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LGBT Out of Home Youth:
New Jersey Lawyers’ Efforts to Make a Difference

	This memorandum will outline the efforts of a small group of New Jersey attorneys, who over the past three years have started to raise awareness in the legal, social work and State government communities of the plight of LGBT out of home youth.
	First, we accepted the phrase “out of home” to mean that our mission covered both children who were literally homeless – on the streets or in temporary homeless shelters and those who were out of their birth homes – in foster care or in detention facilities.  This expanded our efforts to include the child welfare system, juvenile justice system as well as the homeless community.
	Second, we have been using traditional routes that lawyers use to investigate, educate and hopefully, to begin to make differences for LGBT kids.  These routes have primarily included our state bar association and its LGBT Rights Section; other professional associations, including the National LGBT Family Law Institute and portions of state government – the Courts, the Division of Child Protection and Permanency (DCPP); and other departments and agencies that have contact with out of home children.
	Third, our goals have mainly been to educate ourselves so that we could become more effective advocates; open awareness of problems to the legal community; and, most importantly, create avenues of communication with state departments, agencies and the courts so that we could better educate individuals working “in the system” to be more culturally competent, compassionate and effective in assisting out of home LGBT kids.
	Lastly, as our juvenile justice system is one based mainly in seeking rehabilitation and our child welfare system is heavily focused on reunification, we seek to focus on those issues, rather than supporting shelter, foster and other out of home care for LGBT kids as a primary option.
SYMPOSIUM
	We started our work by organizing a very wide ranging symposium, bringing together social workers, lawyers, community activists, foster parents, judges, prosecutors, care givers and others interested in sharing and learning about the problems of out of home LGBT youth.  While the work was overwhelming to find the speakers, our organizers found that once asked, the participants were thrilled to be able to come together to discuss this topic.  We also found that our attendance exceeded expectation, with over 90 people coming to spend a full day at the Symposium.

AFTER THE GATHERING
	After the Symposium, we had several meetings to decide what was next.  Our working group, mostly lawyers, were focused on 1) deciding whether there could be a delivery system of legal services for LGBT kids; 2) how to use our growing knowledge to continue to educate and effect change within state government systems; and 3) how to support each member’s individual efforts on the topic.
	We first decided that a community-based legal services delivery system was at the moment beyond our reach.  We decided to start focusing on groups with state government who we had come to understand actually wanted and clearly needed our assistance.  
	Members of the working group had spoken to our Administrative Office of the Courts staff and at a Family Court education conference about LGBT kids and we met the head of Juvenile Probation Services – we began a dialogue about “safe spaces” in detention facilities where LGBT kids and “allies” could be housed to create safety from attack or harassment.
	One of members, who had worked extensively in the foster care system and was on an ad hoc committee within the Department of Children and Families to address LGBT issues, began to focus on record collection – how can we make changes within a “system” if we don’t know how many kids need the services?  Breaking the fear that identifying LGBT kids was violating their privacy and advocating for good, secure record collection has been a challenge, but progress is being made.
	As a part of our discussion with workers in all aspects of state government, we have found that continuing education for these professionals, whether they be probation officers, child welfare case workers, etc., seems to be mostly in-house and many times peer-to-peer.  Therefore, bad information, bad opinion and bad habit becomes re-circulated the system.  We then decided to focus our efforts on providing a free educational session targeted at state employees who have contact and work with out of home kids.

BECOMING VISIBLE 2014
FINDING A WAY 
HELPING LGBTQ YOUTH IN CRISIS

	This year’s effort is a program to be held in September in two locations in New Jersey. It will be a free half-day training for professionals who work on the front-lines of the children's welfare, juvenile justice, corrections and probation systems and would like to better identify the needs of LGBTQ youth and provide services that best fit them. The conference is co-sponsored by Garden State Equality, The New Jersey State Bar Foundation, Tyler Clementi Foundation, Tyler Clementi Center at Rutgers University and The Center for Social Justice Education and LGBT Communities. The training will feature Dr. Caitlin Ryan, a nationally recognized expert on LGBT youth, an LGBTQ cultural competency training, and two expert panel discussions. 
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