A Historical Perspective of Educate Tomorrow, Miami, 2003-2016
INTRODUCTION

Educate Tomorrow is meeting a crucial need in Miami and has been recognized nationally for its design of a replicable model program.  In 2010, The White House recognized Educate Tomorrow as a top 20 “Program of Promise” during National Mentoring month.  On March 8th, the prestigious College Board, Advocacy & Policy Center named Educate Tomorrow the 2013 Innovation Award winner for the Southern Region of the United States for the category of preparing students for “Getting In” to college. 

Foster youth in Florida have a great opportunity.  Those who age out of the system at 18 receive an exemption from paying tuition or fees at any Florida university or college.  They also qualify for the Road to Independence Scholarship which enables them to receive nearly $1,000 a month until they are 23 in order to pay for living expenses while a full time student.  Sadly, this opportunity to break the cycle of poverty, homelessness, chronic joblessness, neglect and abuse is often lost. 

In 2009, 1,475 young adults aged out of foster care in Florida.  Based on recent statistics, less than 50% will earn a high school diploma before they turn 22, most will experience homelessness and only 30% will be gainfully employed.  Currently more than 90% of our 132 active participants are enrolled in school or gainfully employed.  Nationally less than 3% of former foster youth ever obtain a college degree.  There are currently 88 Educate Tomorrow participants who are now over 23 years old.  Of those, 44% have a college degree or certification and 94% have their high school diploma or GED.  
HISTORY

The first Executive Director and co-founder of Educate Tomorrow was born into a family of eight children. Virginia Emmons McNaught, Melanie Emmons Damian, Mary Emmons Dhanji, Melissa Emmons McCarthy, and Lucy Emmons Spoerk understood first-hand the struggles of poverty and abuse. Early in life, they recognized that to break their own family cycle, they desperately needed education. With encouragement from their mother and grandmother, each went to college and walked the path to success. Upon graduating from UW Platteville, Virginia Emmons dedicated her life to service.

The roots of Educate Tomorrow as an organization began in Niger, West Africa in 2000. Immediately after college Virginia joined the Peace Corps and lived in the village of Kabey Fo from 2000-2002. She served with the United States Peace Corps directing famine relief and educational initiatives in Niger. Virginia built the infrastructure of the first regional elementary school and health clinic, reaching back to her family for financial support from America. While Virginia worked in Niger, the other Emmons sisters raised funds to support education for disadvantaged youth.  

The international program started with one first grade class in 2001 and is now a full elementary school with more than 80 students.  In 2007, when the youth began to graduate from the elementary school, the US Peace Corps in Niger arranged for their previous property to be deeded over to Educate Tomorrow to begin a boarding house in the town of Kirtachi where a Nigerian middle school already existed.

Once Virginia returned to the United States, she moved to Miami and worked at the Miami Rescue Mission. Virginia lived near her sister Melanie, who became the attorney advocate for Guardian ad Litem and Lawyers for Children America. She represented a family of foster youth boys, the eldest named Antonio. Melanie mentored Antonio and after much hard work, Antonio successfully graduated from high school. When asked about his future at the time, he responded:

“I can’t go to college. I’m a foster youth.”

Based on her own experience, Melanie knew Antonio’s success depended on higher education. As a lawyer, she questioned whether foster youth were systematically denied education.  Melanie and her colleague Melissa Damian searched for answers and found a remarkable chance for foster youth: Florida State Statute, Chapter 39, 409.1451, referred to as the Road to Independence Scholarship or RTI.  The RTI is a state program that offers a tuition waiver to any public Florida college and a living stipend equivalent to a full time minimum wage job, approximately $1,300 per month in 2009, to any former foster youth under 23 enrolled in school full-time.  Furthermore, youth who had been adopted or raised by relatives were also entitled to the tuition waiver. At the time, very few foster youth in Miami-Dade County utilized RTI.  The bureaucratic system made it very difficult to obtain, and post secondary education institutions did not accept it.  

In light of this amazing opportunity and a desire to continue their existing work abroad in Africa; Virginia, Melanie, and the other sisters set in motion the founding of Educate Tomorrow via a grassroots movement to advertise Road to Independence financial assistance and advocate for foster youth’s independence through college education. With this new support, they continued funding their academic and health initiatives in Africa. The sisters, Melanie; a lawyer, Lucy; a teacher, Mary; an event planner, Melissa; a high level strategic planner, and Virginia; a non-profit consultant, joined together to lay the foundation for a program to facilitate the educational advancement of disadvantaged youth.

Unfortunately, simple knowledge of RTI did not provide the support necessary for foster youth to successfully graduate from high school and utilize their benefits, or handle the enormous life transitions associated with higher education. Many youth remained within the world they knew—one of poverty, continuous contact within the justice system, homelessness, teen pregnancy, and—upon aging out of the system with nowhere else to go—return to abusive families. Virginia always dreamed to start a nonprofit organization. While living in Miami, Melanie exposed her to a group of youth that had been wholly thrown out of the system. Many lived paycheck to paycheck if not on the streets, their lives in beat-up cars or garbage bags, unaware or afraid of their potential to go to college and the behemoth higher education seemed to be.  
Life Coaching
Inspired by her life experience and Antonio’s relationship with Melanie, Virginia determined to create a program to help these youth. Melanie, who was starting her own law firm at the time, gave Virginia a workspace in a tiny office. Virginia ran the beginnings of Educate Tomorrow with little if any salary; no funding; little acknowledgement; but an enormous amount of heart and dedication. The sisters life-coached youth personally and began shuffling through Melanie’s rolodex, individually calling Miami professionals and describing the trials of foster care, the youth they worked with, and what life coaching would look like between a lawyer with two houses and a former foster youth with two kids. 

After about a year of start up, Virginia knew that there was no way she could juggle helping the youth with fundraising to grow the program successfully.  ET was able to secure enough funding to bring in a fellow returned Peace Corps Volunteer, Erica French, to assist in developing the program. Erica, a former educator, met Virginia while working on youth projects in Niger.

Virginia and Erica moved from a tiny office at Damian & Valori, to Stack, Fernandez, Anderson & Harris, and finally Baker & McKenzie. They began writing manuals and developing a system for how the program would operate, while pounding the pavement for support and funding.

Then, in 2006, out of 300 applicants, ET was awarded a $250,000 grant from the Corporation for National and Community Service.  Their goal was to develop a model program to replicate throughout the nation to serve the nearly 20,000 youth that age out of foster care every year.  After 3 years, Virginia was able to receive a regular salary, and with the financial burden lifted, Erica and Virginia concentrated on developing the best possible model for helping youth who were aging out of the foster care system.

Life coaching is the foundation of Educate Tomorrow and ET’s primary goal is to provide one-on-one life coaches primarily but not exclusively to foster care (dependent) youth aged 16-23 who are “aging out” of the foster care system. Life coaching at Educate Tomorrow was developed for educational growth. As opposed to casual social mentoring organizations, Educate Tomorrow pairs well-educated, motivated educational mentors with youth to create and meet individualized educational and career planning goals. The whole process is supported by Educate Tomorrow staff and dedicated curriculum. 
A life coach at Educate Tomorrow becomes the one person who accounts for the youth—understands them, understands their needs and their ambitions, and enables them to successfully find independence through education. Life coaches become the educational/career planners and mentors for young adults who want to obtain higher education but are intimidated or unfamiliar with the system. Life coaches motivate, encourage, and assist these youth with researching and applying for post secondary education and obtaining financial aid to attend such institutions. An initial training session equips ET life coaches with the knowledge, tools and resources to assist their student. On-going support is always available at Educate Tomorrow from our highly Educational Mentoring Specialists, and life coaches have found great camaraderie between one another to share experience, strength, and hope for their youth. 

Time spent with volunteer life coaches provides youth with a sense of trust and involvement, establishing a firm relationship foundation.  Youth are able to gain the knowledge, confidence, and sense of belonging that is crucial in their time of transition.  

Life Skills

In 2004, Judge Beth Bloom, a practicing judge in Miami, participated in a “mitzvah day” volunteering at a Westchester group foster home run by CHARLEE. She met a 17 year old girl in foster care and after their conversation observed that “this child did not have the life skills needed to live on her own.” This spawned the idea of “It’s Your Life,” a life skills training program designed for kids aging out of the foster care system. After researching the subject, she found that many foster youth were never taught the basic life skills necessary for successful transition into adulthood.  She endeavored to address these issues by bringing together various community agencies and businesses to help teach invaluable life skills to transitioning foster youth.  Melanie, Virginia’s sister, was invited by Judge Bloom to participate, and ET committed to recruiting 100 life coaches to assist the youth.  After several years of involvement, Educate Tomorrow took the lead in expanding the program from a day-long to a weekend-long event where more topics could be explored in greater depth.  Through funds provided by the Children's Trust in 2007, Educate Tomorrow was able to create the expanded version of "It's Your Life” life skills camp.
“It’s Your Life” camp is unique because it addresses the specific needs of foster youth.  Hands on projects include preparing a personal budget, participating in mock interviews, completing applications for college and financial assistance, reading and understanding a lease and resume writing.  Activities and services include an educational/resource fair, a free savings account with starter funds, housing workshops, and nutritional & well-being seminars. It’s Your Life camp has now become an essential part of Educate Tomorrow’s life-coaching program. Life skills camps provide a venue where youth are matched with life coaches and spend time developing an educational plan.  The camps build relationships between the youth based on their mutual interest in personal development and education and help them to learn to communicate with each other.

Furthermore, Life Skills Camps facilitate and develop the early life coaching relationship. They provide an environment where time is spent with other life coach/mentee matches. Lastly, Life Skills Camps are a reward for the work of the mentee; while growing up, sadly few had the chance to go to camp or have a sleepover—many didn’t have hobbies or play-dates—and at camp they are able to have fun, be teenagers, and experience a good time in additional to educational growth. It’s something that every year they look forward to; we receive many calls in early summer asking when camp will be.

Within the school walls, foster youth typically go unnoticed by teachers and administration or may be considered ‘problem students’ rather than, more appropriately, ‘youth in crisis’. The in school support groups help to dispel these misunderstandings among staff and provide support to foster youth who otherwise feel isolated and misunderstood. We find that many foster youth are often in one sort of crisis or another and connecting the youth with a counselor that understands their needs and their situation provides them safety in the school. Furthermore, when a youth is on runaway they are usually only found in the school (which provides food and shelter) and the connection with a counselor then becomes hugely important to locate and assist that youth. In order for the youth to perform well in school, they need the support of counselors and teachers. Given a highly supportive environment, any and all students can become ready for college.

On Campus/In School Support

As time passed and the program grew, Educate Tomorrow found a new level of success. Foster youth would approach ET interested either in going to camp or finding a life-coach, and as they became involved in the program they experienced personal growth, support, and inspiration. However, that support halted at the high school or college campus doors—Educate Tomorrow.  To date Educate Tomorrow had established some inroads at local institutions, but those relationships were informal, and utilized in crisis, rather than an organized system of collaboration.  Then in 2006, Virginia was invited to present at a conference at University of California- Fullerton, home of the Orangewood Foundation, and “The Guardian Scholars” program.  Inspired by the Guardian Scholars program, which provided space, programs, community and a dedicated staff member on every UC campus for former foster youth, the facilitators asked each attendee to commit to trying to do the same in their respective communities.  Virginia made a commitment to do just that.  
Simultaneously, a useful piece of legislation came to our attention that was entirely unutilized. In previous years, Juvenile Court Judge Cindy Lederman had declared that each high school should have two juvenile court contact personnel who would be trained on the challenges of foster youth, especially those in the juvenile court system, to support them in school. There even existed a website which designated this position to one administrator and one counselor at each school. Yet when these individuals were contacted, many had no idea of their responsibility! Erica and Virginia took action and found support through MDCPS Board Member Dr. Martin Karp and Mark Zaher in the Special Operations Office just in time to submit the application to the Children’s Trust.  Conversly, Miami Dade College and Florida International University also had similar support programs but none that specifically focused on assisting the aforementioned youth.
Virginia identified The Children’s Trust (Miami), Transitions to Adulthood Funding Source, as a potential funding source, and drafted the framework for the “Keep Kids in School Campaign”.  As The Children’s Trust funding was dedicated to ages 0-21 for this particular funding opportunity, Virginia scoped the framework to extend the Guardian Scholars program concept to High Schools, as well as, Miami’s post-secondary institutions.   

The program was funded in 2007, which allowed for Educate Tomorrow to hire expert Dr. Steve Rios, to lead the initiative, alongside Erica French and Thomas Harrell.  In year one, The Children’s Trust urged ET to focus solely on the High School population, thus ET focused specifically on the Juvenile Court Contact (JCC) program and side by side with MDCPS developed a 13 CEU accredited classroom and on-line training course to train school contacts on the educational needs of foster youth, how to identify with them, meet with them and take responsibility for these youth. An estimated, 600 vice principals and counselors were trained by the MDCPS and ET team.  From this identification process, the team found that foster youth typically live in clustered areas around the county and as such often enrolled in the same high schools, which sadly were “D” and “F” high schools in Miami-Dade. Specifically, 90% of the high school aged foster youth attended only 10 different high schools. 
One counselor was particularly ambitious—Javier Berezdiven of Miami Killian Senior High took initiative to start a support group with the foster youth he identified at his school.  ET was inspired by his work and in year two with funding expanded on his project to develop curriculum and to begin in-school support groups for foster youth in all of the ten high priority schools.
In year two, Dr. Rios, carried the same training model over to, and made major inroads at the post-secondary institutions in Miami Dade County. Although no formal program was developed, the relationships formed and at each major institution ET had high-level resource agents that would help foster youth navigate the post-secondary system. 
In 2012, when much of Miami recovered from the economic downturn, Dr. Rios, reinvigorated the conversation about starting a “Guardian Scholars” or “College Coach” program, which they have become known as on a state-wide level. Dr. Rios, and Betsy Skipp of the Guardian Ad Litem Program formed the Foster Youth Community Dialogue, and brought the community together to address the gaps in service of which focused intently on education.
In 2016, Educate Tomorrow, Miami Dade College, and Florida International University had achieved formalized programs and with funding from Educate Tomorrow were able to launch and support programs that each are each home to two full time on-campus staff and space at each institution to realizing the “Guardian Scholar” vision.
Support groups/systems/programs within schools/college campuses encourage close cooperation with high school and higher education establishments, identify and assist foster youth and other at-risk students with educational planning, and provide them with resources to support the work of life coaches and case managers. The program has developed curriculum and trained secondary school educators and counselors throughout Miami-Dade.
The program, though constantly growing and developing, is a success. Educate Tomorrow has worked with over 1000 youth in Miami and hopes to expand into other communities using the same holistic model. Educate Tomorrow’s program is life-changing for foster youth, cocooning them in encouragement backed by solid educational support.

Additionally, the three-part program provides three possible access points for youth initially looking for different experiences: some hear that camp is fun and want to participate, some want a life-coach, and some meet other Educate Tomorrow foster youth inside of school or on campus and then become interested in the program. Thus, ET not only wraps the youth in holistic support, it also reaches out comprehensively to the schools and community. 

Other notable initiatives (For more information on these projects contact ET)

SEED School

From 2004-2012 Virginia and Melanie and the Educate Tomorrow team laid the foundation for the SEED Academy. A boarding school and preparatory academy for at risk youth in Miami-Dade County, the school plans to open August 2014.  

Niger, West Africa

The international program continues Niger and Virginia Emmons dreams that one day, foster youth in America will have the opportunity to visit Niger and see international poverty to understand that even as a foster youth, they have many opportunities in the United States. For today, they continue to receive holistic services through Educate Tomorrow, and the organization continues to grow. 
