A Story of Life Skills in Action
Every parent wants their child to be prepared to “make it” in the world once they leave the shelter of their growing up home. We start by teaching them how to feed themselves, how to dress themselves, and how to pick up their toys; later we move on to lessons in answering the phone, preparing simple meals, keeping track of money and driving a car. Now and then, we are rewarded with a chance to see them do something for themselves and do it well—a sign of hope for their future as an independent person. This is the story of a family that gave their girls an opportunity to “show their stuff,” and show it they did. This is a story of skills in action.

The Simmons family came to work with Casey Family Programs in 1998 as licensed foster parents. In the year 2000, they found themselves with three teenage girls (1 birth daughter and 2 foster daughters). Amy and Ana were 15, Jordan was 14. The Simmons have raised all their children with an emphasis on both the increased responsibility and the additional privileges that come with age. Celebrating various “passages” with the children has been an important part of life in the Simmons home. In Hispanic culture, the Quincenera is a very important rite of passage for young girls—it marks the transition from childhood to young adulthood when a girl turns 15. Living in a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood, the girls had attended many of these celebrations and wanted to mark their transition out of childhood with a Quincenera that they would celebrate together. The Simmons had begun 2 years prior preparing the girls for what would be involved in this as two of their daughters needed to go through 2 years of communion in the Catholic Church. Once it became clear that they were committed to following through with this part, efforts began to plan the Quincenera celebration itself.

The Simmons put the girls in charge of the planning, giving them a fixed budget and making themselves available as resources. The girls divided up the tasks and set to work on planning the event, which in many ways resembles a wedding. They had to locate a church and priest, buy dresses and shoes, find a caterer, photographer, reception hall and DJ, and plan for decorations, centerpieces, invitations and flowers. This involved making numerous phone calls, visiting stores and locations and getting ideas from friends and family.  Along the way they had to blend the wishes and tastes of 3 very different people, learning the skills of compromise and teamwork. Their limited budget required that they be savvy comparison shoppers, detailed record keepers, and artful negotiators. They encountered disappointment, racism, misunderstandings and let-downs, but they did not give up. In the end, Amy, Ana, and Jordan rose to the challenge, planning their Quincenera in a matter of 8 months and just under their budget. In the process, they sharpened life skills in the areas of teamwork, budgeting, compromise, assertiveness, planning and negotiating, and demonstrated that they were indeed ready to celebrate the transition from childhood to young adulthood. 

The Simmons family took something their youth wanted, a Quincenera, and turned it into a learning opportunity. As a result, these young ladies gained additional skills to help them in the “real world” and did something that they can always feel proud of. It was the essence of teaching life skills—taking situations in everyday life and turning them into opportunities for growth. Giving our children the chance to try, fail, try again and succeed is what they need to be prepared for life on their own. With a safe place to grow and opportunities to learn important life skills, they can all be ready and set to fly when the time comes to leave our nest. 
