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A Conversation with Denise McArthur, Program Assistant 
 

FFCR is pleased to announce that staff member 
Denise McArthur, previously part-time File Room 
Assistant, has been promoted to the position of 
full-time Program Assistant. Denise, an 
accomplished poet and spoken-word artist, spent 
time in foster care as a teenager. We sat down with 
Denise to learn more about her background and 
what inspires her. 
 
Congrats on your promotion! FFCR is lucky to have 
you full-time. Tell us more about your new 
responsibilities. 
 
I’m going to be assisting with volunteer 
coordination, including working with [Program 
Manager] Vanessa to coordinate trainings, including 
pre-service trainings. I’ll also be keeping track of 
volunteer hours and review dates for the Citizen 
Review Panel, plus assisting with scheduling, 
making sure documents are available, and more. 

I’m also going to be helping [Permanency Roundtable Program Manager] Kendra 
with the Permanency Roundtable Program. 
 
FFCR’s Permanency Roundtable (PRT) program is piloting Youth-Centered 
Roundtables (YCRTs) to include teens in the decisions made about their future. 
What do you think about the program? 
 
The PRT Program is a good way to help out the case manager and get other people 
involved. It’s very problem-solving. I like the fact that at the roundtables, instead 
of throwing blame, everyone is focused on finding solutions and getting 
permanency for the child. I think that’s how the program achieves success quicker 
– by focusing on the end goal and how to get there. 
 
Can you tell our readers about your experience in foster care? 
 
Although my time in foster care was not long – five or six months – I didn’t get to 
experience all the resources you see with cases heard before the CRP. I didn’t feel 
like anyone was listening or like I was getting enough guidance on how to do stuff 
or what was possible. At one point, there was a court hearing, I think about my 
placement. On the day of the hearing, my foster mom said she could be there but 
in the end she couldn’t. Even though I wasn’t sure it was allowed, I decided to go 
on my own. I was 17 years old, and I wanted to speak up for myself. The judge in 
my case ended up being key to me getting assistance. It was like a chain reaction – 
having the judge hear my voice and then provide me with services and then having 
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those services help all along the way. I’m grateful to the judge for placing the 
orders that connected me with those services. 
 
Because I expressed to the court that I wanted to go to college, the judge put me 
in contact with Educate Tomorrow. An Educate Tomorrow mentor, Jennifer 
Pakradooni, helped me get into school. She also knew that I needed housing on my 
18th birthday – because of my length of time in care, I didn’t quality for Road to 
Independence funds – and she referred me to Casa Valentina. A couple months 
prior to my turning 18, Casa Valentina accepted me and I lived there for two years 
and three months. Emma, a staff person there, was very helpful. Even though I’m 
22 now, we still keep in touch. 
 
You’re on video performing spoken-word poetry! How did you get into writing and 
performing? 
 
My first time with spoken word was at a performing arts summer camp at the 
African Heritage Cultural Arts Center. One class was creative writing and that was 
the first time I wrote a piece. I performed it in front of the other kids and teacher 
and afterwards the teacher told me to memorize it and perform it at an upcoming 
show. I did, and got a great reception. Ever since, I’ve joined oratorical 
competitions and local talent search events, putting my own poetry spin on it. I like 
that people hear me, I like having the audience take it in and see how they 
interpret it, how they perceive how I was feeling at the time I wrote it. However, 
most of my stuff is just written, not for performance. I’ve written hundreds of 
pieces since I was younger; only about five are circulating for performance on the 
stage. I also dabble in some music here and there – free rap. I flow my ideas on 
top of instrumentals to get my thoughts deep into the universe. And I doodle here 
and then, sketch random things. 
 
As I’ve gotten older, my hobby time has decreased and I’ve gotten stricter about 
limiting my thinking to career. My bigger vision, though, is that beyond my working 
years, I’ll be able to invest in something for the arts, and I’ll be more actively 
writing and creating my own workshops. 
 
What do you wish people understood about children and youth in the foster care 
system?  
 
Everybody’s needs are different. I think that is the key factor. Although it may 
seem at first sight like there’s a general solution, every youth or child’s situation is 
different, even if they are all in foster care and all in the system. 
 
How do you think Florida’s foster care system could be improved? 
 
A good starting point would be to just look at each case individually. With the older 
youth, I really would try to make them feel more comfortable about expressing 
their wants and needs. A lot could be resolved by just hearing from them. You don’t 
want to be running in circles doing what you think they want when it isn’t really 
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what they want. I’d make it friendlier for youth to have a say. Once you hear from 
them, you’ll hear that their case is unique and know what they need. I think that 
right there would help with the homeless rates of former foster youth – you’d know 
what they lack, what info they need, what skills they need to gain. 
 
In the video I’ve seen of a Youth-Centered Roundtable, the environment was very 
friendly for the young lady, and hearing from her changed a lot about how they [the 
Roundtable participants] went about things. She really helped them by voicing yes 
to this or no to that, shaping the direction. They learned a lot about what they 
could do, how far they could go, and what options they could explore. 
 
What message would you send to teens in the foster care system? 
 
Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Explore. Go beyond what’s in front of you. If one 
person says no, don’t just accept that no. Keep pushing until you get answers. I 
think one of the things that I thought was, these are the only people who can help 
me, and if they said no, I was just sort of accepting that as an answer, not realizing 
that there were other people who might want or be able to help. Don’t just accept 
the first no. Keep asking. 
 
What keeps you motivated and inspired to work on these issues with FFCR? 
 
I know there are other youth that feel the same way I did – they want to do better, 
to know what’s available to them. As part of this organization, I have the 
opportunity to advocate for them, to help youth know that they can advocate for 
themselves, that there are resources. FFCR is a great organization and I wish I had 
known about it in my early years. It’s a great team of people and I’m just really 
glad to join it as a full-time employee. 
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