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Lupe and Josh Shanihan (Foster Parents for Layla Morgan)
Interviewer: Thank you for taking the time to talk with us today. We’re talking with you today as part of Mock State’s Child and Family Services Review, which evaluates services provided to children and families by the Mock State Department of Child and Family Services. The goal of the review is to provide feedback to the agency about how it can make improvements in its system so that children and families have the best outcomes. What I want to ask you about are the kinds of services you and Layla received during the period that she was placed in your care, as well as what your experiences were like as you worked with the agency. The information you share with me is confidential and will not be shared with the caseworker, so I want to encourage you to be as open and honest with us as you can. Your feedback is a very important part of this review process. Before we begin, do you have any questions about this interview or the review process?
Lupe Shanihan: We actually participated in this process the last time these reviews took place. Maybe 6 years ago? We understand what it’s about.
Interviewer: That’s great, thanks for letting me know. I guess you’ve been doing this for a while. I wanted to start by asking you about the decision to place Layla in your home without her sisters. Our understanding is that you weren’t able to take all three of the children at once but were open to the possibility of taking in Layla’s sisters at some later date. Is that correct?
Josh Shanihan: That’s correct. When the agency contacted us through SHF—that’s Supporting Healthy Families, we work with them quite a bit—it was obvious that Layla was in a crisis situation and needed a level of therapeutic support right away that her current placement wasn’t able to provide her. Without knowing too many details about exactly what the nature of her required therapy was—and they had very few details to give us, only that there had been some anger issues—we felt like it was more prudent to only take her and let the other two girls get placed elsewhere, hopefully close by. That would let us work more closely with whatever services SHF was able to put in place and really concentrate on Layla’s needs.
Lupe Shanihan: But if things were looking good after 3 months, we told the agency we’d be more than willing to reconsider and take all 3. Like you said, though, we’ve been doing this for a while. We’ve worked with a lot of very challenging children, and 1 on 1 is always best. The agency agreed to our request.
Interviewer: But there was regular visitation between Layla and her sisters, correct?
Josh Shanihan: Oh, absolutely. We worked that all out right at the beginning. We agreed that we’d host her sisters in our home for weekly visits, and those went off without a hitch. The girls always looked forward to seeing each other. And they talk online every night; they Skyped. It really helped, too, that the Valencias live only about 15 minutes across town. We never had any issues connecting.
Lupe Shanihan: Yes and, along with that, it was great that the girls could all enroll in the same school together. They got to see each other every day there, too. I think that really helped. 
Interviewer: That’s good to know. We definitely want to talk more about Layla’s educational needs, but before we move on, let me ask about the visits Layla had with her mother and father. How did those go?
Josh Shanihan: Oh, those weren’t quite so good. The father especially. Mr. Capa? Don’t get me wrong, the agency seemed like it worked really hard to set those up and get them to go as smoothly as they could. But each time Layla met him—I think it was twice, and those visits were fully supervised and monitored by the therapist—it was like she took three steps backward from the progress we’d been making. The sort of things we’d heard had been happening in her first placement—crying, bouts of anger, refusal to take her medication. Layla told us at one point that if she had to go live with her dad, she’d run away. 
Lupe Shanihan: We were very happy when they decided to suspend visitation with him. I think that was a wise decision. But then it turns out that he belongs to some Indian Tribe, and Layla does, too? I’m not sure where that all came from. 
Interviewer: We definitely want to talk about that, too. But first, can you go into some detail about Layla’s visits with her mother? Did you have any concerns about her safety or well-being with those?
Josh Shanihan: Not really. I mean, we both did at first, since it seemed clear from what we’d been told originally that Layla’s mom seemed to really be a catalyst for some of her extreme behaviors. But I think—and maybe this is bad for me to say—I think that it might have been helpful that Layla’s mom was actually AWOL for those first few months she was with us. I mean, it wasn’t until December that she turned up again from wherever she’d been, and, between the weekly therapy and her increasing success in school and closer connections to her sisters, I think Layla had a chance to come to better terms with what was going on.
Lupe Shanihan: We had a long conversation with Layla before that first meeting with her mom. That was two days before Christmas. What stuck out most to me was how open Layla was about being nervous. I think she was really scared of how seeing her mom again might make her feel. But it was a good visit, and there was no acting out at all when Layla got home. There’s no doubt in my mind that was a result of all the therapy she was getting. And I think—I don’t mean to brag here or anything—but I think she really liked living with us. She loved that we let her call us by our first names. 
Josh Shanihan: We braced ourselves for a storm when Ms. Morgan disappeared again, but there wasn’t one. I think Layla was more disappointed and sad for her mom than anything. But for her, I think it was really more about being with her sisters by then.
Lupe Shanihan: That’s right. Remember the night Ms. Tillman came to tell Layla about her mom disappearing? Layla’s biggest worry was whether or not we were still going to let her go to a sleepover with her sisters at the Valencias. Which, of course, we did.
Interviewer: Let’s talk about Layla and her sisters. We’re a little confused about the placement situation. You made it clear at the beginning of this interview that you wanted Layla to be placed in your home by yourself so that you’d be able to focus on her. But you also said you told the agency you were willing to consider having her sisters come after a few months, if all went well. Were things not stable enough by October for Layla’s sisters to move in?
Josh Shanihan: Honestly, I think Kerry and Jessica could have moved in a month before that. We would have been willing to have them. We even brought it up a couple of times with Ms. Tillman. It just never seemed to happen. I guess they all felt like they had a good thing going—I mean, Layla was doing well with us, her sisters were doing well with Helen and Mary. Why rock the boat? But we loved all three of those girls, and we would have enjoyed having them in the house. But after they decided the therapy had worked well enough that Medicaid wouldn’t pay for Layla’s treatment anymore, the decision was pretty much taken out of our hands.
Lupe Shanihan: Not that we’re complaining. I mean, Helen and Mary are wonderful, and we’re happy that Layla could simply transition to their home. And that they’re trying to adopt all three girls. I’m really hopeful that works out.
Josh Shanihan: Yes, just not sure how it is all going to work out.
Interviewer: Let’s talk about Layla’s Tribal affiliation for a moment. To your knowledge, when did the agency first learn that Layla might have a Tribal affiliation?
Josh Shanihan: All I can tell you is when we first heard about it, which was…May, I think. Right, hon?
Lupe Shanihan: That’s my recollection. They’d had some sort of meeting at the agency, and Ms. Tillman called and told us that they were providing some sort of official notification to the Mock Tribe social services to inform them that Layla and Kerry were in the agency’s custody. Talk about out of the blue!
Josh Shanihan: We weren’t sure what to think at first—whether that meant Layla was going to get taken away and sent to the reservation, whether we were going to have to start coordinating with some Tribal agency. We just didn’t know. But nothing really came of it, at least as far as I know.  
Lupe Shanihan: But don’t forget about that other adoption, too. The aunt in Mock State? What was her name?
Josh Shanihan: Peppers. Patty Peppers. Don’t know how you could forget that name. Yeah, she was supposedly wanting to adopt the girls, too. 
Interviewer: Can you tell us a little more about that?
Josh Shanihan: Not really. I mean, I think they met on Skype maybe once or twice. And the agency was working on some kind of paperwork that it needed for adoptions across state lines. But I have no idea whatever happened with any of that. Ms. Tillman never talked about it. 
Interviewer: OK, let’s talk a little more about Layla’s school. You said she was happy about being with her sisters? Anything else stand out about her experience at the school? She did have an IEP, correct?
Lupe Shanihan: Yes, there was an IEP. We had a meeting with the school in October for the annual review. She’d been at the school couple of months already by then. We’re on the year-round schedule here; I don’t know if you knew that. School begins in mid-August. But there were a lot of good supports put in place for her that I think really helped Layla. I mean, yes, having her sisters there was absolutely critical. But other things, too, like how the principal met us all on the first day and took us on a tour and then assigned each of the girls a special buddy to show them the ropes. We knew that Layla had been subjected to a lot of teasing at her other school. But that wasn’t an issue. She had at least one good friend by September, Monique. They’d eat lunch together all the time, Layla would bring her over, and Monique would do the same. She was really doing quite well, even without the IEP.
Josh Shanihan: Right. But her IEP gave her the speech therapy with Ms. Walker, and that, I think, was huge for her. And her physical therapy, as well as the classroom aide who worked with her…what was her name?
Lupe Shanihan: Sidana. Something Sidana.
Josh Shanihan: Right. Layla loved her. I think she made a huge difference in Layla’s overall attentiveness and performance in school.
Lupe Shanihan: I think so, too, but the fact that she wasn’t getting teased all the time like she did in her old school probably helped a lot, too. 
Josh Shanihan: Definitely true.
Interviewer: Overall, how would you say the agency did at assessing and meeting Layla’s needs while she was with you?
Lupe Shanihan: I think they did a good job. I mean, they completed a full psych evaluation of Layla within days of her being placed, although, honestly, we had a pretty good sense of what the issues were by then. Social anxiety, separation anxiety, just a lot of repressed trauma. But that evaluation is what let us all sit down and plan out how the therapy was going to work, how the behavior management specialist would support Layla, how we’d handle the girls seeing each other—the entire case plan, really.
Josh Shanihan: Right and the people who actually provided the therapy that helped Layla come to terms with what was going on? They did an amazing job. Honestly, we’ve always found that to be the case; it’s one of the reasons we’ve been doing this as long as we have—the support. And SHF is an incredible organization. 
Lupe Shanihan: And the agency was really supportive in other ways, too. Like Layla’s interest in gymnastics. Who knew she’d take to that so well? It really helped her with her gross motor delays and gave her the opportunity to make additional friends. The agency gave us vouchers to use to buy her gear that she needed, and, a couple of times when one of us couldn’t get away to pick her up from practice, someone from the agency was always there to help out. And even though the visits with her mom and dad didn’t really go so well, I think the agency did a lot of advance work to set them and at least help minimize the blowback. I can’t really think of much to complain about there. 
Josh Shanihan: Me, either.
Interviewer: Well, this has all been tremendously helpful for us. Is there anything else you’d like to add before we conclude this interview?
Lupe Shanihan: Just that it was a pleasure to work with Layla, and we really hope for the best for her. And that we’re happy to be involved in any way that’s needed.
Josh Shanihan: Absolutely. 
Interviewer: That’s wonderful. Thank you. And thanks also for taking the time to talk with us today. 
