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M
ichigan’s Children has long recognized the importance of giving youth a voice in the public debate, 

providing opportunities for youth to talk about issues concerning them and how they believe these 

issues might be best addressed. Foster care youth represent a group that is overrepresented in high 

school dropout statistics and are grossly under-enrolled at post-secondary institutions. As this pop-

ulation is greatly impacted by many state, federal and local policies, foster youth can offer valuable suggestions for 

improvement in K-16 educational success. A total of 43 youth ages 15-23 presented testimony to two separate and 

distinguished listening panels comprised of members of the Michigan Legislature; state department officials, repre-

senting Energy Labor and Economic Growth, Corrections, Human Services, Education, and Treasury; representatives 

of private and corporate foundations, and other public officials and community leaders. Youth engaged in these 

events were attendees at one of two pre-college programs in the state that specifically target foster care youth, 

Western Michigan University’s Seita Scholars program and Michigan State University’s Foster Youth Alumni Services 

Program. These youth represented 13 different counties including, Bay, Barry, Ingham, Jackson, Kalamazoo, Luce, 

Macomb, Midland, Muskegon, Oakland, Ottawa, Washtenaw, and Wayne. Not only did youth share their concerns, 

they also provided suggestions that state leaders could use to begin to address their issues, and they expressed their 

willingness and eagerness to help.

Quotes from youth participants are taken from actual transcripts of the Kidspeak forums. We have made every  
attempt to ensure the accuracy of their words.

“As a state, we have an obligation to provide a quality  
educational experience for ALL our children.”

—Jack Kresnak, President and CEO
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F
oster care youth face 
great educational chal-
lenges, and too many 
aren’t succeeding through 

high school graduation or have 
difficulty making the transition to 
college or work. Failure to gradu-
ate from high school leads to a 
wide range of personal and social 
costs, some of which are borne 
directly by the public. In addi-
tion, high school dropouts face a 
labor market in Michigan that is 
becoming more and more difficult 
to successfully manage.  Because 
they have often been in multiple 
placements and many times lack 
traditional supports, managing 
homework assignments, meeting 
teacher expectations, trying to 
understand class work and achieve 
good grades are particularly stress-
ful for foster youth. Many have un-
met mental health needs and they 
are often concentrated in low-
performing schools ill-equipped 
to help. Foster care students suffer 
from the highest poverty rates 
and the deepest concentrations of 
economic distress, adding barriers 
to program participation. 

Foster care teens have 
the desire to have and 
maintain permanent and 
stable caring adults and 
programs in their lives. 
These formal and informal 
social relationships, when 
non- judgmental, are key 
to maintaining a happy 
and healthy lifestyle.

“I need quality relationships,  
mentors,…” 
– Cherish, UofM Student

“I just had my daughter two years 
ago, I didn’t have a mother to 
tell me how to be a mother to my 
daughter, but I’m trying. I didn’t 
have a father to be there for me. 
There’s no one there that I can 
depend on. I have to rely on my 
caseworkers that actually care. 
There’s not many of them. We 
need role models.” 
– Natalie, MSU Student

“Caseworkers who have played a 
positive role in a young one’s life 
should continue to play a positive 
role. I had a couple mentors when 
I was placed in the system, but 
when I got out, I didn’t have those 
mentors anymore.”
– Brandon, WMU Seita Scholar

“I have been in foster care for a 
year and a half. My grandmother 
has custody of me and my broth-
er. She took both of us in and we 
are living together. Through that 
help and support, I was able to 
maintain my school grades. I did 
my homework every night, and 
I attend classes every day and I 
have a 3.8 GPA now.” 
– Justin, Warren

“I’ve been moving from foster 
home to foster home, which is 
why it’s a little hard for me in 
school and stuff. Every time I 
change from one home to an-
other, it hard for me to adapt to 
that living space, I have to learn 
how to act different. It’s hard to 
not be able to act like yourself. 
It’s really stressful to worry about 
school, trying to get a job when I 
don’t even know if there’s anyone 
else out there that is going to be 
taking care of me.” 

– Devey, Detroit

“I was in two foster homes, but 
now I am happy because I am 
with my Auntie. She cares about 
me. I graduate next year. I had a 
1.5 GPA my sophomore year, and 
now this year I have a 2.5 because 
my Auntie is real hard on me.” 

– Bedina, Detroit

“I am in a foster home right now, 
they are strict, but they care 
about me. And all I really wanted 
throughout my whole life is 
love, and I finally have it. Before 
coming here [current foster care 
home] I told myself I wasn’t going 
to add up to much…now I’m 
going to have the chance to go to 
college and become what I have 
always wanted to become.” 

– Rose, Barry County

“I have a daughter who just 
turned three. People discourage 
foster care youth who have chil-
dren in their teenage years that 
they won’t be anything, and that 
they won’t make it to college. We 
need more advocates and people 
to be there for teenage mothers.” 

– Sharelle, WMU Seita Scholar

Foster care teens need 
competent teachers  
who are aware of their 
personal challenges and 
an opportunity to connect 
with a caring adult during 
the school day

“The teachers [need] to be able to 
take note of what’s going on with 
their kids. I didn’t find out that I was 
dyslexic and had testing anxiety 
until my junior year in college. I’m 
having severe problems in college 
because you have to know how to 
write. I barely know how to com-
prehend. That’s a problem. Nobody 
tested me for dyslexia, ADHD, for 
nothing. I don’t mind being diag-
nosed, but I want the treatment. 
…I was told by my teachers all the 
time I have to rewrite this. …It turns 
down your confidence. It tears you 
down because you actually tried, 
and it took a lot just to get what you 
got on that paper written….”

– Cherish, UofM Student

“Every time I went to school, the 
teacher was talking, I listened, but  
I didn’t understand. I asked ques-
tions, but I still didn’t understand.  
It took until I was 14 when someone 
saw what was going on with my
family and called protective services.
I had to start learning then, because 
there were people in front of me 
like, ok, I will show you how to do 
this, and I started learning.”
– Orlando, Detroit

“I have had two teachers, and they 
really helped me to realize that I 
could go to college. I never really 
planned on going to college until 
this last year. My GPA went from 
like a 1.0 to a 3.1. My teachers really 
helped me out and changed my 
attitude. I want to go to college so 
that I will be able to support a fam-
ily, because I will have money. I will 
be able to give my kids everything I 
didn’t have.” 

– Isaac, Midland

“I attend Catherine Ferguson 
Academy, a school for young teen 
parents. Having my son at school 
with me is really nice.” 

– Cheyenne, Detroit



Foster care teens need to 
be taught the mandated 
high school curriculum in 
a variety of ways to bet-
ter avoid falling behind; 
those that do fall behind 
need to be afforded op-
portunities to recover 
missing/lost credits.

 “Some kids learn slower than 
others which causes them to fall 
behind. I believe you can help re-
solve this, to have more programs 
for students, you know, so people 
can learn, and they won’t be left 
behind. So enforce the ‘No Child 
Left Behind’ concept.” 
– Shonetta, Detroit

“I feel a lot of teachers don’t teach 
to the students. Students of today 
need more movement in their 
classes. The need hands on experi-
ences. I must move and see things. 
I cannot just hear something to 
learn it. Educators need to use 
multisensory techniques.” 
– Nicolas, Detroit, WMU Seita Scholar

“School has been difficult these 
past four years because the 
academic standards have been 
raised. This is part of the reason 
why the drop-out rates are just 
increasing. Kids are upset because 
they can’t do the work; they get 
frustrated because they can’t do 
the work. Others [students] care 
but they don’t have the support 
from school that they need to do 
the work on a subject.” 
– De’onte, Jackson

“A lot of classrooms are so struc-
tured and you are sitting there 
listening for hours and students 
need breaks so they can move, 
stretch, to get their brain back in 
focus.” 
– Richard, WMU Seita Scholar

In addition to teachers, 
foster care youth need 
caseworkers, judges, and 
foster parents that know 
how to support their edu-
cational success.

“There was no one there to make 
sure I went to school or did my 
homework. Nobody cared, so 
I eventually started skipping, I 
didn’t do my homework.” 
– Lydia, North Dickinson

lydia

isaac

“I have experienced over ten case-
workers. I can’t even tell you their 
names. I actually looked over my 
case files, and said oh, this person 
was my caseworker? How do they 
even know about when I am at 
school because I don’t remember 
seeing them.” 
– Cherish, UofM Student

“My caseworker, he doesn’t want 
to listen to what the kids got to 
say, he’s more about what the 
parents say.” 
– Isaac, Midland

“The one person who actually 
helped me was the judge I had 
when I was 13. If you say you want 
to quit, he won’t let you quit. I am 
going to graduate from Cass Tech 
this year, and I am going to go to 
Wayne State for my bachelor’s 
degree.” 
– Joseph, Detroit

Foster care teens are con-
cerned that there is a lack 
of adequate resources, 
including access to basic 
needs, that are necessary 
for learning in the public 
school system.

“I am living with my foster parents 
now, who are really nice people, 
but I am wearing clothes that are 
three years old, and I have holes 
in my shoes, and kids make fun 
of me because we don’t have 
any money to pay for anything. 
School is less than a month away, 
and I want to get ready for school 
but I can’t.” 

– Lydia, North Dickinson

“I went to a high school in Detroit, 
and we just didn’t have the re-
sources that other students have. 
And when I came to Michigan 
State, I had a chance to compare 
stories and different things with 
different students, and they 
just had a totally different high 
school experience that I had. We 
didn’t have books; we didn’t have 
certain things, and teachers that 
cared.” 
– Mercy, Detroit, MSU Student

Foster care teens are con-
cerned about the limited 
opportunities available to 
engage in extra-curricular 
and after-school programs.

“I’m currently attending my 17th 
high school. I have not been 
allowed to participate in school 
activities, go to dances…I have 
never played a high school sport. 
I have moved around a lot- like 
over 20 times.” 
– Isaac, Midland

“When I was in [residential home] 
I played sports to keep me busy. 
I played football, linebacker in 
10th grade. My caseworker took 
me away from sports- it’s like she 
didn’t want me to do good.” 
– Shante, Detroit

“I want to sit there and honestly 
just be in a classroom just to get 
away from home. So school is a 
refuge to a lot of kids. It was my 
refuge. I stayed in school. I stayed 
in after school activities: basket-
ball, boxing, volleyball, track and 
field. I did it all, anything to keep 
away from home as late as I could. 
School was home for me. In school 
and in education we need to 
create a home-like environment, 
meaning the support.” 
– Cherish, UofM Student

“Despite all the stuff I was going 
through, I got up and went to 
school every day and kept over 
a 2.8. I’m a survivor; I’m going to 
finish school and I’m going to go 
to college because I want to show 
everyone no matter what you’ve 
been through or where you come 
from, you can do whatever you 
put your mind to.” 
– Minyanna, Detroit

“I am class treasurer and I do 
three sports, volleyball, soccer 
and basketball. I’m ranked 4th in 
my class right now, but I want to 
be number one.” 
– August, Grand Blanc

“School is one of my biggest things. 
I just love going to school. It was 
the only place I was able to go to 
get away.” 
– Michaela, undisclosed location

“I never had a problem in school; I 
was always a star student because 
that is where my safe haven was, 
school” 
– Richard, WMU Seita Scholar

“Yeah, I want to learn, but I don’t 
have a way to get to school. De-
troit has closed over 15 schools. 
There should be more transpor-
tation to get the kids to school. 
Without transportation, students 
miss a lot of days of school. The 
school district only allows 20 days 
to miss or you will automatically 
fail. How do we promote them to 
graduate if we don’t give them 
the resources they need to get 
here and to get the education to 
succeed?” 
– Marida, Detroit

“Schools should try to link up with 
libraries. At my school, they closed 
the library, so we are no longer 
able to read books, or check out 
books or to even research things.” 
– Camp Participant, WMU
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Foster care teens are 
concerned about their 
personal safety; feeling 
unsafe impacts school 
performance.

“If we don’t have good grades, 
we have a reason. If my mom is 
beating me every day, I wouldn’t 
want to go to school and do any 
work…because I can’t keep up 
straight because my back hurts.” 

– Cherish, UofM Student

“The foster home I was in was 
not good; the girl I was sharing a 
room with threatened to kill me.” 

– Tiffany, Holt

“When you place us, can you just 
place us someplace where you all 
know we’ll be safe? Inspect the 
home. Make sure the people who 
are there will love us. Don’t just 
push us off because they have 
open space. An open space isn’t a 
love space.” 

– Joseph, Detroit

“I got put into foster care because 
my parents physically beat me. 
When I started to tell people, CPS, 
no one listened, so I ran away four 
different times. I was gone for a 
good month, and missed a lot 
of school, eventually when I got 
caught; I went into an alternative 
education program.” 

– Michaela, undisclosed location

“I want to talk about bullying. I 
used to get picked on almost ev-
ery day. Statistics show that 77% 
of students are verbally and physi-
cally abused. 14% of students 
who have experienced bullying 
have bad reactions to this abuse. 
We need more hall monitors. I 
want bullying to stop.” 

– Alan, Ypsilanti

“If a school is not safe, why go 
to school? School is supposed to 
be a safe environment. Instead, 
teachers are afraid of students. 
Having a public safety officer in 
the school is always important.” 

– Camp Participant, WMU

Foster care teens need 
adults to recognize unmet 
mental health needs and 
to ensure early access to 
mental health services.

“Students drop out of school 
because of depression, low self 
esteem, students suffering from 
bullying or other people talking 
about them. Students stop car-
ing because of family problems, 
which also tags along with low 
self esteem. Distractions are a 
problem at school, trying to fit 
in, I experienced teen pregnancy. 
Some kids have learning prob-
lems, have ADHD and teachers 
don’t point that out.” 

– Shonetta, Detroit

“When me and my sister got 
placed in foster care…I got there, 
people put me down.  They told 
me no a lot. They put me on medi-
cation because I was sad, I was de-
pressed. I never ate or slept. I was 
voiceless and I didn’t like it. I am 
glad I have a voice today. We are 
all dealing with something. We 
are dealing with depression, we 
are dealing with loneliness. What 
we are seeing running across our 
minds is all the problems that are 
going on in our lives. That’s all we 
see. We need someone to tell us, 
‘we’ll try’. That’s all I wanted to 
hear, at least…have someone say, 
‘I’ll try.’” 

– Carly, Fraser

“I didn’t know what suicide was 
until I was in middle school and 
we were reading a story. It was 
like the answer I was searching 
for. It’s like a cheat code you play 
video games- a ticket to getting 
out of that [foster] home.” 

– Joseph, Detroit

 “Being in the system has given 
me all this stress and it’s hard to 
focus on what’s important. Stress 
messes up how to learn and how 
others learn. I face frustrations 
with not being able to pay atten-
tion in class because of all the 
obstacles I’ve had to overcome in 
my life. My grades have suffered 
and I am still working to over-
come. Teachers could pay more 
attention to students when you 
are seeing their grades dropping 
and you can ask, ‘what is really 
going on?’” 

– Cheyanne, Kalamazoo

Many foster care youth 
have had care giving re-
sponsibilities in the home 
that have taken prece-
dence over school and 
homework obligations.
“My mother left us when I was 
11 years old. It was hard with me 
pumping gas and bagging grocer-
ies at 11 years old, staying up till 3 
o clock in the morning, so that my 
little brothers could eat. Living in 
abandoned houses and stuff like 
that, out in the streets.” 
– Orlando, Detroit

Frequent placement and 
school changes often 
mean that foster care 
youth are falling behind, 
repeating courses and are 
thus old for their grade; 
this practice can lead to 
hopelessness with stu-
dents often making the 
decision to drop out.
“There was a lot going on in my 
life…I graduated middle school 
at the age of 15. I dropped out of 
school after that” 
– Amber, Detroit

“I was a junior last year in high 
school, and I’ll be a junior this 
year because I have to catch up on 
some of my grades.” 
– Nicholas, Ferndale

Suspension policies are 
pushing foster youth out 
of school.

“Why are they [principals] giving 
kids so many days out of school; it 
affects their work and leaves them 
behind. What happened to me 
was they gave me 10 days out of 
school at a time. I would miss out 
on work, get behind, and I would 
have to cram, try to hurry up and 
do my work, not really learning 
nothing. Because of the suspen-
sion, I only have so many days 
to catch up. I think they [schools] 
should do in- school suspension or 
detention so kids can still get their 
education and it will help them 
stay out of trouble too.” 
– Sharonda, Ypsilanti

“I never did want to go to school 
or have an interest in school. 
And when I did, I was late; I was 
depressed, stressed out. When 
I did finally get the urge to go 
to school, I’d be kind of down, 
so I’d be in my own little world. 
Sometimes I would do my work, 
sometimes I wouldn’t. Teachers 
and counselors should get more 
involved in a student’s life. To see 
what’s really going on and help 
them succeed in life.” 

– Shari, Kalamazoo
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Foster care teens are con-
cerned about the lack of 
college preparation and 
assistance they receive in 
transitioning from high 
school to post-secondary 
education.

“For the last 3 ½ years I spent 
most of my time at residential 
treatment, my teenage years, so I 
really didn’t get to see the world.” 

– Ashante, Detroit

“I want to go to college. I’m 20 
years old and am again on the 
streets. I have at least gotten a di-
ploma and I graduated with a 2.7 
GPA. I want to be safe. I am trying 
to figure out what to do next.” 

– Orlando, Detroit

“Where am I going to go until 
college starts? What am I going 
to do when I turn 18 in January, 
graduate in May? College doesn’t 
start until September. What am 
I going to do all summer long? I 
don’t like sleeping in the card-
board boxes. It doesn’t sound fun 
to me. Who is going to show me 
how to own a house or pay my 
taxes, how to fill out my bills and 
my paperwork? I don’t know any 
of that stuff. Where am I going to 
go for that help? Who am I going 
to turn to when I graduate to help 
me out? When I turn 18 the court 
says, ‘goodbye, see you later, have 
fun, you’re an adult, figure it out 
yourself.’ What it should say is, 
‘you need help? Come talk to us.’” 

– Isaac, Midland

“Coming to college has made life 
a lot better. I’m thankful for this 
program [Foster Youth Alumni 
Services Program] and this camp, 
this is something I wish I had 
when I was graduating, when I 
was leaving high school and go-
ing to college…When I turned 18 
the lady was like, your money is 
stopping, I don’t have anywhere 
for you to go. I didn’t have anyone 
to say, yeah, let’s go shopping for 
stuff for your dorm or bring you 
up to college. We need to establish 
programs, hands on programs to 
help these youth learn these dif-
ferent things. Not only learn how 
to go to college, but also how to 
take care of themselves.” 

– Natalie, MSU Student

“Nobody in my family from my 
great grandmother had a high 
school education, or more or less 
passed their junior year of high 
school. Not one, not my siblings. 
[going to college] I’m actually cre-
ating and breaking cycles within 
my whole family history.” 

– Cherish, UofM Student

T
he testimony of our 2010 KidSpeak participants clearly illustrates that foster care youth from 

around the state very much want to learn and excel in school, live healthier and more stable  

lifestyles, and live in homes where they feel safe and cared about. They tie these goals to  

suggestions for what is needed to achieve them – quality teachers; caseworkers and foster  

parents who care about them; adequate resources for learning, including access to transportation and 

school supplies; school stability and safety; and college preparation and assistance with the transition  

from high school to post-secondary education.

“I came to college alone. I came 
here, close to dropping out my 
freshman year because I didn’t 
have any support. Now there are 
wonderful people here [MSU] who 
have come into my life. I can’t 
really say there was a lot of struc-
ture within the foster care system 
that helped me to get to that 
point where I am today. I don’t see 
enough programs that are specifi-
cally directed at foster youth so 
that they can go to college or so 
they can find a good job.” 

– Sarai, Lansing, MSU Student
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Kidspeak is a youth public forum that empowers young people to advocate on their own be-

half. Operating on a statewide and local basis, Kidspeak brings youth before listening panels 

comprised of legislators, other public officials, and community leaders to talk about issues of 

concern to them. Kidspeak forums provide young people with authentic civic engagement 

experience and to provide policymakers the rare opportunity to hear the voices of young 

people. Given the opportunity, in ways both poignant and powerful, youths can change the 

way adults make decisions. Michigan’s Children, a non-profit 501 © (3) organization, presents 

Kidspeak as a non-partisan activity.

Michigan’s Children is an independent, multi-issue, non-partisan organization in Lansing 

working to make Michigan the best state in America to be a child. To do that, Michigan’s Chil-

dren informs policymakers and the public about children’s issues, and provides communities 

and young people with the tools to influence policy decisions.

As an outgrowth of Kidspeak forums, Michigan’s Children’s Youth Policy Leadership Program 

(YPLP) continues to empower young people by providing them with opportunities for 

meaningful participation in civic life. YPLP connects young people to policymaking through 

statewide and local Kidspeak forums, Youth Legislative Day activities, and Youth Voices Chang-

ing Public Policy Forums. In addition, through YPLP, Michigan’s Children alerts communities 

to public policy issues affecting youths and provides technical assistance to communities to 

build capacity for youth-led policy forums.

Call: 517.485.3500 or 1.800.330.8674  |  Email: info@michiganschildren.org
Or visit our website: www.michiganschildren.org
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