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Financial pressures can also 
force teens into homelessness. The 
Campaign to End Child Homelessness 
finds that most housing in Florida is 
not affordable for two people working 
full-time at minimum wage. 

Residential instability is another 
possible factor. The National Alliance 
to End Homelessness reports that 
youth with histories of foster care 
have increased chances of becoming 
homeless at an earlier age and staying 
homeless longer.

Once homeless, youth become 
vulnerable to new traumas.

According to the traumatic stress 
network, homeless youth are more at 
risk to experience anxiety, depression, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, 
malnutrition and poor health. They 
are also more likely to accept abusive 
or exploitative behavior, often from 
individuals in their tightly knit “street 
families.”

Economic downturns and the 
scarcity of  jobs push these youth 
toward crime. “Exchange sex” -- 
trading sex acts for food, shelter, 
clothing or money – is often offered in 
desperate times. Some are also paid to 
traffic drugs.

Even legal jobs can be negative 
experiences.

Jennifer Bauer, 24, was kicked 
out at age 16. Her family living 
situation was “emotionally, and very 
occasionally physically, abusive.” 
The bosses at her part-time job were 
manipulative.

“[My boss] had no problem taking 
advantage of my need for money but 
constantly [told me] I didn’t really 
need it because I could just go home,” 
Bauer said.

“He used it as an excuse to not 
give me a scheduled raise because he 
‘didn’t want to reward me for wanting 
to live alone and support my partying.’ 
He actually went out of his way to 
make life harder for me because he 
didn’t agree that I should be out of my 
parents’ house.”

The constant search for solutions 
may be part of the reason that 75 
percent of homeless youth use drugs 
or face mental health issues.

Change begins with society and 
how it views youth homelessness.

“People need to understand that it 
isn’t the youth’s choice to be homeless,” 
Smith said. “The things that push us 
from home are always real problems. 
Whether its uncaring parents, no 
parents, an abusive household or not 
enough money, or just a fight, being 
homeless is a big deal and it needs to 
be treated as such.”

that.”
Rejection is nothing new to lesbian, 

gay, bisexual and transgender youth, 
who account for 20 to 40 percent of 
the homeless demographic, according 
to the American Center for Progress. 
Pregnant teenagers also constitute a 
significant portion – 6 to 22 percent of 
all homeless youth, according to the 
National Coalition for the Homeless.
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PicTUring Pain: alexander and christopher kiener use still photography to expose uncomfortable truths about homelessness.

By cLaUdia MoraLes
Felix Varela Senior High School

By many accounts, the people who 
Alexander and Christopher Kiener 
photograph do not exist.

The twin brothers, 16, co-founded 
a photography project called Art 
is Homeless. They document the 
stories of Miami’s homeless to raise 
funds and awareness for a typically 
“invisible” demographic. 

When they encounter other teens on 
the streets – part of the estimated 1.6 
to 2.8 million homeless youth across 
the nation – the Kieners find the 
subjects are “closed off” and “shy.”

“We see [young people] on the 
street, but their parents aren’t really 
willing to let us take pictures,” 
Alexander Kiener said. “If they’re 
teenagers by themselves, they usually 
don’t want to talk to us. They just 
ignore us.”

Despite dozens of studies, there 
is no concrete census of homeless 
teens. A study by the National Child 

Homeless youth marginalized by society and failed systems

out of sight, out of mind

Traumatic Stress Network found 35 
percent of reporting communities said 
there were no homeless youth in their 
towns at all.

“[Youth counts require] extensive 
outreach,” said Barbara Ibarra, 
executive director of the Miami 
Coalition for the Homeless. “[Some 
people] are hidden and don’t want to 
be found, so it’s never been done.”

But the hardships do not end where 
the numbers stop.

Often, trauma occurs before 
homelessness does. Some youth choose 
to leave home, finding life on the 
streets preferable to their initial living 
situation. Others are rejected by their 
families.

Brooklynn Smith, 18, was homeless 
for two months this year when her 
father kicked her out.

“I’ve struggled with depression for 
a long time,” Smith said. “When I got 
back from a trip over March break, I 
couldn’t go back to my regular life. I 
couldn’t eat, get out of bed, shower or 
go to school. My dad couldn’t deal with 

“People need 
to understand 
that it isn’t 
the youth’s 
choice to be 
homeless.”

Brooklynn smith
previously homeless youth
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By JosePH cacioPPo
Christopher Columbus High School

Three out of four of the 1.7 million 
homeless teenagers in the United 
States embrace social media just as 
enthusiastically as more affluent 
teens.

Some have found new, sometimes 
illegal, uses of Facebook, text 
messaging, and Twitter to connect.   

Finding a place to crash, making 
new friends, and even making deals to 
exchange sex for food and shelter have 
become common ways some homeless 
teens use social media to survive. 

Formerly homeless on Miami 
Beach, Nick Miller described his 
loneliness: “I wanted somebody. I 
wanted a female companion. I wanted 
somebody to talk to, somebody to wrap 
up with. And that was it, I didn’t want 
to be by myself. I wanted somebody to 
be there with me.”  

Sleeping in stairwells and alleys 
along Lincoln Road Mall, Miller, first 
homeless at age 16, said he mostly 
dated girls who were also homeless. 
Now, he is a manager of one of 
Miami’s programs that tries to help 
homeless teens finish school and stay 
safe. 

In 2012, a study conducted by 
University of Alabama researchers 
and the National Science Foundation 
found that social media can be a very 
useful tool for youth experiencing 
homelessness.

Often homeless teenagers can’t 
afford cell phones, so they borrow 
from other students and use Internet 
access in libraries, schools and some 
shelters to escape emotional trauma 
and loneliness.

“They usually find a way, but 
it’s much, much more difficult 
to maintain social relationships 
under those conditions because you 
can’t get around,” said Dr. Marc 
Dean Greenfield, a Miami clinical 
psychologist who works with children 
and young adults.

Homeless teens 
find solace and sin 
from social media 
and sexy texting

iLy, ;-*, XoXo, HMU, iMy, etc.

“You don’t have the mobility.” 
University of Southern California 

researchers conducted a study that 
found that 62 percent of homeless 
teens have a cell phone, while 51 
percent of them use it to connect 
with friends, and 41 percent use it to 
connect with their parents. 

That leaves a large population of 
homeless teens who do not have cell 

phones. 
“They’ll get together with peers 

who have more than they do and try 
to borrow stuff, and use their friends’ 
cell phones,” Greenfield said.

“But that becomes problematic too, 
because at the same time, they’re 
trying to hide the reason they don’t 
have their own cell phone, [and] they 
don’t have access to the Internet.” 

Photo illustration by Joseph Cacioppo

Hooking UP: social media have become the go-to form of communication for 
homeless youth.

Homeless youth also worry about 
being socially accepted. This anxiety 
can, Greenfield said, cause them to 
react in one of two ways: by becoming 
reserved and introverted, or by acting 
out rebelliously. 

“Some of the common patterns 
I would say are things like having 
anxiety and depression, having more 
anger and frustration than people in 
a so-called normal situation,” said Jed 
Shlackman, a licensed mental health 
counselor in Miami.

“So they might be more resistant to 
authority, for example. They might not 
trust authority figures as much as an 
average teenager would.”

According to the University 
of California Los Angeles AIDS 

Institute, this rebellious way of 
thinking may lead homeless youth to 
use social networking sites to make 
sexual connections.

The institute conducted a study 
in 2011, in which 10 percent of 
participants out of 201 surveyed 
said they had engaged in “exchange 
sex,” in which sex is traded for food, 
drugs, or a place to stay. The study 
also found that more than 20 percent 
of sexually active participants found 
a sex partner online in the three 
months prior to the study. 

“It’s a situation where they could 
be taken advantage of because of the 
situation they’re in,” Shlackman said. 

But the use of social media can 
also help homeless youth learn how 
to prevent HIV and other sexually 
transmitted diseases. The UCLA 
study also found that it was less 
likely that the homeless students 
would engage in exchange sex if they 
discussed love/sex online. They were 
also more likely to get tested for 
sexually transmitted diseases.  

“I think the best thing we can do is 
educate them,” Shlackman said. “We 
can’t go out there and say, ‘No, you 
can’t use this technology,’ when it’s 
there and everyone’s using it.” 

“i wanted 
somebody 
to talk to, 
somebody to 
wrap up with.”

nick miller
formerly homeless on miami Beach
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By kayLa HaLey
Broward Virtual School

Daniel Healy, 24, responded to 
homeless 18-year-old Lydia’s plea for 
help posted at 11 p.m. on Reddit.com, 
a social news and entertainment site.

Little did Healey and other 
responders know, Lydia was a 
fictitious character created by a 
Miami Montage reporter to discover 
what responses a homeless teen might 
get when turning to social media to 
find emergency shelter.

Healy responded to Lydia’s posting 
by providing his phone number and 
this comment:

“You can stay on my couch. I’ve 
slept on the streets before for a few 
days and it’s rough. I’m a guy so it 
might be better if you find someone 
else.”

Lydia’s faux request for help is one 
that more than 100 people responded 
to within 24 hours on various websites 
including Craigslist, Reddit, Twitter 
and Tumblr. The Montage posts 
were created under the username 
“Lydianeedshelp.”

The posts drew more than 100 
responses from 93 people. The 
reporter writing as Lydia, 18, said 
that she had a falling out with her 
family and only had shelter for a night 
or two. She said she was looking for a 
“place to crash.”

Lydia’s posts promised, “I’ll be 
a good guest - I’ll clean, help out 
however I can, and cook if you’re up 
for it. I don’t currently have a job but 
I’d get right to looking for one as soon 
as I have a place to sleep.”

A photo attached to the pleas 
showed a teenaged girl standing 
against a blank wall holding a 
scrawled sign with the day’s date, her 
blonde hair unkempt, and wearing 
jeans and a pastel sweater. Her face 
was not shown.

All the serious replies came from 
Reddit and Craigslist. But, the 
contrast in the tone of the responses 
from these two sites was dramatic.

A majority of responses on Reddit 

Online call for help 
brings offers from
saints and sinners

Be careful what you ask for . . .

appeared to be generous and sincere 
offers of help. Most of the replies on 
Craigslist were of a questionable 
nature, some requiring sex for shelter.

The first response came on Reddit 
within minutes of the original posting. 
Though it did not offer a place to stay, 
it advised to “Watch out for weirdos 
and don’t do any drugs.”

It wasn’t long before the “weirdos” 
showed up.

Replies from Craigslist peaked 
between dusk and dawn – poorly 
worded e-mails, almost exclusively 
male users, usually asking for a 
picture.

Other responses were more 
conditional.  One reply offered a place 
to stay, but asked if Lydia would “stay 
with a nudist.”

In contrast, a majority of Reddit 
responders sounded genuinely 
concerned. Users offered support, 
advice and resources to “avoid the 
streets like the plague,” one reply said.  

“I was in your shoes when I was 
your age,” a male Craigslist responder 
said. “Focus on priorities for your big 
picture.”

He also offered to help Lydia find 
a job.

Another Reddit user responded 
to Lydia’s posting with a string of 
sincere questions.

“Have you found a place to stay?” 
he asked. “Are you feeling all right? I’d 
love to hear back from you.”

Even so, the vulgar responses from 
Craigslist continued. Two more replies 
requested sexual favors and explicit 
pictures in exchange for shelter.

Later in the experiment, the 
reporter revealed her identity to two of 
the responders who had included their 
phone numbers.

Healy told the Montage reporter 
that he does not generally take people 
in and that this was his first time 
offering shelter.

“Generally I do minor things,” 
he said. “I give people car rides and 
stuff.”

He also noted that he advised Lydia 
to find another offer of a place to stay 
from a female.

“People would think that I am 
taking advantage of the girl and 
that is a view society holds as a 
generalization,” he said.

Tony, 27, a Craigslist user who 
declined to give his last name, also 
responded to the fabricated posts.

“I saw your ad and believe I can 
be of some assistance to you,” his 
response read, “I can provide housing 
and employment.”

When contacted by phone, Tony 
was clear that he and his wife wanted 
to hire a live-in sitter for their two 
kids. He also added that he had never 
offered a place to stay in the past.

“We would thoroughly interview 
her before bringing her in,” Tony said. 
“You can’t let just anyone watch kids 
nowadays.”

One Reddit user said that in 
some ways Lydia’s post helped users 
rediscover the altruism in Miami.

“I’ll admit the help that has been 
offered in this thread has in some 
ways given me hope for this city,”  
wrote CiXeL.

WeB oF Lies:  a 
miami montage 
project found 
a lot of good 
samaritans and 
some creeps 
when a reporter 
posed as a 
homeless female 
looking for a 
place to sleep.

Photo illustration by 

Claudia Morales

HoW We did iT
Social media have become a key 
component of how homeless youth 
communicate and seek help.

For this story, The Miami Montage 
staff created “Lydia Ross,” a fictitious 
18-year-old girl who was thrown out 
of her house. Her posts for housing 
help reached out to strangers across 
South Florida, providing only the 
fabricated story and a staged picture. 
The experiment yielded more than 100 
responses.



6  |  2013  |  PEACE SULLIVAN/JAMES ANSIN HIGH SCHOOL WORKSHOP IN JOURNALISM AND NEW MEDIA

“The last 
homeless 
girl we had 
contacted 
me for help 
through 
Facebook.”

candace drummond
executive director, nest

By TayLor Higgins
Fort Lauderdale High School

To help her best friend escape an 
abusive father, Tumblr user Katinson 
turned to the Web.

She used social networking sites 
to help find a place for her homeless 
friend to live.

She is not the only one in the 
digital world seeking aid through 
social media.

According to a University of 
Alabama study, 75 percent of homeless 
teens use at least one type of social 
network.

But instead of using it to update 
their friends on what they are having 
for lunch, they are often asking for a 
place to stay.

A University of Southern California 
study found that 62 percent of 
homeless use their cell phones to 
connect to friends and family while 

Homeless youth living in cyberspace
they try to get back on their feet.

Of all the social media outlets, 
homeless teens mainly use Facebook, 
Twitter, Tumblr and Craigslist.

In Miami, however, they have 
another avenue called Nights of 
Empowerment and Safety for Teens 
(NEST), an organization that lets 
homeless teens come together weekly. 
They are mentored, offered life skills 
and provided food.

“The last homeless girl we had 
contacted me for help through 
Facebook,” said Candace Drummond, 
NEST’s executive director.

Homeless teens who use Tumblr 
state why they are homeless and how 
others can help them. They will either 
give their exact location at the time 
or link a PayPal account where people 
can donate money.

The most crucial step for the 
teens is the use of hashtags, which 
is a tool used to search certain social 
media sites for messages that have 
a common topic. Some examples 
include #homeless, #pleasehelp, and 
#homelessteen.

According to Twitter, 3,024 people 
have tweeted using the hashtag 

director of Miami Bridge, said the 
kids can use a computer, but only for 
virtual school or to play games.

But, Jed Shlackman, an 
independent mental health counselor, 
said he thinks that using social media 
can be beneficial.

“It might be easier for them to 
reach out to someone who they’re just 
connecting with through social media 
and be able to share about things,” 
Shlackman said.

Teens depend on 
social media for 
dealing with life

#homeless.
Gennifer Albin tweeted out, “Okay 

so I’m homeless in Miami. Help?”
During Hurricane Sandy, The 

Bowery Mission, a New York homeless 
shelter for youth, sent out a tweet 
saying, “Power is out at the Mission 
after last night’s storm. #sandy.”

The shelter, thanks to the hashtag, 
got the help it needed.

Craigslist users have a similar 
approach but are much more specific 
in their pleas.

Jesse, a Craigslist user, wrote, “I 
am homeless in Delray Beach and in 
desperate need of a ticket to get home 
to Maryland. I have asked everybody I 
know. Can someone please help?”

Although homeless teens are 
finding places to stay on social 
networks, once they reach certain 
shelters they may be banned from 
certain websites.

“We cannot use Facebook, Twitter, 
or any social media. The shelter does 
not want anyone to be able to track us 
and they can through social media,” 
said Sally, a teen seeking shelter at 
Miami Bridge.

Mary Andrews, the executive 
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By caroLina arango
American Heritage School

South Florida communities are 
preparing to join a national effort to 
improve the collection and analysis of 
data relating to youth homelessness.

In January, Miami-Dade will 
conduct its first Homeless Youth 
Count.

The U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development requires that 
there be an overall homeless count 
every year to determine the amount 
of federal aid that communities will 
receive.

There’s no such requirement 
for counting youth, but more 
communities, mainly on the West 
Coast, have started collecting this 
data to make the case for increased 
funding to better serve homeless 
youth.

The Miami-Dade Homeless Trust 
and Miami Coalition for the Homeless 
will orchestrate a pilot count on 
August 29 in preparation for the 
census in January.

Organizations such as The 
Alliance for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Questioning are 
also participating.

“National statistics say that up to 
40 percent of youth that are homeless 
are LGBT and so we know that they 
exist, we just don’t have data down 
here,” said Carla Silva, executive 
director of The Alliance.

The count will include questions 
about sexual orientation and gender 
identity.

“We will have, for the first time 
ever, some data not only about youth 
homelessness but also about LGBT 
youth that are homeless,” Silva said.

The Homeless Trust and The 

no longer 
counting out 
the kids

Coalition plan on setting 
up what they call “hot 
spots” around the county, 
where young people will 
be asked to come and speak to them.

Both organizations are recruiting 
volunteers 18 years and older who 
would be willing to speak with 
homeless youth and help them 
complete the survey.

“We think that the young person 
talking to the young person is much 
more appealing than an adult,” 
said Barbara Ibarra, the Coalition’s 
executive director.

Even so, there is some skepticism 
about the count’s methodology.

“As we are learning from people 
who have done this in other cities 
around the nation, you really have 
to go out and do extensive outreach 
because they are hidden,” Ibarra said.

“They don’t want to be found.”
Barry Tracy, who once was 

homeless, feels the organizations 
should reconsider the “hot spots” 
concept, especially for the LBGTQ 
community.

“I don’t think some of the target 
areas are ideal locations,” Tracy said. 
“They are talking about going to 
metrorail stations, major bus stops, 
and things like that, where I know for 
sure that openly gay men and women 
are not hanging out there. They are 
not panhandling, that’s not how they 
go about getting their money.”

There are strong visual stereotypes 
associated with the homeless – 
untouchable, lazy, bearded, unkempt, 
dirty – but it’s different for youth, who 
blend in more to hide in plain sight.

“You can’t just point them 
out because they look just 
like us,” Tracy said. “They’re 
clean. They’re well groomed. 
They speak very well. They 
don’t look like they are homeless, but 
they are.”

Despite the skepticism, Ron Book, 
chairman of the Homeless Trust, 
said he has the “best staff in county 
government” who know how to get the 
job done.

“Identifying who the homeless are, 
that’s for my staff to do,” Book said. 
“They know who they are and they 
know how to find them. We know 
where they gather. We know where 
they are generally at.”

Twenty-one trained outreach teams 
that go out everyday will be searching 
for homeless teens in the August 29 
pilot.

A homeless count is normally 
conducted between 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. 

The pilot Youth Count, however, will 
begin in the late afternoon because 
the census takers believe that’s when 
youth are more accessible.

“If we find that we have a large 
youth population out there that we 
just haven’t been counting, we have 
to go back to the drawing board and 
figure that out,” Book said.

“You want to mine that data and 
figure out what you need to do to 
better meet the needs.”

Groups get ready
for first census of
homeless youth
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aUBrey LeVin
Alexander W. Dreyfoos School of the Arts 

Natasha is 13 years old. Like most 
teenagers, she dreams of going to 
college and starting a career.

Under the state’s new Nancy 
C. Detert Common Sense and 
Compassion Independent Living Act, 
Florida foster children like Natasha 
will have a better chance at the 
dream.

Fostering a system change

No longer will they be one of the 
5,000 Florida foster teens since 2009 
who have been thrown into the real 
world without care and education.

The law, which takes effect January 
1, will allow young adults to remain 
in foster care until 21, giving them the 
ability to finish high school, earn their 
General Educational Development 
degree, attend post-secondary school 
or start a career through stipends and 
educational opportunities.

The law also gives caregivers the 
power to create a transition plan and 
provides services such as life skills, 
mentoring and job training classes.

Lisa Alvarez, foster mother to 97 
children the past 12 years, knows why 
the law is important.

“Before, when they (foster kids) 
were 18, the state said they couldn’t 
be there anymore. Basically, they 
were no longer going to support you,” 
Alvarez said. “Changing the age to 

21 is now going to give them more 
time to grow up both emotionally and 
physically.”

In 2006, state Sen. Nancy 
Detert, R-Venice, wrote the Road to 
Independence Act to give stipends to 
foster children in school until they 
aged out or left foster care. The new 
act extends the age to 21, and allows 
a foster child to leave from and return 
to the home with benefits.

The new legislation passed the 
state Senate unanimously, and the 
House with only one “no” vote, by Rep. 
Matt Hudson, R-Naples, who did not 
return calls for an interview.

“Legislators were thrilled that this 
was passed,” Detert said. “We brought 
kids to the stand to testify, and you 
had to be coldhearted to not buy into 
their stories and struggles. We just 
wanted to be heroes in their eyes.”

A 2010 University of Chicago study 
reported that 50 percent of foster 
kids don’t graduate high school, 
dramatically more than the national 
average of 4.1 percent.

Not only are these approximately 
200,000 foster kids dropping out, 
but only four percent of the ones 
who graduate high school get college 
degrees. The act aims to provide 
more aid and opportunities for foster 
children to attend college by sending 
funds toward room, board and tuition.

Vanessa Bello, 29, was once a foster 
child and unable to go to college for 
financial reasons. But with hard work 
and determination, she was able to 
become a cardiovascular technician by 
putting herself through school.

“I had to go to a vocational school. 
If I had the ability to go and not 
worry, I could have gone even further 
than I already have,” Bello said. 
“Foster kids come from nothing, and 
this bill is an awesome step forward 
for them.”

Detert also sponsored the “Let Kids 
Be Kids Act,” designed to establish 
a normal life for foster children by 
eliminating the rigid procedures that 
prevent them from attending activities 
such as after-school jobs, sleepovers 
and school field trips that currently 
require extensive paperwork or even 
fingerprinting.

The act could have a huge impact 
on youth who are on Bello’s path 
and more than 19,000 foster kids in 
Florida.

“I hope this gives foster kids the 
same opportunities as their friends 
and a new start,” Alvarez said. 
“They were gypped in friends and 
family, and we just want them to be 
successful.”

New laws offer more funding for education and services

sHe Made iT: 
a dramatic 
number of foster 
children never 
get to college, 
and those who 
do seldom finish. 
vanessa Bello, 
29, beat those 
odds and went 
on to become a 
cardiovascular 
technician 
at jackson 
memorial south 
hospital.

Photo by   

Amy Weiss
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sTreeT sMarTs: some top schools see homeless teens as potential students due to the adversity they have faced on the streets.

By JosePH PisciTeLLi
Christopher Columbus High School

Smart, popular, a track star and 
president of student government at his 
suburban Texas high school, Nicholas 
Donias, 16, busily raced toward 
graduation, determined to be the first 
in his family to earn a high school 
diploma.  

As he planned to major in 
neuroscience at an Ivy League college, 
the economy tanked.

His father, a civil engineer, lost his 
job, forcing the family to move from 
one of the state’s best school districts 
near Dallas to one where one of every 
three students dropped out.

But Donias refused to leave the 
place where he excelled. He threw 
his clothes and in his battered Honda 
and began couch-hopping at friends’ 
houses so he would not have to 
transfer.

“I never told anyone,” he said,  “I 
had to do most things on my own, like 
figure out where I could stay, figure 
out what I could eat, figure out like 
where I could wash my clothes and 
stuff like that.”

One of six children, his older 
siblings had already dropped out 
of high school and started having 
children when they were only 16 
and 17. Donias said he painfully 
recognized “how difficult it was for 
them to raise their families.”

Still hiding his homelessness, he 
entered Brown University, becoming 
part of a recent phenomenon that 
has drawn news coverage across 
the country: homeless high school 
students who  find homes in 
prestigious colleges.

Harvard’s admissions website puts 
it this way: Harvard seeks students 
who “show unusual academic promise 
through experience or achievements 
in study or research” and others who 
can “bring perspectives formed by 
unusual personal circumstances or 
experiences.”

“I definitely think [homelessness] 
is a huge disadvantage when applying 

3 homeless youths
take unique paths
to top universities

From hardship to scholarship

to college,” Donias said. “I didn’t 
have the opportunities like a lot of 
my other friends…  I didn’t get the 
chance to visit Brown before I even 
applied, before I got accepted, because 
I couldn’t simply afford that.”

He gambled that one application 
would get him into college because 
he couldn’t afford the fees to apply to 
multiple schools or to take the SAT 
exam multiple times.

Never directly revealing his 
homelessness to Brown, Donias 
wrote an admissions essay describing 
himself as a relay runner who was 
handed a battered baton while 
trailing in the race.

“I took what I had and ran with it,” 
he said.

struggling to stanford
Facing similar challenges in 

high school and aspiring to get into 
Stanford, Leonardo Leal knew little 
English when he moved to Florida 
eight years ago from Mexico.  Living 
near Sarasota, he moved five times in 
three years, bouncing from relative 

to relative while trying to get a high 
school diploma.

“I never actually attended a high 
school for a period longer than one 
year,” Leal said. “ I went to four 
different schools…  Even though some 
kids think that school is boring, I 
actually thought … that school was 
like a sanctuary.

“Also, it became like a place where 
I could become empowered, and in 
that way overcome all the difficulties 
I was facing: being low income, being 
first generation, not having parental 
support.”

Now a member of the Stanford 
Class of 2015, Leal, 20, said he 
believes education can provide him 
with a better future.  “I knew that if I 
kept going and kept studying, I would 
end up in a good place,” he said.

climbing to columbia
At Columbia University in New 

York City, Eboni Boykin, 18, achieved 
her dream of attending an Ivy League 
school despite a childhood spent 
checking in and out of homeless 

shelters. She said she was inspired by 
watching “The Gilmore Girls” on TV 
in her youth.

One of the main characters, Rory, 
whose single mother ran an inn, 
aspired to attend an Ivy League 
school.

“Me, being a poor kid, I had no idea 
what that (the Ivy League) was, so 
after I did some research, I decided 
that I would attend one of those 
schools one day,’’ she said.

Boykin was not homeless when she 
submitted her college application, but 
she had attended more schools than 
she could count. In her admissions 
letter, she mentioned the number of 
times she had moved to explain why 
she had transferred schools so many 
times.

Boykin said that prestigious schools 
admitting homeless students should 
not be extraordinary.

“That’s what schools like that are 
there for:  to educate the best and 
brightest,” she said. “Inevitably some 
of those bright students will have had 
a hard economic situation.”
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By eLMa aMaya
Miami Senior High School

Some teenagers across the country 
don’t have an opportunity for the 
ordinary; they lack education, 
stability and, in most cases, hope for 
a future. In general, runaways and 
homeless teens face conflicts with 
health, emotions and the law.

In 2012, The National Runaway 
Safeline received approximately 
1,184 phone calls from South Florida. 
Although teenage homelessness is 
often a result of teens that run away 
from home, some South Florida youth, 
like Francheska Vasquez, are sent 
from their home countries to America 
to find a better future.

“It was my dad’s decision to send 
me to Florida to get my citizenship,” 
said Vasquez, who came to Florida 
from the Dominican Republic at 17. 
“In three months I’d be 18 and he said 
to me ‘you’re on your own.’”

The reasons for teens running away 
vary wildly.

“During a period of two years I had 
like three cases of runaways,” said 
Yamila Lezcano, a developmental 
therapist at the University of Miami. 
“They were mainly due to not 
connecting with the foster family, 
wanting to go back to biological family 
or wanting to stay with a boyfriend.”

Katy Walsh, director of 
development and communication 
at NRS, said about 73 percent of 
runaways who call the hotline are 
having problems at home and leave to 
live with other family members.

“I lived with my dad’s cousin 
which I’ve never seen before in Fort 
Lauderdale for two weeks. She felt 
sorry for me,” Vasquez said. “Then, 
two weeks became three weeks, and 
three weeks became a year.”

Even if a family member offers 
a home, eventually they’re asked 
to move out. At one point, Vasquez 
became a “couch surfer,” living in 
one house to the next. Vasquez said 
that her friend’s mother kicked her 
out once and falsely accused her of 

Teens often leave 
their homes to 
seek better futures 

running away to success

marijuana possession, forcing her to 
live in her car for three days.

Some teens who leave their homes 
don’t have a safe place to go when they 
leave, Walsh said, and “13 percent 
of teens who have called the hotline 
are already homeless by the time 
they call.” Although Vasquez wasn’t 
completely homeless, she still faced 
many of their problems.

“I had health problems, I was 
physically and mentally frustrated, 
and I had sugar problems,” Vasquez 

said. “When you’re sick you want 
someone to help you. I had no one 
there for me.”

Unlike some homeless teens, 
Vasquez did not become open to 
prostitution and sexual abuse, also 
known as “survival sex,” to find 
food and shelter. Many homeless 
teens become victims of Sexually 
Transmitted Diseases (STDs) and 
teenage pregnancy.

Without access to good pre-natal 
care, consequences may include 

miscarriages, infections or deadly 
risks.

Parents neglecting teenagers often 
results in them rebelling and running 
away.

According to “Child Neglect: A 
Guide for Intervention,” a study by 
the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, teenagers and 
children face physical, emotional and 
educational neglect.

“I blamed my dad,” Vasquez said. 
“He had the opportunity to offer me 
a better future, but he didn’t. He just 
dropped me here without a clue of 
anything.”

In the United States, if an 
adolescent under the age of 18 cannot 
prove to the court that they can 
maintain themselves on their own, 
they are sent back to parents or put 
in foster care. If a teenager under the 
age of 18 decides to run away, they are 
reported to the police as a ‘missing 
child.’ By the time the teen is 17 and a 
half, most investigations drop.

Vasquez was able to survive her 
first few years by working a full-time 
job while attending school. Since then, 
she has been accepted in to the Miami 
International University of Art & 
Design and has a stable home with 
her close friends, whom she considers 
to be her family.

“Take time to think on the pros and 
cons of such decision (to run away),” 
Lezcano said. “Most of teens that 
run away end up homeless, stealing, 
or even selling drugs to make some 
money.”

Photo by Luis Gonzalez

aiMing HigH: francheska vasquez, 19, was sent alone from the dominican republic 
by her father at 17. she went from “couch surfer” to student and now plans to be a 
graphic designer when she graduates.

Photo by Luis Gonzalez

dreaMing Big: after failing to 
graduate from coral gables high 
school, francheska vasquez is in art 
school.
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genTLe Hand:  
caseworkayesha 
williams assists 
client shauntrell 
hightowner in 
finding a daycare 
facility for her 
6-month-old son.

By MaTTHeW BonacHea
Somerset Arts Conservatory

Shauntrell Hightower, 18, has faced 
it all – “abuse, neglect [and] nothing 
happy” – since being placed into foster 
care at age four.

Before caseworker Ayesha Williams 
stepped into the picture Hightower 
“didn’t really know anything.”

Hightower is one of 26 cases 
assigned to Williams, a Transition 
Independent Living coach who has 
been with Helping Abused Neglected 
Disadvantaged Youth (HANDY), a 
program that has helped foster youth 
transition into adulthood, since 2011.

“I fell in love with what HANDY 
stood for,” Williams said. “I started 
volunteering with HANDY when I 
was 11 years old.”

With only 400 caseworkers at the 
Department of Children and Families, 
HANDY’s team of life coaches serve 

Moving from old shadows to new light
as an external support program for 
those in protective custody of the 
state.

Williams said she tries to meet 
with each child monthly, either at 
their home or school.

During home visits, Williams 
ensures the children and young adults 
have food, a bed and other basic 
necessities. At each visit she also 
takes the time to teach life skills such 
as budgeting money.

Hightower said Williams helped her 
fill out the necessary forms to obtain 
her son’s Social Security card.

In the schools, Williams is 
“basically the parent.” She looks 
at her assigned child’s grades and 
talks to their teachers and guidance 
counselors to make sure they’re on the 
right track.

Out of the 95 percent of HANDY 
teens that graduate, Williams said 
100 percent go to college or a technical 
school.

With goals to “be a great mom,” 
Hightower has her life planned out. 
When she graduates from Maverick 
High School in Fort Lauderdale, she 
plans to go to college, get a job and 

provide for her son. She said she 
loves doing hair and is currently 
researching cosmetology programs.

“Growing up I was just this little 
black girl,” Hightower said. “Yeah, 
I was a bad kid, but I was only bad 
because of the way I was being 
treated.”

Williams said she develops an 
emotional connection with each of her 
cases.

“You keep every kid close to your 
heart,” Williams said.

Williams also helped Hightower 
apply for government programs such 
as Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC) to receive free baby formula 
and cereal for her baby. Hightower 
said she couldn’t afford the formula, 
which costs $16 per can, on her own.

She also receives food stamps 
from the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) and 
welfare to supplement her income 
from her office job.

“They help out,” Hightower said. 
“They give what they got.”

Violet Ryland, the director of 
economic self-sufficiency at DCF, 
said that in the most recent report of 
DCF spending, $92 million in aid was 
given to disadvantaged families like 
Hightower’s.

Ryland said the ratio of DCF 
caseworkers to homeless teens 
continues to grow, and although the 
workload may not reflect the pay, pure 
passion is what drives one’s desire 
to become a caseworker to troubled 
teens.

“It’s not a job where you’ll get rich,” 
Ryland said. “You want to help. You 
want to make a difference.”

Caseworkers help 
foster teens grow 
into adulthood

Photo by   

Grace Wehnianen

“i was a bad 
kid, but i 
was only bad 
because of 
the way i was 
being treated.”

shauntrell hightower
dcf client
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By grace WeHniainen
Coral Glades High School

A receptionist rushes water to an 
intoxicated woman outside.

Books litter the makeshift lobby as 
a resident breathes from an oxygen 
machine in the corner.

A skinny man asks to be placed on 
the cigarette list.

This is where Sean Cononie, 
founder of the “Charity of Sean 
Anthony Cononie Foundation,” has 
spent six months away from his own 
home, working on the Homeless Voice 
newspaper to fund his shelter.

An IRS report in February reflected 
the desperation of COSAC’s day-to-
day efforts, revoking the foundation’s 

tough times beset the iconic but controversial news source tax-exempt status due to a failure to 
file Form 990-series returns for three 
years.

Cononie said the revocation was the 
result of the conversion of two entities, 
COSAC Foundation Inc. and COSAC 
Homeless Assistance, into a federally 
recognized church. That has not been a 
smooth process.

“Every bookkeeper we have had has 
died,” Cononie said. “We’ve had payroll 
cuts. We’ve been using emergency funds 
to survive. We’re still in the process of 
converting.”

Before Cononie’s church shelter 
was recognized recently by the state 
Division of Consumer Services, the 
COSAC Foundation had formerly 
solicited as Helping Hands of America, 
National Coalition Against Terrorism 
and 16 other names.

Identifying as a church and no 

The paper that shouts
for Florida’s  homeless

Photo by Grace  Wehniainen

sTreeT cenTs:  homeless voice venders populate many south florida intersections.
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sMoke Break:  
john fetchik 
pauses for a 
cigarette at the 
voice shelter.

Photo by Aubrey Levin

going MoBiLe:  vincent reynolds has been at the voice shelter for 7 years.

PreacHing iT:  
jeremy Phipps, 
a pastor at the 
cosac church, 
regularly hits 
the streets to 
trade papers 
for donations. 
Phipps has been 
a resident of the 
homeless voice 
shelter since 
november 2005.

longer filing as COSAC Foundation 
Inc. will allow the organization to keep 
its tax-exempt status without filing 
returns. After catching up by filing 
missing returns, Cononie says he will 
voluntarily do so to maintain credibility 
with donors.

Poor man’s print
Unlike the typical homeless shelter, 

the Homeless Voice offers something 
in return for donations. Their iconic 
publication began in 1999, and now 
circulates more than 100,000 copies 
per issue. With most articles written by 
residents interspersed with ones from 
other websites, the paper earns COSAC 
the funds necessary to survive.

Cononie said he tries to publish the 
paper monthly at a printing plant on 
Florida’s west coast.

Shelter residents write and receive 

compensation for their work, although 
for personal stories, like a recent one 
about a deceased resident named 
Georgia, payment is not always 
warranted.

One writer, Richard Carlish, 54, is 
an author with several books under his 
belt, such as “Restaurants: It’s a Dirty 
Business” and “The Carlish Dating 
Diet.” He lives in his own house, but is 
one of the Voice’s biggest contributors.

“I’ve been here 10 years,” Carlish 
said. “Sometimes by choice, sometimes 
not by choice. I had a gambling problem 
– lost everything. It turns out it (his 
misfortune) was a godsend.”

Every month, writers like Carlish 
produce a paper that encompasses 
homeless issues and household tips. 
There is no designated newsroom and 
communications are done via email.

The Voice reaches readers through 
subscription service or is distributed at 
busy street medians, from residents and 
non-resident employees who often work 
10 to 11 hour days and take home 60 
percent of proceeds.

Poor man’s delivery
One employee, Rafael Monterrey, 34, 

barely escaped a recent downpour as he 
took refuge at a convenience store.

“I like doing this,” Monterrey said. 
“[Before this,] I was living on my own 
and had a whole bunch of different jobs. 
After a while, I didn’t like scrubbing 
pans.”

The once-homeless Monterrey said 
that the pay is $40 to $60 a day, which 
he uses to provide for his wife, Jenny, 
and five-year-old son Joshua.

The Homeless Voice founder said 
that he would never throw someone out 
on the street, as long as “they follow 
the rules somewhat.” Being a religious 
man himself, Cononie uses permanent 
“Mother Teresa beds,”  so called because 
they are for long-term residents who are 
chronically ill.

“I’ve been a sufferer of chronic 
pain for 25 years,” Cononie said. “I 
understand pain. Why are we spending 
money, forcing them to do detox, when 
the first thing they do when they get out 
is drugs?”

Cononie also refuses to use 
government funds for his operation. He 
does not invest in drug rehabilitation or 
job training.

“It’s much less expensive than to put 
them in $40,000 and $50,000 programs 
for four years,” Cononie said.

“Having [expected] outcomes for the 
homeless is the most ridiculous thing in 
the world.”

Photo by   

Aubrey Levin

Photo by   

Grace  Wehniainen
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cozy crasH: miami Bridge residents sleep in comfortable quarters as they work through tough times and relationships.

By VicToria aLsina
Hialeah Senior High School

Usually smiling and cheerful, Juvane 
Hylton’s world shattered when he 
revealed to his deeply religious family 
when he was 15 that he was gay.

Their fiery anger left him but one 
option: get out. 

He quickly found housing and 
support at a shelter called The Bridge, 
which has been a safe haven for 
troubled South Florida teens for more 
than 20 years.

The only emergency shelter for 
juveniles in Miami-Dade County, 
The Bridge’s mission is to keep teens 
off the street and break the cycle 
of instability by providing housing 
and teaching skills that promote 
responsibility, personal development 
and drug awareness.

“We are open 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week, 365 days a year, so someone 
is always here and someone is always 
awake,” said Mary Andrews, Bridge’s 
executive director.

“They push you to accelerate your 
life and they make it possible,” said 
Hylton, now 17. “They want to see you 
happy.”

The Bridge recognizes the 
staggering statistic that two out of 
three homeless adolescents from 18 to 
21 do not obtain a high school diploma 
or GED.

Serving as an alternative school in 
Miami-Dade County, Miami Bridge 
contributes to the 33 percent who 
do graduate by running an on-site 
school with certified teachers from the 
county.

“It is a fully accredited school,” 
Andrews said. “The young people go to 
class every day. They are tested and 
they take the FCAT. They are tested 
when they get here so we know where 
to place them. For some of the young 
people, we haven’t been able to track 
their records because they have been 
to so many schools.”

Receiving some state foster 
care funds and private donations 
and grants, Bridge helps confront 

Local shelter seeks
to move homeless 
youth off the street

a bridge from desperation to hope

formidable teen risks such as drug 
abuse. 

Shayla (not her real name), 16, who 
now lives at Miami Bridge, is one of 
the few who admits to doing drugs 
before she enrolled at the facility. She 
said it was Miami Bridge that helped 
her quit.

The 48 students who can be housed 
at Miami Bridge’s two locations at 
any given time mostly come from 
an overburdened foster care system, 
unstable homes or a juvenile detention 
center.

Shayla’s primary issue was in the 
home.

“I got in a fight with my mom, my 
sister and I did,” she said. “My sister 
went to another shelter and I came to 
Miami Bridge.”

Through family counseling 
sessions, called “First Stop for 
Families,” Miami Bridge investigates 
why teens are there. Then counselors 
try to ensure that their Bridge kids, 
as well as families, understand and 

respect one another. 
“No matter what you and your 

family go through, they will be the 
only people who really love you and 

won’t try to use you,” said another 
teen resident, Savannah.

Andrews has more than 30 years 
of experience in private and non-profit 
human service centers.

Asked to describe Miami Bridge 
in three words Andrews said, “A safe 
place.”

Hylton smiles as he thinks of his 
two years at the Bridge.

“The staff member I connected 
most with was Ed,” he said. “He was 
like a father to me. When I told him 
that I was gay, he took me in like I 
was his own son. He told me, ‘People 
are who they are and should like who 
they are. It’s life. It’s your life. You 
only have one life to live.’”

The Bridge is there to make it 
easier for teens to be able to grow.
Andrews wants to ask the community:

“What are you going to do for 
that 17-year-old who is sleeping in 
the bushes tonight because they 
have nowhere to go. What is your 
responsibility in that?”

“What are you 
going to do for 
that 17-year-
old who is 
sleeping in the 
bushes tonight 
because they 
have nowhere 
to go?”

mary andrews
miami Bridge executive director
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kind sPiriTs: 
calvary 
chapel in fort 
lauderdale offers 
residential foster 
care for children. 

By MeLissa kaMM
John A. Ferguson Senior High School

At age 13, Brianna Barn got dumped 
into foster care by her father shortly 
after her mother was convicted of 
drug trafficking.

Though Barn is an alias, her story 
is real.

“[I was] mad at my parents for 
putting me in that situation,” she said. 

Her father had a drinking problem 
and was upset that he was responsible 
for her. Not wanting the responsibility 
anymore, she was given to a neighbor. 
The neighbor called the Department of 
Children Family to find a solution for 
the homeless teen.

4Kids foster family group home 
had an opening for a teenage girl and 
took her in, an experience that Barn 
considered awkward and weird at 

shelter on the wings of faith
first.

Girlsplace, a division of 4Kids, has 
licensed foster parents who live in a 
house with 5 teenage girls ranging 
from 11 to 17 years old.  Each girl gets 
a bed, but they must be respectful 
and complete weekly chores. Food and 
clothes also are provided.

“The kids are not with their 
biological parents, but they get 
to feel as part of a family,” said 
Julie Bautista, 4Kids residential 
coordinator.

In 1997, Calvary Fort Lauderdale’s 
Pastor Bob Coy decided his church 
needed to address the issue of 
homeless children in South Florida.

“He put the establishment of the 
Calvary Christian Academy (a school) 
on hold (for two years) in order to 
license 4Kids” said Sharon Ellington, 
executive assistant at 4Kids.

About 200 other churches in 
Broward and Palm Beach counties 
engage through a Sunday service.

“Calvary will invite us for a 
weekend and then a speaker or 
pastor will talk about the need for 
foster parents,” said Sheila Powers, 
webmaster at 4Kids.

The state allows for the kids to 
receive monthly allowances of $12. 
However, 4Kids provides the kids with 
about $20.

“They earn their privileges. 
Once they can be trusted, they can 
buy cellphones with their monthly 
allowance,” Bautista said.

Barn said the teenage girls she met 
are nice.

“They’ve been through a lot. So I 
don’t judge what they might have been 
through or what happened,” she said.

Because Broward County provides 
transportation to and from school, 
Barn has been able to continue her 
education. Barn says school is easier 
in foster care because the group 
home insisted on academic discipline, 
something she never got at home.

The Rev. Doug Sauder, minister 
at Calvary Chapel Fort Lauderdale 
and 4Kids president, said parents are 
aware of the child’s needs.

Twice a week, Bautista said, tutors 
come to the home to work with kids on 
their school work.

If the kids have a problem, the 
foster parents will counsel the kids by 
referring to scripture from the Bible.

“We are faith-based so if the 
biological parents don’t object, the 
child goes to the foster family church 
and they get to be part of that 
spiritual growth,” Power said.

Sauder speaks in the community 
and at churches to raise awareness, 
recruit families and stay focused on 
the mission.

Calvary owns Second Chance 
Thrift Store below the 4Kids 
offices. According to Powers, all the 
money made goes directly to the 
organization. The money is then 
distributed and the foster group home 
gets a portion of that money.

“The more business, the more 
we can help the kids,” said Jorge 
Montero, thrift store manager.

Another way they raise money is 
through events such as the Big Cardio 
5K race, which occurs every May, 
during national foster care month.

“This year 18,000 people registered 
for the race; 20,000 attended and the 
total amount of donations added up to 
$210, 000,” said Joyce Feldman, 4Kids 
business development director.

Barn, now 15, said teens going 
through her situation should not run 
away, but make the best out of things. 

“No matter how much you would 
like it to, it won’t change,” Barn 
said.“4Kids gave me a nice home, 
there are some bad homes in other 
agencies, but not this one.”

Church facility 
uses scripture to 
show God’s love in 
foster environment

Photo by   

Aubrey Levin
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ParTner 
PoWer: 
Barbara ibarra, 
executive 
director of the 
miami coalition, 
says the key to 
dealing with 
homelessness 
is affordable 
housing.

By aLeXandra goMez
Calvary Christian Academy

Being one of the 2.3 to 3.5 million 
homeless citizens in the United States 
often means being nearly invisible and 
powerless.

Amid a seriously slumping economy 
and depressed housing market, 
Florida has one of the highest 
homeless rates in the nation. There 
are 50,000 children homeless in 
Florida, according to the National 
Center on Family Homeless, and 42 
percent of those are younger than six 
years.

The 2011 American Psychological 
Association’s annual Stress in 
America Survey shows that children 
living in poverty are more likely 
to have behavioral problems, will 
complete fewer years of education and 

a caring coalition of the willing
Teen volunteers to 
lead the region’s 
first census of 
homeless youth

will have more difficulty finding work. 
“We are solid advocates at finding 

affordable housing for extremely low-
income families,” said Barbara Ibarra, 
executive director of the Miami 
Coalition for the Homeless.

“In Miami-Dade alone, there are 
over 51,000 households that pay over 
30 percent of their median income on 
rent. The rule of thumb is: You should 
never spend more than 30 percent of 
you income on housing, so you have 
enough money for all of your other 
needs, like food.”

Founded in 1985, the organization 
has continuing partnerships with 
organizations such as the Florida 
Community Loan Fund and the 
Homeless Trust. It is the Coalition’s 
intent to use its funds toward 
preventing homelessness through 
federal, state and local avenues.

The Coalition’s target population 
is people either on the verge or in 
the throes of homelessness. Ibarra 
said many of those people have lost 
their jobs or undergone severe health 
problems.

She said that after five years of 
the state Legislature reallocating the 

state’s affordable housing funds to the 
general fund, relief has come in the 
form of proceeds from the national 
mortgage lawsuit against banks, 
which will provide $25 million toward 
the state’s housing mission.

The Miami Coalition also has 
received donations to fund other 
direct-assistance programs for the 
poor and for the first time in its 15 
years, the organization is applying 
for federal grants to indirectly aid 
other agencies, such as the Faces 
of Homelessness Speakers’ Bureau, 
which educates the community and 
dispels common stereotypes about the 
poor and homeless.

“The highlight is the speaker. Their 
story grabs each and every person 
to know that the people you see on 
the street are human beings,” said 
Portia Dudley, Faces of the Homeless 
Speakers’ Bureau coordinator.

The bureau has educated nearly 
2,000 youths in recognizing the 
implications of drugs, unsafe sex and 
several other situations that may lead 
to homelessness.

“It’s all about saving a person’s 
life before they go through our 

experiences,” said Kenneth Bailey, 
a speaker for the bureau. “Every 
speaking engagement I go to, I have 
a closing statement: In this life, if 
you don’t live for something, on those 
streets it’s possible you will die for 
nothing.”

Ibarra said the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development 
requires that there be a homeless 
count every two years. On August 29, 
the Miami Coalition will be hosting 
an event that will be a precursor to a 
required census on homeless youth to 
be made in January 2014.

The Youth Count! is an interagency 
initiative to develop strategies for 
counting unaccompanied homeless 
youth (up to 24 years old), by setting 
up “hot spots” all over the county for 
other young adults of 18 or older to 
speak to homeless minors.

The mission, Ibarra said, is a tough 
one.

“Some young people think they 
can take care of themselves better on 
their own, and are untrusting of the 
system because they’ve had traumatic 
experiences, so why should they 
trust?”

Photo by   

Matthew Bonachea
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cULTUre cLasH: ebony taylor, 25, says that after a decade of homelessness, she’s ready for the next step on her road to recovery.

By cLarissa BUcH
Dr. Michael M. Krop Senior High School

At only 16, Ebony Taylor was forced 
into a group home after her mom 
abandoned her in Seattle.

For the past 10 years, Taylor has 
been homeless, alternating between 
shelters and the streets while 
struggling to become comfortable with 
her bisexuality.

According to the Human Rights 
Campaign, 20 to 40 percent of 
homeless youth are lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender or questioning 
their sexuality.

And the Center for American 
Progress reports that out of the $195 
million allocated to homeless youth 
in the country, none is given directly 
to benefit the LGBTQ  population, 
who often encounter special forms of 
discrimination and rejection.

Organizations such as Pridelines 
and The Alliance work to address 
their needs through drop-in centers, 
social support and referrals to other 
services.

Pridelines, a nonprofit organization 
established in 1982, offers free 
programs Monday through Friday 
for youth, 14 to 24. Program topics 
range from coming out, relationships 
and bullying to a Youth Chorale that 
helps develop musical skills and self-
confidence.

The Pridelines drop-in center has 
computers where youth can look for 
jobs, apply for school, do homework, 
apply for Social Security benefits 
and look for services provided by the 
county or other groups.

“We have relationships with 
organizations in the community so 
when a youth comes in and is facing 
homelessness, we can turn to our 
partners,” said Victor Diaz-Herman, 
Pridelines’ executive director.

“More often than not, these 
youth do get priority, whether it is 
in a shelter or through a network 
of volunteers that will offer a spare 
bedroom or a pull-out couch until 
we can get a more permanent  

The long search for an identity 

placement.”
Barry Tracy, a current participant, 

has witnessed firsthand the unique 
issues associated with sexuality.

“I would call shelters, and I would 
get ‘Oh, we don’t have more room,’ or 
‘Oh, you have to be brought here by 
the police.’ I also noticed that they 
cater to women with children over 
a single man, and extremely over a 
single gay man,” Tracy said.

Tracy said that when he reached 
out to one local charity, someone 
suggested that he use his body to 
make money.

“They were just emphasizing on all 
my physical assets.’ And I was like 
no, I can fill out an application too. 
Somebody is going to hire me. I am 
not stooping that low.”

Pridelines works closely with The 
Alliance, founded in 2008 with six 
organizations that serve the needs of 
LGBTQ youth primarily under the 
age of 18 and their families in Miami-
Dade County.

When someone under 18 is 
homeless, Pridelines can refer them 
to The Alliance, which will work to 
ensure they have housing and care.

The Alliance assigns a care 
coordinator, who follows the child and 
assesses needs. The young person 
then co-creates an action plan.

“That is really important because 
if we are talking about empowering 
youth, we really want them to be 
the lead on this,” said Carla Silva, 
executive director of The Alliance. 
“Every single young person is unique 
and their family is unique, so there 
is no step-by-step ‘this is what you do 
when a homeless LGBTQ kid shows 
up at your organization.’”

Taylor never had the opportunity 
to get in contact with one of these 
organizations when she lived on the 
streets. Instead, she sold herself for 
drugs and ate garbage to survive.

“I have been homeless, but never to 
this extreme,” Taylor said, referring 
to previous bouts of homelessness. 

“So eventually I decided enough was 
enough. I was tired of the way I was 
living and the way people treated me. 
I was tired of fearing for my life and 
not loving myself.”

Taylor took herself to central 
intake and was sent to detox at Crisis 
Medical Center. She then stayed 
at the Jefferson Reaves House for 
nine months where she underwent 
intensive drug abuse counseling.

Now, as a yearlong resident of 
Lotus House, a local shelter for women 
and children, she has grown a lot and 
is working on not being ashamed of 
her bisexuality.

Taylor is an example of what The 
Alliance tries to achieve.

“I really hope that we continue 
to build relationships across 
communities in order to allow us to 
do our best work, so organizations 
and communities know they are 
not without resources and that they 
don’t have to just figure it out by 
themselves,” Silva said.

Homeless LGBTQ
youth battle with 
body and mind  
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giving Back: volunteers gather various donations to the chapman Partnership, a 
miami charity.

FasT FacTs

yoUr gUide To giVing
Five tips to follow before donating.

1. Clarify values and preferences
Consider the type of charity that you’d have 
the best connection with—small or large; new 
or old; local, national or international.
2. Focus on the mission 
Missions are crucial in the nonprofit sector. 
They should be easily found on a nonprofit’s 
Website.

3. Verify a charity’s legitimacy
Verifying that the IRS currently recognizes 
a nonprofit as a tax-exempt organization is 
imperative. If the charity is not on GuideStar, 
ask to see its IRS letter of determination.
4. Get the cold, hard facts
A reputable organization defines its mission 
and programs clearly, has measurable goals 
and is open about programs and finances.
5. Trust your instincts
If you still have doubts, don’t contribute. 

Source: GuideStar (http://www.guidestar.org)

How to donate to 
charities without 
being hustled
By saManTHa cardeT
Miami Lakes Educational Center

The homeless often face problems 
other than finding food and a place 
to sleep. The stigma that haunts 
panhandlers and the danger of coming 
across a corrupt charity or shelter 
may discourage sympathetic hearts 
from reaching into their pockets.

According to the National Alliance 
to End Homelessness, roughly 633,782 
Americans are homeless on any given 
night. More than 4,000 of those people 
reside in the streets and shelters of 
Miami-Dade County.

Lindsay Nichols, the 
communications director of GuideStar, 
a non-profit organization that 
promotes the transparency of other 
non-profits, said non-profit donors are 
especially vulnerable to this because 
of the lack of regulation among non-
profits.

For this reason, it is crucial to be 
able to spot a dishonest organization 
when donating money.

“Like in any sector,” Nichols said, 
“There are always scams.”

Money Matters
Discrepancies in how an 

organization spends money may not 
be an accurate indicator of a charity’s 
sincerity. Sometimes a misuse of 
funds can be attributed to bad 
management, even if the non-profit 
has good intentions.

Nichols said organizations go out of 
business for many reasons, including 
a lack of business smarts.

However, according to 
CharityNavigator.com, “The most 
efficient charities spend 75 percent 
or more of their budget on their 
programs and services and less 
than 25 percent on fundraising and 
administrative fees.”

Be sure to find out how your 
prospective charity is allocating its 
resources. Checking their tax forms 
on www.irs.gov is one way to see 
where your money is going.

Habitat for Humanity, for example, 

spotting scams and giving gifts

is a non-profit organization that builds 
homes for families in need. According 
to the organization’s website, 92 
percent of every donation is invested 
in services.

What’s in a name?
According to the Federal Trade 

Commission, dishonest charities will 
often take on names that are meant 
to resemble larger, more reputable 
charities. Be ultra-curious. An honest 
organization will appreciate your 
questions, a dishonest one will avoid 
them.

An honest non-profit also clearly 
states its mission.

“If you’re going to give money, give 
to a non-profit that has an easy-to-
understand mission that aligns with 
your principles and beliefs.” Nichols 
said. “You can see this on their 

website; if you can’t find it on their 
website that would be a red flag.”

A simple way to gauge a charity’s 
authenticity is by looking at its 
website. Scam charities may have 
fake, shoddy websites or no website at 
all.

George Pearson, a reference 

librarian at Florida International 
University, deals with website 
authenticity as part of his job.

“Anyone can put anything they 
want up on the Internet,” Pearson 
said. “Trust your instincts, when in 
doubt about a charity, don’t contribute 
to it.”

Under Pressure
Be wary of organizations that 

pressure you; less-than-scrupulous 
“charities” use a variety of pressure-
heavy methods. The FTC recommends 
avoiding charities that ask for on-the-
spot cash donations and for money to 
be wired. Some may use harassing 
phone calls, letters and or messengers 
to collect donations.

If a charity will not allow you to 
do your research and donate on your 
own time, it is not a charity worth 
donating to. According to the Utah 
Division of Consumer Protection, “a 
reputable charity will gladly accept 
your contribution today, tomorrow, or 
a month from now.”

Feel Good
Nichols said “you should give money 

and feel really good knowing that 
it’s going to a place that will make a 
difference.”

The most useful thing to offer any 
individual experiencing homelessness 
is not cash – it’s kindness. As it is, 
homelessness is a dehumanizing 
condition to be in; a smile or a word of 
encouragement can sometimes make 
more of a difference than a dollar bill.

“Any little thing can help,” advises 
Casey Ángel, the communications 
director of Habitat for Humanity of 
Greater Miami. “Maybe I don’t have 
anything to donate; I just have some 
of my time.”
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By aMy Weiss
Coral Glades High School

Pauline Clarke-Trotman is a strong 
believer in the concept of paying it 
forward.

When she was 30 and living on the 
streets of Miami, she was rescued 
by a good Samaritan who pulled 
her from the ranks of the thousands 
of homeless people in Miami-Dade 
County. She had been forced from 
her home by years of drug abuse and 
domestic violence.

Today, at 53, Clarke-Trotman is 
the director of housing at Better Way 

of Miami, the same treatment facility 
where she found refuge.

“She’s been where our tenants are,” 
said Michael Festinger, CEO of Better 
Way.  “She understands emotionally 
where they come from, what their 
circumstances are, and what they 
need even when they don’t believe they 
need it.”

Clarke-Trotman lived in 
abandoned, rundown cars. She would 
spend a lot of time in crowded parks, 
shopping centers and malls. In these 
areas, she moved unbothered and 
unnoticed.

“I could integrate into that world 
and I wouldn’t look so vulnerable, 
because as a woman out there you 
don’t want to look vulnerable,” she 
said.

Clarke-Trotman said she thought 
her only options were committing 
crimes to survive or suicide.

Then, one day Clarke-Trotman 

asked a man named Warren for a 
cigarette. Warren, who asked to be 
identified by first name only, gave her 
more than a couple of smokes.

Being a man who escaped the grasp 
of homelessness himself, he guided 
Clarke-Trotman off the streets and 
into Better Way, she said.

“I took a chance and my life 
has never been the same. I am so 
grateful,” she said.

After checking into Better Way, 
Clarke-Trotman began to make up 
for lost time. She participated in 
their housing program, graduated 
from Miami-Dade College, started 
volunteering and found a home.

Her recovery offered insight into 
the lives she had taken for granted.

“My family was affected by it, 
because they lost their daughter. They 
lost (their) sister. They lost someone 
who was very special to them,” Clarke-
Trotman said. “I believe they lost that 

time because they’ll never be able to 
get that time back.”

Just like Warren, Clarke-Trotman 
tries to help the homeless and their 
youth. One of those was Charles 
Bolen, who came to Better Way as a 
recovering alcoholic five years ago.

“She’s been a mentor to me,” Bolen 
said. “She’s helped me tremendously, 
pushing me and pulling things out me 
I didn’t even know I had.”

Bolen currently attends Miami-
Dade College and wants to become a 
social worker. He hopes to follow in 
Clarke-Trotman’s footsteps.

“I want people to know that 
regardless of their current situation, 
they’re not homeless people, they’re 
people experiencing homelessness,” 
Clarke-Trotman said. “It’s a 
temporary situation. There’s hope and 
there’s help.”

Former homeless 
woman works at 
recovery program 
that took her in

Photo by Taylor Higgins

a BeTTer Way: Pauline clarke-trotman says her whole family lost time they’ll never get back due to the consequences of her homelessness.

“There’s hope 
and there’s 
help.”

Pauline clarke-trotman
housing director,  Better way of miami

From saved to savior
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BrigHTer day:  
angel smith, 
21, lived a 
desperate life 
but now serves 
as president of 
the miami youth 
shine chapter.

By LUis gonzaLez
South Dade Senior High School

Born to a drug-addicted mother in 
Miami, Angel Smith lived in 50 foster 
homes before her 18th birthday.

Diagnosed with Attention Deficit 
Disorder, she sometimes struggled 
with anger and hated most of her 
foster homes.  At the first opportunity, 
she tried to strike out on her own.

“When I was 18, I was on that ‘OK, 
I’m out of foster care, I’m grown’ thing 
and I wound up leaving and crashing 
and burning, basically because I 
didn’t know how to survive in the real 
world,” said Smith, now 21 and wiser.

After sleeping on friends’ couches 
and on the floor at her cousins’, 
she now lives at Casa Valentina, a 
housing facility in Miami that teaches 
transition to independent living to 
older foster children about to “age out” 
of the system.

Putting a sHine on the future
“I learned what type of people 

would really be there for me and who 
wouldn’t,” Smith said. “I learned 
truly about my real family quickly. I 
learned that no one wants to take care 
of a grown man or a grown woman, 
period.”

Today an articulate Angel Smith 
lobbies the state legislature for 
better foster care in Florida. She also 
mentors younger foster kids trying 
to survive in the state’s underfunded 
child welfare system.

As president of the Miami chapter 
of the Florida Youth SHINE program 
(Striving High for Independence and 
Empowerment), Smith has become an 
outspoken advocate for improving the 
system that treated her like a human 
Ping-Pong ball as a child.

Youth SHINE is funded by Florida’s 
Children First Inc., a statewide non-
profit founded in 2001. SHINE is run 
by former or current children in the 
foster care system, ranging from 13 to 
24 years old. The organization has 12 
chapters from Jacksonville to Miami.

Recently FYS representatives 
lobbied for passage of the “Nancy 
C. Detert Common Sense and 

Compassion Independent Living 
Act,” which was signed into law in 
May. The act, named for its sponsor, 
the longtime Republican state 
representative from Venice, allows 
foster children to remain in the 
system until they are 21, instead of 
having to leave as soon as they are 19.  

SHINE supported the act as a way 
to relieve the unemployment, crime 
and homelessness among former foster 
children.

SHINE’s individual chapters also 
work locally, mentoring foster children 
and giving speeches about needed 
improvements in the foster care 
system.

Smith was named “our shining 
light” at Casa Valentina for 
overcoming her learning disability 
and struggling through 50 foster home 
placements.

Smith is president of the Miami 
SHINE chapter and her vice president 
is Edward Cody, who also experienced 
tough times  in the foster care system.  

Cody joined the group at 17 after 
living in 10 different foster homes over 
four years.

He graduated from American 

Worldwide Academy in 2010 and now 
attends Miami Dade College, majoring 
in criminal justice. His goal is to 
become a case manager in the foster 
care system.

Florida Youth SHINE helped Cody 
break out of the “I don’t care attitude” 
that he had been accustomed to in the 
foster homes, he said.

“Youth SHINE made a leader of 
me,” he said, “…now I’m speaking up 
for myself in front of people.”

Former foster kids 
advocate for those 
now in the system

Photo by   

Kayla Haley

“i learned that 
no one wants 
to take care 
of a grown 
man or a 
grown woman, 
period.”

angel smith
President, miami youth shine
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WHere To go

seLecT LisT oF Teen sHeLTers
 
Covenant House
733 Breakers Ave.
Fort Lauderdale, FL 33304
954-561-5559

Lippman Family Center
221 NW 43rd Court
Oakland Park, FL 33309
954-568-2801

Miami Bridge 
2810 NW South River Drive
Miami, FL 33125
305-635-8953

River of Life
6600 NW 27th St.
Miami, FL 33150
305-756-6587

sWeeT escaPe:  
teen residents of 
covenant house 
head out to play 
ball.  the shelter  
has 84 beds and 
serves as a home 
for troubled 
teens.

By JUan Lozano
Alonzo & Tracy Mourning Senior High School

Alana Jones was 18 years old when 
she found herself alone and homeless 
on the streets of Coral Springs.

Her chronic truancy and increasing 
use of narcotics resulted in her being 
placed in a state-mandated drug detox 
program. When she finished in 2004 
and was ready to return home, her 
father told her she was not welcome. 

“I felt lost, and I felt hopeless,” said 
Jones, who is now 28, happily married 
and eight years sober.

Teens like Jones find opportunities 
through Broward and Miami-Dade’s 
youth emergency and residential 
shelters which provide teenagers that 
have nowhere to go with housing, 
counseling and financial security.

Four shelters in South Florida 
deal exclusively with homeless young 
people: Lippman Family Center in 

gimme, gimme shelter
Oakland Park; Covenant House in 
Fort Lauderdale; and Miami Bridge 
and Rivers of Life Youth Shelter in 
Miami.

These shelters accept young 
people in need up to 22 years old. 
Each addresses unique concerns and 
focuses on different services ranging 
from long- to short-term residency, 
mental and physical health care, and 
family reunification. 

The Miami Bridge Youth and 
Family Services program, which was 
founded more than 20 years ago, 
serves more than 900 teens annually. 
The program has shelters in Miami 
and Homestead.

Mary Andrews, the shelter’s 
executive director, said that one of the 
Miami Bridge’s important services is 
its on-site education programs.

Miami Bridge’s instructors are 
certified by the Miami-Dade County 
Public School system, Andrews said.  
Under the tutelage of Miami Bridge’s 
educational staff, are earning better 
grades by the time they’re ready to 
leave the shelter.    

For many teenagers who are having 
behavior problems or troubles at 

home, having a stable and structured 
environment is the first step in 
ensuring a better future, said Nicole 
Nelson, a youth care specialist at the 
Lippman Family Center, a short-
term emergency shelter that provides 
a seven- to 21-day program called 
respite care. 

“What respite care does is provide 
a break for the family and youth 
from each other,” said Derrick Meyer, 
Lippman Family Center’s shelter 
manager. 

While in the program, youths 
receive case management and 
counseling services. 

Rivers of Life is a short-term 
shelter serving 10- to 19-year-olds who 
have had run-ins with the law, said 
Ross Pierre, the shelter’s director. The 
shelter’s services focus on providing 
residents life coaching and life skills 
training. It serves more than 1,000 
troubled youths annually.

The Covenant House is a long-
term residence shelter located in Fort 
Lauderdale. It houses 84 beds and 
specializes in addiction counseling.

The Covenant House and its 
services are what enabled Alana 

Jones to find her way back from a 
course of self-destruction, she said. 
Showing his gratitude, Jones’ father 
donates to the shelter every year.

“The Covenant gave me a new 
foundation for life,” she said.

Homeless teens in 
search of a roof, a 
bed and a future

Photo by   

Juan Lozano
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By cLarissa BUcH
Dr. Michael M. Krop Senior High School

High school students from around 
South Florida got a firsthand view 
of teen homelessness at the Peace 
Sullivan/James Ansin High School 
Workshop in Journalism and New 
Media.

Interviewing foster children, social 
workers and directors of homeless 
shelters, each student worked to 
produce a print and video story for 
the 30th annual Miami Montage, a 
student publication produced during 
the three-week workshop at the 
University of Miami.

“It’s scary just walking the streets 
and seeing the quality of life. It is 
really overwhelming,” said Scott 
Gelman, a workshop participant from 
West Broward. “I saw things I would 
normally overlook, and speaking to 
these people has changed the way I 
look at myself.”

The program, founded by UM 
journalism Professor Bruce Garrison 
in 1984, was originally aimed at 
minorities.

“At the time we started, there was 
a need for equality with minority 
journalists,” Garrison said. “It gave 
the opportunity to develop more 
careers for them, and something they 
could pursue.”

In 2007, Peace Sullivan, a former 
foreign correspondent who became 
a distinguished psychoanalyst, and 
James Ansin, general manager of 
WSVN-Channel 7, decided to help 
fund the workshop along with UM’s 
School of Communication and the Dow 
Jones News Fund. The workshop was 
then opened to all students, not just 
minorities.

“Both of them were interested 
in what was happening with young 
journalists, journalism and new 
media,” said Robin Reiter-Faragalli, 
spokeswoman for Sullivan and Ansin.

“They thought catching people 
at the high school level prior to 
college and professional life was an 
opportunity to open their thinking.”

Miami Montage 
turns 30 with 19 
new graduates

3 decades of fun, joy and journalism

During the past 30 years, the 
workshop has evolved into an 
intensive program for high school 
journalists to gain experience in 
producing not only a newspaper but 
also videos and a website.

“Both James Ansin and I are from 
the field, and the workshop is a way to 
expose students to all aspects of the 
media,” Sullivan said.

Workshop alumni Roberto Portal 
from 2010 and Daniel Reyes from 
2012 agree that after the program 
students will realize whether or not 
journalism is for them.

“It was interesting to learn 
all of the mechanics that go into 
journalism,” Reyes said. “The 
workshop turned me off from 
journalism, but not from my love of 
writing.”

 Portal had a different experience. 
He was the 2010 Dow Jones News 
Fund scholarship winner for 
photography. He was awarded a 
$1,000 scholarship for a portrait he 
took of a young girl in Miami’s Little 
Haiti while covering the impact of 

that year’s Haitian earthquake on 
South Florida.

“The program molded me into the 
young man I am. I owe it to all the 
people here,” Portal said. “Before I 
came here I was a writer; now I have 
so many different ways to tell a story. 
I want to be a journalist. I want to tell 
stories.”

Professors Sam Terilli of UM’s 
School of Communication and Fred 
Blevens of Florida International 
University directed this year’s 
workshop, July 7-27. Students worked 
long hours, starting their days at 6:30 
a.m. and ending them past a 10 p.m. 
curfew.

Amy Weiss, current workshop 
participant from Coral Glades High 
School, applied to Miami Montage 
to get a real feeling for journalism 
outside of her classroom.

“I am mainly just a writer, so I 
wanted to learn about other aspects 
of journalism,” Weiss said. “I am 
really happy that Montage gave me 
that experience that is crucial for my 
future in journalism.”

Once they finish the program, 
Blevens said that most of the students 
leave as different people.

“The thing that I like the most 
about the workshop is that you see a 
tremendous amount of gain,” Blevens 
said. “You really get to see kids grow 
up in a short period of time.”

Photo by Carolina Arango

HaPPy BirTHday: student journalists shoot individual profiles on their workshop experiences.

“The program 
molded me 
into the young 
man i am. i 
owe it to all 
the people 
here.”

roberto Portal
miami montage alumni
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Photos , clockwise, by Amy Weiss, 

Carolina Arango (two photos) and Joseph Piscitelli  

Making neWs: workshop students learn the routine of real journalism in the field and in um’s media labs.
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FULL PLaTe: 
candace 
drummond, 
executive 
director of 
standuP for 
kids in miami, 
serves up food 
and advice for 
neighborhood 
kids. 

By scoTT geLMan
West Broward High School

Skinny, scared, and homeless, 
16-year-old Nick Miller wandered the 
streets of Chicago, sometimes cold, 
often lonely.

Then he drifted to New York City, 
estranged from his family with no 
hope of a reunion. He worked odd 
jobs, sleeping in dark corners atop 
skyscrapers or in stairwells.

Hoping for a break, he hitched a 
ride to Miami Beach, where he slept 
in the bushes and alleys off Lincoln 
Road. One night a man with a group 
called StandUp for Kids convinced 
Miller, then homeless for years, to 
join other young homeless people 
at a nearby park where food and 
counseling were free.

That was 15 years ago. Since 
then, Miller has earned a high school 
diploma online and learned how to 
get a regular job and pay his own 
rent.  Still skinny but definitely not 
homeless, today Nick Miller is a 

standing up for needy youth

manager at StandUp for Kids, the 
same organization that helped rescue 
him from the streets.

“The people there were always 
there to support me,” he said. “I 
would walk by and one thing would 
lead to another. I saw an opportunity, 
and love what I do because the kids 
appreciate what we are doing.”

Founded in 1990 as a volunteer-
driven community-support program 
for children living on the streets, 
the Atlanta-based non-profit now 
has 45 independent programs in 
16 states. Twice a week in Miami, 
the organization connects teens to 
shelters, transitional living programs, 
jobs and schools.

Candace Drummond, StandUp’s 

Miami executive director, runs one 
of the group’s signature events, the 
Night of Environment and Safety 
for Teens.  At a recent Monday night 
session, teens and young adults 
got hot meals, tutoring and legal 
services. NEST also offers mentoring, 
counseling and life-skills mini 
courses.

“The resilience of the children is 
amazing,” Drummond said. “The kids 
who are troubled at home (often) do 
well in school.”

Students who attend NEST also get 
preparation for standardized tests and 
help filling out college applications. 
Every year, the organization holds a 
two-week workshop on how to apply to 
college and find scholarships.

“At the end of the last school year, 
I helped four kids file for financial aid 
upon graduating from high school,” 
volunteer Jacqueline Benard said. 
“I have a feeling it wouldn’t have 
happened if they didn’t come here. 
They trust us.”

Two StandUp students, Johnny 
and Eric, said the communication 
skills they learned in the program 
have made it easier for them to 
connect with their teachers and fellow 
students.

“Now, whenever I need to ask for 
help, I can be comfortable,” Johnny 
said.

In Miami-Dade County, more 
than 6,500 homeless students are 
enrolled in public schools because 
state law entitles all children 18 years 
of age or younger to equal access to 
public education. StandUp for Kids 
frequently works with public schools 
to provide clothes, test fees and bus 
passes for students who can’t ride the 
school bus.

Schools often require a parent’s or 
guardian’s signature and enrollment 
forms for children to begin classes, but 
under the Homeless Assistance Act, 
those are not required for homeless 
students to enroll.

“Trust counselors,” county 
employees whose job it is to have 
one-on-one interaction with homeless 
students, are provided for students 
who identify themselves as homeless. 
The information remains confidential. 

Drummond said she keeps the “bad 
element” out of the park on NEST 
nights and discourages bad habits.

“Kids know where they can be 
safe,” Drummond said. “There are 
only a few homeless shelters [for teens] 
with a few beds. Juvenile justice has 
thousands of beds. It is important to 
educate kids who otherwise would be 
locked up.”

At last count, 273 Miami-Dade 
kids had been helped by StandUp for 
Kids, which is funded by individual 
donations, business contributions 
and grants. Nationally, the group 
spends about $1.5 million a year on 
programs. The small Miami staff 
trains volunteers who look for children 
and teenagers on the streets who may 
need help.

NEST now meets twice a week in 
Miami from 5-8 p.m., but Drummond 
said she is confident that by next 
January, there will be a NEST event 
five days a week with extended hours.

“Children need more than just a 
couple of hours to talk,” Miller said. 
“The kids appreciate our program and 
form a bond.”

Group reaches out 
to rescue troubled 
teens from failure

Photos by   

Clarissa Buch


