Covenant House: Orlando
Our Mission and Purpose
Covenant House International, our parent organization, was begun in 1969, in New York City, by a group of dedicated volunteers with a simple but urgent vision:  runaway and homeless kids should not be alone and on the street, hungry and dirty, sleeping in alleys and abandoned buildings prey to danger and exploitation.   In 1972, the first shelter opened its doors. Those doors have been open, every hour of every day, since that first moment. 
Today our Mission provides a community of hope and healing to homeless youth in eleven states and three foreign countries.  Over the past 35 years, Covenant House has helped more than 1 million young people with immediate assistance and ongoing support, and has grown to be the largest privately funded organization serving homeless and runaway youth in the nation. 
Covenant House Florida first opened its doors to young people in Fort Lauderdale, in 1985. Ten years later, in 1995, pressing need led us to expand to the Orlando Metropolitan area.  With its theme parks, warm weather, and plentiful minimum wage jobs, Orlando is a popular destination for runaway teens from across the country.  At our Orlando Crisis Shelter we offer meals, showers, and a safe place to sleep to any youth in need, as well as providing a wide range of support services, including  case management, counseling,  GED and parenting education, life skills, and employment assistance to those in our program. 
Our Covenant Principles
Open Intake - The founding and guiding value of Covenant House. Quite simply, it means that youth under the age of 21 do not require referrals to receive initial help.

Immediacy - Kids come to us in crisis. Immediately and without question, we meet their basic human needs — a nourishing meal, a shower, clean clothes, medical attention, and a safe place away from the danger of the street.

Sanctuary - The kids who come to us are often frightened and mistrustful. We protect them from the perils of the street.  Youngsters can grow only when they feel safe and secure.

Value Communication - Lying, cheating, and stealing are common survival tools on the street. We teach kid by example that caring relationships are based on trust, respect, and honesty.

Structure - Kids on the street never know how they will get their next meal or where they will sleep. We provide a regular schedule that gives them the stability they need in order to focus on the future.

Choice - Young people often feel powerless to control their lives, and fall into a self-defeating cycle of failure. We encourage kids to believe in themselves and to make serious choices about their futures.
The Challenges we face

Almost 1.5 million kids run away from home every year. Those are the ones we know about, and that number does not include kids who are “kicked out” of their homes by angry or frustrated parents; the ones who age out of foster care and are left with no place to go;  or those who are chronically homeless.  These kids come from every background and socio-economic level. There isn’t a “typical” profile. The one thing we can say with some degree of certainty is that they all have significant problems.  

At Covenant House Florida, in Orlando, as in the other Covenant Houses across the nation, the challenges we face are numerous.  The endemic problems that cause homelessness are on the rise. State and local governments in Florida are cutting funding for almost every public assistance program, including the foster care system. The same financial pressures that force those budget cuts also fuel family tensions. Unemployment and financial hardship frequently lead to an escalation of anger, frustration, and domestic violence; and young people leave to avoid abusive treatment. Families who lose their incomes are evicted for non-payment of rent and, without a place to live; older children must strike out on their own. Single parents with several children often require older siblings to leave in order to be able to provide for younger ones.  Foster parents with limited incomes often must say goodbye, however reluctantly, when foster kids turn 18, because that’s when the funding stops.  And many of these kids were born into dysfunctional families, often never knowing their biological fathers; with one or both parents struggling with addictions and/or severe emotional issues. 
They have been the victims of their parents’ or “caregivers” anger and instability. They have heard themselves described as “nothing but trouble”, “stupid”, “good for nothing”,   and a host of even uglier insults by parents, relatives and, sometimes, school officials. They begin to believe those things about themselves. And finally, they begin to believe that they can never be anything else; that a good life may be possible for some people . . . but not for them.  That’s where Covenant House enters the picture, because these are kids who need help desperately. 

 “The world doesn’t understand me… and now I feel like my family does not,” Keisha informed a Covenant House Florida staff through the use of American Sign Language (ASL).  
Youth who are hearing-impaired face additional layers of pressure as they make efforts toward independence and self-sufficiency.  Keisha felt misunderstood.  While at Covenant House, she continued going to school and worked with her Case Managers for a little over a month to acquire some necessary skills for communicating what was important to her.  Family reunification is the ultimate goal of the staff at Covenant House Florida in Orlando.  Keisha invited her family to a group counseling session at Covenant House and is now home, participates in family activities and helps around the house.  Keisha would like to go to college and work with children. 

“I had to go through the bad to get to the good… God led the way”, Darlene shared as she recalled the steps to graduation day.  Darlene came to Covenant House Florida - Orlando Crisis Shelter after being asked to leave home.  There, she completed the Life Skills program and received support from Case Managers.  “They helped me when it was hard to wake up at 5:30am, eat breakfast early and get to school.  They asked me about my homework and studying.  I want to thank them, because the structure really helped me.”  Darlene dealt with domestic violence and hardships before she realized one day, “I don’t want this for my life!”   A friend told her about Career Track, which seemed like an option for school.  When Darlene tested four points short of the scholarship level, it was her evident determination that gained her admission into the program.  The oldest of four, Darlene always wanted to set a good example for her two brothers and sister.  Today, as a certified CNA (with honors), she is the first person in her family to graduate from college.  Equally important, Darlene called her parents (who didn’t know she was in school) and invited them to her graduation.  They attended, with her siblings.  Her father was so proud of Darlene’s awards he told her, “This is coming home with me!”  

Darlene is committed to advancing in the medical field, as she started her program for Patient Care Technician three days after her CNA graduation.  Her goal is to work with the elderly and continue to re-build her relationship with her family.  “I’ve always had a big heart… My advice is to never, never give up.” 

Meeting the Challenges
We have evidence of more than 1,000 of these young people, between the ages of 16 and 21, in the Metropolitan Orlando area, which includes parts of Orange, Seminole and Osceola counties.  But those are only the ones we know about.   They try very hard, for a variety of reasons, to avoid detection and identification. Eventually, however, many of them turn to Covenant House for support and assistance. 
Open Intake is the founding and guiding value of Covenant House. That means that we will not turn away any young person under the age of 21, who is seeking help. We are open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Anyone who needs a bed, nourishing meals, and clean clothes can have them, just for the asking. 
After that, if the young person is willing, they may become a part of the Covenant House Florida in Orlando community. To do that, they must develop a plan aimed at stable living, and sign a covenant agreeing to work on their plan. They have to give us accurate information about themselves; age and identity. They agree to abide by a few simple rules, and to contribute to community life – for instance, sharing housekeeping duties, cleaning up the dining hall after meals, etc.   They are encouraged to continue their education and find employment. Single moms are offered parenting classes.
To help these young people set some simple, attainable goals for their lives, and to help them achieve those goals, Covenant House Florida in Orlando has developed a wide range of services and programs. These include:
· Street Outreach - We don’t wait for these kids to find us. We take a pro-active approach, and send a van loaded with simple meals, drinks, hygiene products, and articles of clothing to areas where homeless youth are known to congregate.  Our Outreach Team carries cellular phones that youth can call for emergency assistance. Outreach Case Managers also spend the time to build trust with the youth they meet on the streets.  It’s our hope that they will agree to come to Covenant House Florida in Orlando (or to another safe shelter) and we will gladly provide transportation to a safe facility if a youth requests it.
· Shelter Care – We provide nourishing meals, clean clothes, and a safe place to sleep for youth under 21, including young moms with their babies. (currently 20  beds in Orlando)
· Counseling, Case Management and Therapy – Each youth who voluntarily enters our program receives an initial assessment that identifies their needs, and outlines a plan for meeting those needs, and moving forward with their lives.  They receive ongoing case management and therapy as needed, from Social Workers.

· Referrals – We work with youth to help them find the best possible programs and venues for treatment, therapy, care and education. At times, specific needs are best met in other locations or programs. That does not mean that they must leave Covenant House Florida in Orlando. Occasionally they do so, for short periods of time, returning when their course of treatment or rehab is completed. 
· Healthcare Services – We offer basic examinations and simple health services at our onsite clinic. More serious needs are referred to the Orange Blossom Family Health Center. 
· Family Reunification – This is always the first goal we explore with every youth to determine if it is viable and appropriate. We believe that healthy family relationships are vital for young people to grow and thrive.
· Substance Abuse Intervention – Currently we offer drug and alcohol education programs in Orlando. 
· Teen Parent Education – Single moms  are offered classes on a weekly basis in basic parenting skills.
· Education – All our youth are expected to continue their education. Covenant House Florida residents, who are frequently high school drop-outs, can enroll in local schools, or participate in our GED Program to earn their High School Equivalency certificates. 
· Employment Assistance Program –To assist our resident in becoming self-sufficient, we provide classes where they learn to 
· Dress appropriately for an interview  

· Fill out an application truthfully and completely

· Write a resume and cover letter

· Interview successfully

· Life Skills Instruction- Most of our kids come from backgrounds where they received minimal, if any, instruction or guidance in basic life skills. We offer group sessions where they learn simple lessons ranging from the importance of honesty to how to open a bank account and balance a checkbook. 
· Transportation assistance – We provide Covenant House Florida residents with bus passes to take them to and from school, work and therapy/rehab. 
· Pastoral Ministry – While Covenant House Florida in Orlando does not require that residents participate in worship services or religious instruction, we do offer a Pastoral Ministry Program aimed, as are all our programs, at providing a loving presence and encouragement to these kids. Many of them are pleased to know that there is someone they can turn to for prayer and spiritual guidance. The pastoral ministry at Covenant House Florida organizes holiday events, hosts birthday parties, and organizes community service projects, to enhance the experience of being “home” and belonging to a caring “family”.
· Rights of Passage – A transitional housing program for older teens who are moving toward independent living. If a teen is accepted into the program, he/she continues to be a part of the Covenant House Florida Community, but moves into an apartment with one other Covenant House Florida teen, learning to manage a household, pay rent, and live successfully with others. 
· Aftercare – Even after a young person has successfully completed our programs, they sometimes still need a helping hand, or someone to counsel and advise them about a problem or a next step on their journey. Covenant House Florida staff members are always available by telephone to assist and encourage. 
Meeting a Vital Need
Until recently, we have operated at full shelter capacity: that is, between 45 and 50 youth per day in residence at our Orlando Covenant House, and an additional 20 who received services each day through our Community Service Center.  In 2008-09, we provided 24,184 days of care to 547 kids. That’s an average of 44 days of shelter and services for each youth we serve.  Unfortunately, budget cuts in both public and private funding at all levels, coupled with the recent severe downturn in the economy, have forced Covenant House Florida’s Orlando Crisis Shelter to reduce our intake levels to 20 beds. We are still committed to offering a full range of assistance to as many youth as possible. To continue to do so, we have reduced staff, or combined job descriptions, where appropriate. For the first time in our history, we have implemented a waiting list that is now over 200 kids long. These measures were taken with reluctance, but they have allowed us to continue to serve as many kids as possible with a full range of needed services.
Considering that we are open 24 hours per day, 365 days per year; and the range and scope of the services we provide; including healthy meals, presentable clothing, medical care (eyeglasses, too), education,  rehabilitative therapy, transportation, and round-the-clock case management by dedicated, well-qualified staff, our operating costs are amazingly low. We work hard at being frugal and cost-effective. Our fund raising costs are less than 9%, and our overall management cost is about 7%. This allows us to put 84% of every dollar we receive directly into meeting the needs of our kids. 

An Opportunity for Meaningful Partnership
Covenant House Florida’s Orlando Crisis Shelter is a place where young lives are being changed for the better, every day.  It is a place of hope and promise. Last year, Covenant House Florida in Orlando offered a fresh start in life to more than 540 abused, abandoned and homeless kids. And our doors are open, round the clock, to any young person, under the age of 21, who seeks help. We offer the opportunity for healing, both physical and emotional. We provide the opportunity to continue and complete education. We give assistance in finding and keeping steady employment. We help kids who have been discarded by society at large to find a purpose for their lives and a productive place in their community. And, most of all, we offer kids an environment that is safe – a place where they don’t have to worry about hunger, or cold, or violence – a place where they are encouraged, valued and loved for themselves. 
This year, we are seeking partners who understand the importance of maintaining critical services to those youth who so desperately need them, and will join with us to help. Covenant House Florida in Orlando needs to raise $90,000 to increase our bed capacity closer to our original levels.  Please help us provide a sanctuary to more homeless, runaway, and at-risk youth this holiday season!   



Our Mission


We who recognize God's providence and fidelity to His people are dedicated to living out His covenant among ourselves and those children we serve, with absolute respect and unconditional love. That commitment calls us to serve suffering children of the street, and to protect and safeguard all children. Just as Christ in His humanity is the visible sign of God's presence among His people, so our efforts together in the covenant community are a visible sign that effects the presence of God, working through the Holy Spirit among ourselves and our kids.




















