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Foster families share personal experiences

JAMES GUNTERMAN happily smiles for a photo taken in the Guntermans’ home  on Dec. 3.
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Editor’s Note: To protect the 
families and their children, all 
the names of the members in  
the “Smith” family have been 
changed. 

Surrounded by people 
unknown to her and so 

much noise, so much hollering 
and screaming, Jess, then 16 
years old, was ushered into 
the showers. A jail--that’s what 
it reminded her of, with its 
cracking fl oors and colorless 
walls. Her shoes remained on 
her feet as she took a shower 
that night. 

Before the foster home, 
she always had the “bad girl” 
reputation at school. With her 
mother detached and indifferent 
due to a severe drug addiction, 
Jess developed a habit of  her 
own. 

Jess said she hung out with 
bad crowds, went to parties, and 
did drugs because she could. 
It was not until she became 
pregnant at the age of  16 that 
she completely stopped. 

From there she found her 
stepfather dead and was sent 
into the foster program, where 
she met Teri and Gavin Smith. 
Now in her early 20s, Jess’s life 
has taken a turn for the better. 
Happily married and with 
several children, she is now 
saving up for a place of  her own 
where her new family can live 
and grow. 

Jess was not the fi rst to be 
taken in by the Smiths. To date, 
the pair has been involved with 
the foster program for 10 years, 
and have had up to 19 people 
living in their house at one time.

“When we fi rst got married, 
we couldn’t have kids, so we 
started foster care,” said Mr. 
Smith. “That’s what we built the 
house for. We built it this big 

so we could foster whoever we 
needed.” 

After coming from a home 
where parents hardly checked 
on her, hardly spoke to her, Jess 
found the Smith household an 
agreeable change.

“When I moved here, I was 
able to have rules. They cared 
about me,” said Jess. “I’d have 
to call and check in, they’d have 
to know where I was going. 
They asked questions like they 
cared about me.

Brandon, a lively young boy, 
has been with the Smiths for 
several months, happily helping 
with chores about the house. 
After coming from a less than 
typical household, without a 
mother and scared, Brandon 
has taken to soaking in the love 
from his new foster parents, 
who care for him like one of  
their own. 

“My parents, I hated them,” 
Brandon said. “I don’t want to 
go back home. I like it here and 
I hate it there.” 

With a sad smile, Mrs. Smith 
explained that the court tries 
to reunify parents with their 
children, giving the kids little 
say. 

“Reunifi cation is what 
they go for,” said Mrs. Smith. 
“They’re kids. As long as 
parents go to parent meetings, 
abuse classes, to learn how to be 
a parent. As long as they pass all 
their classes then they start the 
reunifi cation process.” 

After a set amount of  
months, parental rights slowly 
begin to disintegrate. 

“After 18 months they start 
to terminate parental rights, 
if  the parents haven’t started 
taking classes,” said Mrs. Smith. 

Brandon interjected, stark 
determination upon his face. 

“But I don’t want to go back 
home.” 

Jackson, 18 years old, came 
into foster care when he was six 

or seven years old. He said he 
has grown up everywhere, never 
once settling down, until he met 
the Smiths. One reason he went 
into foster care was stealing.

“I stole too much. Anything 
I wanted I would take because I 
didn’t have any money to get it,” 
said Jackson.

Although his mother was not 
completely out of  the picture, as 
with Brandon, she was scarcely 
at home. 

“My mom was always at 
work and I was always by 
myself,” said Jackson. 

Now, he has been at the 
Smith household for three and 
a half  years, the longest he has 
ever been in one place. With a 
grin, he added that before he 
came to the Smith household, 
he was skinny, but as the years 
went by he has gained weight.

“He likes it here,” Mrs. Smith 
said, smiling up at Jackson. “He 
doesn’t want to go anywhere.”

During their many years in 
the foster program, the Smiths 
have taken in many different 
foster children.

“We’ve had all sorts, severely 
autistic, severely mentally 
challenged, some that have 
been through a lot of  physical 
and social abuse,” said Mrs. 
Smith. “About 90 percent of  
the parents do drugs. That’s the 
majority.” 

Jess was no exception. Her 
mother was hardly ever home, 
deigning instead to stay at a 
friend’s house. 

“My mom paid for an 
apartment and I lived there by 
myself  while she would go to 
a friend’s house and do drugs. 
I had to wash my own clothes, 
make my own food, and I never 
went to the doctor. I would 
work at the neighbor’s house 
and earn enough money to buy 
myself  some Tylenol. I’d walk to 
the Dollar Store and buy myself  

some,” said Jess. “I was 14.” 
Mrs. Smith added on to Jess’s 

story.
“When Jess was 11 months 

old, her father molested her. 
When her mom gets mad, she 
says, ‘I wish I’d have given you 
back to your dad so he could 
have molested you your whole 
life.’ Those are pretty strong 
words,” said Mrs. Smith.

While Jess never developed a 
bond with her biological father, 
her stepfather had been a key 
fi gure in her life leading up to 
his death. 

Like Jess and her stepfather, 
FC sophomore Tori Floyd had 
held a deep connection with her 
own father, whom had died of  a 
drug overdose six years ago. 

“At fi rst it was kind of  hard 
to understand it, but as things 
went on, I kind of  understood 
that I wasn’t going to see my 
dad again,” said Floyd. 

“I promised myself  that I 


