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Executive Summary
“All my life I have looked for just an outstanding individual in society that could help me
become all that...every member on the Table is like top notch in their own little way and
they are loving and compassionate and accepting…I want to be like them and they found
me, I didn’t go looking for them…It means that there are some really good people in the
world”. --Aged out foster child participating in the Open Table model

Open Table is a rapidly expanding model that has potential to change the fate of the approximate
28,000 youth aging out of foster care in the United States each year, who, based on recent
studies, will likely find themselves in poverty with little or no support.
Open Table, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, provides a faith-based community support
model collaborating with leading organizations from the fields of child welfare, psychology,
research, academia and government. Open Table mobilizes the intellectual and social capital of
congregations to create the opportunity for transition-age foster youth not to “age out of foster
care” into poverty, but to age into the community.
The Open Table model – called a Table - engages individuals in an enduring relationship and a
network of support for young adult leaving foster care. Each Table is composed of a group of
volunteers that make a one-year commitment to act as a team of life specialists, encouragers, and
advocates for young adults aging out of the foster care system. The Table members, together
with the young adult being helped, establish goals and accountability develop an overall plan and
implement it. Table members network in their congregations and the community for resources to
support the plan. The model also unites both the intellectual capital (occupational and life
experiences) and the social capital (networking) of the community. Open Table has the potential
to create true social change and transform the lives of young adults who have exited the foster
care system.
In February 2012, Open Table reached out to the Arizona Department of Economic Security
(DES), Casey Family Programs and Florence Crittenton, a transitional organization for foster
youth, and convened a meeting to inform the development of a model to address the plight of
young adults who have aged out of the foster care system. Open Table recruited faith
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communities to host Tables to serve aged out foster youth. DES, Casey and Crittenton
collaborated to train the faith communities committed to launching Tables, and referred young
adults aged out of foster care were referred to the Tables.
Extensive interviews were conducted with young adults who were engaged with Open Table.
The young adult strongly recommend the process to other young adults who have left the foster
care system and who are motivated for change. Stakeholders including providers, the Arizona
Department of Economic Security, and faith community Table members encourage an expansion
of the service to more young adults. Nearly all of Open Table’s growth is the result of
congregation members and pastors recommending the model to others. Additionally, a growing
number of government and private child welfare agencies are inviting faith communities to learn
about how they can implement the model to serve young adults aged out of foster care.
"The Open Table Model is an emerging 'best practice' which provides networks of
support to address the challenges facing Arizona's transition-age foster youth and
prevent them from falling into poverty." -- Clarence H. Carter, Director, Arizona Department of
Economic Security (DES)
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In February 2012, Open Table reached out to the Arizona Department of Economic Security,
Casey Family Programs and Florence Crittenton, a transitional organization for foster youth, and
convened a meeting to inform the development of a model to address the plight of young adults
who have aged out of the foster care system. Open Table recruited faith communities to host
Tables to serve aged out foster youth. These entities collaborated to train the faith communities
committed to launching Tables. Young adults aged out of foster care were referred to the Tables
by the Child Welfare Division of the Arizona Department of Economic Security, Casey Family
Programs and Florence Crittenton.
In March 2013, young adults then in the process of developing relationships and implementing
Life Plans with Tables of adults they had not previously met were interviewed extensively to
learn if they would recommend the expansion of the Open Table model beyond a pilot. The
provider agencies that referred these adults, members of faith communities serving on the Tables
and staff of the Arizona Department of Economic Security, the responsible state agency, were
also interviewed.
Background
Each year 28,000 youth “age out” of the foster care system in the United States and each year
approximately 700 youth age out of the Arizona Foster Care System. A vast majority of these
young adults reached the legal age of maturity, unprepared for the harsh realities of adulthood
with no significant relationship with a responsible adult to provide them with support or
guidance. The impact is evidenced in the disproportionate number of homeless, incarcerated,
and unemployed former foster youth. The Midwest Study conducted by Chapin Hall, University
of Chicago, in partnership with the University of Washington and the University of Wisconsin,
provides the first comprehensive view of outcomes for young adults exiting foster care. The
study surveyed 732 foster youth in four waves of data collection beginning at age 17 through 2324 years of age. The latest Midwest Study surveyed young adults at age 23 and 24. The findings
of the study for youth and young adults is alarming; more than one-quarter of the young adults
had had no employment during the past year and fewer than half were employed. Those who
were employed reported median earnings at a meager $8,000, of those who were employed,
38.4% had earnings of $5,000 or less. Even more concerning, one half of the young adults had
been homeless more than one time since leaving foster care, 16 % were incarcerated and 42 %
had been arrested. 1
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When the youth were surveyed at age 17, 49 percent intended to graduate from college.
However, their aspirations for higher education did not come to fruition.

2

The stark reality of the young adults surveyed at age 23-24 revealed only 6 percent had a degree
from either a two or four year college; one-quarter did not obtain a high school diploma or GED;
38 percent were not enrolled in an educational program; over one-third reported they had
dropped out of school; and more than two-thirds dropped out of a two year college program
because they needed to work.3
These poor outcomes for foster youth are further complicated by their history at home and in
foster care. Prior to entering foster care, a majority of young adults are typically categorized as
“high risk” because they come from families that lived in and lacked social resources. 4 Young
adults can achieve their full capacity with an unconditional support system that will endure
through challenges and achievements.
"The Fostering Connections Act of 2008 created a host of mandates for youth’s rights including
the right to live with siblings, the right for relatives to be informed of the youth’s removal, and
the right to have a thoughtful and well planned transition from foster care that included the
youth’s input in their educational, health, housing and employment plan. 5 The John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program also offers monetary support and assistance for the care of
young adults. States are also provided federal funding for extending foster care until the young
adults turns 21 and incentives for states to achieve permanency through kinship care and
adoption. While major federal laws like Fostering Connections go a long way toward helping
older foster youth by including mandates for building lasting relationships; we all know
mandates do not always ensure compliance. Cultivating lifelong relationships with caring adults
who will provide the young adults with a network of supports must be at the heart of the practice
approach."
History of Open Table
The concept of Open Table began in late 2005 when a local church mission encountered a
homeless man at a shelter who asked if he could worship at their church. Entering into
relationship with this man, church members were given a powerful perspective on poverty. Jon
Katov, the Open Table CEO, led a group of people who formed a “board of directors” around the
homeless man and implemented a “business plan” plan to help him navigate the journey out of
poverty. While the “board of directors” helped transform the homeless man, they found that their
relationship with this man transformed all of them and re-defined their purpose as members of
the community. From a transactional relationship with the poor (giving the poor things they
cannot use to transform their poverty) to a transformational relationship with the poor (giving the
poor intellectual and social capital to use to create change). Today, six years later, Jon remains in
relationship with him. Mr. Katov founded Open Table in 2007 as more and more churches
requested information about this powerful poverty transformational model.
_____________________
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The mission of Open Table is to train congregations, their members and communities, through
the Open Table Model, to partner their vocational and life experiences with people in poverty to
develop and implement plans that create sustainability and wholeness.
To date, more than 80 churches with memberships as small as 40 and as large as 20,000 have
launched more than 145 Tables. The Open Table model has been launched or is in the process of
being started in twelve states: Alaska, Arizona, California, Florida, Iowa, Louisiana, Maryland,
New York, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Texas. Open Table’s rapid growth is the result of an
expanding vision in the faith community nationwide to invest the intellectual capital, social
capital and community networking strength of its members in the transformation of people in
poverty.
The Open Table model integrates the community in its process, connecting to faith-based
congregations, government, business and other non-profits. Open Table is partnered with the
Arizona Department of Economic Security, Arizona’s human service agency, for training and
resource development, navigation through services, and has been selected by the agency for
inclusion in a state-wide demonstration project the Department has initiated. Open Table
collaborates with government agencies and programs on the federal, state and city levels. A
psychological assessment for readiness of the young adult and support process for Table
members is operated in collaboration with the Center for Psychology and Poverty in Houston.
Open Table is also partnered with community colleges, Workforce Development agencies and
other career and educational planning resources in its geographic areas. Individual Tables
network with critical resources in their congregations and community for support, including
employment, dentistry, law, accounting, counseling, tutoring, donated cars and auto mechanics
and many others.
The Open Table model has continued to spread across the Phoenix metropolitan area to Tucson
and many other cities throughout the twelve states in a growing network of churches, Tables and
volunteers. The Tables currently operating serve a multitude of individuals with various needs
and challenges including the working poor, homeless, veterans, prisoners re-entering into society
and those on probation, victims of human trafficking, and youth aged out of foster care. The
growth of Tables has been a catalyst for the development of an extensive network of volunteers
that manage and expand the model in their own areas.
Evidence-based Promising Model
Dr. John VanDenBerg, internationally recognized as a leading authority on innovative services
applications and the integrated system of care and wraparound process development for persons
with complex needs and their families, has stated that the Open Table model is a pure form of
wraparound, and that the existing extensive research base for Wraparound (Bruns, et al, 2010)
therefore is applicable in this situation.
The wraparound process is rated a "3 - Promising Research Evidence" on the Scientific Rating
Scale based on the published, peer-reviewed research available by the California Evidence Based
Clearinghouse for Child Welfare.
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To qualify for this rating the practice must have at least one study utilizing some form of control
(e.g., untreated group, placebo group, matched wait list study) establishing the practice's benefit
over the placebo, or found it to be comparable to or better than an appropriate comparison
practice. Bruns (2010) has described 7 controlled studies of the wraparound process, and many
more are currently under way. 6
As a result, most states now consider the wraparound process to be evidence-based practice. The
criteria for "evidence-based" substantiated almost a year ago that wraparound was only one
controlled study short of being considered full evidence based practice, up from its official
promising practice level. Since that time, two additional controlled studies affirming statistically
significant positive outcomes have been completed. Recently a federal court ruled that
wraparound was an evidence-based practice.
The principles set by the National Initiative for Wraparound are inherent in the Open Table
process. Unlike a medical model of diagnosis and treatment, the Open Table is a process in
which volunteers assist young adults to achieve their own visions of a good future. Described
below is how Open Table meets the principles set for high-quality practice. 7
1. Family voice and choice. Open Table is grounded in the choice of the individual being served
at the Table. The planning process was developed out of a business model. The individual
being served at the Table develops a Life Plan based on where they want to be in one year.
The Chairs at the Table act as their senior leadership providing options and resources to meet
the goals. All plans must have consensus of all members, and the only one that can trump
consensus is the individual being served.
2. Team-Based. The Table consists of individuals committed to share their “intellectual
rolodex” to help the young adults mobilize and capitalize on informal, formal, and
community support. The members of the Table make a one year commitment to meet with
the young adults weekly to provide the support to achieve their life goals. Young adults may
invite others to the Table although many young adults do not have a support system.
3. Natural Supports. This model provides a network of individual and community relationships.
The Life Plan draws on natural resources of the individuals serving on the Table who in turn
draw on the resources of the church congregation and their community relations. If they
cannot reconcile the need with the resource at this level, they have the benefit of a
community Table that taps into other church congregations and other individual resources
generating access to a virtually limitless network of support.
4. Collaboration. Each Table member represents a life domain; and all members work
cooperatively on the young adult’s Life Plan to achieve success. The Life Plan guides and
coordinates each Table members’ work towards meeting the goals. The Table members are
responsible for posting the achievements toward the goals that keep them up to date on
progress. This allows meeting time to be used for planning instead of reporting progress.
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5. Community-Based. The Table is formed by a church in the young adult’s community;
therefore, the support strategies are accessible to the young adults where they live. Since this
is a community based effort, it naturally mobilizes support strategies that are inclusive,
responsive, and accessible, so the network of support will be integrated into the young adult’s
life.
6. Culturally Competent. Based on the needs of the individual or family being served, Open
Table will include cultural competence and/or diversity training in Table training. Training
programs are sourced- based on the recommendation of key wraparound, psychology and
university partners.
7. Individualized. An in-depth informal assessment and formal assessment is used to identify
the young adult’s strengths. The strengths serve as the foundation of the life plan and the
community is the framework to success. The plan is individualized and fluid as it process
evolves over time.
8. Strengths-Based. The Life Plan identifies, builds on, and enhances the capabilities,
knowledge, skills, and assets of the young adults, the community, and other team members to
achieve the goals set by the young adults. This process brings a rich network of supports that
utilizes and increases the young adult’s network of support assets.
9. Unconditional Care. The intellectual supports that are rallied by the team members through
their personal and community networks provide the capacity that can meet most any challenge to
get the young adult’s needs met. No Life Plan is approved until the team achieves consensus
and the young adults is the only member of the team that can veto a plan. The team commits
to working with the young adults for one year to fulfill their Life Plan.
10. Outcome-Based. The team ties the goals and strategies of the Life Plan to observable or
measurable indicators of success, monitors progress weekly and revises the plan accordingly.
The Open Table Approach for Young Adults
The Open Table Model is community based, fiscally responsible, and will allow former foster
young adults the opportunity to circumvent a life of poverty and hopelessness. The theoretical
foundation of Open Table builds from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1970); Bandura’s theory of
self-efficacy (1977); Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human ecology (1979); and integration of plans,
services, and supports across the family. The process of Open Table meets basic needs by
strengthening social networks through relationships with individuals and sustainable community
supports. This strategy enhances the young adult’s belief that they can create a successful future.
Open Table’s young adult model is a young adults-directed process that will enhance
opportunities available to former foster youth by providing a continuum of individualized care
that builds on the strengths of the young adults, identifies needs, and respects the young adult’s
culture. The strengths of the young adult provide the platform for planning supports and
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interventions. The community will provide the tools for success. A team of six to eight
committed individuals will provide weekly support to the young adult for one year. The team
shares the journey of the former foster youth, working closely to support and meet the young
adult’s goals, and to achieve an outcome that allows the young adult to meet their highest
potential. At the end of the year, the Table develops an “After Plan” which provides an ongoing
structure for lifelong relationships and support.
Faith communities implementing the Open Table model are part of a growing movement in
congregations to turn from transactions with the poor (handing out things that do not change
their poverty) to relationships with the poor (investing in their human potential to change their
poverty into wholeness). The membership of faith communities across the country represents a
national network of intellectual capital, social capital and community networks. The Open Table
model creates a process and provides training and management that allows faith communities to
directly enter into relationship with the poor, develop “business plans” with them to transform
their poverty and then, as congregation members, invest their own vocational and life
experiences and personal networks in the successful implementation of the plan.
While the Open Table model serves the poor, it also informs the faith journey of congregation
members and that of the congregation. Churches say Open Table is a “discipleship” process
through which members create and serve in “Missional” communities that are in direct and
transformational relationship with the poor. The structural design of Open Table creates multigenerational Tables open to the array of age groups in the congregation.
The collective work of the churches implementing the Open Table model provides a new vision
for society in which people are willing to invest their intellectual and social capital directly into
the poor because it restores people in poverty to the community and because it restores the
people serving the poor to a purpose.
Each Table is comprised of a team of volunteers that make a one-year service commitment. The
team serves as life specialists, encouragers, and advocates for youth aging out of foster care. The
young adults make a commitment to improve their lives by partnering with an Open Table team.
The young adult and Table members establish short and long-term goals that encompass a Life
Plan that is tailored to address the unique needs of the young adults. Each chair around the Table
represents a volunteer who fulfills a functional role in the process. Open Table provides training,
collaborations with local resources, and guidance about how to use personal and business
networking for goods and services to help the young adults. Table Chairs are not required to
have professional experience in the area of service the Chair is overseeing. Together, the Table
Chairs collaborate to funnel and maximize all resources available from the congregation,
personal networks of Table and other congregation members, community organizations,
corporations, governmental agencies, and non-profit agencies.
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Open Table Model – Young Adults
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The Open Table process provides a conceptualization of the lives of young adults according to
life domains. Life domains are used to facilitate and prioritize areas of need for the young adults
and can also be used as a roadmap that will assist in identifying strengths and needs. Table
members are generalists – no specialized knowledge is needed - and reach out to their
congregational and community networks for specific support to move each element of the plan
forward. Open Table is a consensus based model. The consensus process creates an
environment where alternative solutions are developed and ongoing discussion is required and
necessary to develop a decision. Table members usually work together in teams on projects
prioritized by the young adult and Table members; only the young adult has veto power over any
initiative or option developed. The Open Table process explores and identifies strengths and
needs to inform development of a life plan aimed at achieving ones human potential. The
process touches on the following life domain areas:
•

Residence. Where does the young adult live? What is the neighborhood like? Do the
current living arrangements meet the young adult's needs?

•

Family. Who is in this family by the young adult’s definition? What do the members of
the family need to do to remain together or in contact with each other? Are there serious,
unmet needs for any family members that may impair the young adult’s relationship?
Does the young adult have an existing relationship with his/her birth family? What is the
young adult’s desire to develop a relationship with his/her birth family? The facilitator
pursues relationships and assesses the functioning of the birth family and safety factors.
Depending on the assessment, the young adults will be engaged in developing healthy
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relationships and boundaries. Building or rebuilding relationships with birth family will
be guided by a mental health professional.
•

Social. Does the young adult have friends and access to his/her friends? Does the young
adult have the opportunity to socialize with other young adults? Does the young adult
socialize outside the family? Does the young adult enjoy socializing? Does the young
adult have a way to relax?

•

Behavioral/Emotional. Are maladaptive behaviors blocking the young adult’s
opportunities to live a satisfying life? Does the referred individual have any unmet needs
in these areas or lagging skill-sets? Are there unresolved issues that impede normal
interactions within the family or in the community?

•

Educational/Vocational. What supports are necessary to ensure a viable education for the
young adults? Does the young adult have access to employment opportunities? Based on
the young adult’s aspirations, will the young adults benefit from a vocational program,
community college, or university education? Are their rights intact?

•

Safety. Are there dangers or safety concerns for the young adult? Does the young adult
pose a potential threat to themselves or the community?

•

Legal. Is the young adult involved in the judicial system, incarcerated, on probation, or
parole? Does the young adult have legal representation? Are there active child custody
actions?

•

Health. Are medical healthcare needs satisfied? Does the young adult have access to
specialized medical care and services they need?

•

Spiritual. Are the young adult’s spiritual needs satisfied? (Open Table has a policy with
our faith communities of no proselytizing)

Table Chairs assist the young adult by utilizing their [Table Chair’s] social, business and
sometimes, financial capital, as a tool to regain independence, and establish lasting connections
within the community. However, the focus remains on empowering the individual to developing
the skills to use the tools and resources that allow control and balance in their lives. Such
transitions are not easy, and may extend beyond the typical twelve-month mode.
The Open Table model is not only transformational for the young adults aged out of foster care
participating but for the Table Chairs as well. Table Chairs commit to serve on a Table for a one
hour weekly meeting and additional relationship time on an ongoing basis, for an average of
twelve-months. The length and intensity of this journey goes beyond a volunteer process and
creates long-term relationships based on mutuality – each person gifting into the other’s life and
each person receiving the other without judgment. This relationship experience is the solution to
a process for aging out youth that is not structured to provide this crucial human connection:
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Staff from a collaborative partner said, “What we hear a lot from our youth is ‘how long are
you going to be here?’ or ‘you’re only here for a little while’ or ‘you’re only here for a
paycheck’. They don’t want to open up to anybody because they don’t have the feeling
that that person is going to be there for a while…a youth being able to let their guard
down a bit and to realize that a person [Open Table members] may actually want to be a
part of my life...they need to know that somebody is going to be there for them.”

Exploration of Use of the Open Table Model with Aging out of Foster Care Youth:
Methodology and Data Analysis of Young Adults Served
This exploration is designed to be a first important step of an eventual more extensive scientific
study of the use of Open Table with this population. The number of young adults involved (5) is
small, as extensive learning needs to occur about use of Open Table in this situation. This
exploration did not involve random assignment or extensive testing of the young adults involved.
A study design was used which involved extensive interviews with the involved young adults
and members of their Tables. The goal of this exploration was to establish a precedent for using
the Open Table model with this population, develop experience-informed protocols, and inform a
group of practitioners and policy makers who could further develop a larger implementation and
more extensive research.
Five young adults from the Phoenix/Tucson area, who are currently participating in the Open
Table model, were interviewed. The young adults are between the ages of 19-24 and other
demographics are indicated in below:

The age of first placement in foster care ranged from 14 months to 12 years of age with four of
the five indicating the reason for placement was due to their mother’s substance abuse. The
group spent between 6 and 14 years in care, each experiencing between 1 and 26 placements. As
the chart below illustrates, the length of time is indicative of the number of placements the young
adult experienced.
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The young adult that had only one placement indicated that she was placed back home with her
mom numerous times but was fortunate to have always been placed back in the same foster
home. Two young adults indicated they had multiple unsuccessful reunifications with their
mothers and two had unsuccessful relative placements.

All of the young adults that had siblings at the time of removal were placed together and all of
the young adults have some contact with their siblings, except for one whose sibling was adopted
and no longer is allowed contact. All young adults have some contact with their family of origin
although it is primarily with siblings. Three young adults report the contact with siblings is
frequent and positive. None report any relationship with birth fathers and four of the young
adults seemed to think their fathers’ parental rights had been terminated. Only one of the young
adults was placed in adoptive home, although the adoption placement ended in disruption. Two
of the young adults indicate strong relationships with foster parents, referring to them as “their
parents”, one has some contact with the “good” foster parents, and two have no contact with any
previous foster parents. The chart below indicates the last foster placement.

100% of the young adults graduated from high school and four out of the five report enrolling in
college, although only one is currently attending. During their years in foster care, three received
Independent Living Services from Child Protective Services or one of the partnering private
providers. Similar to national statistics, all 5 report being homeless at some point after their 18th
birthday. One young woman reported that she has been a victim of human trafficking. Only one
of the five young adults receives an Independent Living Stipend made available through the

© Open Table, 2013

Page 12

Chafee Fund. Four of the young adults are living in apartments and one in a hotel through
temporary housing assistance from Casey Family Services. Three of the young adults have
employment with an average wage of $9.30/hour.
Other issues experienced by the young adults are indicated below:

Even though the young adults have continued to experience adversity, all are receiving some
form of services. Four out of five receive health insurance through Medicaid and two receive
food stamps. Three of the young adults are taking psychotropic medications and all five are
currently participating in counseling. As far as overall wellbeing, three of the young adults report
they have good friends that they hang out with. One said he has just enrolled in a new school so
he hasn’t had time to make new friends.
As a group they report that there are good things and bad things about their foster care
experience. Most indicate they “wouldn’t change anything” that happened to them because it
“made me who I am”. Two indicated they had excellent foster parents, one said they had both
good and bad foster parents, and two young adults indicated they had bad foster
parents/placements. Two young adults reported they should have never been reunified with their
birth mother and that Child Protective Services should have visited when they were placed at
home. All clearly stated, “Children, above all else, need to feel safe.”
Recommendations from Participants and Table Members
•
•
•
•

All of the young adults stated that participation in the Open Table process was beneficial
and they were thankful for the opportunity.
The young adults were eager to participate when they were introduced to the model,
although a few admitted being nervous about meeting strangers.
They said the anxiety quickly subsided as they met Table members because they were
non- judgmental, friendly open people.
What struck all participants as unique was these individuals were volunteers and
not paid to care or participate. This clearly had an impact on the young adults to
continue to enter into a deeper relationship with Table members.
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•
•

All four individuals who experienced substance abuse /addiction credit Open Table in
helping them remain sober.
When asked who their support group consisted of, all the young adults identified their
Table as a support.

One young adult said, “These random people who don’t even know me, provided me help
when my own family who knows what I have been through, didn’t”.

•

•
•

•

A Table member, who is a peer of the young adult being served by the Table, was
identified as being instrumental in helping to make connections with other young adults
his age, and spending time with him.
The young adults would like to see more foster care youth offered the opportunity to
participate.
They would also like to see the length of time between learning of Open Table and the
time to having a Table formed lessened. They indicated that when the Table started
meeting, things really began to happen fast.
One young adult credited Open Table with helping her get a job, a place to live and
reconnect in a positive way with her sister.

She said, “Open Table has helped me so much. This experience has turned my life
around. I was nervous at first to work with the Table. Their kindness and acceptance of
me was overwhelming. To have a whole team of people wanting to help me without
judgment was new.”

Based upon interviews with Casey Family Programs and Florence Crittenton, both agencies
believe many more young adults could benefit from participating in the Open Table process.
When asked if there anything you want to share about how Open Table could be more impactful,
staff said, “Being able to have more Tables, there are so many young adults that could
utilize something like this. The numbers are absolutely staggering of the amount of kids
coming into care, yet the resources and the connections for them are staying the same
or decreasing.”
Staff also said, “What I’ve noticed is that having the resources from an entire Table
expands the support options for the Youth…In our six to nine months with these
kids...once they have ‘graduated’ from the program, who is there after that to role model
for them?”

The Arizona Department of Economic Security is working with Open Table to expand the
number of young adult Tables for aged out fosters. Caseworkers in the DES Young Adult
Program Unit are currently carrying caseloads of over 50. Even though these young adults are
motivated enough to voluntarily stay in “the system” they are not likely to get individualize
support because of the massive caseloads that each worker is carrying.
Pastors from faith communities in Arizona have shared that they want their congregations in
relationship with these young adults and others in poverty and that just doing “transactions” is no
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longer acceptable. In addition, they see the changes in their congregation members as they
experience being on a Table.
One Table member from a faith community shared, “This experience has been a tremendously
honest one for me that has helped me get closer to God and closer to the kind of
Christian and human I want to become.”

One of the secondary benefits -- perhaps the most important -- is the impact on the Table
members themselves. Members of the community, through participation in a Table, are able to
see firsthand the effects of an overburdened child welfare system. They experience frustration
along with the young adult with the inadequacy of a mammoth bureaucracy trying to get things
done. Rather than remaining oblivious to the critical needs of transition-age foster youth, or finding fault when the young adults fail to make a successful transition to independent adult life.
Table members have an opportunity to understand the facts, advocate for change, and be a part of
the solution.
Recommendations for Next Steps
The theory of Human Ecology (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) emphasizes the importance of social
influences on human development and functioning. Many research studies demonstrate that
individuals with strong natural support systems are healthier, happier, and have increased
positive outcomes than individuals with fewer natural supports. This civic engagement model
integrates new social service “technologies” that empower foster decision making and selfdetermination rather than seeking to control it. They include a strengths based psychological
assessment process for education/career guidance; a pre-community phase in which a strengthsbased platform to enter the community is built; and a long-term phase that draws sector expertise
and will benefit from the evidence-based practice of 25 years of experience and research of high
fidelity wraparound.
Sustaining the Open Table Young Adult model interventions beyond the life of this exploration
will be accomplished through several concurrent strategies integrated by the overarching
principle of volunteer and community engagement. This project identifies a robust wrap-around
service model and provides intensive support for youth aging out through volunteer mobilization
in a structured and proven approach within the faith community.
The strategies for sustaining this project beyond the life of this exploration share the common
foundation of engagement of the faith community, and leveraging of individual volunteers
through the Open Table model. The two distinct strategies, fiscal sustainability and operational
sustainability, are critically interrelated.
Fiscal Sustainability:
Open Table’s fiscal sustainability strategy includes licensing of the Table model to
congregations, which maintains fidelity of the model and ensures Tables are following the most
current protocols for the benefit of those being served. Faith communities support the Table
model through these licensing fees, thus building fiscal sustainability for Open Table.
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Operational Sustainability:
Open Table’s operational sustainability is based on its proven ability to develop and coordinate
an extensive network of volunteers – invited from Tables - who develop the model inside their
congregations, speak to faith communities and community organizations and launch additional
Tables. Using technology and specifically prepared materials, Table members in one city are
able to support the launch of Tables in any city or town in the country. This operational model is
being scaled to meet the needs of newly launched projects.
Conclusion
Open Table has learned a great deal from this time of exploration for this model. Some of the
findings are listed below.
•

•
•
•

•

Table members will benefit from more in-depth training on certain issues facing young
adults aged out of foster care, such as dealing with different types of behavioral health
diagnosis and substance abuse behaviors.
Establishing “just in time” training to be delivered at designated times in the Table
process to provide ongoing support to members throughout the process.
Intentionally developing relationships with some of the Table members prior the first
meeting is extremely valuable in establishing trust and comfort for the young adults.
This young adult population tends to have more complex issues for Tables to deal with,
which supports the request for the young adult’s Case Managers to be engaged whenever
possible.
Tables with young adults who test in pre-contemplation and contemplation in the
readiness assessment, will likely require a longer relational time prior to movement
toward accomplishments

One Table member said, “I was amazed at how much drama there is in the daily life of
these young adults. It seems that every week there is a new crisis they are dealing with.
I am glad we are here for them.”

Further expansion of this model is highly encouraged with further research and data
tracking recommended. The following is a suggested outline for continuation.
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Overall Objective for Continued Expansion:
Open Table, Arizona Department of Economic Security, local service providers, and the church
community create a continuum of care to provide an individualized, youth-guided planning
process to build long-term sustainable relationships that will follow the young adult

Goals
E
x
p
e

1. Increase the financial self-sufficiency of
youth

Objectives
a. Youth will obtain employment skills.
b. Youth will have part-time or full-time employment
c. Youth will obtain educational financial assistance
d. Youth with disabilities will apply for social security
benefits
e. Youth will receive assistance with housing, food
and other support supports

c
t
e

c

Youth will obtain high school diploma or GED; Youth
2. Improve the educational outcomes of youth receive trade school certification, or post-secondary
degree
will
a.
Youth will have a lifelong enduring relationship with a
caring adult
3. Increase youth’s positive connections with
b. Youth will have the support to explore and develop
adults
healthy relationships and boundaries with their
biological family

o

4. Reduce homelessness among youth

d
O
u
t

Youth will access and maintain affordable housing

m
e
s

Youth will have reduced substance abuse, criminal
5. Decrease high risk behaviors among youth charges and child birth
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