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Our Broken Home

Everyone likes to blame the DCF.
But the rest of us have failed the children, too.

By MARTHA STONE
November 23, 2003

Everyone agrees that Connecticut’'s
child welfare system isimperfect. But
repair lies beyond the Department of
Children and Families, reaching the
juvenilejustice and mental health
systems, the legislature and the
community asawhole.

The names of the childrenin this story
have been changed to respect the con-
fidential nature of their circumstances.
Their words remain their own.

“But | promise if you let me
stay here, | will eat all my ice
cream at dinner.” Luiswasin his
third foster home in as many days. He
isonly 5 yearsold, and for the last
three nights he had awakened in a
new bed in yet another strange home.
This placement he told me he liked.
Within afew days, he was calling the
foster parent “mom,” and he
especially liked the dogs and the other
boy his age. In fact, he liked it so
much that hisfoster parent told me he
promised to eat al hisice cream at
dinner if shelet him stay there.

But after two weeks, the foster parent
told the state Department of Children
and Familiesshehad to “give him
back.” Like a shirt you buy at the
store and you don’t want anymore.
Like a dog you take home from the
pound on atrial basis. But thisisa
little boy, with apast, and memories
andfeelings and emotions and
hopefully afuture ... sometimes we
wonder.

So Luismoved yet again, thistime to
one of DCF's “ Safe Homes’ - set up
as a temporary home to take care of
first-time placements for abused and
neglected children for only 30 to 45
days. Never mind that Luis had been
in foster care before. Never mind that
Luis has been there for six months,
watching the summer come and go,
watching the leaves come and go.
Thishome is“safe’ in that he won't
be moved every night. It's “safe” from
foster parents who might harm him.
But isit “safe” for hisemotional well-
being? Isit “safe” to let a5-year-old
grow upinaninstitution waiting
months for a“forever” family?

“Nobody cares about us.
Nobody listens to us. | am
losing my self-esteem in here.”
The night Kenesha told usthis, she
had been locked up in the New Haven
Juvenile Detention Center for two-
and-a-half months. Her placement
history reminded us of apingpong ball:
from detention to home to a hospital to
detention to home and back to deten-
tion, waiting to go to ahospital once
again. But she was only 13 and she
hadn’t committed any crime. She was
a‘ status offender” who had ended up
in detention for violating a curfew and
running away. When thejudicial
branch closed down the community
detention center for girlsin Hamden
last summer because of poor condi-
tions, all the girls were transferred to
thevirtually all-malefacility in New
Haven.

Most of the kids there, like Kenesha,
are kids of color. Most of the kids,
like Kenesha, have been there before.

Most of the kids, like Kenesha, have
families who haven't been able to take
care of them. Keneshais no different
from the 67 other kidswaitingin
detention for somewhere to go. There
is no dispute that she doesn’t need to
bein alocked secure juvenile deten-
tionfacility, but no residential place-
ment is available for her, no commu-
nity placements exist for her, and she
can't go home.

“I haven’t seen my lawyer,
haven’t talked to him. | don’t
even know what he looks
like.” Joey volunteered to bein the
video we were making on this subject,
titled “Who Will Speak for Me?’ He
thought by speaking out it would make
it better for other kids. He was frus-
trated, and rightfully so. The person
who is supposed to be there for him,
hislawyer, hadn’t spokento himin
months. He couldn’t even tell uswhat
helooked like.

The video was made two years ago,
with the hope that the legislature
would listen and make improvements
in the system. Joey isnot unlike
hundreds of other kids today whose
court-appointed attorneys don't take
the time to come see them. Because
of theridiculously low pay and lack of
training, many attorneysdon’t cometo
see their child clients or get to know
what they want or what they need.

Thejuvenile court is supposed to be
there to protect them, and yet it is
treated like the stepchild of the
Superior Court. It makes some of the
most important decisions that affect
the most vulnerable among us, yet the



court lacks a sufficient number of
trained judges to hear the casesin a
timely manner, forcing children who
need either to be returned home or
adopted to languish for monthsin
limbo before ajudicial hearing can be
scheduled.

“What did | do wrong that |
have to stay in this place?”
“No, Edwin, it wasn’t you who did
anythingwrong,” | kept trying to
reassure him that night that | had
driven from Hartford, his hometown,
to take him out of hisresidential
facility some 45 milesaway to
celebrate his birthday. 1t was your
mother who abused you and neglected
you and made you be the father figure
in this family where no one was ever
present to help you through your 13
years. It's not your fault that when
your mother went to prison, no onein
your family stepped up to the plate to
take care of you and your sisters. And
it's not your fault that there weren’t
any foster homes that would take all
three of you, and so you ended up in
two foster homes split apart from
them, and then eventually at the Safe
Home where all the other kids were
four to 10 years younger than you.

Itisn’t your “fault” that you had to go
to acommunity hospital and then a
shelter, then to Connecticut Children’s
Place, the residential treatment center
in East Windsor, and then to afacility
so far away that you felt like you were
being banished from the only commu-
nity you have ever known.

Instead of getting better at this
“treatment” facility, Edwin’sbehavior
deteriorated. Instead of just being a
victim of abuse and neglect, whichis
the way he started in his placement,
he picked up juvenilejustice charges
for fighting with the other kids there,
out of frustration, anger, alienation. It
was on our watch that this troubled
child so transparently dlipped into
being ayouthinthejuvenilejustice
system. Are we on our way to
watching him become a 16-year-old
criminal in the adult system? Now, as |
write this, Edwin has been moved
back to Connecticut Children’s Place.
Isit your fault, Edwin, that you have
been in nine different placesin alittle

over ayear when all you redly
wanted was to be in a home?

“Why can’t I go home? I’'m not
doing very well.” | wasn't going
to add another story. | had already
finished a draft of this article and was
doing thefinal editing. Butitisnow 6
p.m. on Friday, Nov. 14, and | am
angry. My 12-year-old client, Malik,
who needs mental health treatment,
just got removed from his home two
hours ago, and | am calling him at the
DCF office where he sits and waits
because they have no place to put him
and he has nowhere to go. | see Malik
every day. He lives across the street
from my office and we have been
working over the last week to try to
get him some help from DCF and
from the school system.

The legidature passed an act
two years ago to ensure that

with the complexities of the system.

| have dealt with five DCF
commissioners, five training academy
directors, six foster care directors and
over adecade of motionsalleging
DCF's noncompliancein this case, so
| have learned systemic reform does
not come without alot of patience and
perseverance.

| have represented the youth in the
class-action lawsuit involving the
conditionsof confinement within the
juvenile detention centers and the
inability of these kidsto get mental
health treatment. | have seen first-
hand the fragmentation of our state
systems for kids. And having repre-
sented theindividual kidsthemselves
injuvenile court, | have witnessed the
emotional painweareinflicting upon
them and their families.

kidslikeMalik wouldn't
have to be committed to
DCF's care and be removed
from their home to get
mental health treatment. So
why doesMalik now find
himself sittingina
bureaucratic office 2 miles
away while hismother iscalling meon
one phone line saying al she did was
call DCF for help for him and Malik is
onthe other, voicing his despair?

These are the stories of our kids.
There are thousands of them going
through the system at any one time,
some in DCF's child welfare system,
someinthejuvenilejustice system,
many in both. They have lived through
lives that we can’t even imagine. They
have aresiliency that isinspirational to
the toughest among us. They have
looked to the foster care system and
the mental health system and the court
system for protection. And yet as they
speak to us, are we listening to them?
And if we hear them, are we taking
any action - now - before their
childhood or adolescenceis gone and
they lose hope for their future?

| have represented the plaintiff class
of children in the DCF lawsuit filed
more than 14 years ago that resulted
in acourt agreement overhauling the
child welfare system, so | am familiar

“What is most important for
children in the child abuse, mental
health and juvenile justice systems

is that the state develop a
comprehensive vision and plan.”

The recent devel opments regarding
the DCF court agreement are cer-
tainly encouraging. We can legiti-
mately pin alot of our hopes on the
virtual takeover of the system by the
federal court, and thereis no question
in my mind that the federal court
monitor, Dr. D. Ray Sirry, will makea
tremendous differenceinimproving
the DCF system. He is thoughtful and
insightful and has unique knowledge
about how to make major improve-
ments to a multifaceted system.

But the challenge to give these child-
ren what they need cannot turn on one
person. The reforms that are needed
go deeper than we have been willing
to acknowledge and call for acommit-
ment from al of us. My blueprint for
change could be endless. Instead, |
offer afew concrete suggestions to
try to alter the landscape. What is
most important for children in the child
abuse, mental health and juvenile
justice systems is that the state
develop acomprehensivevision and



plan, whose under-pinnings are grounded
inaviscera understanding of the
interdependence of al three.

Challenge No. 1. The Courts

«Thejudicial branch must allocate
enough juvenile court judgesto hear the
cases in atimely way. These judges
must get appropriate training and stop
rotating every year. They need to
comply with the federal Adoption and
passed by Congressin 1997 to expe-
dite permanency planning for children
and allocate enough time to have
meaningful hearings. They must
appoint trained attorneys, pay them
sufficiently, and establish arigorous
monitoring system to ensure compe-
tent representation. They need to try a
unified family court model likethose
established in Colorado, Indianaor
Kentucky, where one judge hears all
the cases related to a particular

family.

«Thejudicial branch needsto get
serious about the problem of dispro-
portionate minority confinement. Even
when controlling for other factors,
there are too many children of color in
our juvenile detention centers. We
need to acknowledge that Connecti-
cut’stop ranking in thisregard should
be worn as a badge of shame.

Others have addressed this problem:
By using objective criteriato assess
children in need, Multnomah County,
Ore., has reduced the number of
children mistakenly incarcerated in the
juvenilejustice system. A programin
Santa Cruz, Calif., studiesindividua
neighborhoods to see when and where
resources might be applied to reduce
crime and keep kids out of trouble.
Service providersin both programs
more often speak the language and
understand the culture of their clients.

The state’s own Commission on
Racial and Ethnic Disparity recently
released similar recommendations for
use of “objective criteria’ and
“decision-point mapping,” which
analyzes, by race and ethnicity, how
police, judges, probation officersand
others make their decisions affecting
children in the system.

+Build anew Bridgeport juvenile court
but dramatically downsize the planned
Bridgeport detention center and save
those dollars for awider array of
programs and services that might help
keep more kidsin their own communi-
ties, instead of in residential programs
or jail. They canlook to Pennsylvania,
Minnesota, Floridaand Californiafor
restorative justice models that focus
on healing and accountability rather
than retribution and punishment. Or to
Floridaand New York, which have
implemented culturally sensitive
mental health services especialy to
meet the needs of Latino families.

+ They need to subject their contracted
facilitiesto asrigorous areview as
DCF licensed facilities get and
institute a much more sophisticated
guality assurance system to monitor
their contracted providers.

Challenge No. 2: Department
of Children and Families

«Caseworkers and administrators must
finally decide that child abuse does not
fit neatly into aMonday-through-
Friday, 9-to-5 schedule and change the
work week. The agency must stop
putting parents and children on waiting
lists for services and then expect that
they can reunite in a short period of
time.

« They must pay more than lip service
to developing abehavioral health
system that |ooks at the whole family,
understands its culture, assessesits
strengths and its needs, and deter-
mines what community resources are
available. Follow the lead of Milwau-
kee's “wrap-around’ programs that
build creative services around the kids
rather than trying to match the kids to
already existing service “slots” that
don’t necessarily address their needs.

«To rectify the shortage of foster
homes, what about |earning from other
states, such as Washington or Califor-
nia, where they have successfully re-
cruited police officers and teachers to
be foster parents? DCF can easily
loosenitsrigid and unrealistic foster
carelicensing requirementsthat
severely limit the pool of appropriate
and willing foster parentsin the
community.

«And they must follow the lead of
Missouri, which developed atriage
system to handle serious child protec-
tion cases differently from casesin
which community-based resources
might be able to address a child's situ-
ation. Thishasresulted in achild
protection system that is more respon-
sive and more respected in the
community. It would go along way
toward improving therelationship
between DCF and the minority
community.

«Most importantly, they can embrace
whol eheartedly the court monitor’s
new plan, which should be avisionary
and innovative blueprint for DCF to
follow, if they have any hope of exiting
from federal court jurisdiction.

«For thejuvenilejustice popul ation,
they must finally adopt ajoint plan
with the court support servicesdivision
of the judicial branch. Don’'t have both
agenciesweigh inwith primarily
residential optionswhen the kids need
to return to their communities. They
must finally devel op specialized foster
care, likein Oregon, that istailored for
youthful offenderswho can’t go
home, or small facilities, likein Florida,
that use intensive behavior manage-
ment rather than locked cells and
transfers to adult court.

«|f they truly understood the interde-
pendenciesof their juvenilejustice,
child abuse and mental health man-
dates, they would open up their volun-
tary mental health services program
and expand their existing KidCare
program for the juvenilejustice youth.

Challenge No. 3:

Department of Social Services,
Department of Mental Health
and Addiction Services,
Department of Mental
Retardation, Department of
Education

» The answer isn't to dismantle DCF
and create more bureaucracies. We
need pooled funding, a“ Children’s
Cabinet” representing relevant
agencies, a coordinated plan among
the agencies. They have fancy
memoranda of agreement signed by
the agency heads at the top, but not



enough cooperation and compliance at
the bottom.

+36 percent of foster care children do
not get timely, federally mandated
health screens, while 25 percent go
without timely medical or mental

health treatment. When we know
these children have a high incidence of
poor health and a desperate need for
mental heath care, then DCF and the
Department of Social Services must
jointly develop aquality assurance plan
to reduce those numbers.

+When we know there is a correlation
between children with special educa-
tion needs and those in the juvenile
justice system - where has the
Department of Education been? They
need to dramatically increase their
presence at the table and develop joint
initiatives with DCF and the court
support servicesdivision to provide
truancy and special education services
that could prevent children from end-
ing up in thejuvenilejustice system.

+When we know that 50 percent of
the child welfare cases involve parents
with substance abuse problems, we
need DCF and the Department of
Mental Health and Addiction Services
to develop a seamless system so these
parents can gain immediate access to
gender-specific and culturally compe-
tent assessment, treatment and, most
especialy, relapse services. When we
know that some parents have serious
cognitivelimitations, we need DMR to
exhibit someflexibility.

Challenge No. 4:
The Legislature

+Thelegislature has to put more
resourcesinto Connecticut Community
KidCare, the community mental health
system they committed to two years
ago, but from which they cut funds
thislast legislative session. Legislators
need to demand culturally competent
and gender-specific services from
DCF and the court support services
division and then impose an indepen-
dent accountability mechanism to
ensure that the millions of dollarsthey
are pouring into these agencies are
actually achieving the outcomes and
quality for the children and families
they purport to serve.

«Legislators need to give the Connecti-
cut Juvenile Training School in Middle-
town to the Correction Department for
use by adult inmates, and follow the
lead of Louisiana, which just decided
to closeits maximum security prison
for kids and shift the money to
community-based alternatives. Or
emulate Missouri, which boasts one of
thelowest juvenilerecidivism rates

in the country as aresult of turning its
back on large-scaletraining schoolsin
favor of small residential settings
housing groups no larger than 12.

They need to make juvenile detention
overcrowding ashigh alegidative
priority as prison overcrowding.

+Create a Children’s Cabinet.

Mandate a Children’s Budget, like
Louisianaand San Diego, to highlight
that allocationsto child abuse preven-
tion are so meager asto be negligible,
and demand from the appropriate state
agencies a coordinated prevention

plan.

«Maybe, more radically, we need to be
like at least 16 other statesin this
country and in some circumstances
open up the child protection side of the
juvenile court to the public, so every-
one can really see what is going on.

Challenge No. 5:
The Community

«Each one of us must decide how we
can contribute to this effort. It is not
enough to look at the cute pictures of
the children that appeared in this
magazine [“ The Heart Gallery” on
Nov. 2] and say we wish we could
take them home. If we can’t take
them home permanently, can we be a
foster parent, or provide respite care
and take one child one weekend a
month? What about being a mentor to
one of these kids? Can we support,
rather than fight, the zoning efforts
when a group home of five or six kids
wantsto move into our neighborhood?
Even aclothes, toy or suitcase
collection during the off-season can
ensure that these children will get at
least one new shirt or toy on a day
other than Christmas, and they won’t
haveto movetheir belongingsin
garbage bags as they travel from one
strange placement to another.

+ Perhaps the community’s greatest
legacy can beits ability to influence
how thelegidlature prioritizesthese
issues. Just like with the UConn
stadium or the recent smoke-free
environmental initiatives, onecall or
one e-mail to onelegidator can help to
ensure that child abuse, mental health
andjuvenilejustice are given the
highest rank on the legislative radar
screen.

“You have to speak out. If you
don’t speak out, no one will
know anything is wrong.”

In additionto “Who Will Speak for
Me?" we just completed a second
video. Thistimewetitledit, “1 Will
Speak Up for Myself.” It shows
children in the foster care system
teaching other similar children what
their legal rights are. It is meant to
have the children feel empowered. At
the end of the video, Michael, quoted
above, urges hisfellow youth in foster
care to speak up for themselves.

But if we teach these children to
speak out, will we actually do anything
for them now? My litmus test when
providing legal representation and
advocacy to these children is whether
| would tolerate the delays or gapsin
servicesor egregiousfailingsif it
affected my own two children. If the
answer is no, then my passion and my
outrage easily fuel my unrelenting
efforts.

Connecticut doesn’t need to reinvent
the wheel in terms of what works.
There are plenty of models across the
country begging for scrutiny. We just
need to stop being so parochial and
give up our image as “the land of
steady habits.” We need to stop
creating task forces whose pages fill
up drawers with empty promises.
These children deserve creative and
consistent efforts - and some
immediaterelief.
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