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(Note: The Baker City Herald published this guest opinion by Chris Jensen,
OYA foster care certifier for Baker County, on May 21, 2012.)

By Chris Jensen

Several years ago a youth was committed to an Oregon Youth Authority close-
custody facility for his crime. With progress in school, treatment and behavior, he
earned parole and was placed in an OYA foster home in Baker City. He did well,
including paying significant restitution, performing required community service
and graduating near the top of his Baker High School class.

When it came time to go to court for a hearing to terminate his parole, he was
considering what he might say to the judge. His parole officer suggested, “Your
honor, I’'m sorry.”

“No,” said the youth. “l want to say, ‘Thank you.”” He told the judge that without
the OYA experience he would not have finished high school and prepared for
college.

It is the sentiment many youth have expressed after experiencing the structure,
stability and supervision they receive in OYA foster care. There are four OYA
foster homes in Baker County, a relatively little-known step some youth earn as
they work to get their lives back on track and prepare to return to the community
as productive, crime-free citizens.

May is Foster Parent Appreciation Month, and some former OYA foster youth
express their appreciation the rest of their lives. They stay in touch with their
foster parents, calling or sending cards on Mother’s Day and other special

occasions. For some of these youth, foster care is their first experience being



where people eat as a family, are expected to do chores and are accountable for
their actions.

“A lot of them haven’t had a family life, and they think of it as family because we
run it like a family,” says one local foster parent. Youth usually thrive, not only
advancing toward graduation but also earning top grades, excelling in sports and
winning college scholarships. They do the things teens do — getting jobs, going to
the prom, volunteering in the community. An OYA foster care youth who went to
work in one of Baker City’s fast food restaurants later was promoted to assistant
manager.

One of my favorite stories is about a youth who was placed in an OYA foster home
in another Eastern Oregon community. He arrived nearly illiterate, but after two
years he was on the high school’s honor roll. “You put them in the right
atmosphere and most of them will do well,” says a local OYA foster parent. Most
youth placed in OYA’s Baker County foster homes are Eastern Oregon natives.

Sure, occasionally these youth get into trouble; progress is not always a straight
line. Backsliding doesn’t happen often but, if it does, the juvenile probation and
parole officer — who knows the youth and maintains regular contact — handles it
with appropriate sanctions. In rare cases, youth may be returned to close custody
or face new charges. But the fact that OYA foster parents are on duty 24/7
supervising, mentoring and coaching is one of the reasons most youth do so well
in foster care.

And it’s why youth tend to appreciate the experience.
All foster parents deserve our respect for their often selfless dedication to making
a positive difference in the lives of teens and children. The work of OYA foster

parents adds the dimension of protecting public safety and reducing crime.

And everyone can say “thank you” to that.



Chris Jensen is the Oregon Youth Authority’s foster care certifier for Baker County.

She may be reached at chris.jensen@oya.state.or.us.
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