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Streat Squad: More photost Mare
debauchery! Page 18

Fashion: Qur new column reveals the
iest man in Miami. Page 53

_Féw'th:i'ngs are as challen.g_ing as bemga foSt_er kid in Florida.
Apparently, state legislators don't think it's challenging enough.

By Joanie Cox
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Lean on me: Danny rm'lh. RacuaLI Perry and Laiash Davis (left t right) persevers

Racquell Perry holds her cell phone across a
table at Starbucks to reveal a picture of her
slinky, gold prom dress. “I'm going alone,” she
says witha giggle. “T'd rather it be that way. [
don’t need a date to have fun.”

Atmoments like this, Perry seems like any
other outgoing, 18-year-old high-school senior
who loves Kanye West and shoe-shopping.
But her life has been rougher than that of most
kids her age. She was born with crack in her
system, has lived in three different foster
homes and one group home, and attended eight
different middle schools. “T never really
thought about this until right now,” Perry says,
holding back tears. “A lot of people didn’t
expect me to get as far as [ did.”

Perry is about to graduate from Miami
Northwestern High School in the Top 10
percent of her class with a4.13 grade point
average. She hopes to pursue a Ph.D. at Florida
State University. Many of her peers complain
about not having the right car or the latest iPod,
but Perry has learned to separate her wants

from her needs. She only recently got her first
computer.

“A lot of people stereatype foster kids. The
average foster kid doesn’t graduate — only
about 50 percent do.” Perry says. “[ encouraged
myself. If more people took time to see what
was going on with foster kids, [ think
graduation numbers would rise.”

About 30,000 foster kids live in Florida.
Seventy percent want to attend college, 20
percent enroll and less than 5 percent finish.
Twelve to 18 months after they age out of the
system at L8 years old, 38 percent become
unemployed, 34 percent turn to welfare and 25
percent end up homeless.

“It certainly hasn’t been easy for me or my
eight siblings,” Perry admits. She lived with
her grandparents until she turned 12 and
entered foster care. “When I found out my
grandma died, I wanted to give up completely.
['was living in a foster home and didn't find out
until years later. She was my heart and [ know
she’d be so proud of me and my grades.” Perry

and beat the odds wilh the help of mentor Steve Rios (opposite page).

rolls up her sleeve to reveal a tattoo bearing the
name Gram.

No longer in the system, Perry is living with
one of her sisters. “When [ moved in with her, [
had to learn how to be a teenager and do things
like go to the mall,” she says. “I watch shows
like My Super Sweet 16 and these kids that
can’teven drive yet are getting BMWSs and
spending $700 on a dress. [ could buy a car
with that amount of money.”

Despite her chaotic upbringing, Perry has
learned to forgive and move on. “It"s always a
test. [ feel like, “Why did this happen to me?"
she says. “But ['ve learned a lot and met so
many people. [ wouldn’t change anything. [t's
like a blessing pow.”

Perry credits part of her ability to rise abave
her troubled circumstances to the Road to
[ndependence Program. in which the state pays
former foster children ages 18 to 23 from $892
to $1,042 a month. A recent bill before the
Florida House of Representatives would have
cut $7 million from the already underfunded

program, but it was voted down last week. And
no additional funds will be granted to the
maintenance-adoption subsidy, which aids
families who adopt children with
developmental and physical disabilities. This
will affect community-based care agencies
such as Our Kids and ChildNet, which aids
foster kids in South Florida,

By July 1, more than 200 foster children
will be adopted in Broward County. The
Plantation-based ChildNet had planned to
secure adoptions for an additional 300 children
in the next fiscal year, The state subsidizes care
for 96 percent of children adopted out of foster
care, Many of these children have health
problems, physical impairments, behavioral
issues or developmental disabilities. Cutting
subsidies will likely discourage adoptions
because many prospective parents lack the
means to care for these children without state
assistance. Services for abused children also
took a hit of almost $19 million.

continued next pagt
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1. Twa-thirds of the homeless in Miarmi- Dade County are 18 to 23 years oid:
2. About 65 percent of foster children have ane or more siblings.

PR i 3. May is National Foster Care month,
T Tt e 4. For more information on Educate Tomorrow, visit Educatatomarrow. 0rg.

Bluer skies: Danny Smith, Racquell Perry and Latasha Davis remain driven by a need to succeed.




