Diane Dizenzo, Mother – Interview, June 24, 2019
Reviewer: Good afternoon, Ms. Dizenzo, and thank you for making time to meet with us on the phone today. 
Diane Dizenzo: Hello. It’s good to talk to you.
Reviewer: I’m not really sure what you’ve been told about who we are and why we want to talk to you, but just briefly let me explain that my partner and I are part of a larger federal review team that’s responsible for conducting a comprehensive review of Mock State’s child welfare agency and the services it provides to families and their children. We gather information about these services by reviewing case records and interviewing key individuals like you from each case. We are neutral reviewers. That means that we can’t intervene in any way in your case, though – our goal is to learn from your experiences. 
We will combine what we learn from your experiences with information from all the other cases being reviewed and provide feedback to the Department so it can make improvements so that other families can have the best possible outcomes. Any information you share with us on this call is confidential – we don’t disclose anything to your caseworker, your relatives, your attorney, or anyone else. Because of that, we hope you’ll feel comfortable enough to answer all our questions honestly and completely. But your participation in this interview is voluntary, so if a question makes you feel uncomfortable, please let us know, and we’ll move on. Also, if you need me to repeat any questions, just let me know that, too. My partner will be taking notes so we don’t forget anything, but, as I said, nobody will see those notes but us. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Diane Dizenzo: Ms. Van told me what this is all about. She said I’d be helping others by talking to you. 
Reviewer: That’s true. You will be.
Diane Dizenzo: I don’t have any questions. 
Reviewer: Great. I know your time is limited, so we’ll jump right in. For the review, we generally focus on a specific period of time; we call that the period under review. The period under review that we are looking at is April 1, 2018, through today, June 24, 2019. When you think about the questions and your answers, it would be helpful if you think about that time period. However, it does help us to understand background information – things that happened before the period under review, so if would be great if you could confirm something. We understand that you’ve been working with the Department off and on since 2005. 
Diane Dizenzo: That sounds about right. I was still in high school the first time, then started working with them again right when Samuel was born for a bit. It was on and off.
Reviewer: Thanks for confirming that. Considering the period under review, what we’re most interested in is the last 14 months or so – the period of time shortly after the Department petitioned the court and took custody of Samuel. In your own words, can you tell us about what was going on when that happened?
Diane Dizenzo: That was such a tough time for me. I mean, it’s like you said. I’d worked with the Department lots of times before, and all those times I was able to do what they asked and have my case closed. But this time was different. Part of it was on account of my boyfriend, Ricardo. We hadn’t been dating that long, and I thought this time he was really the one, you know. But he was dealing drugs. I swear I didn’t know about that at the beginning. But we ended up both getting arrested and going to jail, and, just like that, my aunt and uncle had to take Samuel again. I think you already talked to them, right?
Reviewer: We have, yes.
Diane Dizenzo: Well, anyway, I lost my job when I went to jail, and it was really hard to find another one because my car was a piece of junk, and I couldn’t get to any interviews. And on top of all that my caseworker at the time – Ms. Van Dyke, that was her name – was writing up all this stuff I had to do in my case plan before they’d let Samuel come back home. Substance abuse treatment, AA meetings, all this stuff I’d done before. And this alcohol and drug testing that I needed to call in for, but I could barely keep my cell phone on because I had no money. It was just so much stress, you know? And Ricardo, he wasn’t any help. He didn’t want any part of it. 
Reviewer: What do you mean by that?
Diane Dizenzo: Well, I mean, when he got out of jail, he just wanted to finish his probation. Samuel wasn’t his boy, after all. He got a job faster than I did, and so he was the one bringing in money. And then Ms. Van Dyke started in with all her talk about us getting counseling for domestic violence, and he just shut right down. Didn’t want anything to do with her. And it wasn’t like I could make him do anything he didn’t want to do. So I was basically on my own. I did manage to find part-time work for a while, but it was never enough to pay for everything I needed. Car repairs, gas, rent, my cell phone. After I missed a couple of days, they fired me, and then I found out Ricardo was selling drugs again. Just pot, but still. I was doing my best to keep up with everything Ms. Van Dyke wanted, but I’ll be honest – I was drinking now and then, and I was smoking some pot, too. With Ricardo. I just need an escape, you know? Something to make me feel better. But I was losing my grip, no doubt about it. And then Ricardo got arrested again, and, this time, he got charged with intent to distribute. And with him in jail, I couldn’t pay rent. I was going to lose our apartment. And so, one night in January, I got to drinking and got to thinking about how sad and depressed and lonely I was, and I just got it in my head to go over to my aunt and uncle’s and tell them I needed Samuel to come back with me. I guess I was thinking that if he stayed with me, I wouldn’t be alone and maybe I could get some benefits and maybe not have to lose the apartment. And I missed him, too, you know? But I shouldn’t have done that. I know that now. Hell, I knew it then. But that’s when the agency stepped in. They did what they had to do. And that’s when I started working with Ms. Van.
Reviewer: After the court granted them custody, the Department placed Samuel with your aunt and uncle. Was that something you felt comfortable with?
Diane Dizenzo: Oh my God, yes, absolutely. Samuel was there already, so it wasn’t really any different for him. My Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin, they’re saints. That’s the only word I have for them. What they’ve done for me, for Samuel, all these past years? I’ll never be able to repay them. Never. I just thank God every day they’ve been there for me and Samuel and stayed with us, even when I probably didn’t deserve it.
Reviewer: I’d like to go back for a moment to something you said before. You mentioned Ricardo not wanting to participate in any services concerning domestic violence. Was it only domestic violence services or other services, as well? Did you and Ms. Van talk about Ricardo’s role in your family and what that meant for caring for Samuel? 
Diane Dizenzo: Ms. Van only talked about us needing to go to domestic violence services and she also wanted him to do stuff around substance use – I think maybe it was AA meetings. I can’t really remember. I mean, Ricardo wasn’t Samuel’s father, although, at the time, I was kind of hoping he was interested in taking on the job. But that’s all in the past now.
Reviewer: What did you think about receiving services for domestic violence? 
Diane Dizenzo: Look, I know my relationship with Ricardo wasn’t perfect. Believe me, I see that more clearly now, in here, than I ever did before. And he’s not getting out for a long time. Years, probably. So I think that’s all pretty much over and probably for the best. But I truly don’t believe he’s an abusive man. Did we fight sometimes? Sure. But who doesn’t? Did he sometimes raise a hand? Yeah, that happened a few times, too. But I gave out as much as I took. It’s not like I was some innocent little girl. Being in here’s about taking responsibility, and that’s what I’m doing. 
Reviewer: Thank you. We understand how difficult this might be for you to talk about and appreciate your openness. At the time the Department petitioned the court for custody of Samuel, did anyone explain to you what that meant and how things would be different from when you were working with Ms. Van Dyke and receiving in-home services?
Diane Dizenzo: Aunt Tina told me first. My cell phone service had got shut off for a while so nobody could get hold of me. Then a friend loaned me some money to turn it back on, and I called her. She told me the Department had set it up so that Samuel had to stay with them now; it wasn’t voluntary anymore. And my heart just broke. All I could think about was my little girl, Lisa, how she’d been taken away from me all those years ago. I had this terrible feeling in my stomach. But then Aunt Tina said I could come and visit, and I did, and that’s when I actually met Ms. Van. She explained who she was and that the Department now had custody of Samuel. But then she said that they weren’t about taking him away; they wanted to reunify him with me, but, before that could happen, I had to complete these services and be at these different court hearings. Like before, I guess, but, this time, the agency would actually have custody of my son until I finished. I guess that all made it a little more real for me. Right then I swore I’d do everything I had to do to get Samuel back, and I meant it.
Reviewer: Can you talk about how things went for you after that?
Diane Dizenzo: OK at first, I guess. Ms. Van came to see me at the friend’s house where I was staying, and we talked about what was going on and the services I needed. And we had a good talk, you know? I felt like she actually wanted to know what I had to say. I told her about how I didn’t feel like the services I’d received in the past were enough. Like, the substance abuse treatment wasn’t intensive enough, you know? And I just never really liked the counselor. I was on board with AA meetings because I’d always found them helpful, but I just couldn’t see taking any more parenting classes. I mean, I’ve taken all those before. I know how to be a good mother, I just struggle to keep myself in a place where I can be one, you know? And I told her about how not having a job was the real problem because, without money, how can I keep a stable place to live and take care of myself and my son? And the fact that I didn’t even have a reliable car go get to a job in the first place.
Reviewer: Do you feel like you started getting the assistance you needed after that conversation?
Diane Dizenzo: Well, Ms. Van got me into a substance abuse treatment program pretty fast. But I was frustrated because it ended up being at the same place I’d gone to in the past, the one I didn’t really like. She made sure I had a different counselor, but it was still just 10 sessions of outpatient counseling and more of that alcohol and drug testing they were making me do before. And the AA meetings. It was basically the same thing I’d been doing, and I’d gone and told her before I wanted something more intensive. 
Reviewer: Were there any other services you were receiving?
Diane Dizenzo: I mean, I’d get rides sometimes from Ms. Van or one of her aides. You know, to visit Samuel or to go on job interviews when my car wasn’t running. She kept offering me these bus passes, but those never helped me because the bus schedule is so limited. By the time you switch all those busses, you’ve spent half the day just trying to get across town. I was trying to do what I supposed to, but nothing was getting easier, you know? I was basically in the same place as before, only this time Ricardo was in jail, and I didn’t have any regular place to stay. And I was sad and lonely all the time. I talked to Ricardo on the phone as much as I could, but that only made me sadder and miss him more. And seeing Samuel was the same way. Those days I got to see him were the best days I ever had, but then I’d have to leave, and it was like this black hole opened up around me. And the agency had so many demands. It was never just one thing. It’s overwhelming, having so much to do all at once, especially when you don’t even have your feet planted under you. And it is also hard to stay focused and feel good about yourself when it seems like all your worker wants to do is point out everything you’re not doing. I mean, I was trying. I was doing what I could with what I had. But I started drinking again – a little here, a little there, then more and more. And then there was that day in July; I was thinking about Samuel’s father because he died around that time. Anyway, I went over to my aunt and uncle’s house and tried to take Samuel. 
Reviewer: I know this must be hard to talk about. We really appreciate your openness.
Diane Dizenzo: Well, there’s really not much to say about it, you know? I mean, I felt so bad about it afterward. I don’t even know how many times I apologized, and I’ll keep apologizing as long as I have to. I know I scared Samuel. I scared my aunt and uncle too. Hell, I scared myself. Ms. Van got me scheduled with some counselor, who was supposed to talk to me about my depression, but that ended up being just one more thing I had to get to. Plus they wanted me to take all these pills. And I don’t want to do that. I mean, I’m trying off of drugs, and they want me popping pills? Those things only make you forget your problems, not deal with them. And then Ricardo got out of jail – November, I think that was. Things changed pretty fast after that. 
Reviewer: How do you mean?
Diane Dizenzo: Well, I mean, I was still working with Ms. Van to try and get Samuel back. Making what appointments I could, visiting Samuel, trying to do everything on my case plan. When Ricardo got out, I was so excited because I thought it would be so much easier with him to pay for rent and keep the car fixed. And we did get a place to stay, pretty much right away. A little apartment, just one room but big enough for us. And because he was a part of my life, I wanted Ricardo to be a part of Samuel’s life. So I’d take him to visit Samuel at my aunt and uncle’s house, but they never liked Ricardo. I mean, they had their reasons, don’t get me wrong. But then they started talking about how Samuel didn’t like him coming along, and I’m pretty sure they told Ms. Van that we were drinking before we came to visit. And that all ended with Ms. Van telling me that I couldn’t visit Samuel at my aunt and uncle’s anymore; I had to have my family time at the agency, supervised by her. And I’m like, “What the hell is this?” 
Reviewer: Did Ms. Van or the agency talk to you about this change in family time? Prepare you for it?
Diane Dizenzo: She was literally like, :We’re changing your family time so you have to come to the Department offices now.” And then she had me come over to the office early – before my time with Samuel and had this checklist for me about ways I could plan to make family time better for me and Samuel. Like that’s what I needed – a checklist on how to be with my son. Not to mention that the Department office was, like, twice as far as my aunt and uncle’s. So that was one more thing, too. It all just made me feel worse. And it just felt like everything was getting worse, too. I mean, my relationship with Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin just got strange, you know? More distant. Like, they stopped inviting me to family gatherings and church. It felt like they were cutting me out. And then I found out they’d gotten themselves licensed as foster parents. Hadn’t even told me they were doing it. And right after that, Ms. Van tells me on of our visits that they’re adding adoption as one of Samuel’s goals. Out of the blue, just like that.
Reviewer: Let’s talk a little bit about the addition of that adoption goal. What was your understanding of what that meant? 
Diane Dizenzo: It meant they were trying to take Samuel away from me! Just like Lisa was taken away from me. It was like, the one thing I never wanted to happen was happening. And right after that, it was one thing after another, you know? Ricardo got arrested again, serious charges this time because of his history, and, on top of everything else, I had to help him find a lawyer. Like we could afford a lawyer to begin with. I lost the apartment because I couldn’t afford rent, had to start couch surfing again, couldn’t keep a job because the car wouldn’t run. And, of course, I can’t make any appointments, and I can’t make my visits with Samuel, and Ms. Van’s on me for not doing what’s in my case plan or not texting her to confirm appointments when my damn phone’s been shut off. And what’s even worse is that now this all means they’re going to take my son away, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m not going to lie; this was the most stressful time of my life. No matter what I did, I couldn’t succeed. And then my attorney gets in touch to tell me that the agency is filing for termination of my parental rights. I mean, Ms. Van couldn’t even tell me that herself? 
Reviewer: Had Ms. Van informed you previously of upcoming court dates and hearings?
Diane Dizenzo: She always told me about them before. And I always made it out to them, which was really hard to do most times. I never got any help from the agency with rides to court. It was like they felt I had to get there on my own to prove I was committed. 
Reviewer: And you were present at the TPR hearing in May, correct?
Diane Dizenzo: Oh, I was definitely at that one. My aunt and uncle were there, too, and my attorney and so were my counselors. 
Reviewer: Can you describe what happened?
Diane Dizenzo: Well my Ms. Van had to testify and say why the judge should terminate my rights. That was hard to listen to. Then the counselors were called up and had to answer questions about what we did in our sessions and they talked about how I stopped going. Then my attorney had me testify. I got to tell the judge about how hard it was for me and the problems I had doing everything I was supposed to be doing. A lot of what I just told you about. Leonard – that’s my attorney, Leonard Garfield. He met with me a couple days before the hearing and talked with me about the questions I would have to answer. He helped me so I could talk about what I had done and the problems I had trying to do all the stuff I was supposed to do. We went over to the courthouse and he actually had me sit up in that box in that chair– forgot what you call it, so I would know what it felt like before I had to do it at the hearing. I was glad that he did that. I was still nervous but maybe not as nervous as I would have been. The judge also asked Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin a couple of questions. They said they wanted to see Samuel be able to live with me. So, I knew they were on my side, but, at the same time, I’m thinking, what if the court actually does terminate my rights? What happens to Samuel then? Does he get sent to some stranger because Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin have told me they don’t want to adopt? I can’t even imagine what that would have done to him. Samuel’s attorney talked too. Everyone said that terminating my rights wouldn’t be a good thing for Samuel, and, at the end, the judge agreed. I was so relieved! 
Reviewer: Can you describe what happened after the TPR hearing? What services did the agency offer you then?
Diane Dizenzo: That’s when I finally got the referral for intensive treatment that I’d asked for all the way back when this started. That’s where I am now. And this is a great program; I’m getting help with my substance abuse issues, and they’re giving me mental health counseling, too – real counseling, not just pills. I’ve had regular contact with Samuel over the phone and in a week, Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin are going to bring him to visit with me. And my employer was even willing to hold my job until I get out of treatment. I feel really lucky about that. And I am renting a room. Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin are helping me pay a small amount so the woman I rent from will hold the room for me. I feel better about things than I have in a really long time.
Reviewer: That’s wonderful, Ms. Dizenzo. We’re really happy to hear that. I just have a couple of other follow-up questions I’d like to ask, if that’s OK. Do you have time?
Diane Dizenzo: Yeah, nobody’s saying I have to go yet.
Reviewer: I’d like to ask you a few questions about your visits with Ms. Van. About how often do you see her?
Diane Dizenzo: Since I’ve been in treatment? I don’t see her much face-to-face, because I’m here. But we talk on the phone. Before I got to treatment, maybe it was once a month or more.
Reviewer: Where did you see her?
Diane Dizenzo: And we’re talking about that period under review thing, right?
Reviewer: Yes.
Diane Dizenzo: Sometimes she would come out to where I was living; that is when I had an apartment. When I was staying with people, it was harder. I couldn’t tell her where I was going to be because most times I didn’t know. I’d see her at Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin’s, and then maybe we would talk when she was driving me some place. I’d see her at the office, and we’d talk before or after my family time.
Reviewer: When you visited, what did you talk about?
Diane Dizenzo: She’d tell me what I needed to do on my case plan. And, like I said, that one time she told me how I could be visiting better with Samuel. She told me when they added the adoption goal but never did say why, all of a sudden, they were doing that. And I told you, she didn’t even tell me when they were filing TPR on me.
Reviewer: You mentioned your case plan several times during our conversation and how much there was for you to do. Would you say that you were regularly involved in identifying what specifics went into your case plans? 
Diane Dizenzo: The only time I ever saw a case plan was when Ms. Van would bring it to me and tell me to look it over before I signed it. Then she’d give me a copy. I never had any say in what was in it, only if I wanted to add something to what was already in it. It’s like when they changed my family time. I was just told that this is how it was. And it’s funny, because Ms. Van always said that my signing it meant I agreed with what was in it, but I always felt like if I hadn’t signed it, that would have been one more thing they said I didn’t do right. 
Reviewer: What about the things in the plan that involved Samuel? Were you able to have input into that?
Diane Dizenzo: It was the same thing. Ms. Van would have it all in the plan and give it to me to sign, and I’d sign it. Then I’d get a copy. I mean, I already told you – I didn’t even know they were trying to put Samuel up for adoption until my attorney called me.
Reviewer: Tell me if I understand this correctly. Ms. Van did talk with you about working with to have Samuel returned to you – that is, a permanency goal of reunification and you were at court when the court ordered adoption as a concurrent goal?
Diane Dizenzo: That sounds right.
Reviewer: Did Ms. Van or anyone else ever talk with you about other permanency goal options?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Diane Dizenzo: There are other options? I didn’t know that. I figured that all kids either went home or they got adopted out.  
Reviewer: Did the agency ever have any conversations with you about what Samuel might need?
Diane Dizenzo: I’m not sure what you mean.
Reviewer: We look at what children might need in a few areas or aspects of their lives. So, for Samuel, what might his emotional or mental health needs be?
Diane Dizenzo: Well, I’d like him to be happy. And I want him to know that I love him very much, even though I might not show it all the time. I know that even though he’s been with Aunt Tina and Uncle Olin, this probably hasn’t been easy on in. He did tell me that he has bad dreams sometimes. And getting that adoption goal was tough on him. It was around that time he asked me again about his sister; he hadn’t asked about her in a long time.
Reviewer: Do you know if he received any support or services for any of this?
Diane Dizenzo: Services like what? Like seeing a counselor or something? About Samuel seeing one? No, I don’t remember ever talking about that. But now that I think about it, as we’re talking, I can see why he maybe should talk to one. I mean, it’s definitely helping me. And I know he’s been through a lot. You think I should bring that up?
Reviewer: I can’t really advise you on what to do, Ms. Dizenzo, but that’s a conversation you could have with your worker.
Diane Dizenzo: I’ll ask her next time I talk to her.
Reviewer: What about Samuel’s other needs, like his medical needs? Physical health, eye doctor, dentist? Do you feel like he’s been getting what he needs there? And do you feel like you’ve been involved?
Diane Dizenzo: I think my aunt and uncle and Ms. Van had all that covered really well. I always heard about his appointments, even if I couldn’t make it to them. And Aunt Tina fills me about the results when I can’t be there. Samuel had some problems because … well, because of my drinking when I was carrying him. But he’s gotten better because of all the therapy they gave him. He’s a healthy boy. He has all of his shots, and he is growing good. I know they just checked his eyes last month – 20/20, they said.
Reviewer: That’s great. Do you feel like his educational needs are being met, as well? 
Diane Dizenzo: That’s the one place where I always felt like I had a say. He’s got this plan for how the school works with him – an IEP, they call it, but I keep forgetting what that stands for. But anyway, they have these meetings to update it, and I always get an invite to them. And I always felt like I was listened to when I talked. His teacher was great, too; I met her and got to watch her work with him. She takes extra time to explain new things to Samuel and gives him quiet time when he needs it. I try to do that with him, too. That was something I really liked. His teacher showed me things I can do with Samuel. We make a game out of it. I think Samuel really likes that. Oh, wait a second (pause). I’m sorry, the staff her says that I got to get going – time for my group session.
Reviewer: Well, Ms. Dizenzo, I think that’s all the questions we have. We want to thank you for being so open and honest with us and for taking the time you did to share your experiences with us today. Is there anything else you want to tell us that we missed? 
Diane Dizenzo: I can’t think of anything else. I hope what I talked about can end up helping someone else.  
Reviewer: I’m sure it will, Ms. Dizenzo. Thank you again.
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