Tammy Van, Foster Care Worker – Interview June 24, 2019
Reviewer: Good afternoon, Ms. Van, and thank you for meeting with us. We are part of the team that’s reviewing Mock State’s child welfare system in order to provide feedback to the state on how it can make improvements so that children and families who are being served experience the best possible outcomes. The case we’ll be talking about today, Samuel Dizenzo, was one of the cases that were randomly selected to be included in this review. Has this review process been explained to you at all?
Tammy Van: The Department did a lot of work preparing for this review and helping staff get ready for it. I’m not on the review team or anything, but I get what it’s all about.
Reviewer: OK, that’s good to know. My partner and I are the two people assigned to review Samuel’s case. I’ll be asking questions, while my partner takes notes because, as a caseworker, your work with children and families is extremely important, and we want to be able to capture your experience in working with the family. We also want to understand how your agency works in collaboration with other state systems, like education, health, and the courts, in working to meet the needs of families. 
In addition to reviewing the case record and speaking with you, we are conducting interviews with others involved in Samuel’s cases, including Samuel, his mother, and his relative foster parents, the Leys. We’ve had a chance to familiarize ourselves with the case record. I may ask you some clarifying questions based on information that we have gathered about the case or to provide information about things not found in the case record. The information you share with us is confidential, and I want to encourage you to be open and honest with us as I ask you questions because your feedback is a very important part of this review process. 
Our review is focused on a specific period of time, April 1, 2018, through June 24, 2019, so when you provide your responses, please consider things that happened during that time period. At the end of this review process, the information we gather from our review of the Dizenzo case will be compiled with all the other case record reviews conducted. The feedback that will be provided to the state will include information on what we see as areas of strength in practice, as well as areas that need improvement. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Tammy Van: I don’t, no.
Reviewer: Great, we’ll get started then. As I mentioned, we’re also planning on interviewing Samuel, his mother, and Mr. and Mrs. Ley. If you can think of anyone else we should be sure to talk to in order to get a clearer understanding of this case, please let us know. 
Tammy Van: I will.
Reviewer: OK. So we understand that this family has been working with the Department for a number of years, and the family was receiving in-home services prior to Samuel entering foster care. Can you give us a brief summary of why the Department is involved with this family, and what happened that resulted in Samuel coming into care?
Tammy Van: I can, yes. The mother has a long history of CPS involvement that predates Samuel’s birth and since his birth in 2011. I believe that the case has been opened for in-home services three separate times. The first two times, which ended successfully with case closure, Diane – that’s the mother – fully participated in services that focused mainly on her substance abuse issues, while the Leys helped provide support and took care of Samuel. The last one, though – this is the one that was opened in July 2017 – that in-home services case ended with Samuel entering foster care. There were several factors that led to the Department petitioning the court to take custody. One was Ms. Dizenzo’s continued abuse of alcohol. I should mention that Samuel was born with fetal alcohol effect, so this is something Ms. Dizenzo has struggled with for years. Ms. Dizenzo had also been arrested and jailed twice and had been cohabiting with a domestic partner who refused to participate in services. We had severe concerns of domestic abuse, as well, but Ms. Dizenzo repeatedly rebuffed our attempts to discuss those concerns with her. She just didn’t want to see it as an issue.
It was a steady downhill spiral after that. Ms. Dizenzo continued to disengage from services and was regularly showing dirty alcohol and drug tests – that or not showing up for her tests. A real flashpoint came when she attempted to take Samuel from the Leys’ home while intoxicated. She was also seen hanging around the school watching for Samuel and driving by the Leys’ home. So at that point – this would have been early February last year – the Department determined that given Ms. Dizenzo continued substance abuse, the risk of Ms. Dizenzo attempting to take Samuel either from the Leys’ home or his school, and Ms. Dizenzo not engaging in services voluntarily, we couldn’t continue to work with the family in in-home services. We petitioned the court for custody, that custody was granted, and Samuel has remained with his great aunt and uncle ever since.
Reviewer: Thank you so much; that was a very helpful summary. Do you know what kind of safety assessment was done back in February when the Department decided to file for custody? How did the Department determine whether it was safe for Samuel to stay in the Leys’ home when there was that concern that his mother would attempt to take him away? 
Tammy Van: I can’t recall specifically, but I don’t think a formal safety assessment was completed then. But the case had been opened for a while and we knew what the safety threats were. We also knew that Samuel had been living with the Leys off and on for years. The Leys have always felt they could keep Samuel safe by only allowing Ms. Dizenzo to enter their home for a visit if she called first to prove that she was not under the influence of alcohol. I think that worked out for the most part. Later though, the Leys weren’t comfortable with Ms. Dizenzo coming to their home, so we moved the visits to the Department. 
Reviewer: What about ongoing risk and safety assessments once Samuel entered care? Can you talk about how you have assessed risk and safety?
Tammy Van: I regularly assess for risk and safety. I did formal assessments and lots of informal assessments. For example, I would try to meet with Ms. Dizenzo wherever she was living to see her home environment and I could use the results of her drug tests to see if she was still using. I regularly engage Mr. and Mrs. Ley in conversations regarding how they plan to supervise the visits between Samuel and his mother in their home. I also do regular walk-throughs of their home during home visits to assess environmental risk and safety concerns, and there hasn’t been one time where I haven’t also met alone with Samuel to observe him and talk with him. You know, to make sure he felt safe and was having his needs met. I’m pretty sure he’d let me know if he felt scared or unsafe. We get along well, and I feel like he really trusts me. I’ve also regularly observed Samuel’s interactions with his mother and with the Leys. You’ll find my writeups of all these observations well documented in my case notes, which I share with my supervisor during our regular meetings. 
Reviewer: Yes, we’ve read through the case record and reviewed your notes. I’d like your help in understanding more about that incident on July 4 when Samuel’s mother went to the Leys’ home while intoxicated and attempted to take Samuel. It looks like there was a formal safety and risk assessment completed then, is that correct? 
Tammy Van: I believe so, yes. The investigator would have done them as part of the investigation.
Reviewer: How were the results of that informal assessment used in thinking about how to manage the case? Were any changes made?
Tammy Van: I’m not exactly sure what you mean by changes.
Reviewer: Well, for example, any changes around family-time or supervision of family time. 
Tammy Van: The situation was assessed, but we didn’t make any changes at that time because I felt the Leys were capable of making good decisions regarding allowing Mrs. Dizenzo into their home and providing adequate supervision during family time. That one incident aside, they have a long and proven track record. And they both know they can always call the police or me if they need to.
Reviewer: Thank you. Let’s talk about Samuel’s permanency goals. We see from the case record that Samuel has had a plan of reunification since he came into care. We also saw that adoption was added as a concurrent goal, but then that goal of adoption was removed. Can you tell us about each of these goals and how the Department determined them?
Tammy Van: Sure. As you said, Samuel started with the goal of reunification when we opened this as a foster care case. Ms. Dizenzo said she really wanted to have Samuel live with her, and it was clear that she and Samuel had a relationship. Even though she had more or less stopped engaging in services, she did have a history of working well with the Department, and so we thought that filing for custody might really send a clear message that she needed to focus more. That goal continued for about a year. We had the first permanency hearing in February 2019, which is when the court said adoption should be added as a concurrent goal of adoption and the Department didn’t see a problem with that. The reasoning then being that Samuel had been in care for over a year, and it seemed like the Leys would be a great adoption resource if he became legally free. Ms. Dizenzo was disengaging more and more from the services she was receiving for her substance abuse and mental health issues, so the decision was made to file for TPR and keep Samuel in his placement with the Leys. 
The TPR hearing was held in May, but that’s when the judge decided that he was going to blow everything up. He denied the Department’s request for termination. She felt that reasonable efforts had not been made to help Ms. Dizenzo and Samuel reunify. That was kind of a shock to us, but, lately, the judge has been giving parents second and sometimes even third and fourth chances. We had little choice at that point but to remove the adoption goal and return to a sole goal of reunification. 
Reviewer: Let’s talk about the work with Ms. Dizenzo. How were Ms. Dizenzo’s needs assessed? Remember that we’re specifically looking at the period under review, so from April 1, 2018 to today.
Tammy Van: When I first started working with Ms. Dizenzo, we met to discuss the services she needed. She had a lot going on because she was unemployed, her housing wasn’t stable, her car was always breaking down, and she was struggling with substance abuse. We both agreed that she didn’t really need parenting training, since she had always been very appropriate with Samuel and had completed parenting training twice in the past. What we decided that she did need was substance abuse treatment services; we’re talking substance abuse treatment counseling, AA meetings, and drug and alcohol testing. Later, after that incident where Ms. Dizenzo got intoxicated and tried to take Samuel from the Leys’ home, we discussed her need for mental health services, and I made a referral for her to a mental health counselor.
Reviewer: Were there any barriers to her obtaining the services you agreed she needed? And if so, how did the agency help her overcome those barriers?
Tammy Van: Well, regarding getting treatment for her addiction, Ms. Dizenzo did end up returning to the same outpatient clinic she’d gone to in the past. She saw that as a problem because she felt like her previous counselor at the clinic had not really helped or listened to her. I tried calling a number of the other providers that see our clients, but they all had long waiting lists. Waiting lists have always been a big problem and there is really nothing I can do about that. Even though she went to the same clinic, I was able to get her a different counselor. When Ms. Dizenzo said she needed more intensive substance abuse treatment services and something that would also address her mental health issues I was really worried that we would run into the same wait list problems. But I think we were really fortunate and found some programs and the one that Ms. Dizenzo preferred had a sudden opening. Ms. Dizenzo was able to act fast to get that spot. I think having a child in custody might have helped her secure that spot. 
Reviewer: Any other barriers that you can think of? 
Tammy Van: I mean, there are always barriers. Ms. Dizenzo’s car was a constant barrier to everything. It seems like it was broken down every other week, and there was never money to fix it. Or there was no money for gas. And that impacts everything – her ability to get to her job when she had one, her ability to get to job interviews when she didn’t, her ability to visit Samuel, to make it to court, you name it. So, you do what you can. There were several times I or an aide actually transported her to job interviews. I also transported her to more than a few visits with Samuel. The Leys helped with that, too, especially when visits were at the office. We also tried providing Ms. Dizenzo with bus passes, but, according to her, the bus was unreliable, and there were always too many connections to get where she needed to go. We do the best we can with the resources we have. 
Reviewer: Let’s talk about the family’s case plan. We’ve reviewed the plans we found in the record. How did you go about developing these plans? 
Tammy Van: The family’s first case plan was developed for the adjudication and disposition hearing. We presented it at the hearing, and the court ordered it. It includes everything Ms. Dizenzo and I had already talked about and agreed to: she’ll complete substance abuse treatment counseling, attend AA meetings, and participate in random drug and alcohol testing. It also included the other expectations that I think are par for the course: keep up regular employment and secure housing; engage in regular visitation; participate in Samuel’s life by attending medical, educational, or other significant events; and keep the Department informed of any significant changes in her life…everything that’s necessary for Ms. Dizenzo to get Samuel back into her care and custody. And, of course, we periodically reviewed the case plan and made adjustments, as necessary. For example, after that July incident, I added mental health services to the case plan, and the updated case plan was adopted at the periodic review hearing in September.
Reviewer: Who was involved in reviewing the case plan?
Tammy Van: Me, my supervisor, and, of course, Ms. Dizenzo. I’d sometime also get feedback from the Leys when I talked with them about what was happening in the case. We’d also review it when we went to court.
Reviewer: What was the process like when you reviewed the case plan with Ms. Dizenzo? Did you have case planning meetings with her? 
Tammy Van: I didn’t have regular, formal case planning meetings with Ms. Dizenzo, if that is what you mean. It was mostly when I would visit with her. In fact, I’m pretty sure asking her to come to the office for a formal meeting would have just been one more barrier for her when it came to her car. What I would do is update the case plan, as necessary, based on my assessment of her needs after speaking with her and seeing what was happening in her case. I’d review the plan with her and asked her if there was anything she wanted to add. I don’t think she ever wanted to add anything, although she did ask for more intensive substance abuse treatment services once – that is, once before this most recent time. But most places don’t take people directly into inpatient treatment and then there is the problem we already talked about – waiting lists. But, getting back to the case plan, of course I’d take it to Ms. Dizenzo so she could sign it. I’d leave her a copy after she signed it so she was always fully informed.
Reviewer: When you say you would take the case plan to Ms. Dizenzo for her to sign it, would this be at her home?
Tammy Van: Yes, and I’d bring her a copy the next time I visited with her.
Reviewer: About how often would you say you visited with Ms. Dizenzo? 
Tammy Van: Well, I’ll say that it’s been challenging to meet in person with Ms. Dizenzo because, as I said earlier, she’s moved quite a bit. It was often easier to meet with her at the Leys’ home when she was visiting with Samuel. But considering the circumstances, I think I did a pretty good job of regularly meeting with her wherever she was actually living. Maybe I didn’t see her in her home every month like clockwork because some months I was just trying to find out where she was living. And, honestly, sometimes I’d see her more than once a month. Sometimes I’d see her at the agency, especially after family time moved there. My attempts to meet with her should all be well documented in my case notes. 
Reviewer: When you did meet with her, what were your conversations about?
Tammy Van: We usually discussed her complying with her court-ordered services, specifically, what she wasn’t doing and needed to change. But there were times we talked about her progress, especially earlier in the case when she was more involved with her services. We also talked about her family time with Samuel, of course, and how she thought that was going. One thing I tried to talk about a lot was her relationship with Mr. Greene, but that was always a sore subject. Most of the time, Ms. Dizenzo didn’t want to discuss him at all. I think she knew that the Leys felt he was a bad influence on her and that her relationship with him was causing a lot of tension. She felt that Tina and Olin just weren’t giving him a chance.
Reviewer: You mentioned concerns about domestic violence. Was that regarding her relationship with Mr. Greene?
Tammy Van: Yes. I don’t think it was a concern in the past with prior relationships. But, like I said, Ms. Dizenzo didn’t want to discuss him or her relationship with him. She would just shut me down. I remember once asking her about a bruise she had. She just made up some excuse and changed the subject.
[bookmark: _Hlk27484200]Reviewer: OK, I’d like to shift topics now to Samuel. Can you tell us about how his needs were assessed and how the Department attempted to meet those needs? 
Tammy Van: On almost every home visit I conducted, I met with Samuel by himself, and we’d discuss how things were going, if he was safe, and what he needed. And I was constantly in touch with the Leys and with Samuel’s school to keep track of his progress and make sure all his needs were being met. I even attended one of his IEP meetings. I think one of his greatest needs has always been maintaining a strong connection with his mother, and I always paid very close attention to his interactions with her during home visits. He was always so excited to see her and spend time with her because she’d play games with him, read to him, throw the ball back and forth, stuff like that. And I always tried to keep up with his social interactions. Although I was never really able to see him interact with friends, I know he has several, including a neighbor he spends a lot of time with. And he also has a best friend through school. I know they’re in the same grade and have had the same classes for the past couple of years. 
Reviewer: So I’m hearing you say a lot about maintaining and strengthening connections with his mother and his friends, as well as efforts to meet his educational needs. Can you think of other needs Samuel might have had?
Tammy Van: Well, Samuel is the same faith as his great aunt and uncle, so he attends church with them. His mother has even attended sometimes, and I think that’s something new for her. And, through that, he’s become very involved in the church youth group; he’s attended several activities with them. He’s also had several visits, at least one of them extended, with his cousins, who live out of town. The Leys take him there, and he also Skypes with them quite often. Samuel tells me all the time how much he enjoys all of this, so I encourage him to continue.
Reviewer: How about conversations with Samuel about his permanency goals?
Tammy Van: Samuel knows that the plan, even before he was in foster care, was for him to eventually be able to live with his mom. That’s what had happened before – he’d live at the Leys’ house for a bit but then go back to live with his mom.
Reviewer: I’m curious about when adoption was added as a permanency goal. Was there a discussion with Samuel about that?
Tammy Van: I did tell him about that. I told him what it means to be adopted.
Reviewer: What was his reaction?
Tammy Van: As I recall, he didn’t seem too happy about it and really didn’t want to talk more about it.
Reviewer: Were there any services put in place then to help Samuel deal with his feelings about that new plan?
Tammy Van: I’m not really sure you can say there was much of a need there. When we talked about it, Samuel seemed more nervous than scared, which I think is a completely normal reaction. He told me he didn’t want to go live with strangers because that would mean he’d never get to see his mother, his great aunt and uncle, or his cousins again. But I truly believe that his feelings had more to do with his older sister being adopted than anything else. It’s all very old family drama. I mean, she was adopted years before he was even born by relatives. But he’s never been able to see her, even though it seems like he sometimes wants to do, so I think he assumes being adopted means you never get to see anybody again. I told him that’s not what adoption means, and I think he was OK with that. But then the goal was removed, so it’s all pretty much a moot point. 
Reviewer: Were there ever any efforts made to reach out to his sister’s adoptive parents?
Tammy Van: No. The adoption was finalized a long time ago, and the Department is no longer involved with his sister or her adoptive parents. It has been difficult for the entire family, and I would have loved to be the one to heal the family rift. But there’s really nothing the Department could have done in that area. It’s like I just said – Samuel’s sister was adopted years before he was born by a relative who moved far away because of all the strife that the adoption caused. That’s way out of our hands. 
Reviewer: What about Mrs. Dizenzo’s live-in boyfriend. Mr. Greene? 
Tammy Van: I’m sorry?
Reviewer: Did you ever talk with Samuel about any needs he might have related to his mother’s relationship with Mr. Greene?
Tammy Van: Once he began living with the Leys’ he barely ever saw Mr. Greene. Diane might have brought him over once or twice when she was scheduled for family time. Then the Leys made it pretty clear that they didn’t want him to visit, and, as far as I know, Ms. Dizenzo was respectful of that request. And he’s in jail right now anyway, completely out of the picture. 
Reviewer: Can you speak at all to Samuel’s physical health needs? And by that, I mean medical, vision, and dental health? 
Tammy Van: Samuel has had regular checkups with the doctor for as long as I’ve been involved in the case. He had been dealing with some challenges in his fine and gross motor skills even as recently as last year, but he has made a lot of improvement. It all goes back to his mother’s use of alcohol during her pregnancy. The physical and occupational therapy he was receiving really made a difference there, and the therapists determined last year that he didn’t need those services anymore. He’s had regular dental checkups, no issues. And he had a vision check just last month. No issues there, either.
Reviewer: And his mental health? Any needs or services in that area?
Tammy Van: He’s never been assessed to have any mental health needs. 
Reviewer: Has an assessment been completed? We weren’t able to locate one in the case file.
Tammy Van: There hasn’t been a formal mental health assessment completed. But we would only request a formal assessment is there appeared to be a need, and I’m not sure that ever presented as a need.
Reviewer: OK. Can you talk a little bit about Samuel’s involvement in case planning? How’s he been involved in its development? 
Tammy Van: I get information from Samuel when I visit with him. And I update the case plan any time I determine something’s changed. I arrive at those determinations as a result of my ongoing informal assessments of Samuel’s needs and conversations that I’m always conducting during home visits, as well as talking to the Leys and the school.
Reviewer: Does Samuel participate in any case planning meetings?
Tammy Van: It’s generally not our policy to involve children as young as Samuel in formal meetings. We don’t require that they sign case plans until they start working and receiving independent living services 
Reviewer: OK, thank you. I’d like to shift to the Leys now. Can you tell us how Tina and Olin Leys’ needs as foster parents were assessed, what if any needs were identified, and how the Department helped address those needs?
Tammy Van: Well, I meet with the Leys at least monthly. Keep in mind that they’ve been caring for Samuel off and on since he was an infant. They have such a strong bond with him and have been such an ongoing presence in his life, and vice versa, that they’ve never really needed much assistance from the Department. But I try to check in with them as much as possible during home visits. For example, I’ve often asked if they needed assistance buying gifts for Samuel for holidays or for his birthday. But they’ve never needed help with that. It’s the same with transportation, whether it’s to doctor’s appointments or visits at the office or school events; I’ve made offers, but they’ve never needed any assistance. And they were very capable of supervising the family time visits between Ms. Dizenzo and Samuel in their home. And when they felt they could no longer feel comfortable doing so, they let me know. I have helped them get the required travel documents filled out each time they take Samuel to visit his cousins, but that was nothing more than some questions about paperwork.
Reviewer: It appears that there was some initial reluctance on their part to become licensed as foster parents.
Tammy Van: There was. I’m not really sure why. I encouraged them to look into becoming licensed foster parents pretty early on so that they could receive greater financial assistance for caring for Samuel. And I referred them to the Resource Placement Unit so that they could get any questions answered. But I think the Leys always felt that they were doing fine on their own, and, since they’re relatives, it was never a requirement that they become licensed in the first place, so I didn’t push it.
Reviewer: They did change their minds, though.
Tammy Van: Yes, shortly after that one time where Mrs. Dizenzo showed up at their home intoxicated and out-of-control. I think they finally understood that it might be to their advantage to have more support if something like that happened again. They’re licensed now and have been since February.
Reviewer: Did they receive any services when adoption was added as a concurrent goal for Samuel?
Tammy Van: Well, like I already said, that goal didn’t stay on his plan for very long. But when it was added, I did meet with the Leys to explain what everything meant. I made it clear to them that the agency would continue to work toward reunification but that we would be working toward adoption at the same time to ensure the best possible outcome for Samuel since he had already been in care for more than a year. It was a difficult subject to discuss with them, though, and the reason for that goes back to that the adoption of Ms. Dizenzo’s first child and the huge rift that created in the larger family. The Leys have always said that they don’t want to be responsible for creating another rift, and, that while they’re fine with Samuel staying with them for as long as is required, they don’t want to take him from his mother. But it was always pretty clear to me that if we gone through to an adoption, they would have decided that taking Samuel themselves was a far better option than having him adopted by someone else.
Reviewer: Can you tell us if the Leys were notified of all court hearings in regard to Samuel and whether they were invited to those hearings?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Tammy Van: I always let them know when a court hearing was coming up. But we don’t have any specific process for providing foster parents with official written notifications or invitations; it is all done verbally. I’d let them know, and then, after the hearings, I would tell them what happened. I don’t think they were ever interested in attending any of the hearings until the TPR hearing. They did go to that one and the judge asked them some questions. They told the judge that they were happy to have Samuel in their home and that they hoped he could someday go back to his mother.
Reviewer: Ms. Van, we really want to thank you for taking the time to talk to us today. You’ve given us a tremendous amount of very useful information. Is there anything additional that you feel would be important for us to know to complete our review? 
Tammy Van: I can’t think of anything else.
Reviewer: Would you be willing to provide us with your cellphone number in case we have any follow-up questions?
[bookmark: _Hlk35200960]Tammy Van: Sure. It’s 209-555-6724. My supervisor told me to be available for follow-up calls all week. 
Reviewer: Thank you again. 
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