Tina and Olin Ley, Relative Caregivers – Interview June 24, 2019
Reviewer: Thank you for meeting with us today. We appreciate you both taking time to talk with us and share your experience. We understand that the caseworker, Ms. Van, explained why there is a federal review team here this week, as well as what we’re doing. But we want to reiterate that our purpose is to conduct a comprehensive review of the services provided to children and families by the Department, as well as to get a sense of the overall functioning of Mock State’s child welfare program. We’ll ask questions and take notes to provide feedback to the Department so that it can work to make improvements in its system and in how the state can better support children and families so that they have the best possible outcomes. Samuel’s case was randomly chosen to be reviewed as part of this process. We not only take a look at the case record, but we interview key people involved in the case, such as Samuel, his mother, his caseworker, and Samuel’s resource parents – that being the two of you. Because you are Samuel’s relative foster parents, hearing about your experiences in working with the Department and the services you received are a critical part of our process. 
Tiny Ley: So this is just about the services we received? Me and Olin?
Reviewer: We’ll talk about the services you received, and we’ll also ask about those provided to Samuel and his mother. For the purpose of this review, we’ll focus on a recent period of time called the period under review. The period under review we are looking at is April 1, 2018, through today, June 24, 2019. We are neutral reviewers and have no ability to affect Samuel’s the case. Our role is to help the state know how to better meet the needs of families in the future. As such, the information you share with us is confidential and will not be shared with your caseworker, so it will not have any impact on Samuel’s case. We want you to feel comfortable so you can be open and honest about your experiences. Do you have any questions before we get started?
Tina Ley: I don’t think so. Ollie?
Olin Ley: I don’t have any.
Reviewer: Great. I know that just seconds ago, I said that we are going to be focusing on the period under review, but it would help us to verify some things that happened prior to that. Now, we understand that Samuel is your niece’s son, and that he’s been staying with you off and on since he was very young, and that Diane has worked with the Department in the past. Was the most recent time he came to stay with you around June 2017?
Olin Ley: Yes, that’s right. I remember that day well because I received a call that our niece, Diane, and her boyfriend at the time were being arrested. Samuel needed a place to stay, so, of course, we said yes since he’d stayed with us so many times before. He’s been with us ever since then. 
Reviewer: Could one of you expand on that a little bit, just share with me your understanding of why the Department is involved this time with Samuel and his mother?	
Tina Ley: I can. When Samuel came to live with us in June, the Department was working with Diane and providing services that were supposed to help get Samuel back into her care. That had happened a few times before, so we were basically familiar with the process. It’s always been the same story. That girl has had a lot of sorrow in her life, starting back when her momma died, she lost her baby girl, then Samuel’s daddy died. Seems like it has been one thing after another – lots of sadness for one person to take on. Diane seems to do well for a period of time, but then she starts to drink again and gets involved with some shady boyfriends. That’s certainly what happened this time. By the end of 2017 and into early 2018, things were going downhill pretty fast for her. She wasn’t keeping up with what the Department was asking her to do; she started drinking again…
[bookmark: _GoBack]Olin Ley: It was that holiday party they had at her work. That’s where it all really started going downhill.
Tina Ley: Yes, I suppose that’s true. So, she started drinking again, and then she was backing out of services, and then Ricardo – I’m sorry, that’s her boyfriend, Ricardo Greene... 
Olin Ley: Was her boyfriend
Tina Ley: Yes, dear. Anyway, Ricardo was arrested, and Diane was left on her own to figure things out. She just doesn’t do well alone. She never has. She always seems to need to be in a relationship. And then one day, she showed up at our house drunk, yelling and screaming, and trying to take Samuel with her. This was so upsetting to him! And then she lost her place to live, and no one could get ahold of her, and she was seen hanging around Samuel’s school and driving by our house but not stopping in – possibly looking to talk with him or take him. It was just…
Olin Ley: Crazy is what it was. I’d never seen it that bad in all the time we’ve been helping with Samuel. That’s when the Department decided they had to take legal action. To ensure Samuel’s safety, you know? Before, Samuel was with us on a voluntary basis – meaning that Diane could come and just take him if she wanted, and we would have to let her. Of course, when she showed up that drunk ,we couldn’t allow her to take Samuel. I mean, who knows what could have happened. 
Tina Ley: We’ve been working with Ms. Van ever since. 
Reviewer: When the incident occurred where Ms. Dizenzo showed up at your house intoxicated and tried to take Samuel with her, were you concerned about Samuel’s safety? 
Tina Ley: Of course. We were concerned that if Diane took Samuel, he wouldn’t be in a safe place. I’m not saying that Diane would deliberately hurt Samuel, although she did really scare him that day. Given the state that she was in, well, she couldn’t really care for herself, let alone a child. But she often reacts impulsively and doesn’t really keep in mind how her actions might affect Samuel. 
Reviewer: What about after that incident? Did you continue to have concerns about Samuel’s safety? And did the agency work with you around any kind of planning to ensure he was safe and that nothing like this happened again?
Tina Ley: Well, I mean, it was certainly disconcerting to learn that Diane was showing up at Samuel’s school and watching him. But I’m not really sure what you mean about planning to ensure he was safe. They told us to call the police if anything like that happened again. And Tammy – I’m sorry, Ms. Van – told us to call her directly, as well. 
Olin Ley: And it was the same thing when she showed up at the house drunk again that second time, on the Fourth of July last year.
Reviewer: So what was the plan or your understanding of a process to prevent this from happening again?
Olin Ley: Call the cops. That was the plan. I think the Department told Diane that the police would be called, but I’m not really sure what they said to her.
Reviewer: The case record shows the Department filed a petition, and the agency took custody of Samuel in February 2018. Did the agency explain what this meant and how things would be different from the in-home services that Ms. Dizenzo had been receiving?
Olin Ley: Well, that’s when we met Ms. Van. She came out to the house and explained she’d be visiting us and Samuel, at least monthly, to check on him and see if we needed any help. Before that, it had been – oh, what was her name?
Tina Ley: Claire, Claire Van Dyke
Olin Ley: That’s right. Before that, it was Ms. Van Dyke who was coming by. Ms. Van was the one who explained to us that, with the Department having custody of Samuel, Diane couldn’t just come and take him. She also talked with us about Diane having to participate in services – that it wasn’t voluntary anymore.
Reviewer: Can you tell me about any services you received once Ms. Van started visiting?
Tina Ley: She visited us very regularly, just like she said she would. And she’s always kept in very close contact with us by phone, text, or home visits. She always made a point of asking if we needed help buying gifts for Samuel’s birthday or holidays, but that wasn’t anything we ever needed. We’re not rich, but we live a comfortable life, and Ollie and I always felt that agency money should be used on families that are truly in need. I can also think of a few times where Ms. Van helped with transportation when we couldn’t do it. She’d have an aide bring Diane to visit, or sometimes she’d even drive Diane over herself. And she was very helpful when we’d want to go on vacation and take Samuel out of town to visit relatives. There was all this paperwork that needed to be filled out, and she’d make sure everything was completed correctly. 
Olin Ley: She also did a lot with Samuel’s school. He had all these special education services that she helped coordinate. I think being involved in those programs has really helped Samuel get to where he needs to be in school. He used to struggle to keep up with the other kids, but I think he’s doing much better now.
Tina Ley: Oh, he definitely is. No question.
Reviewer: I understand that you recently became licensed foster parents, is that correct?
Tina Ley: Yes, that’s true. And Ms. Van is the one who brought up the possibility of us doing that. That was a while ago. She said that it would become a way to receive additional support and payment for Samuel’s care. But she also said it would be a really long process and that a second worker would be involved. And so it didn’t seem like something we wanted to get involved with. I mean, I already told you we’re not that concerned about money, so extra payments weren’t anything we cared about. We didn’t understand back then what she meant by extra services. And it just seemed so official, you know? We are family and families help one another. We thought that if we became licensed foster parents, it would be different – more business-like – and then it might seem like we’d be looking at the real possibility of Samuel being in our home permanently. And that’s just not something we ever wanted to consider. Not because we don’t love Samuel, don’t get me wrong. We love that boy with all our heart. We’d do anything for him. But we never wanted to be the ones who take Diane’s second child away. Not after what happened the first time. So, we just never followed up on it, and, after a while, Ms. Van just stopped mentioning it.
Reviewer: So what made you change your minds?
Olin Ley: Diane did. It wasn’t anything she said. It was more of what she did. It was after that craziness in July that we started thinking about how maybe having some support in all this made sense, after all. Not that we want to take Samuel away from Diane, mind you. It’s like Tina said, that’s never been what we wanted. But just, you know, as a precaution. So we started researching more about fostering on our own, and then Tina found this orientation meeting that we went to where some man stood up and laid out all the benefits that came with getting licensed as a foster parent, and I guess we’d never really understood all the specific details. I have to say, it all sounded pretty good. So we made the decision to go through with the process. 
Tina Ley: I’m so glad we did, too! The classes were very educational, and we made some great connections with other families. We have a better understanding of how the system works, and knowing other families has been really a blessing, especially the folks that are providing foster care for their kin. We were also assigned our own resource home worker, and she was extremely helpful. We didn’t understand that’s what Ms. Van had meant about us being assigned another worker. I wish we’d gone ahead with the whole process a long time ago. 
Reviewer: We understand that the goal of adoption was added to Samuel’s case plan earlier this year, and that while it remained a goal, the agency was really looking at the two of you as potential adoptive parents. But I’ve also heard you say a couple of times now that you didn’t wanted to take Samuel away from his mother. 
Olin Ley: That was a difficult time – when they had that adoption goal. Tina and I were always upfront with all of Diane’s caseworkers that we were here for Samuel and Diane and would do whatever we could to help the both of them. We’ve also told that to Diane. She could trust us knowing that we weren’t going to take Samuel from her. We wanted him to go back to her. Ms. Van would ask us every now and then whether we saw ourselves as a resource – that’s the word she used, a resource – to step in if Diane’s rights to Samuel were terminated. I guess it never clicked for us at first that she was talking about adopting him. It’s like Tina said, though; we’d do anything for that boy, but we never signed on to actually take him away from Diane. Losing her first child that way near about destroyed her and this family. I’m certainly not going to be the person who lights that fire again. And we were always very clear with Ms. Van on that. I just don’t think she ever really heard us. 
Tina Ley: She basically just told us that they’d gone and added adoption because Diane had more or less dropped out of all her services by then. Things weren’t going well. But what I never understood is that they said they were still going to work toward reunifying him with Diane, too. How does that make sense? In one breath, they say they’re taking him away from her, and, in the next, they say they’re working to give him back? It just seems so illogical. 
Olin Ley: And that’s what the court thought, too. We were at that hearing in May where the court said they weren’t going to terminate Diane’s rights. Tina and I both spoke out against the idea of taking Samuel away from Diane, and I really think the court heard us. That was pretty much the last we ever heard about adoption. 
Tina Ley: Which was just as well, I think. 
Reviewer: Did Ms. Van ever discuss other possible goals with you, that is, other plans for Samuel besides reunification and adoption? 
Tina Ley: Do you mean like guardianship or – Ollie, what was that other goal they talked about in our classes – the one that some of the older kids got?
Olin Ley: It was APPLA or something like that – some planned living arrangement was made for them until the kids turned 18. 
Reviewer: Yes, those are the types of goals or plans I’m talking about.
Tina Ley: I don’t think so. Ollie?
Olin Ley: I don’t remember ever talking about that. 
Reviewer: You just mentioned the TPR hearing you attended. What about other court cases? Did Ms. Van keep you informed of when they were taking place?
Olin Ley: Not really. I mean, I guess she’d mention every now and then that there was some court case coming up, and then she’d tell us a little later what the outcome was. But we never really understood that we had a right to be at any of them. It wasn’t until pretty recently and after we got licensed that Theo told us that not only did were we supposed to be told about when the hearings were, but that we were supposed to be invited to all of them and could speak at them. And that’s when we went in May.
Reviewer: Theo?
Olin Ley: Oh, Theo Blackwell. That’s the guardian fella. There’s a name for it, guardian something.
Tina Ley: Guardian ad Litem.
Olin Ley: That’s right. Guardian ad Litem. He’s a nice boy. You can tell he is looking out for Samuel, and Samuel likes when he visits.
Reviewer: What about the family time that was taking place between Samuel and his mother? As I understand it, in the beginning, family time took place in your home. Is that correct?
Tina Ley: Yes. It was pretty much the same as before the Department filed for custody. Diane would come over and visit,  sometimes in the evening after work, sometimes over weekends. Ollie or I had to be around. We had to make sure Diane hadn’t been drinking, and we could pretty much leave the two of them to visiting with each other. Diane was good with him. I remember back when Samuel was first born. Diane really didn’t know what to do, but she learned quick. And then she also took two sets of parenting classes. She has a gentle way about her with Samuel, and Samuel likes seeing his momma.
Olin Ley: And sometimes Ms. Van would be there, as well, to watch them. I think initially the only problem we had was when Diane wanted to bring over that Greene fella. Don’t know why. He wasn’t interested in Samuel, and Samuel definitely didn’t like him. 
Reviewer: In reading the case record, we see that family time between Diane and Samuel were later moved to the Department’s office.
Tina Ley: We thought long and hard before asking Ms. Van to move family time. We were finding ourselves in the role of policing, like we had to be the heavies instead of just being there for Samuel and Diane. And Diane’s behavior was becoming more erratic, more unpredictable. Having to be the ones to decide if she was going to visit or not or decide whether or not she was using was too hard. It was negatively affecting our relationship with Diane, and we think Samuel might have been able to sense that. We talked to our resource worker about it, as well as a couple of other families that were caring for their kin. Ms. Van was very receptive and supportive of our request to have family time between Diane and Samuel moved to the office and supervising them there. 
Reviewer: Earlier, you said that Ms. Van would come over about once a month.
Olin Ley: That’s right.
Reviewer: Let’s talk about Ms. Van’s visits Samuel. How often did she meet with him?
Tina Ley: Oh, she seems him at least once a month, maybe a little more. She comes by here but also sees him at the office during family time. 
Reviewer: When she visited within Samuel in your home, did she spend time with him alone?
Olin Ley: So, when she visited at the same time as Diane was over, she always made a point of meeting everybody on their own but also all together. Like, she’d normally start with all of us in the same room, and we’d just talk for a while, and then she’d go off an play with Samuel in his room for a bit, and then she’d invite in Diane to watch them play together, and then she’d usually send out Samuel after a while, and Diane would stay in the room with her. I guess so they could talk privately. 
Reviewer: And what about those times that Ms. Van came by, and it wasn’t around a time that Diane and Samuel were visiting?
Tina Ley: Well, it was basically the same thing. We would all meet together for a bit, and then she would spend time separately with Samuel and then come and spend some time with us. 
[bookmark: _Hlk27484200]Reviewer: What about Samuel’s specific needs? Do you think the agency did a good job of assessing those and providing any necessary services to meet them? 
Tina Ley: I know that Ms. Van always asked about Samuel’s needs whenever she came to visit. I’m not really sure what they’d be assessing for, though. I mean, Samuel had some minor developmental delays early on because of Diane’s drinking, but those delays were in his motor skills, and the schools were really addressing those. Samuel’s always been well behaved, even a little on the quiet side. He’s never gotten aggressive like some of the children in the other families that we heard about during those licensing classes. And we thank the stars for that. We’ve always been so impressed at how resilient Samuel is with everything he’s been through. 
Olin Ley: He’s had some nightmares, though. There have been nights where he’s woken up screaming. It was really bad for several weeks after that day in July that Diane tried to take him. Like Tina said, Diane had always had a gentle way about her with Samuel and seeing her act so differently really frightened him.
Tina Ley: And he was also very distressed during that couple of months that the agency was talking about adoption. He had it in his head that he’d be sent far away and would never get to see us again. There were some bad dreams about that, too. 
Reviewer: Did you ever talk to Ms. Van about those nightmares and bad dreams?
Tina Ley: I’m not really sure; maybe not specifically. We also tried to comfort Samuel as much as we could and would sometimes encourage him to talk to Ms. Van about his dreams. But I guess we never really initiated a conversation with Ms. Van about them. We probably should have. In fact, we probably should have tried to get Samuel to see a counselor about his feelings. Some of the other families have told us that their kids see counselors, and it has really helped them. A couple of the families said that they will even go with the kids so they can learn how to be more helpful to the kids. I don’t know why we didn’t.
Reviewer: OK. Well, I think those are really all of the questions we have. We want to thank you for meeting with us today and being so open and honest about your experiences. Is there anything else you might want to tell us? 
Tina Ley: Just that we really appreciate the opportunity to be heard. I don’t want anything we said here to make it sound like we’re unhappy. Overall, we feel like Ms. Van and the agency have done really tremendous work in the face of a really difficult situation. There’s maybe a few things that could have been handled better, but that doesn’t mean it was all bad. 
Olin Ley: I agree. It’s like that old saying. Hindsight is 20/20. You don’t always get it right the first time. 
Reviewer: Thank you. It’s been a pleasure talking to you both. 
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