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STUDY GUIDE:
ABSENCE/
PRESENCE



A half-hour documentary film which celebrates foster 
youth, showing how school, extended-family and the 
kindness of strangers can help a child find their path in 
life. This film highlights the stories of two young women, 
Charell and Camilla, who end up in the NYC foster care 
system as youth but refuse to let their situation define 
them. Although their paths into foster care are strikingly 
different, both young women turn to school, friends, and 
their families- by-choice to create the support systems 
they need. Tackling issues such as substance abuse, 
parental incarceration, grief, and loss, Absence/Presence 
provides an inside look into the impact of the foster care 
system through the eyes of those who have experienced 
it first-hand.

ABSENCE/PRESENCE
FILM SYNOPSIS



ABSENCE/PRESENCE
ABOUT CHARELL

 
                                No matter how bad your family 

may have been, or is, you are your own 

person, and you get to determine who 

you are going to be from this point 

forward and hopefully you want to be 

someone more than the sum of the parts 

that brought you to this place in life.” 

— Charell Star Charleston

“
Charell Star Charleston spent the first decade of her life in the 
New York City foster care system. During that time, school was 
where she always felt safe. With the support and guidance of a 
school teacher, Charell earned a full scholarship to boarding 
school. She later went on to graduate from Boston University 
and became an adjunct professor at LIM College.

In 2012, she founded PA For A Day, a company which provides 
personal assistant services for hire. That same year, she started 
a lifestyle blog, “A Girl in A Dress” and was later named a
Black Enterprise Magazine “Follow Worthy Blogger.” 

Charell currently works in public relations and events. Through
her partnership with the Foster Care Film and Community 
Engagement Project, she has become a voice of inspiration and 
seeks to inspire change in the foster care community.



ABSENCE/PRESENCE
ABOUT CAMILLA

 
                                I’m just really grateful to be able to 

feel like a new family is possible.

They really taught me that just because 

you had one biological family, like that’s 

not your only chance. I’ve really learned 

the many definitions of a 

family.”

— Camilla Tecsy

“
Camilla Tecsy entered the foster care system shortly before 
her 18th birthday. Despite her personal and family struggles, 
Camilla graduated high school on time and went on to college.

Camilla is currently an English major at a local university and is 
a talented poet and writer. She volunteers with the Cystic 
Fibrosis Foundation and continues to share her story, and help 
others, through her writing and poetry.

She also worked as an intern at the NYC Administration for 
Children’s Services (ACS) where she contributed to a policy 
regarding coordination between ACS and the New York Police 
Department.

In 2015, Camilla became a Foster Care to Sucess Aim Higher 
Fellow, helping to create a conversation around post-secondary 
readiness and success for foster youth.



— Charell Star Charleston

It's a really lonely feeling. It's a 

really lonely way of growing up because 

it's not something you talk about... 

when you are a foster kid it's something 

you don't want to admit to. You don't 

want to admit that you don't have a

permanent home; that you don't have

a permanent place to be.”

“

sources: 
http://www.ccainstitute.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=25&Itemid=43
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/04/18/foster-children_n_845894.html
https://www.davethomasfoundation.org/news_story/national-adoption-month-foster-care-adoption-statistics/ 
http://childrensactionnetwork.org/resources.html

65% will experience 
more than 7 school 

changes during K-12.

65%

11% spend over 5 
years waiting for a 

family.  The average 
wait time is 3 years.

11%

6% of the 400,000 
kids in foster care
will age-out of the 
system each year 

without a family
for support.

6%

400,000 KIDS

3 YEARS

7 SCHOOLS



— Camilla Tecsy

I grew up with a mentality that just

like living day by day... Everything was 

so unexpected; I don’t know 

if  I’ll wake up in the morning without 

electricity, so the fact that even now 

I can say that next year I’m going to 

college, I’m going to be there for four 

years. That’s really amazing for me that 

I can plan for myself and take control 

of my future.” 

“

sources: 
1.  https://www.niaaa.nih.gov/alcohol-health/overview-alcohol-consumption/alcohol-facts-and-statistics
2.  https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/parentalsubabuse.pdf
3. Child Welfare League of America. (1997). Alcohol and other drug survey of state child welfare agencies.
    www.cwla.org/programs/bhd/1997stateaodsurvey.htm. Washington, DC.
 

of child welfare 
placements are associated 

with substance abuse. 3

50%

of children in this
country live with a parent who is 
dependent on or abuses alcohol 

or other drugs.2

12%

or 88,000 people die from 
alcohol-related causes 

annually, making alcohol 
the fourth leading 

preventable cause of death 
in the United States..1

1%



STUDY GUIDE
FOSTER YOUTH
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ABSENCE/PRESENCE

1. What did Charell talk about that helped her feel wanted? 
How have people in your own life helped you feel wanted? 

2.  How are foster youth portrayed in this film? How are they 
portrayed in the media and in general? What are some of 
the misconceptions of foster youth?

3.  If given the opportunity to share your story, would you?
Why or why not? Does hearing stories of other youth in
similar situations help you?

4.  Charell attributes her success to the “foundation in love”
that was provided by her great grandmother at the earliest 
stage in her life. What do you attribute your success to? 

5.  If you could tell a new foster parent in training anything, 
what would you want them to know? What about the workers 
at your foster care agency or from other agencies?

6.  How can you maintain relationships with birth parents, 
siblings, and/or relatives when circumstances make it 
difficult?

7.  Charell talks about her relationships with her biological 
and foster siblings. Pretend that a new foster youth moves 
into your current foster home. You now have a sibling who 
is also a foster youth. As a foster sibling what can you do to 
help them adapt? 

8.  Camilla experienced many unexpected changes in her 
life in a very short period of time. Have you ever experienced 

an unexpected change?  What advice would you give to a 
foster youth in that situation?

9.  Camilla’s father says the foster family “kidnapped” his 
daughter. What do you think of his statement? Do you agree 
or disagree? Why?

10.  How did Camilla’s father's alcohol consumption impact 
Camilla and her family? What do you think she meant when 
she said that she wanted to "tell him what he missed out on 
in high school"?

11.  Camilla says: “I was a private person. I don't know how 
I'm talking to you about it now. ” What do you think made 
her want to share her story? Have you ever shared your 
story? Why or why not?  Was it helpful? 

12.  Cystic Fibrosis is a genetic disease that causes severe 
damage to the lungs and digestive system, It often requires 
daily therapies and lengthy hospital stays as treatment.  
What additional challenges does Camilla face as a result of 
her Cystic Fibrosis? How do you think facing these challenges 
early on in life helped Camilla to get through the difficulties 
she faced with her biological family? 

13.  Camilla says: “Just because you can have kids doesn't 
mean you should.” What are your thoughts about this
statement? 

14.  Camilla says adoption would be a “slap in the face” to 
her biological mom. What do you think about this statement? 

15.  There is a strong support system of people around 
Camilla who helped her during a difficult time in her life. 
Who makes up her support system and what role does each 
person have in her life?

16.  What did Camilla mean when she said “you don’t have 
to feel guilty for saving yourself.” What do you think she 

wanted to save herself from? Have you ever felt like you 
wanted to “save yourself”?

BONUS CONTENT: Social Worker
What are some examples of positive things a social worker 
or an agency worker has done for you? 

BONUS CONTENT:
What I learned from Having a Father in Prison
“You shouldn’t let your circumstances define you, but they 
should inspire you to become the person you want to be.”
                                    — Charell Star Charleston

Do you feel that being in foster care has defined you or 
shaped who you are today?  What kind of person do you 
want to be?

BONUS CONTENT: Snapshots, Stability
Camilla discusses the lack of stability in her life growing up. 
What impact do you think this had on her? What are some 
ways parents can provide their children with stability?

BONUS CONTENT: Living for Myself, Not My Mother
Camilla finds a strategy that allows her to move forward 
with the life she wants while still finding a way to keep her 
mother in her life. What made her decide to do this? How 
does the article’s title reflect her feelings towards her 
mother?

BONUS CONTENT: Friends
Charell talks about not having friends for long because she 
never knew if she was returning to the same school the next 
day. Have you experienced this? If so, what was it like? How 
can you maintain relationships when you move?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Read the article on the following pages “Living for Myself, 
Not My Mother” by Camilla Tecsy.  Write a one page article 
about one of your own family experiences.

Discuss:
Why did you select the topic you chose to write about? 
Was it helpful to write it down?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Pretend you are the director of a foster care agency.
You are assigned to make changes within the agency to 
better address the needs of foster youth. Make a list of all 
the changes you would like to make. 

Discuss with a partner:
How you would implement these changes? What obstacles 
might you run into?



ABSENCE/PRESENCE

1. What did Charell talk about that helped her feel wanted? 
How have people in your own life helped you feel wanted? 

2.  How are foster youth portrayed in this film? How are they 
portrayed in the media and in general? What are some of 
the misconceptions of foster youth?

3.  If given the opportunity to share your story, would you?
Why or why not? Does hearing stories of other youth in
similar situations help you?

4.  Charell attributes her success to the “foundation in love”
that was provided by her great grandmother at the earliest 
stage in her life. What do you attribute your success to? 

5.  If you could tell a new foster parent in training anything, 
what would you want them to know? What about the workers 
at your foster care agency or from other agencies?

6.  How can you maintain relationships with birth parents, 
siblings, and/or relatives when circumstances make it 
difficult?

7.  Charell talks about her relationships with her biological 
and foster siblings. Pretend that a new foster youth moves 
into your current foster home. You now have a sibling who 
is also a foster youth. As a foster sibling what can you do to 
help them adapt? 

8.  Camilla experienced many unexpected changes in her 
life in a very short period of time. Have you ever experienced 

an unexpected change?  What advice would you give to a 
foster youth in that situation?

9.  Camilla’s father says the foster family “kidnapped” his 
daughter. What do you think of his statement? Do you agree 
or disagree? Why?

10.  How did Camilla’s father's alcohol consumption impact 
Camilla and her family? What do you think she meant when 
she said that she wanted to "tell him what he missed out on 
in high school"?

11.  Camilla says: “I was a private person. I don't know how 
I'm talking to you about it now. ” What do you think made 
her want to share her story? Have you ever shared your 
story? Why or why not?  Was it helpful? 

12.  Cystic Fibrosis is a genetic disease that causes severe 
damage to the lungs and digestive system, It often requires 
daily therapies and lengthy hospital stays as treatment.  
What additional challenges does Camilla face as a result of 
her Cystic Fibrosis? How do you think facing these challenges 
early on in life helped Camilla to get through the difficulties 
she faced with her biological family? 

13.  Camilla says: “Just because you can have kids doesn't 
mean you should.” What are your thoughts about this
statement? 

14.  Camilla says adoption would be a “slap in the face” to 
her biological mom. What do you think about this statement? 

15.  There is a strong support system of people around 
Camilla who helped her during a difficult time in her life. 
Who makes up her support system and what role does each 
person have in her life?

16.  What did Camilla mean when she said “you don’t have 
to feel guilty for saving yourself.” What do you think she 

wanted to save herself from? Have you ever felt like you 
wanted to “save yourself”?

BONUS CONTENT: Social Worker
What are some examples of positive things a social worker 
or an agency worker has done for you? 

BONUS CONTENT:
What I learned from Having a Father in Prison
“You shouldn’t let your circumstances define you, but they 
should inspire you to become the person you want to be.”
                                    — Charell Star Charleston

Do you feel that being in foster care has defined you or 
shaped who you are today?  What kind of person do you 
want to be?

BONUS CONTENT: Snapshots, Stability
Camilla discusses the lack of stability in her life growing up. 
What impact do you think this had on her? What are some 
ways parents can provide their children with stability?

BONUS CONTENT: Living for Myself, Not My Mother
Camilla finds a strategy that allows her to move forward 
with the life she wants while still finding a way to keep her 
mother in her life. What made her decide to do this? How 
does the article’s title reflect her feelings towards her 
mother?

BONUS CONTENT: Friends
Charell talks about not having friends for long because she 
never knew if she was returning to the same school the next 
day. Have you experienced this? If so, what was it like? How 
can you maintain relationships when you move?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Read the article on the following pages “Living for Myself, 
Not My Mother” by Camilla Tecsy.  Write a one page article 
about one of your own family experiences.

Discuss:
Why did you select the topic you chose to write about? 
Was it helpful to write it down?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Pretend you are the director of a foster care agency.
You are assigned to make changes within the agency to 
better address the needs of foster youth. Make a list of all 
the changes you would like to make. 

Discuss with a partner:
How you would implement these changes? What obstacles 
might you run into?



STUDY GUIDE
FOSTER PARENTS
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ABSENCE/PRESENCE

1.  Hearing Charell's story, what questions do you have 
about foster parenting?  Ask those questions now and 
discuss them with the group.  

2.  What did Charell talk about that helped her feel wanted? 

3.  Charell talked about negative experiences in certain 
foster homes and a feeling of being unwanted and unloved. 
As a foster parent, what would you do to better prepare 
your home for a foster child? What could you do to make 
your foster child feel like a part of the home and family? 

4.  Charell attributes her success to the “foundation in love” 
that was provided by her great grandmother in her early 
life.  What do you think is needed to help to build a loving 
foundation for foster youth?

5.  Less than 6% of foster youth attend college. What led to 
Charell’s high academic achievement and how can you help 
youth work towards achieving their educational, vocational 
and life goals?

6.  Camilla’s father says the foster family “kidnapped” his 
daughter. As a foster parent, how do you feel about this 
statement? What can be done to facilitate a better 
relationship between foster parents and birth parents?

7.  How do biological parents generally feel about the child 
welfare system? How does it compare to your own thoughts 
about the system?

8.  Camilla says: “Just because you can have kids doesn't 
mean you should.” As a foster and/or biological parent, 
what are your thoughts about this statement? 

9.  Cystic Fibrosis is a genetic disease that causes severe 
damage to the lungs and digestive system, It often requires 
daily therapies and lengthy hospital stays as treatment. 
What additional challenges does Camilla face as a result of 
her Cystic Fibrosis? How do you think facing these challenges 
early on in life helped Camilla to get through the difficulties 
she faced with her biological family?

10.  Camilla thought that one day her dad would stop 
drinking. How do you think Camilla’s life would have been 
different if her father had addressed his drinking problem? 

11.  Camilla’s father died suddenly just as she was hoping 
that their relationship would be re-established. How can you 
help a foster youth deal with grief, loss, and/or managing 
expectations of re-unification?

12.  Camilla entered foster care at age 17. What do you 
think it would be like to welcome a 17 year old foster youth 
into your home?

13.  As a foster parent, how can you support a child whose 
biological parents struggle with alcohol and/or drug abuse?

14.  Camilla says adoption would be a “slap in the face” to 
her biological mother. Given that Camilla entered the 
system at age 17, how do you think her foster parents felt 
about this statement? There are many reasons foster youth 
may say they don’t want to be adopted. Can you think of a 
few?

15.  Camilla talked about her foster mom being a “blessing 
from the sky.” What did the foster mom do to earn this title? 
As a foster parent, what would you do to gain trust?

BONUS CONTENT: Trash Bags
Has a foster child ever arrived at your home with all their 
belongings in a trash bag? How do you think the child felt 
during the moving process? What recommendations might 
you have to make that process better for these youth?

BONUS CONTENT: Snapshots, Stability
Camilla discusses the lack of stability in her life growing up. 
What impact do you think this had on her? What are some 
ways parents can provide their children with stability?

BONUS CONTENT: Poetry by Princess
Select two poems to read. Discuss with a partner the themes 
you found in the poems. In what ways are they universal? 
How do they apply to Camilla’s story? How do they apply to 
the stories of the youth you work with?

BONUS CONTENT: Social Worker
Small actions can make a big difference in a foster youth’s 
life, such as when Charell’s social worker returns her lost doll. 
What are some examples of things you have done to go the 
extra mile for a child in foster care?

BONUS CONTENT: Friends
Charell talks about not having friends for long because she 
never knew if she was returning to the same school the next 
day. How can you help foster youth in your home maintain 
prior relationships?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Pretend you are in high school. Get an index card and write 5 
things that you care about on it. (Examples: school, work, 
friends, parents, etc.)

Next, partner with someone you don't know. Have a 5 minute 
conversation with your partners without talking about 
anything listed on the card.

Discuss with a partner or group:
How hard was it to not talk about the most important things 
in your life? How did you start a conversation?
Did it feel like you were hiding something?

Foster kids are often ashamed of their situation and hide 
their aspect of their personal lives from friends and 
classmates. What do you think makes them feel ashamed? 
How could you make them feel comfortable? 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Read the article on the fllowing pages “Living for Myself, Not 
My Mother” by Camilla Tecsy. Write a one page article about 
your own experiences as a foster parent, or experiences that 
lead up to your decision to want to be one.

Discuss:
Why did you select the topic you chose to write about?
Was it helpful to write it down?  



ABSENCE/PRESENCE

1.  Hearing Charell's story, what questions do you have 
about foster parenting?  Ask those questions now and 
discuss them with the group.  

2.  What did Charell talk about that helped her feel wanted? 

3.  Charell talked about negative experiences in certain 
foster homes and a feeling of being unwanted and unloved. 
As a foster parent, what would you do to better prepare 
your home for a foster child? What could you do to make 
your foster child feel like a part of the home and family? 

4.  Charell attributes her success to the “foundation in love” 
that was provided by her great grandmother in her early 
life.  What do you think is needed to help to build a loving 
foundation for foster youth?

5.  Less than 6% of foster youth attend college. What led to 
Charell’s high academic achievement and how can you help 
youth work towards achieving their educational, vocational 
and life goals?

6.  Camilla’s father says the foster family “kidnapped” his 
daughter. As a foster parent, how do you feel about this 
statement? What can be done to facilitate a better 
relationship between foster parents and birth parents?

7.  How do biological parents generally feel about the child 
welfare system? How does it compare to your own thoughts 
about the system?

8.  Camilla says: “Just because you can have kids doesn't 
mean you should.” As a foster and/or biological parent, 
what are your thoughts about this statement? 

9.  Cystic Fibrosis is a genetic disease that causes severe 
damage to the lungs and digestive system, It often requires 
daily therapies and lengthy hospital stays as treatment. 
What additional challenges does Camilla face as a result of 
her Cystic Fibrosis? How do you think facing these challenges 
early on in life helped Camilla to get through the difficulties 
she faced with her biological family?

10.  Camilla thought that one day her dad would stop 
drinking. How do you think Camilla’s life would have been 
different if her father had addressed his drinking problem? 

11.  Camilla’s father died suddenly just as she was hoping 
that their relationship would be re-established. How can you 
help a foster youth deal with grief, loss, and/or managing 
expectations of re-unification?

12.  Camilla entered foster care at age 17. What do you 
think it would be like to welcome a 17 year old foster youth 
into your home?

13.  As a foster parent, how can you support a child whose 
biological parents struggle with alcohol and/or drug abuse?

14.  Camilla says adoption would be a “slap in the face” to 
her biological mother. Given that Camilla entered the 
system at age 17, how do you think her foster parents felt 
about this statement? There are many reasons foster youth 
may say they don’t want to be adopted. Can you think of a 
few?

15.  Camilla talked about her foster mom being a “blessing 
from the sky.” What did the foster mom do to earn this title? 
As a foster parent, what would you do to gain trust?

BONUS CONTENT: Trash Bags
Has a foster child ever arrived at your home with all their 
belongings in a trash bag? How do you think the child felt 
during the moving process? What recommendations might 
you have to make that process better for these youth?

BONUS CONTENT: Snapshots, Stability
Camilla discusses the lack of stability in her life growing up. 
What impact do you think this had on her? What are some 
ways parents can provide their children with stability?

BONUS CONTENT: Poetry by Princess
Select two poems to read. Discuss with a partner the themes 
you found in the poems. In what ways are they universal? 
How do they apply to Camilla’s story? How do they apply to 
the stories of the youth you work with?

BONUS CONTENT: Social Worker
Small actions can make a big difference in a foster youth’s 
life, such as when Charell’s social worker returns her lost doll. 
What are some examples of things you have done to go the 
extra mile for a child in foster care?

BONUS CONTENT: Friends
Charell talks about not having friends for long because she 
never knew if she was returning to the same school the next 
day. How can you help foster youth in your home maintain 
prior relationships?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Pretend you are in high school. Get an index card and write 5 
things that you care about on it. (Examples: school, work, 
friends, parents, etc.)

Next, partner with someone you don't know. Have a 5 minute 
conversation with your partners without talking about 
anything listed on the card.

Discuss with a partner or group:
How hard was it to not talk about the most important things 
in your life? How did you start a conversation?
Did it feel like you were hiding something?

Foster kids are often ashamed of their situation and hide 
their aspect of their personal lives from friends and 
classmates. What do you think makes them feel ashamed? 
How could you make them feel comfortable? 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:
Read the article on the fllowing pages “Living for Myself, Not 
My Mother” by Camilla Tecsy. Write a one page article about 
your own experiences as a foster parent, or experiences that 
lead up to your decision to want to be one.

Discuss:
Why did you select the topic you chose to write about?
Was it helpful to write it down?  



STUDY GUIDE
ADVOCATES & PROFESSIONALS
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ABSENCE/PRESENCE

1.  What did Charell talk about that helped her feel wanted? 

2.  Charell had her great grandmother as a positive support 
in her life, but not all children do. How can you provide 
support to foster youth?

3.  Charell talks about feeling different from other kids and 
hiding the fact that she was in foster care because she was 
ashamed. What do you think made her feel ashamed? What 
are some of the stigma foster youth face and what can you 
do to help them address this? 

4.  Charell hasn’t visited her father in prison since she was 
14. How can you help children maintain relationships with 
their birth parents, siblings and/or relatives?  What would 
you do if they decided they didn’t want to maintain contact?

5.  Less than 6% of former foster youth graduated from college 
by age 24, according to a 2010 study by the University of 
Chicago. What do you think led to Charell’s educational 
success and what do you think can help foster youth 
achieve their educational, vocational and life goals?

6.  Camilla’s story shows how situations can change 
unexpectedly in a short amount of time. What preventive 
measures could have been taken early on to help keep 
Camilla’s family together?

7.  Child protective services arrived at Camilla’s family home 
at 4 a.m. What do you think about CPS’ decision to visit her 
home at 4am? Were there alternative ways the situation 

could have been handled?

8.  Camilla’s father says the foster family “kidnapped” his 
daughter. How can you handle the difficult feelings biological 
parents feel when their children are placed into foster care? 
What would you have told Camilla’s parents?

9.  How can we help foster youth who have parents
struggling with alcohol and/or substance abuse?

10.  Camilla’s father died suddenly just as she was hoping 
that their relationship would be re-established. How can you 
help a foster youth deal with grief, loss, and/or managing 
expectations of re-unification?

11.  Cystic Fibrosis is a genetic disease that causes severe 
damage to the lungs and digestive system, It often requires 
daily therapies and lengthy hospital stays as treatment. What 
additional challenges does Camilla face as a result of her 
Cystic Fibrosis? How do you think facing these challenges 
early on in life helped Camilla to get through the difficulties 
she faced with her biological family?

12.  Camilla stated: “you don’t have to feel guilty for saving 
yourself.” What do you think would make a foster youth feel 
guilty for removing him/herself from a difficult situation?

13.  Camilla talked about her foster mom being a “blessing 
from the sky.” What did the foster mom do to earn this title? 
As a foster parent, what would you do to help a child feel 
welcome and loved? 

14.  Despite the challenges she faced from ages 16-18, 
Camilla graduated from high school and continued on to 
college. List the individuals and factors in her life that made 
this possible.



BONUS CONTENT: Trash Bags
What are your experiences when you have had to move a 
foster child. Have you seen a trash bag used in the process? 
Charell talked about how this was an unpleasant experience. 
What recommendations do you have to make the moving 
process better in the future?

BONUS CONTENT: Social Worker
Simple thoughtful actions can make a big difference in a 
foster youth’s life, such as when Charell’s social worker 
returns her lost doll. What are some examples of things you 
have done to go the extra mile for a child in foster care?

BONUS CONTENT: Friends
Charell talks about not having friends for long because she 
never knew if she was returning to the same school the next 
day. What can you do to ensure the youth you work with 
attend the same school, keep continuous relationships and 
maintain as much stability in their lives as possible? 

BONUS CONTENT: Living for Myself, Not My Mother
Camilla discusses the lack of stability in her life. What 
impact do you think this had on her? What are some ways 
neighbors, friends, teachers etc. can help provide stability 
for children, who are unknown to the child welfare system?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY
Bonus Content: Snapshots: Stability
Camilla discusses the lack of stability in her life growing up. 
What impact did this have on her? When working with 
foster youth- what do you do to help provide children with 
stability in their lives? Have a group discussion and 
exchange ideas.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY
Bonus Content: Poetry by Princess
Select two poems to read. Discuss with a partner the 
themes you found in the poems. In what ways are they 

universal? How do they apply to Camilla’s story? How do 
they apply to the stories of the youth you work with?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY
1.  Pretend you are moving to a new home. Spend 5 minutes 
making a detailed packing list of things you don’t want to 
forget (Examples: photo album, keepsakes, favorite sweater, 
etc.). Complete this list before reading the remaining 
instructions for this activity.

2.  You had to move without notice. The movers arbitrarily 
grabbed some of your things and transported them in trash 
bags. The rest got tossed out.

3.  Go through your list and cross out every other item 
starting with the first one. Each crossed out item represents 
a possession that got thrown away.

Reflect:
What items were left behind? What will you miss the most?
How did you feel knowing you had no control over what you 
could bring? How did you feel when you found your belong-
ings in trash bags?

Discuss:
This scenario happens to foster youth every day.
Discuss how this made you feel and what you can do to 
make this process easier for the foster youth you work with.



 by Camilla Tecsy

My journey into care began the summer 
before my junior year of high school. That’s 
when my family—never all that stable—began to 
unravel. 

My mom lost her job, and my sister came 
home from college to get treatment for her 
depression. 

My dad fell under the pressure of being the 
only financial supporter of the house, and 
began to drink to the point where he would 
lock himself in his room and I would not see 
him for days. My mother also stayed in her 
room a lot and stopped shopping, cooking, 
cleaning, and parenting.

For most of my life, and those last couple of 
months in particular, I never knew what chaos 
would be waiting for me when I woke up and 
got out of bed. We often had no money and 
no food. On more than one occasion, the 
electricity got cut off, and I could not do the 
daily electric powered lung therapy I need 
to do for my disease, cystic fibrosis. Finally, I 
decided I needed to leave. On November 7, 
2011, I moved out of my parent’s house and
in with my best friend’s family.

When I moved out, I knew my relationship with 
my mother would forever be changed. I 
suspected that she would never forgive me. 
But I was unable to live in the conditions of 
that home, and I needed to think about my 
future.

Things at home continued to fall apart after I 
moved out. On December 4, my father was 

admitted to the hospital after passing out from 
drinking and being stuck in his room for 
several hours, unconscious on the floor where 
he’d fallen. He never fully recovered from the 
head trauma, and he died 10 days later. Soon 
after that, I officially went into the foster care 
system.

Ever since I moved out, my mom has felt 
victimized. In her eyes, foster care wasn’t 
about me getting the help I needed, but about 
government workers calling her a bad parent. 
At our very first family meeting in court after I 
went into care, shortly after my dad passed 
away, my mother dropped a bombshell.

“Mrs. Tecsy, we would like for both you and 
your daughter to engage in individual therapy 
and then work your way toward family therapy 
and dialectical behavior therapy,” the judge 
said.

“I am going to be moving to Florida, so I 
cannot commit to this engagement,” my 
mother announced. She had never told me 
this plan. And on September 13, 2012, once 
my mom finally moved, family reunion was no 
longer achievable. She has consistently 
refused to cooperate with anyone in the foster 
care system.

Planning My Future
It was time to set a new goal—Another Planned 
Permanent Living Arrangement, or APPLA. 
APPLA is a safety net for older children in 
foster care to get them ready for adulthood. I 
don’t ever want to move back in with my mom, 
and I don’t want to have to feel guilty about 

that or feel responsible for her. I am preparing 
for life on my own.

Last January, we had a meeting to discuss my 
APPLA and what would happen when I went 
off to college in September. My mother joined 
over speaker phone from Florida. Until I’m 21, 
my mother has to be in these meetings, which 
is hard for me to grasp. In my opinion, the 
whole point of foster care was the validation of 
the dysfunction in my former home with my 

birth parents. Especially now that family 
reunion is no longer the goal, it doesn’t make 
sense to have to negotiate peace between my 
old life and my new life.

Around the table sat a social worker, an 
educational consultant, three other supervisors 
I had never met before, and my foster parents 
Kim and Farhan. Kim and Farhan give me 
stability and love and help me schedule these 
meetings, and they work with me to figure out 
my future. My foster parents allow me to put 
myself first and make responsible decisions for 
myself. They give me the freedom and the 
support to get where I want to go.

The supervisor, Rachel, who knows my mother, 
was not able to make this meeting so she had 
a social worker sitting in for her. The new social 
worker dialed the phone, which sat in the 
middle of the table, facing her, with its back to 
me. Everyone else’s eyes were on me.

Despite my mother’s history of alienating 
social workers, I hoped that something good 
would come out of this phone call. Things felt 
less hostile since she’d moved to Florida. As I 
started getting into colleges, I would call her 

and listen to her cry and tell me how proud of 
me she was.
When I got my senior portraits, I e-mailed my 
favorite one to her, and read, over and over 
again, her response telling me how beautiful 
she thought I was. Recently, when our conver-
sations ended, my eyes welled with relief and 
comfort rather than pain and disappointment.

Sharing these exciting moments in my life with 
her always seemed to ease the tension 
between us. And it didn’t require us to talk 
about the past or the present, but my future, 
which she always reminded me was bright. A 
lot of people tell me this, but it’s a different 
feeling to hear it from my mom.

So as the phone rang, I was optimistic. We 
weren’t revisiting any cases of neglect, blame, 
or disappointment. This meeting was about 
me and college and what I needed to do to 
make my dreams a reality.

‘I Am Not Her Mother’
My mother picked up and said hello. She 
sounded calm. 

“Hello, Mrs. Tecsy,” said the substitute social 
worker. “I am calling you from the Children’s 
Aid Society and I am sitting here with an 
educational consultant, a social worker, and 
Camilla and her foster parents. I want to talk to 
you about Camilla’s status in foster care.”

“Where is Rachel?” my mom asked, her voice 
turning snappy. I tensed up.

“Rachel could not make it today, but I am filling 
in for her. We wanted to talk to you about what 
your daughter is going to do come September 
when she goes off to college.” 

“My daughter?” my mother asked sarcastically, 

the anger sharpening in her voice. “She is no 
longer my daughter. I am not her mother 
anymore.”

“You will always be her mother, Mrs. Tecsy.”

“If I was her mother, then she would not have 
abandoned me.” The rampage began. “Is 
Camilla there? Can she hear me?” My mom did 
not like that she was on speaker phone, and 
that these people were speaking on my behalf 
while I sat there listening. She repeated what 
she’d been saying for the last year to the 
people trying to help me: This is all Camilla’s 
fault… I have lost my rights as a birth moth-
er…Camilla doesn’t care about my opinion…-
Camilla doesn’t try to sustain a relationship 
with me anymore, so you can’t tell me she still 
loves me….

I felt like vomiting. It had been silly to hope 
she’d be fair or reasonable. Yes, some of my 
mother’s rights as a parent have been 
stripped, but I couldn’t have made that 
decision even if Iwanted to. All I wanted was 
help. I sat there silent and miserable as she 
ranted.

After half an hour of my mother going back 
and forth with the supervisors, I passed a note 
to Kim: This is unproductive. Around that table, 
everyone could see everything, and when their 
eyes caught the words on my note, they all 
nodded, and the social worker began to 
conclude the phone conversation with my 
mother. Before she hung up, she said she 
wanted to say something to me, so the phone 
was pushed closer toward my side of the table, 
and was facing me now. Instead of her phone- 
back,  I was now looking at her phone-eyes.

She spoke in a passive-aggressive tone. “I want 
to wish you, Miss Tecsy, the best of luck with 
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everything. You deserve it—.” I hung up on 
her.

The tension in my muscles released and I 
began to cry. One of the social workers, who 
was a stranger to me, said, “I understand what 
it’s like to be unable to satisfy a parent.”

Those words softened me. I looked him in the 
eye and could tell he spoke from experience. 
I knew he knew what I had just gone through 
and what I faced. I knew I wasn’t alone.

The Life I Want
Moving out of the house forced me to figure 
out what I want and need. I want stability and 
a family whose members look out for each 
other. Independence is important, but so are 
attention, stability, and a routine. The medical 
requirements for my cystic fibrosis are specific 
and demanding. I cannot afford to skip a meal 
or my lung therapy on any day. My mom 
could not provide that stability.

I know she is still proud of me in her heart. I 
know she thinks I’m strong, brave, and 
independent, but I hurt her when I left her, 
and it’s hard for her to see how the move has 
helped me. But going forward, the decisions I 
make cannot be about obtaining her approv-
al. They have to be about the life I want and 

about telling the truth.

Before I moved into my best friend’s house, 
when I was still living at home, I repressed my 
feelings of sadness and hopelessness. I felt 
guilty for ever being dissatisfied with the way 
things were being handled at home. But ever 
since I first opened my mouth for help, it was 
like unlocking a door— even more than that. It 
was also throwing away the key so that I could 
never lock the door again.

Managing Our Relationship
Now, when I am upset or need something, I 
ask for help. I talk to the people who love me, 
support me, and stand by my side. By talking, 
I release the instability and insanity of the 
years I spent living in that house and dealing 
with her anger. My mind eases back into the 
present. I can remember how far I’ve come, 
how hard I’ve worked to get to where I am, 
and where I’m trying to end up.

It will be complicated to try to maintain a 
relationship with my mother. I have to learn to 
create boundaries by not calling her some-
times, and by not always picking up when she 
calls, in order to protect myself. In a confer-
ence room with social workers around, I know 
that when I hang up the phone, the people 
around me support my decision to preserve 
myself. But when I’m in my room alone and I 
say something to my mom that sets her off, I 
feel guilty, like I did something wrong. And 
so, in the privacy of my room, I scream back at 
her. The yelling leads to neither of us listening 
to each other.

Telling my mom only about my successes 
avoids the volatile topic of social workers and 
foster care, but I can’t just leave out every-
thing about my life in care when we talk. I 
don’t want to hide parts of my life from her. 

But sometimes, the right answer is to hide 
things from her in order to avoid the blow-
back.

I believe the truest parts of my mother are the 
parts I love, including the part that can be 
proud of me. When she flips out in rage, she’s 
not really herself. Even though I can get 
pulled in and respond to her with anger or 
sadness, I don’t want that to define who she 
is, and I don’t let what she says about me in 
anger define who I am. Believing in the best 
of my mother allows me to handle her 
not-best self. It is a strategy that allows me to 
be happy and keep her in my life, while also 
moving forward into the life I want.
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fault… I have lost my rights as a birth moth-
er…Camilla doesn’t care about my opinion…-
Camilla doesn’t try to sustain a relationship 
with me anymore, so you can’t tell me she still 
loves me….

I felt like vomiting. It had been silly to hope 
she’d be fair or reasonable. Yes, some of my 
mother’s rights as a parent have been 
stripped, but I couldn’t have made that 
decision even if Iwanted to. All I wanted was 
help. I sat there silent and miserable as she 
ranted.

After half an hour of my mother going back 
and forth with the supervisors, I passed a note 
to Kim: This is unproductive. Around that table, 
everyone could see everything, and when their 
eyes caught the words on my note, they all 
nodded, and the social worker began to 
conclude the phone conversation with my 
mother. Before she hung up, she said she 
wanted to say something to me, so the phone 
was pushed closer toward my side of the table, 
and was facing me now. Instead of her phone- 
back,  I was now looking at her phone-eyes.

She spoke in a passive-aggressive tone. “I want 
to wish you, Miss Tecsy, the best of luck with 

everything. You deserve it—.” I hung up on 
her.

The tension in my muscles released and I 
began to cry. One of the social workers, who 
was a stranger to me, said, “I understand what 
it’s like to be unable to satisfy a parent.”

Those words softened me. I looked him in the 
eye and could tell he spoke from experience. 
I knew he knew what I had just gone through 
and what I faced. I knew I wasn’t alone.

The Life I Want
Moving out of the house forced me to figure 
out what I want and need. I want stability and 
a family whose members look out for each 
other. Independence is important, but so are 
attention, stability, and a routine. The medical 
requirements for my cystic fibrosis are specific 
and demanding. I cannot afford to skip a meal 
or my lung therapy on any day. My mom 
could not provide that stability.

I know she is still proud of me in her heart. I 
know she thinks I’m strong, brave, and 
independent, but I hurt her when I left her, 
and it’s hard for her to see how the move has 
helped me. But going forward, the decisions I 
make cannot be about obtaining her approv-
al. They have to be about the life I want and 

about telling the truth.

Before I moved into my best friend’s house, 
when I was still living at home, I repressed my 
feelings of sadness and hopelessness. I felt 
guilty for ever being dissatisfied with the way 
things were being handled at home. But ever 
since I first opened my mouth for help, it was 
like unlocking a door— even more than that. It 
was also throwing away the key so that I could 
never lock the door again.

Managing Our Relationship
Now, when I am upset or need something, I 
ask for help. I talk to the people who love me, 
support me, and stand by my side. By talking, 
I release the instability and insanity of the 
years I spent living in that house and dealing 
with her anger. My mind eases back into the 
present. I can remember how far I’ve come, 
how hard I’ve worked to get to where I am, 
and where I’m trying to end up.

It will be complicated to try to maintain a 
relationship with my mother. I have to learn to 
create boundaries by not calling her some-
times, and by not always picking up when she 
calls, in order to protect myself. In a confer-
ence room with social workers around, I know 
that when I hang up the phone, the people 
around me support my decision to preserve 
myself. But when I’m in my room alone and I 
say something to my mom that sets her off, I 
feel guilty, like I did something wrong. And 
so, in the privacy of my room, I scream back at 
her. The yelling leads to neither of us listening 
to each other.

Telling my mom only about my successes 
avoids the volatile topic of social workers and 
foster care, but I can’t just leave out every-
thing about my life in care when we talk. I 
don’t want to hide parts of my life from her. 

But sometimes, the right answer is to hide 
things from her in order to avoid the blow-
back.

I believe the truest parts of my mother are the 
parts I love, including the part that can be 
proud of me. When she flips out in rage, she’s 
not really herself. Even though I can get 
pulled in and respond to her with anger or 
sadness, I don’t want that to define who she 
is, and I don’t let what she says about me in 
anger define who I am. Believing in the best 
of my mother allows me to handle her 
not-best self. It is a strategy that allows me to 
be happy and keep her in my life, while also 
moving forward into the life I want.

Article from Represent magazine used with permission from Youth 
Communication.
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ACTIVITY: LUGGAGE DRIVE

“It’s a really shrinking feeling when things you care about, 
you love are just thrown in a trash bag”

                                      —  Charell Star Charleston

BONUS CONTENT: Trash Bags
Youth in foster care often have few belongings, and what 
little they have gets thrown in trash bags every time they 
are moved to yet another home. To help counter this 
practice you can collect luggage and duffel bags to give to 
youth in foster care.

ACTIVITY [option #1]: 
Contact your local foster care agency to find out if they 
accept donations of new or gently used bags. 

Setup a drop off location at your organization or hold an 
event during which people can bring donations.

Drop off all donations to your local foster care agency.

ACTIVITY [option #2]: 
Contact an organization such as togetherwerise.org to 
setup a dedicated fundraising page for your organization 
to raise money for Sweet Cases for foster youth. Each 
Sweet Case is filled with toys and essentials. You promote 
the fundraising page and Together We Rise will handle the 
purchasing and distribution of all Sweet Cases. Easy!

QUESTIONS?
Contact us at info@fostercarefilm.com and we’ll help you 
get started! 



RELATED RESOURCES
Become an Advocate
http://www.casaforchildren.org

Become a Foster or Adoptive Parent
http://www.adoptuskids.org/for-families

Child Welfare Statistics
http://www.datacenter.aecf.org/

Foster Care Statistics By State
http://www.bu.edu/ssw/usfostercare/

National Association for Children of Alcoholics 
http://www.nacoa.org.uk/
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— Charell Star Charleston

The foster care system is this 

antiquated system of putting kids in 

homes, sometimes in foreign homes to 

them, temporary homes, where we 

expect everything to work out, and it’s 

an unrealistic system, it’s an unrealistic 

situation that we put kids in and it needs 

to be improved.”

“
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ABUSE 
An injury or pattern of injuries to a child that is non-accidental 
and the result of acts or omissions of a child’s caretaker. 
Types of abuse include physical abuse, sexual abuse and 
denial of critical care.

ALCOHOL ABUSE 
a pattern of drinking that results in harm to one’s health, 
interpersonal relationships, or ability to work.

ADMINISTRATION FOR CHILDREN'S SERVICES 
A New York City governmental agency that provides welfare 
services to children and their families.

AGENCY
The organization responsible for providing supportive 
services while a child or youth is in foster care. Agencies may 
be run by the county, state or by a private organization.

ADOPTION
The creation of a new, permanent relationship between an 
adoptive parent and a child. Once this happens, there is no 
legal difference between a child who is adopted and a child 
who is born into a family. Adoption can happen at any age. 
and can be by a relative, foster parent, or a new family. 

BIOLOGICAL PARENTS
The person(s) who gave birth to or fathered the child.

CASEWORKER
Works with youth and their families to provide services and 
support with the goal of permanent placement for the youth.

CHILD PROTECTIVE CASEWORKER (CPS)
Works with children and youth and families (sometimes the 
children and youth are still in their homes) to assess, investi-
gate and provide ongoing social services to families where 
abuse and neglect of youth has been reported.

CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES
Works with children, youth and families to assess,
investigate and provide ongoing social services to families
where abuse and neglect of youth has been reported.

CUSTODY
The care, control, and maintenance of a child, which can be 
legally awarded by the court to an agency in abuse and 
neglect cases, or to parents in divorce, separation, and 
adoption proceedings. Child welfare departments retain 
legal custody and control over the major decisions for a child
that is in foster care. Foster parents do not have legal custody 
of the children that are in their care.

CYSTIC FIBROSIS
Cystic fibrosis (CF) is an inherited disease that affects the 
secretory glands, including the mucus and sweat glands. 
Cystic fibrosis mostly affects the lungs, pancreas, liver, 
intestines, sinuses, and sex organs.

DEPENDENT CHILD
A child who has been placed in the legal custody of either 
the state or the county foster care system by the courts, 
usually due to the abandonment, abuse or neglect of the 
child by a parents or other caregiver.

FOSTER CARE
Care provided to youth when they are removed from their 
biological family’s custody and are placed in state custody. 

Foster care includes placement with relatives, foster families, 
group homes, and shelters.

FOSTER HOME
A home where a youth may live while in the custody of the 
State’s Child Welfare system.

KINSHIP CARE
Those providing 24 hour care for children they are related to 
by blood. This may also be called relative care.

NEGLECT
The failure of the person responsible for the care of a child 
to provide adequate food, shelter, clothing, medical care or 
supervision necessary for the child’s health and welfare.

NON_RELATIVE PLACEMENT
Placement of a child with people who are not related to the 
child. They are usually licensed foster care providers paid
by the child welfare agency, although sometimes they are 
interested families in the community who undergo back-
ground checks and are supervised by the child welfare 
agency. 

PLACEMENT
This term is used to describe the point in time when a young 
person goes to live in a foster home, group home, or other
temporary living arrangement.

REUNIFICATION
Return of a child to the family from which she was removed.

SIBLING GROUP
A sibling group is a group of two or more siblings. Most child 
welfare agencies have a policy to keep siblings together 

when in foster care, and for the purpose of permanency 
planning, although this does not always happen in practice. 

SOCIAL WORKER
Foster care social workers are licensed professionals who 
give children and families support. Social workers play a key 
role in the recruitment of qualified foster parents, placing 
children in supportive homes, and coordinating available 
resources for families.
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SOURCES:
http://womens-place.com/features/adoption_terms
http://www.mppi.org/resources/glossary
https://www.fosterclub.com/glossary
http://www.cdc.gov
http://www.medicinenet.com/cystic_fibrosis/article.htm


