Case-Related Interview Transcript
Brooke Tillman (Caseworker for Layla Morgan)
Interviewer: Thank you for taking the time to talk with us today about the Layla Morgan case. As you know, we’re conducting a review of the services provided to children and families by the Mock State Department of Children and Families. Our goal 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. As a caseworker, your work with children and families is extremely important, and we want to ask about your experience in working with Layla. In addition, we’re also hoping for some perspective on how your agency works in collaboration with other state systems—like education, health, and the courts—in meeting the needs of families. In addition to this interview, we’re also meeting with Layla herself, her biological parents, and her foster parents, so we may ask you some clarifying questions based on information we’ve already gathered. We do want to stress that the information you share is confidential, so we want to encourage you to be open and honest. Your feedback is a very important part of this review process. Note that our review is focused on only a very specific period of time—from April 1, 2015, to July 21, 2016—so when you provide your responses, please consider only events that happened during that time period. Before we begin, do you have any questions for me about the interview or the review process? 
Brooke Tillman: No. My regional manager has been talking with all of us about this review. She explained what this was all about and had us caseworkers help set up the interviews.
Interviewer: OK. I do have some specific questions to ask you, but, before we get into those, can you provide us a quick summary of how the agency became involved with this family?
Brooke Tillman: Well, let me clarify that I wasn’t the caseworker who originally worked with this case. It had been open for a few months by the time it was transferred to me; that was the middle of last July. So, basically, my understanding is that there had been an initial complaint against the mother that was primarily based on neglect. She had been self-medicating for a back injury. That was in…I guess it was early April. Anyway, after our investigation substantiated the allegation, the case was opened for in-home services, which included income support, health screenings for the girls, a home care assistant…fairly standard stuff, I think. The mother seemed to be responding well to the assistance but missed a scheduled substance abuse assessment and, around that same time, apparently relapsed. There was another report in July; that was the 14th, I think. There were men fighting in the yard; the older girls were watching. Mom was in the house. She was on something, not really aware of what was going on, and she was arrested. The children were removed that night and placed in one of our local foster homes. That’s when I was assigned the case.
Interviewer: Thanks for that summary. While we understand that you weren’t the caseworker in the beginning, are you able to talk about how risk and safety was initially assessed?
Brooke Tillman: Sure, we do it basically the same way on all the cases. We have standardized risk and safety assessment tools that we use throughout the case. Investigators complete the initial ones during the investigation; that tells them what they should do with the family. I know in-home services reviews that and will do also them before they close the case. I do them before each court hearing. And of course we do informal assessments all the time – during home visits, when I meet with the children, during visitation. 
Interviewer: Can you describe any risk and safety concerns that existed during the period under review—that is April 1st of last year until today?
Brooke Tillman: Sure—mean they really haven’t changed that much. We don’t have any parents that can parent, either because of substance abuse issues or because of incarceration. Initially, the home environment wasn’t safe because of exposed wiring and how dirty it was. Then there wasn’t really a home: parents were in treatment, or in prison, or just plain gone. The children, particularly Layla, had needs that the parents were not meeting.
Interviewer: We saw that a safety plan was put in place early on in the in-home case. Can you talk with us about that?
Brooke Tillman: I saw it mentioned in the case file, but I never did see the actual plan in the file. Not sure what happened to it. As I understand it, Ms. Morgan never followed it. She was supposed to contact a friend of hers if she needed any help with the girls. She never did. Taylor, the investigator who pulled the girls, he got hold of her friend. But stuff had changed for her, and she wasn’t able to help.   
Interviewer: Do you know how the plan was monitored when it was in place?
Brooke Tillman: We would typically monitor them through our ongoing contact with the family and the person identified as the safety resource for the family. I talked to the in-home worker before she quit last fall. She said that before she went on leave for those couple of weeks last summer she was checking in regularly with Ms. Morgan, Ms. Morgan’s friend – I don’t recall her name, and the in-home provider from Grandma’s House, but when her supervisor took over, well she wasn’t sure that anyone really had eyes on the family.
Interviewer: I’d like to start by talking about that first foster care placement. Our understanding is that it lasted only about 2 weeks. Is that correct?
Brooke Tillman: Well, I don’t remember exact dates, but, yes, it was a very short placement. Of course, I’m not the one who oversaw the children being placed in that home, but, in retrospect, it probably wasn’t a good idea to place three children who just went through such a trauma experience in a foster home where the parents were newly licensed with no practical experience. And we really didn’t know the extent of Layla’s needs at the time. I know the Jacksons meant well, and we’ve had several successful placements with them since then, but I don’t think they were ready for this one. 
Interviewer: Were there any assessments completed on Layla prior to her placement? 
Brooke Tillman: Well, understand that it was an emergency removal. I mean, their mother was arrested and in jail, and, as far as we knew, there were no other relatives, just a friendly neighbor who wasn’t exactly a placement option. And finding a home that’s able to take three siblings together at once on such short notice is no easy feat, let me tell you. 
Interviewer: But there was no formal assessment. Is that correct? Because Layla’s next placement, in the therapeutic home, seemed much more stable.
Brooke Tillman: She had a developmental assessment over the summer, but it wouldn’t have picked up on what we saw after she was removed. And, of course, the therapeutic home was more stable. She was getting much more individualized attention. What child’s not going to benefit from that? But it’s not like some formal assessment would have predicted that her initial placement would fail. She was placed with her sisters. It was reasonable, I think, to believe that they would have helped with her overall stability. We had no way to predict how negatively she would react to the disruption in her family—how upset she would be about what was happening to her mom. I mean, the placement was just fine for her sisters. They were doing great. But the Jacksons just didn’t have the training and experience to deal with Layla. And, unfortunately, they demanded that we remove all three children at once, so the placement had to disrupt for all of them. Our hands were tied.
Interviewer: OK. Let’s move on to that second placement with the Shanihans. 
Brooke Tillman: Yes, that ended up working out great for Layla.
Interviewer: One thing we wanted to ask you about, though. While it seems that the Shanihans did initially ask for Layla to be placed in their home alone, they were willing to reassess taking her sisters after an introductory period; I think it was 90 days. And that, as it turned out, her sisters might have even been able to come in earlier. Can you talk about the decision to keep the siblings in those separate placements?
Brooke Tillman: Yes, the Shanihans did say they were willing to take all three girls, and Medicaid allows therapeutic foster homes to accept the siblings of the child in treatment—at a much lower rate, of course—but remember what had just happened in Layla’s previous placement: her unpredictable behavior caused it to disrupt for all of them. We had a good situation in place where Layla was doing incredibly well with her family, and her sisters were doing very with the Valencias, and they lived almost within walking distance of each other, and they were all going to the same school. Why disrupt Layla’s sisters from their placement and risk a potential explosion down the line that might cause yet another disruption for all three of them? 
Interviewer: So was that something that you and your supervisor came to a decision about or were others involved in that decision?
Brooke Tillman: It was something that Robin – she’s my supervisor, and I spoke briefly about. Like I said, the girls were doing well where they were and we didn’t want to mess that up.
Interviewer: But Layla’s placement with the Shanihans ended, correct?
Brooke Tillman: Because she had made so much progress through her intensive therapy. I mean, Medicaid wasn’t going to accept any more billing for it. And so we were able to step her down to a lower level of care and have all three siblings in the same home. I call that a win for everybody. And now we’ve got what looks like a very strong adoption resource in place. The Valencias have indicated numerous times that they’re willing to take all three girls. 
Interviewer: Did safety concerns exist for Layla in any of her foster care placements?
Brooke Tillman: No. I was in those homes often and spoke to Layla and her sisters making sure that each felt safe.
Interviewer: I do want to talk about Layla’s goals now. You were originally working toward reunification, but then added an adoption goal in…let me see…November of 2015. Is that correct?
Brooke Tillman: Yes. That was after Ms. Morgan had vanished, and we had no idea where she might have gone. We weren’t ready to give up on the reunification goal – we hadn’t tracked down the father, and although it didn’t seem really promising – we didn’t want to close the door on that. Besides, I’m not sure the court would have allowed us to move so quickly to just adoption. However, we’d managed to locate a maternal aunt in another state who’d been indicating that she’d be willing to take the girls if anything came up. So when it seemed like the mother had just up and removed herself from the equation – at least at that moment, we decided we needed to also pursue that option. I’d actually done the ICPC paperwork requesting a home study on her home the month before, so felt like we’d made some pretty good progress in getting that process rolling. Although I should point out that reunification stopped being a concurrent goal for this case in June, a little while after Layla moved into the Valencias’ home.
Interviewer: You just mentioned the Valencias as a possible adoption resource as well?
Brooke Tillman: It’s not that simple. First of all, Ms. Morgan showed up in December. She had actually been in treatment and was doing well. She loves her girls and previously had been raising them on her own. As soon as she was allowed visitors she asked for them and she did well during visitation. So back then, when she turned up, and for a couple of months afterwards, reunification looked really promising. I was really surprised that she disappeared. And it turns out she and her sister don’t really get along that well, so when she first found out we’d been talking to her - that was a problem. And of course now that Ms. Morgan’s in prison—and we are talking TPR—she wants her sister to have her kids.  Like I said, we filed the ICPC paperwork in October. But I assume you know what that process can be like. Molasses flows faster. I have no control over that.
Interviewer: Thank you. Did you consider the fathers as reunification resources? 
Brooke Tillman: We identified both of the biological fathers, of course. The one’s a drug dealer; he’s got something like 3 years left on his sentence. Not really an option, although we did work with him to try to get him reconnected with Jessica, and he was taking some parenting classes and earning his business degree. So I think that’s been a plus, and, long term, hopefully he’ll be a positive influence in his daughter’s life. And Mr. Capa said early on that he wasn’t able to take Kerry and Layla. He didn’t have a relationship with them and hadn’t seen Layla since she was a baby.
Interviewer: Did you explore any other relatives for placement or pursue other adoption resources?
Brooke Tillman: We talked to Mr. Rogers' mother, but that was a dead end. She was in very poor health and made it very clear that, even if she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be interested in taking anybody but Jessica. And she made it pretty clear that, while there might be other family that we could talk to, they’d all tell us the same thing. So, you know, that was pretty much a dead end. 
Interviewer: And what about Layla’s father and her paternal relatives?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Brooke Tillman: Well, he’s been much more hands on in the case but not always for the better. We had a really hard time finding him. Ms. Morgan had told us about him, but she had no idea how to reach him. Tried tracking him down using the usual methods and only got lucky when Mr. Rogers remembered one of the places he used to work. That led us to Mr. Capa’s mother, Layla and Kerry’s grandmother. It was only after we got in touch with her—that’s Gloria Capa, by the way—that we were able to track him down. He was living in a halfway house, struggling with drinking problems, bipolar disorder, and, like I said, hadn’t had any contact with his girls in years. Lots of issues. But we still contacted him. He told us about his sister and said that either his mother or sister might be willing to take the girls, but neither of those turned out to be viable placement options, either. 
Interviewer: And you never considered Mr. Capa to be a viable placement option?
Brooke Tillman: Well, certainly not at first. I mean, we set up visitation as soon as we could—that was despite the GAL’s objections, by the way—but those visits, even supervised, didn’t go very well. Layla, in particular, always seemed to respond very negatively to them, so we finally had to end them for the well-being of the children. And then Mr. Capa just seemed to fade off for a bit.
Interviewer: Let’s talk about Layla’s visits with her parents more. I understand that Layla had a difficult time during her visits with her father back in December.
Brooke Tillman: Well, it wasn’t actually during the visits as much as it was afterwards. We had Dr. Peilter supervising the visits and providing therapeutic intervention. So we controlled for any possible safety issues, and we made sure Mr. Capa wasn’t drinking before we allowed visits— we had him do UAs. It was after the visits that she completely fell apart. Dr. Peilter said it was probably too much for Layla. She worried about her mother, then this new man shows up and says he is her father. Like I said, we stopped the visits and let Dr. Peilter work with her.
Interviewer: And what about any work with Mr. Capa around visitation?
Brooke Tillman: Like I said, he just kind of faded away after we suspended visitation
Interviewer: And what about now? Is the father visiting with Layla?
Brooke Tillman: He started therapy and counseling, and he got help for his drinking, and, well, I guess he’s in a very different place right now. He sees her when Layla visits with her aunt, grandmother, and the Tribe. It seems to be going well this way—not a lot of pressure on anyone. 
Interviewer: What about visits with the mother?
Brooke Tillman: I set up visits right away for Ms. Morgan and the girls. They were supervised, of course, and in the office. They seemed to go well, and I was feeling pretty positive about them. But then Ms. Morgan disappeared. When she showed up, we actually started visitation while she was in her treatment facility. Again, supervised, and she had someone there to provide parent coaching. We continued with visitation after she was stepped down and then discharged. 
Interviewer: How did you make the decision to move from supervised visitation to unsupervised visitation?
Brooke Tillman: Well, we typically start with supervised visitation in all of our cases – it gives us time to get to know the family and see how things are going. Like in this case and as things continued to go well, we reduced restrictions, ultimately allowing Ms. Morgan to meet up with girls and their foster parents for some unsupervised visits in the community. But then Ms. Morgan disappeared again. She wants to see the girls now, but the prison she is in doesn’t allow minors under the age of 12 to visit. I haven’t been able to set up telephone calls yet. 
Interviewer: Can you discuss the circumstances around your learning of Mr. Capa’s Tribal affiliation, and what’s happened since then?
Brooke Tillman: Well, that was just a bolt from the blue. It came out last April because Mr. Capa was living with his mother, helping her while she underwent chemotherapy. As it turns out, she was also incorporating some spiritual elements into her recovery that come from her affiliation with the Mock Tribe nation, and that led Mr. Capa to wanting to reconnect with that aspect of his life. 
Interviewer: So how did that discovery affect Layla’s permanency goals? 
Brooke Tillman: It’s complicated everything, of course, but our goal is still adoption. Our intention is to file a TPR on the parents and pursue an adoption with the Valencias. But we had to put all that on hold to work through the Tribal notification piece, which we’ve been doing. The Tribe’s actually hosted the Valencias and all three girls for a number of events, which have included Mr. Capa, their aunt, and some of their cousins, so it’s actually been a good thing, I think. 
Interviewer: Do you still see the TPR and an adoption by the Valencias as your most likely path forward?
Brooke Tillman: I’m just not sure. The Tribe is enrolling Kerry and Layla. They haven’t told us if they wants Kerry and Layla’s case transferred to Tribal Court. If it does transfer, then the matter is over for us—well, except for Jessica, that is. But even if the case stays in District Court, the Tribe would have to approve any adoption.
Interviewer: OK, I’d like to change topics, if that’s all right. Could you talk a little bit about the services that were being provided to Layla and her foster parents during her various placements? Can you tell me about those services the agency was providing while she was with the Jacksons?
Brooke Tillman: Well, with the Jacksons, honestly, we didn’t really have much time to get anything going. Again, it was an emergency placement, and, quite frankly, it started falling apart almost right away. We gave them vouchers right off the bat to get clothes for the girls, and I worked with them as much as I could to give them advice and support trying to refer them back to their training. And we discussed her medication, of course. I think they had a lot of difficulty getting her to take it, which probably exacerbated her existing problems.
Interviewer: And the Shanihans?
Brooke Tillman: That was a completely different story. I mean, here you have a pair of foster parents who’ve been doing it for years. They were able to get Layla settled, we got Layla evaluated, and, right away, we were able to start the intensive behavioral therapy that she really needed, which included a behavior management aide. And because we were able to place her so close to her sisters, we could manage an incredible amount of visitation. I mean, there were times those girls saw each other every other day, and that’s not counting the time they saw each other in school. And they talked online pretty much every night. It’s like I said before—it’s almost like they were living together, even though they were in different houses. And we had family therapy in place that all three girls and both foster families were participating in. I think that was tremendously beneficial to all of them.
Interviewer: Did anything change when she moved in with the Valencias?
Brooke Tillman: Well, the behavioral support specialist stopped. Layla no longer qualified for the service. That was why she had to leave the Shanihans’ home in the first place. But the family therapy continued, and we continued to facilitate visitation with her mother—well, while she was available, anyway—and her father. But I already talked about that. We also worked with the Tribe, once all that came out. But I guess I’ve already talked about that, too. And we’ve assisted them with one weekend respite, now that I think of it. 
Interviewer: And your actual visits with Layla…how would you describe their frequency and quality?
Brooke Tillman: Oh, I see her at least once or twice a month, easily. And we talk every time, alone; I make it a point to meet with each one of the girls on their own, as well as all together. And that’s not even counting the times I’ve seen them in my office or in court.
Interviewer: And would you say that Layla’s been actively involved in her case planning?
Brooke Tillman: Well, as much as she could be. She’s definitely not shy about letting me know what she wants; none of those girls are. They were ecstatic when they learned that Layla would be moving in with the Valencias. And they were all upfront about being uncomfortable over their early visits with Mr. Capa, although that’s changed since the Tribe started getting involved. They’ve seemed to really enjoy being a part of that larger world. 
Interviewer: But, regarding her permanency goals, the possibility of adoption…has she been involved in those decisions?
Brooke Tillman: I talked with her about what adoption is and I think she understands. She and her sisters talk about it in family therapy as well. It’s been completely clear that she wants to live with the Valencias. All three girls do. That’s what we’re working toward. Pending the Tribe’s final decision on what to do, I mean.
Interviewer: Let’s switch and talk about Layla’s parents. How did the agency assess Ms. Morgan’s needs?
Brooke Tillman:  The court ordered a substance abuse assessment as that was clearly the issue she was dealing with.
Interviewer: We understand that you weren’t the worker during the in-home part of the case, but do you have any information about how Ms. Morgan’s needs were assessed back then?
Brooke Tillman: Not much. Like I said, I did talk last fall with Jennifer, she was the in-home worker. She said that they were really focusing on the issues that brought Ms. Morgan and the girls to the attention of the agency. The substance abuse assessment that Jennifer had scheduled never happened – but I don’t know why.
Interviewer: How about Mr. Capa? How were his needs assessed?
Brooke Tillman: We had Dr. Burrows do an assessment. Dr. Burrows works with many of our clients, so he knows what we are looking for.  
Interviewer: How have you involved the parents in case planning?
Brooke Tillman: I can’t say it has been easy with them not being around. But, when they are around, I am always really clear about what the Department’s plans are and what they need to do. And we’ve responded to their needs and situations.
Interviewer: Can you say more about that?
Brooke Tillman: Sure. When Ms. Morgan showed up the first time after being gone, we jumped, got visitation going, and used her recent assessment rather than making her go through another one for us. Mr. Capa said that he wasn’t ready to parent, so we focused on his developing a relationship with his children. Although Dr. Burrows thought he really needed inpatient therapy, we went with outpatient because Mr. Capa didn’t want to do inpatient. We even let Mr. Capa pick his own counselor. That took a lot of work getting the payment for that all set up; Dr. Youngblood wasn’t on our approved provider list. We also worked with Mr. Rogers within the limitations we had because of his incarceration. But this isn’t about him and Jessica, right?
Interviewer: Yes, that’s right. What about visiting with the parents? Can you describe how often and what those visits were like?
Brooke Tillman: Again, that was challenging because they weren’t around much of the time. But I would try and see them every couple of weeks when they were. I went to the halfway house where Mr. Capa was staying a few times, and I went to Ms. Morgan’s apartment once she got out of treatment. Mainly I saw them at the office and always talked to them either before or after court—again, when they were around and attended court.
Interviewer: And what did you discuss during those visits?
Brooke Tillman: I would ask them what was going on with them. I would make sure they were doing what they needed to be doing. I would tell them what was happening with the girls.
Interviewer: We understand that Mock State has a policy and process for the administration of medications to children in foster care.
Brooke Tillman: That’s correct – it covers psychotropic medications and medications to address chronic physical health conditions. That’s why it applied to Layla – she has a chronic condition with her epilepsy.
Interviewer:  How did you apply the policy and monitor her medication on an ongoing basis.
Brooke Tillman:  Layla was on the medication when she came into foster care, so the first thing we had to do was make sure that she continued on the medication. She was able to keep her same pediatrician, so that really helped, and the fact that we had information about the medication because of the in-home case. The worker that removed her was able to get the medication and bring it to her first foster home placement. He provided the medication and the instructions for taking it to the Jacksons. He was also able to talk with them about side effects. I was able to do the same when she transitioned to the Shaninhans’ home and again when she went to the Valencia’s.  
Interviewer: How was ongoing monitoring done?    
Brooke Tillman: A couple of ways. First, I alerted our internal med team for review. They look at the medication and the child’s condition. If they have concerns, they let me know and I can schedule an appointment with the child’s prescribing doctor. That wasn’t an issue in this case. They just wanted the child’s doctor to monitor – which happened. Second – I would check in with the foster parents and ask them. They knew the dosage and they knew what to look for in terms of effectiveness and side effects. And third, I arranged to Layla to talk with Dr. Grant. Dr. Grant explained Layla’s condition and the need for medication. She also told Layla what to look out for. I would ask Layla about it during our visits. 
Interviewer: Right. Well, Ms. Tillman, I think that’s pretty much what we wanted to talk to you about. We certainly do appreciate your taking the time to answer our questions. Is there anything else you’d like to add about the work you did on Layla’s case?
Brooke Tillman: Just that I think this was a very complicated and involved case with a lot of moving parts. We did the best we could with the situation we were presented. I hope your review captures all of that correctly.
Interviewer: Thank you, Ms. Tillman. We’re very grateful for your participation in this process. 
