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Overview

Skookum Kids is a nonprofit organization founded in July 2015 dedicated to repairing the 

foster care system by eliminating the pain points that cause unnecessary stress for foster 

parents. They do so through the work of their three separate programs. Skookum Kids 

licenses and supports foster families in Whatcom County through Skookum Parents. 

Skookum House is a volunteer-staffed facility for foster children who have just entered 

care and are waiting to be placed in more permanent homes. Lastly, Perch & Play, is a 

café and indoor playground in Bellingham, Washington used for community outreach and 

awareness for the foster care system. Skookum Kids began as a conversation at a 

neighborhood meeting between founder and Bellingham resident, Ray Deck III, and a 

social worker who expressed concern over Washington state’s broken foster care 

system. Today, Skookum Kids is supported by a staff of seven full-time and three part- 

time employees and over 130 volunteers.

Contact: Laura Ann Poehner 

1707 North State Street 

Bellingham, Washington 98225 

(360) 393-4925 

lapoehner@skookumkids.com

Helpful links:

www.skookumkids.org 

www.whatcomfosterfamilies.com  

www.perchandplay.com 



200 by 2020 – Skookum Kids is working to license a total of 200 foster parents through 

its child placing agency (CPA), Skookum Parents, by Dec. 31, 2020. They plan to do so 

by volunteer recruitment and community outreach through Perch & Play. On July 24, 

2017, Ryan Burke became the full-time program manager for Skookum Parents. 

Skookum Parents began in December 2016 and has licensed 17 foster families since its 

inception with 20 more in process. 

Skookum Kids and Secret Harbor Partnership – In June 2017, Skookum Kids 

announced it will be partnering with Secret Harbor, a child placing agency that focuses 

on the most challenging of foster care situations, to recruit new foster parents. Joint 

foster care interest meetings and trainings will be the focus of their partnership. Their first 

joint interest meeting was Aug. 9, 2017. 

Foster Family Night Out – Beginning in June 2017, Skookum Kids began hosting an 

event for the children of foster parents so their parents could enjoy a night out. On its first 

night, Foster Family Night Out reached its capacity of 50 children. 

Foster Family of the Month – Each month, Skookum Kids selects one foster parent or 

couple nominated by community members to receive complementary family portraits, an 

all-expenses-paid date with childcare by trained volunteers.  

Current Community Partners Include:

First Federal Savings and Loan 

Avenue Bread 

Woods Coffee 

Pure Bliss 

Upcoming Activities: 

Winter Caregiver Core Training: The upcoming Caregiver Core Training will be held at 

Cornwall Church at 4518 Northwest Dr. The eight-session course runs Jan. 29 - Feb. 1 

and Feb. 12-15. The class times are 6-9 pm. Onsite childcare is provided. 

Current Activities 



History
Skookum Kids began as an idea in February 2014. Founder Ray Deck III met a social 

worker at a neighborhood meeting and she told him about the state of foster care in

Whatcom County. The social worker told Deck that social workers do not get enough 

time to find homes for children just entering the foster care system. 

However, she also told Deck that if they were given just three days, social workers 

would have enough time to place children in the appropriate homes. 

After this conversation, Deck, who at the time was working as a marketer for a 

software company, organized a meeting with a group of community members 

interested in helping with what they called the “72-hour problem.” What they decided 

on was an organization called Skookum Kids, “skookum” being the Chinook word for 

strong and healthy. Skookum Kids would open a facility where social workers could 

bring kids who just entered the foster care system to be housed, fed, played with and 

cared for while the social worker finds a suitable placement home.  

This volunteer team tasked themselves with finding a facility, renovating that facility, 

hammering through the licensing process with the state and recruiting volunteers to 

staff the house.  In July 2015, Skookum House opened its door to foster kids for the

first time. 

However, Skookum House only served as a short-term solution for a larger problem. 

In Washington state, there is a severe shortage of foster homes. There are about 

twice as many kids in foster care as there are homes available to them. For foster 

kids, this means siblings are split, foster homes aren't always the right fit, and there is 

a higher rate of placement changes. Foster parents themselves are stretched thin. 

The Skookum Kids’ mission is to repair the foster care system. For the Skookum 

team, this meant launching another program called Skookum Parents. It’s a Child 

Placing Agency (CPA), that recruits and licenses foster parents in Whatcom County 

all free of charge. Once they are licensed, foster parents receive one-on-one support 

with case managers, support groups and free family events through Skookum Kids. 

Skookum Parents launched in December 2016 and has licensed 20 homes. 



History (Cont.)
Another major addition to Skookum Kids came in January 2017 – Perch & Play. The 

indoor café and playground was sold to Skookum Kids at a discounted price and 

quickly became Skookum's public front door. Skookum staff set up their offices in 

Perch & Play with an open-door policy to allow members of the community a chance 

to come in, meet the staff and ask questions regarding Perch & Play, Skookum or 

foster care in general. The location also became the gathering place of many foster 

parents in Whatcom County because they’re allowed a reduced rate of admission. 

Skookum has also used the space for events to support foster parents, like Foster 

Family Night Out. They’ve also hosted community-wide events like day camps or 

Kids Learn Code events. In August 2017, Perch and Play revealed a $25,000 

augmented climbing wall funded by a grant from First Federal Savings and Loan. The 

wall, the first of its kind on the west coast, was intended to provide more opportunities 

for children of all ages to play. 

Currently, Skookum Kids plans to continue to build up their suite of programs until 

they have the resources to export a similar suite to another region of the state lacking 

resources for the foster care system.  



On July 1, 2017, there were roughly 317 children in foster care. (Child Well-Being 

Data Portal) 

Sixty-seven percent were white, 15 percent were Native American, 13 percent were 

multiracial and 0.04 percent were black. (Child Well-Being Data Portal) 

There are 193 licensed foster homes. (Internal Reports Courtesy of the Bellingham 

office of the Department of Social and Health Services) 

Facts and Statistics

On January 1, 2017, there were about 8,800 children in foster care in Washington 

State. (Child Well-Being Data Portal) 

Over a third of the children in care were toddlers. (Child Well-Being Data Portal) 

Sixty-five percent were white, 19 percent were Hispanic or Latino, 17 percent were 

multiracial, 16 percent were Hispanic or Latino, one percent were black and 0.5 

percent were Native American. (Child Well-Being Data Portal) 

In September 2015, there were 427,000 children in foster care in the U.S. (Adoption 

and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System) 

The average age of children in care was nine years old. (Adoption and Foster Care 

Analysis and Reporting System) 

The average time spent in care was 20 months. (Adoption and Foster Care Analysis 

and Reporting System) 

Forty-three percent were white, 24 percent were black, 21 percent were Hispanic or 

Latino, and two percent were Native American. (Adoption and Foster Care Analysis 

and Reporting System) 

Sixty-one percent were removed from their homes because of neglect. (Adoption and 

Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System) 

Whatcom County

Washington State

Nationally



Key Figures

Nichole Silva | Volunteer Coordinator 
nsilva@skookum.org 

Nichole is a born and raised New Yorker who is 

passionate about people. She loves to guide 

others towards making a difference in this world. 

She oversees the recruitment and support of 

volunteers across Skookum Kids' programs. 

Kyle Fugier | Business Manager 
kyle@skookum.org 

With a background in education and leadership 

development, Kyle was thrilled to join the team at 

Skookum Kids. He is driven by potential in people 

and systems, and loves seeing healthy teams 

thrive to accomplish an important mission. Among 

other things, Kyle oversees the operation of Perch 

& Play.

Ray Deck III | Founding Director 
rd3@skookum.org 

A serial intrapreneur, Ray Deck III has a decade 

of experience inciting change from within complex 

organizations. Aside from overseeing the 

operations of Skookum Kids in general, Ray 

handles all Skookum Kids' marketing and 

communications including public policy advocacy, 

fundraising and marketing.



Abby Smith | Program Manager 
abby@skookum.org 

After graduating from Seattle Pacific University, 

Abby returned to Bellingham to pursue her 

passion for trouble makers. She oversees the 

operations of Skookum House.

Ryan Burke | Program Manager 
rybu300@skookumkids.org 

Ryan Burke came to us after 14 years as a 

social worker with the Department of Health and 

Social Services. He and his wife have been 

foster parents since 2012. Ryan is passionate 

about making the foster care experience as easy 

as possible and pursues that passion as the 

program manager of Skookum Parents. 

Boilerplate
Skookum Kids was founded in 2014 by Ray Deck III in Bellingham, Washington. This 

non-profit organization exits to repair the foster care system by eliminating the pain 

points that cause unnecessary stress for foster parents. It is staffed by seven full- 

time, four part-time employees and over 130 volunteers. For more information, visit 

their website at www.skookumkids.org. 
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