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DHS kicks off Backpack Challenge to provide school supplies for foster youth

Philadelphia—To help provide school supplies and other necessities for foster youth who are headed to college or high school this fall, the Philadelphia Department of Human Services’ (DHS) and partners Wired 96.5 and XTU 92.5 have once again launched the Backpack Challenge. The Backpack Challenge will benefit high school students and college-bound youth at the Department’s Achieving Independence Center (AIC), a one-stop” center, which helps youth aging out of foster care achieve their goals of self-sufficiency.  

This year, the AIC aims to collect 2,500 stuffed backpacks and $15,000. Thanks to partnerships with Wired 96.5, 92.5 XTU, Five Below, Internet Essentials by Comcast, Forman Mills, Everfresh and the International Longshoremen’s Association, the goal is already well within sight. Last year, over 2,700 backpacks filled with school supplies were collected through the Backpack Challenge. The effort also raised more than $12,500 to purchase additional necessities for college and high-school bound AIC members including a laptop for every college-bound student. 

To jump-start the effort, a kick-off event was held in Love Park featuring Wired 96 on-air personalities, Chunky, Tingle and BEX emceed the event.  The event also featured Rap Artist Chill Moody as well as inspirational remarks from foster youth Aadam Muhammad, a foster youth and AIC Board of Governor’s youth member who recently graduated Temple University.  More about Aadam’s story can be found here http://www.vyhphila.org/inspiring-story-from-vyh-alumni-temple-grad/
From July 31st through August 27th, back-to-school shoppers and other area residents are encouraged to purchase an extra backpack and school supplies for foster youth.  Needed items include: basic school supplies such as pens, pencils, flashdrives, and calculators as well as items for a college student’s dorm room such as sheets, towels, alarm clocks, laundry detergent, shower caddies etc.  Calling cards and gift cards, SEPTA Passes and snacks are also great ideas.  Shoppers can buy a backpack or drop off school supplies at any Five Below location.  In addition, DHS will have collection bins at One Parkway, 3 Parkway, the Youth Study Center, the Municipal Services Building and City Hall.   Monetary donations are also being accepted online at www.wired965.com and www.925xtu.com.

“While the start of the school year is an exciting time, it can be extremely stressful for youth in placement who have no one to help them purchase the supplies they need,” says DHS Commissioner Anne Marie Ambrose.  “The Backpack Challenge is a wonderful way for our city’s residents to help these terrific kids get off to a great start and be successful in school.”

“These young people have worked so hard and overcome so many challenges,” says Matt Smith, Director of Sales for XTU and Wired 96.5 parent company, Beasley Broadcast Group. “We are thrilled to do our part to help them achieve their dreams.” 

According to Ambrose, each year in Philadelphia, an estimated 500 children age out of foster care and must prepare to live independently.  Without a strong support mechanism, youth leaving foster care are more likely to experience homelessness, victimization, unemployment and dependency on public assistance.  The AIC was established to provide the support these young people need to make a successful transition and achieve better outcomes. 

The Center, a collaborative effort of several community-based organizations, allows youth to access a full range of independent living services to meet their individual needs.  It provides comprehensive instruction on daily life skills, money management, self care, and personal and social development as well as a mentoring program, which matches youth with positive role models who help enrich their lives.  It prepares youth for independence through job training and placement assistance and by helping youth obtain permanent housing after discharge.  
It’s a strategy that is working.  This year, 85 AIC members graduated high school—with four of them earning the title of class valedictorian—and 65 of those graduates have enrolled in a post-secondary program. In total, 124 members will attend their first year of post-secondary school, 24 members enrolled in a vocational program and 10 students graduated from a post-secondary program. 

“Whether it is donating school supplies or serving as a mentor, each of us has the potential to make a tremendous difference in the lives of foster youth,” says Colleen Landy AIC Associate Director. “The fact that so many of our members are graduating high school and heading off to college demonstrates that with access to role models and support, all foster youth can achieve their potential.”

A closing ceremony for Backpack Challenge will be held Wednesday, August 27th from 2pm to 4pm at the Impact Hub.
###

 The Philadelphia Department of Human Services (DHS) is the City agency charged with protecting children from abuse, neglect, and delinquency; ensuring their safety and permanency in nurturing home environments; and strengthening and preserving families by enhancing community-based prevention services. In partnership with community organizations, DHS provides services to strengthen the overall well being of Philadelphia children, youth and families using a customer focused approach that is responsive to evolving community needs. 
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