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Topic:  “Independent Living Services” Start with Family Connections


Ideas:  Family connections integrate foster care youth into families where the goal for each member is independence.  Families are where independence happens and continues with no fixed end date.  Working on IL (independent living skills) apart from a permanent family connection is like tying our shoes with one hand.


Discussion:  Whether through return to birth family or adoption, the goal for all adolescents is living responsibly.  Family connection means neither dependence nor subservience which are a couple of the misconceptions that youth in foster care envision when we say “family connections”.  Every healthy, nurturing family has the goal of financial and personal independence for its members – living responsibly.  That concept is culture based and family bound not one specific living arrangement or style.  Parents want and work toward seeing their children’s mature into self sustaining adults.  What families don’t impose is irrevocable independence� that is the child welfare system’s legacy.


Most of us learned to be responsible for ourselves and others in the context of our families.  Families have been the most effective model for teaching “independent living skills”.  Of course there are timeframes for certain skills, but they are often family specific.  One of the advantages of family-taught skills is the use of that educational ideal, the “teachable moment”.  We all learn best when we need to learn it, when it’s functional or perhaps vital in our lives.  Families allow for repeated “moments” and repeated mistakes in a way that the system can’t.  Most importantly, families have no arbitrary end date.  There is nothing magic about one’s 18th or 21st year.  As in all things, we all mature at different rates.  Is flexibility best achieved in extending the age limit and adding IL services, or in making the first independent living service a permanent family connection and then providing support?


Most IL services for youth provide services and training to youth separate and apart from their most effective context – family life.  We shouldn’t glorify or exaggerate families in their functionality, but in the day-to-day-ness of living, families do teach life skills which do get absorbed.  Classroom and/or workshops for IL skills are really artificial; wonderful when they work, but still less effective than in a family/adolescent services partnership.  IL programs strive for youth to learn how to manage their money, take care of an apartment, and meet recreational, physical, and social needs in a positive manner.�  We have set this work in motion apart from families because of our belief that there are no functional families available to most of our youth.  We need to change that belief.  We do not have to teach our youth to tie their shoes with one had behind their backs.
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� NPR Morning Edition 8/26/02


� NRCYS, http://youthlifeskills.nrcys.ou.edu/dliving.htm
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