had one business owner put
a spigot on his building so he can water his tree,”
notes Vaday. “We anticipate that people will want
to do other things to beautify the neighborhood.”

In fact, studies indicate that the presence of
trees can give people a sense of well-being, which
can have a variety of positive effects. Researchers
at the University of lllinois at Champagne-Urbana
found that residents in a low-income Chicago
housing community socialized more in areas with
several trees compared to those living in sections
with little or no vegetation. And buildings in the
study that had more greenery had 56 percent fewer
violent crimes and 48 percent fewer property
crimes. A study at Texas A&M University’s Center
for Healthy Systems and Design revealed that just
seeing trees out hospital windows helped reduce
the recovery time for a group of gallbladder surgery
patients by almost one full day and lowered the
amount of painkillers they consumed.
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Many people remember from their school
science courses that trees help improve air quality
by supplying oxygen, but trees also remove
pollutants; reduce stormwater runoff, flooding and
erosion; cool down cities; and help to lower utility
costs. A study by Columbia University found that
children living in New York City neighborhoods with
more street trees have a lower incidence of asthma.

On the economic front, shoppers who were
surveyed by the University of Washington’s Center
for Urban Horticulture reported that they were
willing to pay 9 to 11 percent more for goods and
services in shaded business districts because they
believed the quality was better and the merchants
more responsive. Researchers at the Wharton
School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania
found that planting a tree within 50 feet of a house
increased its property values by about 9 percent.

Linda Doman, executive director of Vintage,

a senior center in Pittsburgh’s East Liberty section,
believes the 115 trees, including maples, oaks,
horsechestnuts, cedars, red buckeyes and cypresses,
that were recently planted on traffic islands in front
of the center will help attract the type of economic
development that occurred a few blocks away where

EAST
HILLS

Map courtesy of TreeVitalize Pittsburgh



customers flock to a six-year-old Whole Foods
Market and neighboring stores.

“Once the trees grow, they’ll look beautiful.
They’ll make using the bike lanes more pleasant,
and it will be good for the Peabody students to see
improvements in their community,” says Doman,
referring to the high school across the street that’s
had problems over the years with gang violence.

“1 believe they will encourage people to take notice
of this part of East Liberty.”

Glotfelty and TreeVitalize’s Hecht hope the
initiative will convince people that having trees and

What does it take to plant a tree? More than
some people might think. Here are some of

the steps that require careful consideration

in the planting process.

Trees are purchased
from a local nursery and

tagged with their species

e Wooden stakes are used to

keep the saplings straight.
As part of the TreeVitalize
program, the stakes are
milled by Urban Tree Forge,
a local company that uses
salvaged materials.

Community volunteers called
tree tenders help with
maintenance tasks such as
watering, pruning and weeding.

Before planting, care must
be taken to ensure enough
distance between the tree

and the street or sidewalk.
In some cases, this means

cutting away a portion of the
sidewalk. Ultimately, a
proper amount of space—
usually at least 30 square
feet—must be provided to
allow room for the tree’s
roots to take hold.

The site is evaluated to
determine what type of
tree would thrive in that
environment.

green space in all of the region’s neighborhoods
is a necessity rather than a luxury.

“It may seem somewhat frivolous to be spending
money on planting trees when, in this economy,
people are losing their health insurance and using
food banks in record numbers. But trees are an
investment in health, safety and hope for the future,”
says Glotfelty. “We depend on trees to make oxygen
for us to breathe, clean our air and water, give us
shade. They save us money on our utility bills by
reducing cooling costs in the summer and breaking
chilly winds in the winter. And the spiritual relief
they give us from the dehumanizing effects of
concrete and asphalt is priceless.” h
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Working on a school paper in her dorm room,
Shataja White looks like a typical college student.
But typical would not describe Shataja’s experiences
as one of the more than 200 young adults who leave
the Allegheny County foster care system every year.
She’s attending a Penn State University extension
thanks to a foundation-supported program for youth
who “age out” of the foster care system.
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Each year, 240 Allegheny
County teens in foster care
reach “emancipation” on their
18th birthdays. For some,

It's a promising threshold to
college or work. For many,

it’s a trap door that leaves

® them homeless, traumatized
and broke. New foundation-
supported programs are
creating bridges to help these
youth reach healthy adulthoods
outside the traditional family
structure. By Christine O'Toole
Photography by Terry Clark
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"1 GOT FOUR COLEEGES. | WAS

A TRADE SCHOOL.
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fter leaving an abusive
home, Shataja White finished high school while
living with her aunt. Separated from her three
brothers, she coped with the unfamiliarity of a new
household and three younger male cousins. “It’s
sad sometimes,” she admits. Varsity sports offered
a release and a path forward. Her Woodland Hills
High School soccer coach became the catalyst who
helped her plan a future after foster care. That
future arrived in September, when Shataja entered
college south of Pittsburgh at the Pennsylvania
State University Greater Allegheny campus in
McKeesport.

Coleman Smith prepared for his enrollment at
Penn State Beaver in August with the usual paper-
work and packing, adding a flourish of freshman
spirit: the Nittany Lion logo carved into his hair.

It was a surprising flash of bravura for the quiet,
controlled basketball player. For the past three

years, while earning a high school diploma and
competing on a championship team, he’s lived in
group homes, separated from his birth parents.
Of the three young men at his last placement, he
is the only one who has been able to make the leap
to higher education. The others, he says, are in
“boot camp”— programs for juvenile offenders.

“| stay focused. | try hard,” he says softly.

For Dwan Allston, enrolling at Indiana
University of Pennsylvania meant finding a new
apartment and day care for her 3-year-old son,
Keshunn. After spending her high school years
shuttling among family members in Pittsburgh

and Tennessee, Dwan is now on her own. That
means supporting her son with a frenetic schedule,
working 40 hours a week at part-time jobs at
Baker’s Shoes and a Chuck E. Cheese restaurant
while earning her degree in criminal justice. “I sleep
as much as | can—~but | can never sleep when
Kee’s around,” she says fondly. “My grandma says

I can’'t do it all, but I don’'t want to live off the
system.” If her energy and funds hold out, she'll
earn her B.S. next year.

These three Allegheny County teenagers aim
to beat astounding odds. If they complete their
degrees, they’ll be among a mere 3 percent of
youngsters placed in substitute care for reasons
including abusive, neglectful or absent parents—
or their own defiance—and yet manage to
graduate from college.

Each year, 240 children leave the Allegheny
County child welfare system with dreams that

Shataja White, student

mirror those of any other teenager: independence,
achievement and support from people who care.
But the road to those goals is daunting for these
adolescents. They’ve lived in foster homes, group
homes or residential treatment programs an average
of 16 months. About half run away at least once.
They repeatedly switch schools. Their grades suffer.
They graduate at half the rate of other students.
Lacking the skills and maturity to support them-
selves, they may turn to crime. When child welfare
experts looked at Allegheny County jail inmates
under 25, they found that one-third had spent time
in the child welfare system, an indictment of a

Christine O’Toole is a Pittsburgh-based freelance writer and frequent contributor to h. Her most recent story for the magazine,
published in the Summer issue, was about the impact two Pittsburgh conferences on women’s health and the environment have had
on the way women in the region think about how to take care of themselves and their families.



16

Percentage of foster children in Pennsylvania 13 and older:

well-intentioned agency that dismisses children
from care when they need adult guidance the most.

Pennsylvania Secretary of Public Welfare Estelle
Richman sees the train wreck that follows when
teens choose to leave the foster care system. “They
hit their 18th birthday. At that point, the foster
parent says, “Good luck.” The Medicare program
that has provided their health insurance says,

‘I hope you stay healthy. [ The students]often don’t
know about things like child care, aid for utility
payments and food stamps,” she says. “They’re

out on their own, frequently with nowhere to
live—just directions to a shelter.”

Now child welfare workers are reaching into
high schools as well as homes to intercept foster
care youth before age 18, connecting them to
resources that can stave off coming-of-age disasters.
Pennsylvania’s foster teenagers can opt to continue
in the system and receive support when they choose
post-secondary education. Allegheny County’s
Department of Human Services offers two separate
programs that help older youth make the transi-
tion to living on their own.

Within the Independent Living Program, five
regional agencies provide homes and an array of
services to teenagers separated from their families.
Reflecting the department’s philosophy of giving
consumers—even youth within the child welfare
system—a voice in decisions affecting them, the
panel that awards contracts to the agencies includes
youth receiving those services. Another example
of involving young people in the process was the
department’s first workforce development sympo-
sium in May, which included current and former
foster youth as well as social service providers and
staff from workforce programs. Among the ideas
that emerged from the session were new oppor-
tunities for job shadowing and peer mentoring.

The department’s other transition program for
foster youth is the two-year-old Independent
Living Initiative, which guides teenagers through
college and job training decisions. The program
includes the work of two “educational liaisons,”

who are funded by a $300,000 grant from The
Heinz Endowments. They serve as mentors,
academic counselors and cheerleaders for students
in the program.

“Forty-six percent of foster children in
Pennsylvania are 13 and older ... Our primary goal
should be a permanent family for each one,” says
Joan Benso, president and CEO of the Pennsylvania
Partnership for Children, a policy advocacy group.
“But we must explore other solutions. Voluntarily
extending services till 21 is an important ingredient.”
The partnership’s Porchlight Project advocates
support for teenagers as well as younger children
removed from their families because of abuse
or neglect.

“We want kids to spend less time in the foster
care system. That’s the beginning point,” says
Richman. “That said, we [also] need a system of
guidance or transition.”

Marc Cherna, the director of human services
for Allegheny County, agrees.

“| often say, my own children would not be
able to live on their own at 18. [Our transition
program] is all about the life skills we take for
granted,” he says. “We have not lived up to our
responsibilities [to prepare foster children].

We need better outcomes for all.”

Cherna’s drive to beef up support for adoles-
cents who “age out” of the foster care system is part
of a national trend based on compelling research
by the University of Chicago. Compared to other
Midwestern states that close children’s foster care
cases at 18, lllinois, which offers support until
age 21, sent more teens to college and job training
programs.

“Because of the economy and the cost of
living, it is almost impossible to have people live
independently at 18,” acknowledges Howard Knoll,
an expert on job-readiness training of foster care
youth for the Seattle-based Casey Family Programs,
a national child welfare organization. “The
question becomes, what options do they have?

If they hang on in care, they have a place to go.”



The Casey Family Programs’ goals include
improving the quality of foster care while provid-
ing more permanent homes for children so that the
number served by agencies is cut in half by 2020.
For older foster youth, this means collaborating
with other organizations to provide the teens with
a supportive community and vocational and
academic programs that will help in their transition
to adulthood. Casey is working with the Allegheny
County Department of Human Services to expand
and enhance local workforce development programs
available to the department’s young clients. The
organization is providing the agency with technical
assistance for those efforts as well as for other
initiatives to improve its services.
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says Marge Petruska, the Endowments’ senior
program director for Children, Youth & Families.

“We will redouble our efforts to build the same
bridges to opportunity for these teens as we have
done for other vulnerable youth,” says Petruska.
“It's an exciting and hopeful time, now that the
public sector and foundation community have
joined forces to focus on this issue.”

And research findings confirm that there is
desire among foster youth for productive adult-
hoods. Most teens in the welfare system want to
attend college, according to a 2004 study by the
University of Chicago’s Chapin Hall Center for
Children. With that goal achieved, Shataja,
Coleman and Dwan seem poised for success.

“BECAUSE OF THE ECONOMY AND THE COST OF LIVING,
IT 1S ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE TO HAVE PEOPLE LIVE INDEPENDENTLY
AT 18. THE QUESTION BECOMES, WHAT OPTIONS DO THEY HAVE?”

Support from the local foundation community,
including the Endowments, has enabled the agency
to strengthen research, record-keeping and data
analysis, and to develop a new independent living
focus. Over the past five years, the department
has received national accolades for its programs.

The Endowments’ strategy of funding the
salaries of the two educational liaisons for the
Independent Living Initiative complements both
the agency’s efforts and the foundation’s historically
strong focus on education. Recent examples of the
Endowments’ education emphasis include its
support of high-quality pre-kindergarten through-
out Pennsylvania and education reform in the
Pittsburgh Public Schools. The foundation is
partnering with the Department of Human Services
as a way to prevent unemployment and other poor
outcomes for older foster youth who often get
overlooked in education and training initiatives,

Howard Knoll, Casey Family Programs

But they will continue to need emotional and
financial support—not to mention basics like a
driver’s license, a bank account or a place to live
during semester breaks and summer vacations.

Pennsylvania counties differ in their approach
and funding for transition programs, but all have
access to substantial federal support. In 1999, the
national John Chafee Foster Care Independence
Program more than doubled previous funding for
those over 18. It gives annual room and board
stipends of $5,000 for post-secondary education
or training—payable to the institution—to teens
up to 21 who have left foster care, and permits
states to extend Medicaid coverage to the same age.
Combined with other sources of financial aid for
job training or college—from state tuition aid to
monthly stipends to free laptop computers—the
support is enough to help every child who qualifies
for higher education.



“ONE OFOUR KIDS AFFENDED EIGHT
BETWEEN NINTH AND

200 ARS UF RECOURD RE

Jennifer D’Amico, left, is
one of two Endowments-
supported educational
liaisons with the Allegheny
County Department of
Human Services. She is
helping Jenauba Lipford
fill out a college application
for Community College

of Allegheny County.
Jenauba plans to enroll
for the winter term to
study criminal justice.

“Money is not the barrier for our kids,” says
Cherna. What requires more effort for him and his
staff is inviting children who are about to leave the
system to start a conversation about their rights
and choices.

Connecting to Help
or Shataja, the conversation began at soccer
practice, when Assistant Coach Jen D’Amico
befriended her. Last September, D’Amico
joined the Children, Youth and Families
division of the county human services staff as one
of two Endowments-supported educational
liaisons, and began visiting students in high schools
and institutions. Shataja, her former player, turned
up as one of D’Amico’s 150 clients. The teen’s good
grades convinced D’Amico that she had college
potential, and D’Amico encouraged Shataja to
bolster her SAT scores and apply to four colleges.
Meanwhile, Shataja’s legal advocate was
cheering those efforts. Bethany Schumacher, an

attorney for Kids\oice, a child advocacy group, also
was studying ways to support Shataja’s future.
After winning a lawsuit against Allegheny
County in 2005 on behalf of a former foster child
who sought continued support through her
college years, KidsVoice collaborated with the
Department of Human Services in addressing
similar cases. When the agency inaugurated its
Independent Living Initiative the next year,
KidsVoice crafted a new conciliation process
tailored to each teen’s individual situation. If he
or she is accepted to post-secondary education or
training, advocates and department caseworkers
meet to discuss the supports that will help them
succeed: stipends for daily living, payments for
books or bus passes, or alternative housing for
those who have no place to live during school
breaks. Individuals can debate, accept or reject
those offers. They may opt to keep their case open
and subject to periodic review, or they may choose
to close their case. Even with their cases closed or



Percentage of youngsters nationally who are placed in substitute care for reasons including abusive,
neglectful or absent parents—or their own defiance—and yet manage to graduate from college:

transferred within the system, post-secondary
students receive financial support. To date, Shataja
is one of nearly 100 youth who have participated
in the process.

This concerted effort behind Shataja kept her
motivated. “I got rejected at four colleges. | was
going to apply to [a trade school],” she recalls as
she relaxes outside her dormitory in T-shirt, jeans
and fuzzy pink slippers. “But Jen said no. She kept
pushing me.” A last-minute acceptance at Penn
State Greater Allegheny allowed her to enroll in
pharmaceutical studies and land a place on the
school’s volleyball team.

and Tennessee, but returned to Pittsburgh for her
senior year after Keshunn’s birth. Her paternal
great-grandmother provided shelter and assistance.
But Dwan’s goal after community college—going
on for a bachelor’s degree—meant she needed
additional encouragement. D’Amico guided
Dwan’s apartment search in Indiana, Pa., 60 miles
east of Pittsburgh, nixing leases that were too
expensive. She also found a place for Keshunn in
on-campus day care while his mother attends class
at Indiana University of Pennsylvania.

D’Amico and her co-worker, Monte Robinson,
knew that among their job responsibilities as

Jen D’Amico, educational liaison, Allegheny County Department of Human Services

For Coleman, a University of Pittsburgh
summer workshop introduced him to forensics
science after his sophomore year. An excellent
athlete, he aimed to combine his interest in
forensics with a chance to play college ball.
Wilkinsburg High School basketball Coach Heath
Bailey encouraged his ambition; so did his cousin
and teammate, A.J. Poindexter. KidsVoice advocate
Bill Petulla prepared his conciliation arrange-
ments. D’Amico drove him to college visits. By
August, plans were in place: Not only would
Coleman enroll in forensics at Penn State Beaver,
he would join the basketball squad and room
with his cousin.

After she graduated as a 17-year-old mother
from Pittsburgh’s Oakland Catholic High School,
Dwan’s Children, Youth and Families caseworker
introduced her to D’Amico. Dwan had little
support from her mother, now living in Atlanta;
she bounced among high schools in Pittsburgh

educational liaisons would be College Admissions
101. The staffers compiled workbooks to
distribute in classroom seminars and developed
one-on-one sessions to simplify the mysteries of
computing grade point averages and paying
tuition.

“Some kids are average students. You don’t
want to derail their dreams. If a kid hasa 1.5 GPA
and wants to go to Pitt, he has to get ready for the
classroom. They need to know the sequence and
the steps,” explains Robinson, a burly 31-year-old.
“That means open your mail! Understand your
transcript!”

But the pair also confronted the lax school
record-keeping that dogs foster care children who
move frequently. “One of our kids attended eight
different high schools between ninth and 11th
grade,” D’Amico says, recalling frustrating hours
spent tracking clients’ transcripts for college
applications. “In other cases, whole school years
[of records] were missing.”




Percentage of teens nationally who became homeless for one day or more after aging out of foster care.

Unfortunately, such examples are not uncom-
mon because foster children and youth are so
transient. Courts may move them in and out of
communities, counties or even states. Some
youngsters run away, or they may leave a conven-
tional school to attend a residential one or a
mental health facility. If they attend a school for
less than nine weeks, often no transcript is issued.

Other students’ experiences proved that the
devil was in the details. Two students with
university acceptances did not know how to

Sharlene Gray, director, The Bridge of Pittsburgh

supply the housing deposits demanded before
enrollment and consequently lost their places.
D’Amico says it was a lesson learned as the
program moves into a second year.

As September began, the liaisons tried to be
unobtrusive but supportive. D’Amica’s secret
weapon is a quick text message to the students’ cell
phones. “It’s just a way to check in—to ask how
was your day,” she says. But the added responsi-
bility to keep in touch with the freshmen, as well as
introduce high school seniors and juniors to the
initiative, means that the two liaisons’ caseload will
steadily increase. Joann Heffron-Hannah, program
director for the Independent Living Initiative,
welcomes that challenge. “Now we are able to reach
kids younger. We can work on their deficits and
increase our numbers,” she says.

Plans for adulthood can falter without support,
both practical and emotional. A third of the teens
studied by the University of Chicago received help
for behavioral and emotional issues. Myra Powell,
director of The Hub, a drop-in center for homeless
youth, says the reason is clear: “Hurt people hurt
people.” For volatile teens, a connection to services
can be elusive.

Shannon Hagen, 18, has lived at a shelter for
homeless youth for seven months and doesn't give
a lot of details about why she left the foster home
where she had been staying. Though she completed
high school while living in the shelter, she has no
plans for the future. “I accomplished one thing. |
graduated,” she says in a conversation at The Hub.
She says she would like to attend community
college, but “procrastinated” about applying. About
the foster care system, she says, “They care about us
when we're little. Why aren’t they showing it now?”

Occasionally, she says, she has visited job training
offices. When asked what she needs to move forward,
she sounds perplexed: “I'm not sure. | don’t ask for
too much.”

Though giving disaffected teens like Shannon a
hopeful vision for the future is a goal shared by the
child welfare system and workforce development
programs, bureaucratic barriers have kept the two
efforts apart. But now, more than a dozen local
programs are working to change that.

Caseworkers visit foster children in their
homes. Mentors—college engineering students,
young professionals from Leadership Pittsburgh
and fellow foster care alumni—offer a glimpse
of future careers. A downtown drop-in center for
foster care teens, The Bridge of Pittsburgh, offers
a broad, casual array of services that cover the
basics: daily living skills, workforce development
and higher education. KidsVoice assembles
ongoing county support when teens enroll in post-
secondary education. An annual resource fair,
co-sponsored by KidsVoice and the Department of
Human Services, provides advice on everything
from driver’s license permits to college admissions.



