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By NATASHA SANTOS

Last year I had to make a typical 
transition: switch from one school to 
another because I wasn’t doing well. To 
the people around me it was 
a practical decision. But for 
me it symbolized rejection and 
failure. It reminded me of when 
my old foster mother made me 
leave her house when I was 12, 
and it seemed to prove that I’ll 
feel forever alien to the people 
around me.

Leaving my school brought up too 
many old feelings that I wasn’t ready to 
deal with, so for a year I didn’t. I spent 
half my school days in my bedroom, 

asleep or watching television. When I 
did go to school I mostly did nothing but 
roam the halls. Occasionally I went to 
class and was energetic and interested. I 
vowed to the teachers that I would show 

up more often. I was deter-
mined to change. But I didn’t. 
It wasn’t long before the teach-
ers believed I was full of it.

I wasn’t. It was just a 
lot harder to change than I’d 
thought.

Overwhelming Changes

By the time we’re 18 or 21 and 
ready to leave care, we’ve dealt with 
lots of practical changes: we’ve often 

changed schools and homes numerous 
times. So you would think we’d get good 
at making transitions, and that when 
it’s time for the big change (aging out) 
we’d be prepared because we’ve done 
it so many times before. But changes 
also bring up difficult emotions that we 
haven’t acknowledged, and many times 
we get overwhelmed or depressed.

Luckily there are some ways of 
handling changes that we can learn 
so we can more smoothly transition 
from one phase of our lives to another. 
These tools, as we called them here at 
Represent, can be helpful and even fun if 
used faithfully.

A Method to the Madness
Learning new tools can make changes easier to handle.
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During the 13 years that we’ve 
published Represent, we’ve seen many 
teens leave care. Even those who start 
out well set-up, find that aging out feels 
like being caught in a cyclone. With 
every practical change—like starting 
a new job, or moving in with someone 
new—strong feelings surface: anxiety 
about all the decisions they must make; 
sadness, anger or feelings of abandon-
ment at losing the security and stability 
of care without having family to turn 
to; fears about whether they’ll be able 
to achieve their dreams.

From the outside, it’s hard to know 
what might help these young people to 
manage the swirl of changes. How can 
you really teach young people to handle 
such unbelievably stressful circum-
stances?

When we heard about the 
“Transitions Framework” that is used 
by business managers to help employ-
ees adjust to changes on the job, we 
were intrigued. The framework, which 

is described by best-selling business 
guru William Bridges in his book 
Managing Transitions, laid out a step-
by-step approach to managing complex 
practical and emotional changes.

The framework describes three 
stages to any change: 1) A time to 
acknowledge what you’re losing and 
say goodbye. 2) A chaotic time of 
adjusting to the change when nothing 
feels familiar or solid but new possibili-
ties are also wide open. 3) A time when 
the change begins to feel comfortable.

With each stage, there are coping 
mechanisms that can make the transi-
tion smoother, either by helping you 
face what you’re losing, order your 
days during chaos, or celebrate your 
new start.

The Andrus Foundation thought 
the framework could help foster youth 
learn new coping skills they could use 
when they age out. We thought so, too.

This winter, we ran a 14-week 
workshop with five teens ages 17-22. 
Three were in their last year of high 
school and headed to college. Two were 
living on their own already. We taught 
them about the stages and gave them 
the long list of coping mechanisms (we 
called them “tools”) that could help.

The writers each chose a change 
they wanted to make, and spent time 
every week using the tools and record-
ing their process in diaries. We saw 
real progress.

Over the next year, we’ll publish 
their diaries—as well as information on 
how teens can use the tools themselves, 
and how adult staff can help—so that 
other teens and staff around the coun-
try can benefit from our experiences 
here at Represent.

Handling the many changes of 
growing up and aging out will never be 
easy, but it can be made easier.

INTRODUCTION

Progress is a Process: A step-by-step approach to change.




