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A Critical Eye on Foster Care
in Massachusetts

From Executive Director Jane Lyons

For the Sake of Our
Children, the Call for
Truth, Action, and
Change Endures

Dear Friends,
I’s impossi-
ble to advocate
on behalf of in-
dividual children
and youth in the
child welfare and juvenile justice
systems and not look for ways to
mitigate additional harms caused
as a rvesult of that involvement.
Friends of Children listens to chil-
dren, youth, and families sharing
what they need when involved with
the state’s foster care system. We
observe where systems are “stuck,”
and as a result, children are stuck.
We advocate for individual chil-
dren when services are unavailable Our Advocacy Efforts for a More Effective
or denied. And, when the culture Child Welfare System
of a system is focused on reporting

At Friends of Children, our policy work focuses on transparency,
rather than supporting, we look to

accountability, and oversight of the Commonwealth’s child welfare

change the system. system. We want to ensure that only those children and families

This is my last introduction to

who must be involved with the system are as a matter of last resort,
Fostering Change. On June 30th,

and that they are helped and not harmed. We would like to see more

I am retiring with the knowledge children and families supported in their communities and not forced

that Friends of Children has had into a dysfunctional system.
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Our actions involve working with other advocates across the state
and in Boston to educate the public and decision-makers regarding the
poor outcomes for children and young people experiencing this system.
We continue to push for a system that is transparent about its issues
and challenges, ensures that an appropriate oversight structure is in
place to oversee the entire system, and is laser-focused on improving
outcomes for children and young people.

When we realized there was not a single place where one could go to
read and understand what has been going on in our state related to the
child welfare system, we created Failing Our Kids (friendsofchildren-
inc.org/failing-our-kids). This chronicle of the state’s ongoing cycle of
investigative reports, audits, reforms, and promises, uses the very data

reported by DCF to the federal govern-
ment to demonstrate how the current
system is failing vulnerable children
and families.
Most recently, we published Ten
Myths about the Child Welfare Oversight in
Massachusetts ~ (friendsofchildreninc.
org/child-welfare-oversight-myths)
to illustrate how the existing oversight
structure is failing when it comes to the
children, young people, and families in-
volved in the state’s care. We've been
frustrated by our own attempts, over
many years, to get leaders in that structure to acknowledge problems
and address them with clear eyes and new and informed approaches,
approaches that include the voices of those with lived expertise.

We've been
frustrated by our
owhn attempts,
over many years,
to getleadersin
that structure

to acknowledge
problems and
address them
with clear eyes

Currently, foster
care review is
conducted by
a department

within DCF, what
some call “the
fox guarding the
hen house.”
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Independent Foster Care Review:
A Promising Improvement

Beginning in 2017, Friends of Children has worked to change the par-
adigm in some measure by creating an independent Foster Care Review
Office in Massachusetts. This is the fourth consecutive Legislative ses-
sion for the House and Senate bills, filed again by Representative Far-
ley-Bouvier and Senator Comerford.

Our experience with foster care review is broad and deep, reflecting
the experience of our CASA program, former DCF employees on our
staff, and our Policy Director who was a volunteer reviewer for 13 years.
Currently, foster care review is conducted by a department within DCF,
what some call “the fox guarding the hen house.” Foster care review is
required by the federal government every six months for all children
and young people in DCF placement. Currently funded as a line item
in the state budget,we believe the money could be more effectively uti-
lized if it were used to fund a review function independent of DCF. You
can access the bills, a fact sheet and frequently asked questions on our
website at friendsofchildreninc.org/foster-care-review.

We hope youwill ask your state representative and senator to co-spon-
sor the bills; their co-sponsorship will be instrumental in getting atten-
tion for the bills as they move through the legislative process. You will
find information on how to find your legislators and a sample message on
our website at friendsofchildreninc.org/foster-care-review/#action.
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Introducing Voices from the Inside

As advocates across the state
urge leaders to support the
establishment of independent
foster care review, Friends of
Children recognizes a need
to amplify the voices of those
involved in the current system,
through Voices from the Inside.
What follows are perspectives from two
foster care review volunteers. The first is

currently involved in foster care review, and
the second resigned after one year in the role.

Perspective Number One:
A Current DCF Volunteer
Foster Care Case Reviewer

What drew you to become a Volunteer Foster Care
Case Reviewer?

Giving back to the community through volun-
teering has always been an important part of my life.
Since I was interested in a volunteer opportunity
helping children and foster children are a popula-
tion with the greatest need I decided to become a
Foster Care Case Reviewer.

What was the training experience like?

The training was completely virtual but covered a
lot of information about the situations that result in
DCF removing children and the process once chil-

dren enter the foster care system. We learned about
the topics that are discussed during reviews and how
determinations are made.

What has the review experience been like?

I was completely blind-sided by the actual review
experience - parents are ignored, dismissed, chas-
tised for expressing their feelings, given incomplete
or ambiguous information and shown a lack of re-
spect and consideration in general. I became so dis-
turbed and unsettled by witnessing all the reasons
children remain in foster care longer than they need
to and how children who don’t belong in foster care
end up there that I nearly resigned before complet-
ing ten reviews.

In your experience, does foster care review have
a positive impact on the well-being of children,
young adults and families?

Foster Care Reviews must be conducted by an ex-
ternal entity in order to adequately serve the needs
of DCF involved children and families. Volunteer
Foster Care Case Reviewers are NOT the solution
since they do not have power or authority over the
actions of DCF when they disagree with DCF’s de-
terminations during reviews.

"l was completely blind-sided by the
actual review experience - parents
are ignored, dismissed, chastised

for expressing their feelings,

given incomplete or ambiguous
information and shown a lack of
respect and consideration in general."

What do you think about the bills filed by Senator
Comerford and Representative Farley Bouvier to
create a Foster Care Review Office, independent of
DCEF, to conduct these reviews?

An independent Foster Care Review Office is long
overdue. Inherent bias is not unique or exclusive to
DCF, which is why audits in every other industry are
performed by an unaffiliated third party. DCF Vol-
unteer Foster Care Case Reviewers are susceptible
to the same bias as other DCF employees. DCF’s in-
ternal review process enables them to control and
influence the perspective of the review in a manner
that favors DCF, including the determinations of the
Volunteer Foster Care Case Reviewers. Every over-
sight results in a child spending at least six months
up to three years or more in foster care. How is this
acceptable? Not only is this detrimental to children
and families, it is a gross waste of resources.
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Is there anything else you would like to add?

Children that do not belong in foster care must
be removed from the foster care system so that DCF
can provide the highest level of care to the children
that actually need to be there - this is not possible
without an external Foster Care Review Office. I am
not against DCF, I am against DCF operating with-
out any accountability which is negatively impact-
ing children and families they are supposed to be
helping.

Perspective Number Two:
A Former DCF Volunteer
Foster Care Case Reviewer

What drew you to become a volunteer foster care
reviewer?

My journalism career has been based on asking
questions to better understand a situation. I want-
ed to use that skill set as a volunteer reviewer to
provide an outside perspective and help achieve ac-
countability in the foster care system.

Additionally, my husband and I were considering
becoming foster parents and I wanted to gain more
insight into how the system works, including who
the stakeholders are and what the circumstances are
for families and children involved in foster care.

What was the training experience like?

I participated in two 4-hour sessions of Zoom
training administered by the DCF Foster Care Re-
view Unit’s volunteer coordinators. Much of the
training focused on explaining the basics of how fos-
ter children’s cases move through the DCF system
and what the Department is obligated to provide
for children when they are in its custody as well as
explanations of the various permanency options for
children in care.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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We discussed the various topics and kinds of
questions that we should consider asking during re-
views about a child’s care, placement, and family re-
lationships. We had a mock foster care review meet-
ing where we were provided with a fabricated action
plan and previous review report and practiced when,
how, and what to ask during a review meeting.

What was not explained is how to write minority
opinions when serving on panels or how the deter-
minations made in the review are used in a child or
family’s case.

What has been your experience doing reviews?

On average, I participated in three to four FCRs
per month over a year long period from 2022 to 2023.

As a volunteer reviewer, the only information I
was given going into a foster care review is the pre-
vious review report and the family assessment and
action plan. DCF Foster Care Review Unit profes-
sional reviewers are provided with more documen-
tation and updated information prior to a review.
I often spent much of the 9o minutes allotted for
the meeting just trying to make sure I understood
all that had happened in the child’s life in the pe-
riod since the last review. Foster care reviews are
supposed to occur every six months to make sure
children are not lingering in care and to ensure cases
can redirect goals and services in a timely manner.
However, I participated in several cases where the
last review was more than a year prior. In that long
time span, it was not uncommon to hear that the
child had moved between several homes and cycled
through multiple social workers. Just going over the
basic events and changes that occurred in that long
time span left much less time for qualitative discus-
sions about what was working for a child and what
was not.

By the end of every review, the three-person pan-
el must make several determinations. These deter-
minations are standardized ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers to

"Without knowing how a foster
care review’s findings are used,

it felt more and more that 1 was
participating in a formality rather
than a comprehensive evaluation
that could have an impact.”

questions about whether there have been observ-
able behavioral changes in a parent’s capacity, if the
foster placement has met the child’s needs, and if
DCF completed the necessary steps to address the
needs of the family during the period under review.
Those are questions with complex answers, and I
often felt it was difficult to reduce my conclusions
to a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. At times I would provide a
minority opinion on a determination because I felt
compelled to introduce more information and nu-
ance to my answer.

Foster care review reports include a ‘Recommen-
dations’ section and this was a place I felt I could
have the most concrete impact by stipulating my de-
terminations with a specific suggestion that I knew
would at least be asked about in the next review
with the expectation that it had been addressed in
some form. It was as close as I felt I could get to ac-
countability for specific actions such as sibling con-
tact that wasn’t happening or a service for a child or
parent that was not being provided.

Have you been able to meet the expectations or
goals you had for yourself, or your contribution,
when you decided to be a volunteer?

There was value for me to see and hear the per-
spectives of the various stakeholders involved in a
foster child’s life. In this sense, I did fulfill the goal I
had for myself to better understand the process and
circumstances of child welfare cases. Unfortunately,
a lot of that insight left me with more questions and
concerns about the process for families and children
in foster care than confidence in the system.

Regarding whether I was able to contribute to
accountability, I ultimately did not feel that I could

meet that goal within the limited format of foster
care reviews as a volunteer reviewer. This is large-
ly because I cannot tell you what happens with the
findings in a review. The report of a foster care re-
view meeting is filed in the family’s DCF record (al-
though I never saw the resulting reports for cases I
was a volunteer reviewer on). The determinations
are said to be “binding”, however I have not received
a clear explanation about what concrete actions or

Your Ongoing Support
Gives Vulnerable
Children A Voice

The sustained effort needed to change
our broken system through new policies
depends on your sustained support.
Friends of Children is so grateful to its
many donors as we continue to take
action for children and youth. As our
report, Failing Our Kids, states, “Children
and youth involved with DCF, among the
most vulnerable in our society, have very
little presence in our legislative chambers,
our newsrooms, and our boardrooms.
And they have no direct say whatsoever in
our voting booths ... they are functionally

voiceless in the policy decisions that most
affect their lives.” Thank you for enabling
us to be their voice!

DONATE ONLINE AT
friendsofchildreninc.org/donate

Fostering Change /// JULY 2023

consequences, if any, are taken because of the de-
terminations of a review. If I or either of the other
panelists deemed that DCF had not adequately ad-
dressed the needs of a family, what happened next?
Is DCF required to correct gaps in service to the
family or child based on a review’s findings? With-
out knowing how a foster care review’s findings are
used, it felt more and more that I was participating
in a formality rather than a comprehensive evalua-
tion that could have an impact. That lack of trans-
parency is a significant part of why I stepped away
from the role earlier this year.

What do you think about the bills filed by Senator
Comerford and Representative Farley-Bouvier to
create a Foster Care Review Office, independent of
DCEF, to conduct these reviews?

I am supportive of the legislation as a first and
foundational step in encouraging more transparency
and accountability in the care and outcomes for chil-
dren in DCF custody. It simply does not make sense
to allow DCF to have its own unit within the Depart-
ment to check and balance itself. However, an inde-
pendent body to conduct reviews does not in itself
guarantee the reviews are more effective or result in
consequences if DCF is not meeting a child’s needs;
I think a new office will have to rethink numerous
aspects of the foster care review process, especially
regarding how review findings lead to consequences
or action on a case.

Is there anything else you would like to add?

There are so few times in the life of a child wel-
fare case that biological parents, foster parents,
treatment and service providers, social workers, at-
torneys, and other stakeholders in a foster child’s
life gather. The foster care review meeting is one
of those critical times. There is such potential for
it to be a valuable opportunity to comprehensively
evaluate what is and what is not working in a foster
child’s case if it is administered effectively and leads
to actual action.
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a significant influence

on shaping policy Why, when
discussions for children — national experts
across the state. Never and many

have we takenthe words  other states

of our motto truth/ gre issuing

action/change lightly. We  cl15rion calls to
apply this philosophy dramatically
with  intention to change
every facet of our work. antiquated
Starting with truth, we

and broken
have worked to educate .

child welfare

systems, isn’t
Massachusetts?

policy makers and the
public on the child
welfare experience in
Massachusetts, and its
poor impact on the children and families it should
well serve. We support actions to change the status
quo, and we call for the bar to be set higher.

We ask the tough questions of ourselves and
others, and we link arms with those impacted
by their own lived expertise. One challenging,
unanswered, fundamental question is: Why, when
national experts and many other states are issuing
clarion calls to dramatically change antiquated and
broken child welfare systems, isn’t Massachusetts?

Truth. Action. Change. The importance of this
process cannot be overlooked.

I strongly encourage you to read this issue to
learn more about our work and its importance to
the tens of thousands of children and families who
are our neighbors and need us to be aware of the
truth and to act. Because, for them, things not only
have to change, but we have to get it right!

For the children,

Jane
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PRESIDENT

Susan Karas

Immediate Past Board President
Retired Child and Adolescent
Director, ServiceNet
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JoAnne Vanin

Retired Dean of Students, UMASS
Ambherst, 15 year CASA volunteer
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Antonia Krell
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BSO at Tanglewood
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PROGRAM INTERN
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241 King Street, Northampton, MA 01060
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Founded in Massachusetts in 1990, Friends of Children,
Inc., is an independent 501 (c) 3 non-profit leader in
child-welfare-related issues. We help vulnerable children
and youth who have experienced foster care overcome
adversity and thrive—with innovative direct-service
programs and through state-level advocacy. We champion
critical changes needed for at-risk children and youth—
and for the systems entrusted with their well-being.
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