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A Critical Eye on Foster Care
in Massachusetts

From Interim Executive Director
Sarah Tanner

An Incredible
Opportunity

Change within
organizations is inevitable.

And yet change can be difficult,
stressful, and messy-and it can create
distractions that limit productivity.

Having served in the interim
executive director role for the last
few months, I can attest that this is
not the case at Friends of Children. I
am in awe, every day, of the authentic
and genuine compassion brought to
the forefront- by staff and volunteers
alike. This is an organization steeped
in a strong commitment to mission,
an organization that is grounded in

a shared obligation to serve children

and families that so desperately need In the seven years since Friends of Children launched its award-winning

support every single day. There is no FOCUS program for young adults aging out of foster care at our headquar-

3 >
time or space for distraction here. ters in Western, Massachusetts, word of the program’s success has spread

far and wide. We’ve heard from young adults throughout the state-and the

We are using our current leadership nation-with requests to participate. Friends of Children has responded to
transition as a time to evaluate how those calls for support.

to best move forward, identifying In January 2023, following a period of working with FOCUS as part of
priorities and approaches that will the practicum for her Master of Social Work degree, Robbie Rubet, who has
only bolster our strong legacy of worked with youth impacted by foster care for more than 24 years, took the
improving the lives of children helm as manager of the Western Region of the FOCUS program.
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Shortly thereafter, we were thrilled to announce the
expansion of this crucial program to a second location
to serve the Eastern part of Massachusetts, including
Boston. At that time, activist and child welfare specialist
Mukesh Baral became manager of the new Eastern region
of our FOCUS program.

Across more than two decades of professional work
serving children and families involved with the child wel-
fare system, Robbie Rubert has become known for her
ability to connect youth to resources-and to advocate for
and empower young people. Robbie’s passion fuels her
work heading the Western region of FOCUS.

As Co-Founder of Advocacy for Refugee and Immi-
grant Services for Empowerment (ARISE) in Boston,
Mukesh Baral holds a master’s degree in conflict resolu-
tion from the University of Massachusetts, Boston. As a
trained mediator, acting against injustice and supporting
vulnerable people has always defined Mukesh’s work.
Mukesh has served in the child welfare domain for more
than a decade in multiple roles, making him a natural fit
to manage the Eastern region of FOCUS..

We asked Robbie and Mukesh to share their thoughts
about FOCUS with us on separate occasions, and we’ve
condensed their responses here:

What drew you to the work of FOCUS?

Robbie Rubet: Throughout my career in social work,
I have interacted with foster children in many different
capacities. I quickly realized that children and youth in
foster care don’t get the support and relationships they
need to thrive. Whether it’s for a week, a year, or an entire
childhood, any amount of time in foster care is disruptive
and negatively impacts social/emotional development
and overall well-being. Seeing a system, overburdened,
unprepared, and at times unwilling to help these vulner-
able children in the way they needed it, ignited a passion
in me to want to do more. Landing at Friends of Children
for my clinical internship in 2022 and being given the op-
portunity to stay on as an employee, gave me the oppor-
tunity I was looking for to help young adults with foster
care experience connect to the relationships and resourc-
es they need to find success and wellness in whatever
way they define that. We can’t change the past but we can

"They do not
help young adults need to be
look towards the fixed, they need
future with hope
someone who
vukesh Barge AN liSten, guide,
I was drawn to the ~ SUpport, and

program’s  model  ampower them."
and its history of

and autonomy.

success. FOCUS delivers need-based services one-on-
one with the help of a mentor. Mentors, who are vetted
and matched with consideration of the individual needs
of participating youth, must be interested in investing in
relationships that are compassionate, caring, and con-
sistent. These qualities are key to the relationships our
young people need to thrive.

Who are the young adults you are finding
and how do you connect with them?

Robbie Rubet: FOCUS young adults are young adults
ages 18-26 who have experienced any length or type of
foster care. They are all unique and have their personal
strengths and areas of their lives where they are facing
challenges and would like support. Since FOCUS is vol-
untary and the young adult is in the driver’s seat through-
out their time with us, we only take self-referrals. Young
adults find us through their own advocacy efforts and
through information provided to them by DCF, mental
health providers, schools, and other community provid-
ers. However they find us, we meet them where they are
in their lives.

Mukesh Baral: The young adults, I am finding, are ex-
tremely motivated to change the trajectory of their lives.
They represent different races, religions, and sexual ori-
entations. Attorneys, social workers, and programs work-
ing with youth also tell youth about our services. Regard-
less of where participants come from, there is one theme
that binds them together. Most of them do not have a
caring, compassionate and consistent adult in their lives
with an ability to support them through the transition to
independent adulthood. After spending a decade work-
ing in child welfare, I am aware how inconsistencies have
consistently become part of their lives. Keeping all that
in mind, I help youth understand why FOCUS is a dif-

ferent program and how we have mentors committed
to long-term relationships. We can provide a space for
transition-aged youth to develop the trusting bonds they
need to achieve their short-term and long-term goals.

What takeaway would you like those
reading Fostering Change to have?

Mutkesh Baral: 1 want the readers to understand that
the child welfare system is a big mammoth that in some
ways has lost touch with the children. The state is marred
with constant social worker change and attorneys who
are overextended. The very kids that the department
takes into custody to save are getting out of the system
unprepared to take on the challenges of independent
living. The constant placement changes and the safety
concerns around relationships has put them in a space
where they have lost connections with their loved ones
and haven’t built new relationships. Most of them crave
for a relationship that is meaningful but fear to make that
first step. You can be a mentor and take that first step.
The system needs to be changed upstream, but till that
happens, we need caring and compassionate people like
you to be mentors for the possible positive intervention
and support sought by the FOCUS program.

Robbie Rubet: It is critical that when we think and talk
about transition-aged youth that we do so in a way that
reflects that they are purposeful, creative, and whole.
They are not broken or in need of repair. Young adults
do not come to us looking for unwanted advice or to tell
them what they need to do. They do not need to be fixed,
they need someone who can listen, guide, support, and
empower them. It is through genuine and supportive re-
lationships that they can begin to heal from the past and
begin to look toward a brighter future.
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Boston: A New
Frontier for FOCUS

With its challenging cost-of-living
and unique complexities, Boston and
Eastern Massachusetts represent new
territory for FOCUS.

Manager Mukesh Baral shared some additional
thoughts:

What does your work look like as
you bring the FOCUS program to
Eastern MA?

Mutkesh Baral: The work looks unending but
rewarding. It’s digging the old connections and
talking about the program. It’s building alli-
ances with programs that the youth can benefit
from. It’s meeting stakeholders and creating
partnerships. It’s finding and recruiting men-
tors who are absolutely sold that relationships
are foundational to change. It’s making them
(the mentors) understand how this is an oppor-
tunity to not just give back but learn from the
experience. It’s explaining to both the mentors
and youth how the program is youth-centric,
not grant-centric. It’s encouraging mentors to
explore positive youth development strategies
while working with youth. It’s making mentors
aware that their youth are in the driving seat
and just need support to help navigate the com-
plexities of the transition to adulthood.

What are your hopes for the new
FOCUS Eastern region for this first
year?

Mukesh Baral: The program has a lot of poten-
tial. Based on the current interest of youth and
mentors, I see it becoming a formidable force
in Greater Boston within a couple of years.

We want to train at least a dozen mentors and
match them with youths this year.




New Financial Fitness Curriculum
Paves the Road to Financial Stability
For Youth Aging Out of Foster Care

Since its inception seven years ago, the FOCUS pro-
gram at Friends of Children has been connecting youth
aged 18-26 who are transitioning out of foster care to
resources, peers, and community members to achieve
independence, relational permanency, and personal suc-
cess. The program has succeeded as young adults and
their mentors develop positive relationships, and as
community members contribute their talents through
workshops on topics ranging from cooking skills to job
search strategies to college financial aid approaches.

As our FOCUS program has evolved, however, one
critical need has emerged: empowering young adults to
successfully manage their financial affairs. After much
research, we identified an established national program
with proven effectiveness. Friends of Children is excit-
ed to partner with the San-Diego based agency Just In
Time (JIT) to incorporate their financial literacy model
into our work with FOCUS participants. JIT’s Financial
Fitness series is a flexible, online, self-paced program of-
fering financial literacy resources to help young adults
achieve greater financial stability.

Financial Fitness helps participants plan for a secure
financial future by gaining the confidence and know-how
to practice smart money management through budget-
ing skills, strong saving habits, and investment strategies.
Participants are paired with a coach to support them on
their journey to financial self-sufficiency. Although all
young adults in our FOCUS program have been invited
to participate, this program requires a two-year commit-
ment, so the intake process is thoughtful and thorough.
The Financial Fitness series begins its cycle several times
a year, so there is opportunity for young adults who are
not yet ready to begin now to work with a mentor so that
they are able to embark on this process at a later date. Our

young adults in FOCUS have endured many hardships.
Not only does completion of the Financial Fitness series
ensure financial stability, the program offers a priceless
treasure: the hard-won self-confidence that comes from
successful savings. Financial Fitness is overseen by FOC
Program Service Coordinator, Rosemary Koski.

Here’s an overview of Financial Fitness:

» Financial Fitness 101, which spans 12
weeks, empowers participants to begin
the journey from surviving to thriving
through learning foundational financial
literacy concepts to establish healthy
money habits.

» Financial Fitness 102 is an intermediate
financial literacy course delivered

as a six-week group workshop

learning experience with individual
weekly assignments. FF 102 provides
participants opportunities to further
develop core financial literacy concepts
while making progress towards financial
security and stability by establishing a
rainy-day fund.

» Financial Fitness 103 provides
participants opportunities to learn more
advanced financial knowledge and skills
while focusing on long-term investing
over a 15-month time frame.

As a key component of the Financial Fitness Series,
young adults begin building their own financial security
through savings. At the completion of each level, partic-
ipants are expected to have saved a certain amount-and
Friends of Children matches that savings. The savings
goals evolve from being small and manageable, with sav-
ings goals of $100 in Financial Fitness 101 and $150 in Fi-
nancial Fitness 102. Financial Fitness 103, a serious deep-
dive into saving and investment, involves a savings goal
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of $4,500 over the course of five sections. This significant
savings goal is matched upon completion by Friends of
Children (with your support), and a young adult partic-
ipant completing this course will have saved more than
$9,000 in two years!

Our first cohort of participants in Financial Fitness is
already experiencing financial empowerment in the Fi-
nancial Fitness 101 class. With the valuable support of
their coaches, our participants are learning more about
themselves, their relationships with money, and their fi-
nancial values. Our participants have been working on
developing a budget and creating SMART (specific, mea-
surable, achievable, relevant, time-bound) goals, and set-
ting realistic timeframes with straightforward steps that
they can review.

We’'re delighted to hear from our
participants and coaches that the
Financial Fitness process feels well
paced and doable.

Artemis, a FOCUS program member and
Financial Fitness participant asserts, “I am
actively working with my coach on our
financial fitness course. We are meeting
roughly once per week. The slides within

the course were very easy to read while
providing decent information. Some sheets
such as Personal Net Worth, Monthly Budget,
and Federal Income Tax Calculator are
particularly beneficial to me. I'm so glad that
I'm on board.”

Edie, a Financial Fitness coach says, ”So far I
have found the program to be well designed,
thought-provoking, and excellent at creating
new connections with my mentees. The
substance is presented in an understandable
way, with clear next steps identified at each
point. I think both my mentees are getting a lot
out of it, and I am learning as well.”
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Quilts from the Heart Volunteers Urgently Needed

For several years, members of the We are in immediate need of volunteers to serve as Court Appointed Special Advocates
Edwards Church of Northampton (CASA) and FOCUS Mentors.

Quilting Team have been making

quilts for our FOCUS young adults.

This year, the team added a blessing
to be given with each quilt:

Edwards Church Quilt Team Blessing
By Sandra Rossi

Just a piece of fabric
At first glance you might think

But oh it’s so much more » C.A.SA provides a four-day in person » FOCUS, which matches community

As it provides a link. tra1n1n'g, asks volunteers to make a tWO.‘ year volunteers with young adults who have been in
commitment to the program, and requires a foster care, provides a two-day training, asks

A link to other pieces time investment of approximately 10 hours a volunteers to make a three-year commitment,
month. and requires a time investment of three-five

To make a quilt it’s true
But more importantly hours a month.

To link the “us” to “you”.

Together as your quilt team If you or someone you know may be interested in these volunteer opportunities, please contact
We moved pieces here to there Debi Belkin, Director of Programs, at 413-374-1634 or debi©@friendsofchildreninc.org.

To create a unique quilt theme

To gift with love and care.

We gift it now to someone

As special as the quilt Friends of Children Seeks Board Members

Who begins their newest journey

A new life to be built. As a leading advocacy agency serving children and families involved with the Massachusetts
Department of Children and Families, we rely on a strong and dynamic board, and we're

We are proud of our creation currently seeking new volunteer leaders to join our Board of Directors.

But so much prouder still

Of you who will now own it Board members are actively involved in organizational governance and are expected to attend monthly Board meet-

And of your strength of will. ings, participate in fundraising activities, make a personal financial contribution, and serve as ambassadors by spreading
the word about our services.

Go forward in the comfort Our Board welcomes candidates with a special interest in the welfare of the Commonwealth’s most vulnerable

This quilt may offer you children who wish to lend their expertise to our endeavors. Those with legal, media, and fundraising experience as well

And know you truly matter connections to cultural organizations and communities of culture are strongly encouraged to consider this opportunity.

In all you say and do. You’ll find additional information about Friends of Children on our website: friendsofchildreninc.org.

For further information about the Board of Directors and how to become involved, please
contact Board President, Jo-Anne Vanin at 413-586-0011 or board@friendsofchildreninc.org


http://friendsofchildreninc.org
mailto:board@friendsofchildreninc.org
mailto:debi@friendsofchildreninc.org
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moving through and

out of the child welfare for astau nch

system. believer in
The absolutely providing all
incredible opportunity children the
going forward is for a resources
permanent executive to become

dlrecwr_ tostepin thriving adults.
and position FOC as

a leading advocate for

vulnerable children and young adults experiencing
foster care, leading and empowering a collaborative
team of highly skilled, passionate, mission-driven
professionals. There is space here for the strategic,
innovative thinker; the consummate communicator;
the exception problem-solver. But above all, this

is the space for a staunch believer in providing all
children the resources to become thriving adults. Is
that you? If so, let’s talk.

Sarah Tanner
Interim Executive Director
Stanner@friendsofchildreninc.org

This is the space
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Board of Directors
2023 - 2024

PRESIDENT

JoAnne Vanin

Retired Dean of Students, UMASS
Ambherst, 15 year CASA volunteer

VICE PRESIDENT

Susan Karas

Immediate Past Board President
Retired Child and Adolescent
Director, ServiceNet

SECRETARY

Antonia Krell
Special Education Tutor,
Former CASA volunteer

Staff

Sarah Tanner
INTERIM EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Susan Swift
DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT

Valerie Smart
COMMUNITY OUTREACH &
MARKETING COORDINATOR

Sarah Segura
CASA CASE MANAGER

FRIENDS

ofF CHILDREN

TREASURER

Kelly Sykes
Greenfield Savings Bank

Robin Hanley
Former Development Director,
BSO at Tanglewood

Karen Zilberstein
Clinical Psychologist,
Children and Families

Debi Belkin
DIRECTOR OF PROGRAMS

Robbie Rubet
FOCUS PROGRAM MANAGER
WESTERN MASS AREA

Mukesh Baral
FOCUS PROGRAM MANAGER
GREATER BOSTON AREA

Rosemary Koski
PROGRAM SERVICE COORDINATOR

241 King Street, Northampton, MA 01060
(413) 586-0011 - friendsofchildreninc.org

Founded in Massachusetts in 1990, Friends of Children,
Inc., is an independent 501 (c) 3 non-profit leader in
child-welfare-related issues. We help vulnerable children
and youth who have experienced foster care overcome
adversity and thrive—with innovative direct-service
programs and through state-level advocacy. We champion
critical changes needed for at-risk children and youth—
and for the systems entrusted with their well-being.
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