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FOSTER YOUTH OVERCOME YEAR TO 
ACHIEVE GRADUATION MILESTONE

A       
 year of adversity did not deter 
18-year-olds Kevin Alvarez-Mejia, 
Isiah Ortiz, and Elizabeth Young from 
accomplishing their academic goals. 
They are three of more than 100 foster 
youth who completed high school and 
celebrated their hard-earned success 

during an in-person graduation event at Harvest Christian 
Fellowship Church in Riverside on June 9.

“This past year has not been easy with online learning 
and being isolated at home away from my peers,” said 
Young, who graduated from Banning High School on June 
17 and plans on attending California State University, San 
Bernardino in the fall to study business. “I’ve been excited 

about this,” Young says about the event.

The outdoor gathering brought together graduates 
and their friends, families, social workers, faith-based 
leaders, service providers, and other stakeholders. The 
festive evening would not have been possible without 
the collaborative efforts of community-based partners 
including 12 local churches. Several photographers also 
volunteered their time to capture images of the graduates 
who proudly donned black or white caps and gowns.

Each graduate received a personalized basket filled with 
gifts worth up to $75, a candy lei, and several gift cards. 
Hosted by Harvest, this year’s celebration theme was “The 
tassel was worth the hassle.”

Elizabeth Young (center), 18, and her parents attend the 2021 Riverside County Foster Youth Class graduation celebration on June 9 
at Harvest Christian Fellowship Church in Riverside. (Photo courtesy of Skyler Holt) 
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Kevin Mejia-Alvarez, 18, plans to attend California Baptist University and major in 
history and Spanish. (Photo courtesy of Skyler Holt)

Isiah Ortiz (left), 18, with social worker Cristal Ramirez, SSP II, during the 
celebration.

Thank you, 
community 
partners!

• Centerpoint Church, Murrieta  

• CrossWord Christian Church, 
Moreno Valley 

• Eden Lutheran Church, 
Riverside 

• Faith Lutheran Church, 
Riverside 

• Harvest Christian Fellowship 
Church, Riverside  

• Immanuel Lutheran Church, 
Riverside 

• Inland Empire Health Plan 
(IEHP) 

• La Sierra University Church of 
the Seventh-day Adventists, 
Riverside 

• New Beginnings Community 
Church, Norco  

• Olive Branch Church, Corona 

• Riverside Woman’s Club 

• The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints, Riverside  

• Trinity Lutheran Church, 
Riverside 

• Victoria Presbyterian Church, 
Riverside 

• Youth Advisory Council from 
Supervisor Hewitt’s Office, 
District 5 

“Our heart is to serve the 
community,” said Mark Arenas, 
director of outreach and events 
at Harvest. “Considering all the 
challenges these kids face, we 
wanted to come alongside and do 
our part to serve them.”

Sayori Baldwin, assistant county 
executive officer of Human Services 
and DPSS director, commended 
the graduates for their resiliency, 
resourcefulness, adaptability, and 
persistence.

“As you move forward, this entire 
community is here to assist you,” 

Baldwin said while addressing the 
graduates at Harvest. “Please don’t 
hesitate to ask for assistance.”

Ortiz, a graduate in attendance, 
shared that he was the first of 
six siblings to earn a high school 
diploma. Despite his own personal 
struggles, being behind in credits, 
and the coronavirus, the 18-year-
old was delighted when he found 
out he had met the requirements to 
graduate.

“I am proud of myself!” exclaimed 
Ortiz. “This is my moment.”
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Those interested in donating to 
support foster youth can reach out 
to Lydia Galvan at  
LGalvan@rivco.org. Donations from 
faith-based organizations can be 
sent to Irene Capen at Faith in 
Motion at icapen@fosterall.org.

I
 t was all hands on deck 
to bring support and love 
to foster youth graduating 
high school this year as 
Children’s Services social 

workers and community partners 
joined together to assemble gift 
baskets.  

 In early June, the group put baskets 
together and collected gift cards for 
more than 100 high school students 
one week before an in-person 
celebration at Harvest Christian 
Fellowship Church.  

More than 10 community partners, 
including many churches, contributed 
to the baskets which included 
household items, school supplies 
and gift cards. The baskets support 
foster youth headed to college 
or independent living. Volunteers 
gave the baskets to graduates at 
the Harvest celebration, and social 
workers delivered the remaining 
baskets later.    

Social Services Supervisor Emilee 
Tran, one of the DPSS employees who 
volunteered to assemble the baskets, 
was happy to honor the students’ 
success.  

“I am proud of them, and the whole 
community is proud of them,” Tran 
said. 

Irene Capen, manager of Riverside 
County’s Faith in Motion program, 
joined the basket-assembling 
celebration. 

As a mother of five, Capen mentioned 

how grateful she is to DPSS and faith-
based communities who stepped in 
to help.  

“Ultimately, the end goal is for them 
to graduate and build a better life 
for themselves,” said Capen. “We are 
all here for the kids… I am always 
impressed by the social workers and 
their enthusiasm and commitment 
to these kids. Their heart is for these 
kids.” 

Carrie Mosiello,  DPSS regional 
manager for Youth and Community 
Resources, expressed gratitude to 
co-workers and community partners 
who’ve helped foster youth celebrate 

an important milestone.  

“It’s been a hard year for all of us, 
especially for youth who’ve struggled 
with online learning during COVID,” 
she said. “Seeing them accomplish 
their goals and having this in-person 
event is huge for us.”

VOLUNTEERS CREATE MORE THAN 100 
GRADUATION BASKETS FOR THE CLASS OF 2021

Children’s Services employees and a community partner show off foster youth 
graduation baskets inside a room at Children’s Services in Riverside. Back row, from 
left to right: Cynthia Powell, Irene Capen (with Faith in Motion), Emilee Tran, Dominique 
Vasquez and Carrie Mosiello. Front row, from left to right: Krystal Elliot and Lydia 
Galvan.   

DID YOU KNOW? 
Youth in foster care represent one the most vulnerable and academically at-risk student populations statewide. 
The 2020 high school graduation rate for foster youth in California public schools was just 58%, compared with 
84% for all students, according to the latest data from the California Department of Education. 

Source: cde.ca.gov


