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Helen and Mary Valencia (Foster Parents)
Interviewer: Thank you for taking the time to come in and talk with us. 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. We’d like to ask you about the kinds of services you received during the time that Layla Morgan has been in your care. We’re also interested in knowing what your experiences were like as you have worked with the agency. The information you share with us 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?
Helen: I don’t have any questions. Brooke told us that Layla’s case was picked for review and explained it to us. How about you, Mary?
Mary: I don’t have questions.
Interviewer: Very good. So let’s start with when Layla was first placed in your home. Can you tell us about that? 
Helen: If it’s OK, Mary, I’ll start, and then you can add information?
Mary: That’s fine.
Helen: We’ve known Layla since August of last year. We met her right after we got her sisters, Kerry and Jessica, for placement. We were doing a lot of visits with the girls; it helped that we live so close to Josh and Lupe, the Shanihans, I mean. You know, Layla’s prior foster parents. We would do Skype and calls almost every day and visits in person every couple of days. Sometimes at our house, sometimes at theirs. We got to know Layla really well during all that time. 
Mary: That’s right. And as Layla got better, we started having sleepovers and things like that. Plus all three girls were going to school together. It just made sense to have Layla come live with us and her sisters after she finished her therapeutic placement. Neither one of us could imagine her going off to live someplace else.
Interviewer: And about when was it that she came to live with you?
Mary: May 27th of this year. Easy day to remember. I’ll tell you, it was quite the exciting weekend at our house. The girls were so happy to be living together.
Interviewer: We understand that Layla had initially been placed into foster care with her sisters, but then separated from them when she went into therapeutic care. Do you know if the agency discussed getting the children placed together sooner?
Helen: Josh and Lupe told us that they had offered to take Kerry and Jessica sometime last fall…or was it last winter? 
Mary: Oh, they were talking about it back in September. I don’t know when they formally told Brooke about that, but they would have been happy to have the girls move in quite some time ago. 
Helen. Right. And as far as Mary and I go, we talked with Ms. Tillman about it this spring. But I guess they were waiting for the Medicaid dollars to run out. Those specialized foster homes get more money for kids placed with them—more services and supports than regular foster parents like Mary and me get, anyway.
Interviewer: Speaking of services and supports, how did the agency assess your needs in providing care for Layla, and what kind of support do you get?
Mary: Well, like we said, we knew Layla really well, so had a really good idea of what she needed and what we needed to give her a good home. We had a transition meeting with Brooke, Josh and Lupe, and the folks from SHF. They’ve got a great outpatient program, so we were able to keep Layla and the girls with their therapist, although they only see Dr. Peilter every other week now.
Helen: And we also get clothing vouchers, reimbursement for travel, help paying for the girls’ activities—all that standard stuff.
Interviewer: And Layla, as well as her sisters, are still with you?
Helen: Oh, yes! We’d love to have them stay with us on a permanent basis. In fact, we’ve told Brooke several times that we’re ready to adopt all three girls. Although I guess nobody really knows what’s going to happen now that the Tribe is involved.
Interviewer: We do want to talk about all of that, but, before we get there, let’s talk about when Layla was visiting with her parents…maybe start with her mother. Did you have any concerns about her safety during those visits? 
Mary: No. Honestly, we were really surprised when Janet just up and left. Things seemed to be going well, she was attentive to the girls, and the girls were enjoying their visits. 
Helen: Yes, that was a surprise. And I agree with Mary; we never saw anything that concerned us, and the girls never mentioned anything. They miss their mom and were glad that she turned up again, even though she is in prison. Kerry said that at least she’s safe and maybe can get some help.
Interviewer: What about Layla’s visits with her father?
Helen: We only just really started having those about a month ago. They aren’t your typical visits. See, we take the girls to Mock Tribe once a week—typically on a weekend—and visit with the girl’s auntie and cousins. We even met Grandma Gloria once; she’s battling cancer…doing better now, or so I hear. We also meet with some of the Tribal elders and their social worker. And we’ve attended dances. Layla loves the dances. Raymond is just there with us. He talks with all the girls. 
Mary: They just seem to be getting to know one another. Over the last few weeks, I’ve seen both Kerry and Layla getting comfortable with him, which is actually heartwarming, since they really didn’t get off on a very good foot. But Raymond’s really been making a lot of progress. He talks with Helen and me and asks all sorts of questions about the girls. He honestly seems like a really sweet man. He’s had a lot of struggles in his life, including alcohol, but it seems like he’s making a lot of effort to change. 
Interviewer: OK, let’s talk about Layla’s permanency goals. What is your understanding of her permanency goals?
Helen: Well, like her sisters, Layla’s first goal was to be reunified with her mother. Then they added adoption as a concurrent goal last fall—around the same time that Janet was gone, and they found Raymond. Now it’s just adoption.
Interviewer: And what is the agency doing to ensure that Layla achieves her goal of adoption?
Mary: Well, Brooke’s talked to us about filing for termination of parental rights on Janet, but, as far as we know, they haven’t done that yet. I can tell you that our home study is all up to date, so we’re ready to become an adoptive placement just as soon as the agency is ready to move forward with that.   
Interviewer: Has anyone spoken to Layla about adoption?
Helen: Not the specifics, I don’t think. But both Brooke and Dr. Peilter have talked to her about the what ifs. 
Interviewer: The what ifs? 
Mary: Yes, you know: What if my momma doesn’t get better? What if I can’t go back and live with her? When Layla or any of the girls need to talk about the what ifs, we do. We reassure them that they’re safe and that they can stay with us as everything gets figured out, and that could be sooner, or it could be later, but, in the meantime, they’re just fine staying right here with us. 
Helen: That’s right. So while nobody has talked about the specifics of adoption, we talk about how different families come to be and that we will be there for them. After all, a family is just a bunch of people who care about each other, right? The way we see it, the five of us have been our own little family for a while now.     
Interviewer: Can you think of any barriers that are preventing the agency from achieving Layla’s goals? 
Helen: Well, they’ve seemed to have a very hard time keeping track of these parents. Except for Jessica’s father, Justin. Everybody always knows where he is. And now, of course, with the Tribe’s involvement, nobody seems to know what’s going to happen.
Mary: Please understand, though. We think it’ a beautiful thing for Kerry and Layla to be connected to their Tribe and have such a rich cultural background. We support their involvement in every way and will continue to as long as we can. But, at the same time, it seems to have made everything a lot more complicated.       
Interviewer: Can you describe how Layla’s needs have been assessed on an ongoing basis since she was placed with you ? 
Helen: Well, Brooke comes by and checks in with us all pretty often. She talks with the girls together and alone. And, like we said, they’re still seeing Dr. Peilter, who is always assessing them. And if you’re talking about medical assessments, all the girls have had their annual physicals, as well as the dental checkups and 6-month cleanings. And Layla also has an IEP for school, but it’s good until next October, I think.  
Interviewer: And what about case planning? How involved has Layla been in that? 
Mary: I think she’s been pretty involved. I mean, she was able to tell her treatment team at SHF what she needed.    
Helen: And she talks with Brooke all the time. I know it’s not good to move kids from school to school, but it’s my opinion that a fresh start really helped Layla. I heard it was her idea to visit the new school and meet her teachers before the year started. It was Brooke who made that happen.
Interviewer: Thank you. I think we’ve gotten about everything we need. Is there anything else you’d like to add before we finish?
Helen: I think we’ve made it clear that we’re here for the girls and want to adopt all three of them, even though you told us you don’t have a say in it. We love fostering and have been at it for a long time, but we’re ready for that next step.. 
Mary: Yes, absolutely. Thank you for allowing us to give our view on the Department and Layla’s case.
 


