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Legislative Listening Session 

2/19/19, 6-8PM 
 Way of the Dragon: Health, Healing & Martial Arts, East Providence, RI  

 
Notes and Recommendations for Action 

 
Background: RI State Representative Julie Casimiro has a longstanding interest in, and 
commitment to providing the best possible support to RI’s most vulnerable children and their 
families. Recognizing that The Village for RI Foster and Adoptive Families shared her values and 
concerns, she began meeting regularly with Village board members to gain an understanding of 
foster children’s experience through the lens of the foster parent. As a newly appointed member 
of the House Oversight Committee, Rep. Casimiro approached the Village about co-hosting a 
listening session for foster parents to directly communicate their experiences, ideas and concerns 
to legislators. Rep. Casimiro was joined by 3 of her colleagues in the House along with RI Child 
Advocate, Jennifer Griffith.  Twenty licensed foster parents attended along with five members of 
The Village Board, all of whom are either currently licensed foster parents or have adopted 
through foster care.  
 
Purpose: The goal of this event, the first of several planned for this year, was to surface the 
multitude of challenges faced by foster and adoptive families in RI.  The Village was born from a  
powerful guiding belief that it takes a strong and well supported village of foster and adoptive 
families to do right by RI’s children. This session provided an opportunity for these parents to 
share what they need to remain strong and feel supported.  Participants were asked to be 
forthright and respectful and to suggest ideas for improvement along with stories about what’s 
not working. Participants were also encouraged to share positive stories as examples of best and 
promising practice. 
 
Listeners: 
Rep. Julie Casimiro, North Kingstown 
Rep. Karen Alzate, Pawtucket 
Rep. Anastasia Williams, Providence 
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Rep Katherine Kazarian, East Providence 
Jennifer Griffith, Esq. 
 
Agency Participants: 
Veronica Davis, Chief of Licensing and Regulation, DCYF 
Patricia Hessler, Esq. Chief of Staff, DCYF 
Tanja Kubas-Meyer, Executive Director, RI Coalition of Children and Families (RICCF) 
 
Village Board Members/Session Organizers: 
Susan Babin 
Maya Colantuono 
Elaine Gabellieri 
Robin Perez 
Maureen Wu  
 
The two representatives from the DCYF Leadership Team participated from the “audience” by 
answering questions when appropriate and encouraging participants to escalate concerns to their 
level within the Dept when they did not find suitable response at a lower level. They indicated a 
desire to meet regularly and work together with foster families to strengthen the current system.  
 
Recommendations for Action: There were a number of items that were identified as 
next steps to improve the system.  
 

1. Monthly meetings between The Village and DCYF to share and disseminate information 
both ways. 

2.  The Village will consult with families to create a list of frequently asked questions or 
FAQs.  

3. Ask families to write stories and testimonials about positive experiences and what is 
working. Share through The Village, RICCF, DCYF and other websites 

4. Develop a one-page informational flyer that could be given to every foster parent along 
with the blue sheet for every child placement 

5. DCYF should analyze current process for removals to understand why first night bags 
don’t seem to be making it to children at the time of removal. Consider other systems or 
processes to ensure no child leaves home with a trash bag again 

6. Develop a comprehensive “Guide for Families who are Adopting”  
7. DCYF to clarify recent policy changes with respect to child placement. Clarification 

should include a detailed explanation of the process for child placement that is provided 
to all foster families. 

8. Explore how to establish presumptive eligibility for counseling and clinical assessment 
based simply on coming into care. 
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9. Work with the Child Advocate to set up a panel with CASA to hear foster family 
concerns, meet with Family Court.  

10. Anyone who is interested in learning more about/working on child care center related 
issues (training, reimbursement, accreditation) should reach out to Veronica Davis at 
DCYF. 

11. All attendees were encouraged by Rep. Williams to advocate relentlessly for children in 
their care. “Do not accept answers that feel wrong”. She encouraged documentation 
and moving up the ‘chain of command’ without hesitation as needed. She also 
encouraged all families present to talk about their positive experiences with anyone who 
will listen as positive things are happening and those stories are important in assisting 
change efforts and in recruiting new families.  

12. Anyone who would like to advocate either in favor or in opposition to the proposed 
changes to the lead conformance requirement for foster homes should contact their 
representatives. The proposed changes are specified in Article 15 of the State Budget. 
(Link at end of document) Rep. Casimiro reminded families that in general, with all 
legislation, their voices are powerful and when legislators receive multiple calls from 
constituents on an issue it can directly influence their position on the legislation.  

 
 
 
 
 
The Meeting: 
 
The session was opened with introductions by Maya Colantuono 
 
Opening Remarks – Setting a light and positive tone, Wen-Ching Wu welcomed the group to his 
Martial Arts and Wellness Center, The Way of the Dragon. Master Wu introduced himself as a 
foster and adoptive parent and emphasized the need for balance and respect as we come together 
to make RI a better place for all children.  
 
Rep. Casimiro thanked the group for coming and for caring for children every day. She emphasized 
that as a lawmaker she and her colleagues want to make the system and process better and easier 
and they cannot do that without understanding through first-hand accounts what is working and 
what needs to be changed. As an example, Rep. Casimiro referred to a bill she just sponsored that 
would require clinical oversight over the use of therapeutic cribs and beds.  
 
Child Advocate Jennifer Griffith introduced herself and encouraged foster families to call her office 
any time they believed they were advocating for a child’s best interest and were not feeling heard. 
She emphasized her desire to hear from families and that no one who is frustrated in their 
advocacy efforts on behalf of a child should hesitate to pick up the phone and call her office. She 
referenced having brought business cards for distribution to participants.  
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A number of themes emerged. If we are to reform the child welfare system in RI we must not only 
recruit, but retain, a wide variety of highly committed and well-resourced families so every child 
who needs out of home placement can live a good quality and safe life in a family setting. It is the 
position of The Village for RI Foster and Adoptive Families that these areas must be addressed 
through collaborative and collective efforts, if we are to successfully accomplish the above. 
 
Good things are happening in RI and these stories must be told in order to replicate good and best 
practice! Examples of positive stories included: 
 

• Transitions home where the foster family was included in the planning and given the 
opportunity and conditions to develop a genuine relationship with the bio- family. In these 
situations the child benefited by seeing the foster family and his/her family working 
together and respecting each other and the families described had continued 
communication with and connection to the foster family post reunification.  

 
• Visitation where the foster parent provides at least some of the transportation and 

visitation is flexible and can be held in the community or one of the family’s homes if 
appropriate. 

 
• Foster parents seeking and successfully accessing needed services for children in a timely 

manner under prudent parenting. This eliminates steps, layers, and other bureaucratic 
hoops that can get in the way of children getting services in a timely manner. 

 
• Support groups and connection to other families for respite, social validation for both 

parents and children and access to others who are walking in your shoes. Support groups 
and the online community provide a sense of belonging that hadn’t previously existed.  

 
 
 

THEMES: 
 (extracted from comments and stories about areas needing improvement):  
 
Lack of Information for Foster/Adoptive Families 

• Foster Family (especially Kinship) Lack of Awareness of Needed Resources (behavioral 
supports, clinical therapists, available support groups, etc.)   

• Difficulty accessing resources/agencies not responding to important requests for support 
• Fragmented resources/not clear what’s available, who’s eligible and how to access 
• Need for better informational materials provided to foster families at time of initial 

placement of child on FAQ’s, supports available, community resources, DCYF Forms, etc. 
• Foster Families “in the dark”/not feeling like part of the child’s team 
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• Prudent Parenting/inconsistent interpretation 
 
Legal Questions/Issues 

• Time to permanency 
• Issues related to consent/ who can consent to what/what constitutes an emergency 
• Guardian Ad Litem/CASA inconsistency of involvement 
• Parents wait to access services lengthening time to permanency  
• Understanding federal permanency guidelines/timeframes 

 
 
DCYF Organizational Issues 

• Inconsistent messaging from DCYF staff on various issues, policies, etc., 
• Car Seat Safety/Professional transporters from DCYF and agencies not complying 
• Issues related to visitation, short or no notice of time changes, transport by strangers, 

supervised visits not fully supervised 
• Issues related to transportation 
• Issues related to children arriving into care with no information/forms/and their items in 

trash bags 
• Should be an expectation that removal of a child should equate with high likelihood of 

need for individual counseling/mental health services 
 
 

Legislative and Other Issues 
• Issues related to lead conformance, especially kinship 
• The Social Worker/Foster parent dynamic, fear of speaking up  
• Trauma and system re-traumatization of the child at multiple points when child is abruptly 

removed from foster family to reunite with bio-family 
• Access to Day Care in reasonable time period 
• Need for required Training modules for employees at child day care centers such as 

Trauma Informed Care, positive therapeutic supports, etc. 
• Families wanting court and DCYF actions to be in the “best interest of the child first” 

 
 
Other Sources of Input into this Document: 
 
An additional group of twelve foster parents found themselves conflicted as the session was 
scheduled on the same night as their monthly support group. They considered cancelling the 
group to attend the session but, in the end, the group is so important and cathartic for them and 
their foster children, who engage in supervised children’s activities during the course of the 
meeting, that they were unwilling to forego it and agreed to spend the first 15 minutes creating a 
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list of concerns to be addressed or improved through legislation. This group’s input is categorized 
separately below. 
 
Several more foster parents who were unable to attend submitted input to the Village in writing 
directly and in posts in the Village’s private online support group. This input is categorized 
separately below.  
 
 
Input from foster families attending the Cumberland Support Group on 2/19  
(unedited bullets as submitted from the group facilitator Laurie Tapozada) 
 
 “I took the first fifteen minutes of group last night to ask participants if they had any thoughts to 
share regarding the listening session and here were their thoughts”: 
 

• Most feel like if there just some oversight mechanism in place to ensure that existing laws 
are followed, things would be much better and time to permanency would be shortened. 

 

• Some folks thought it would be good to put some legislation in place to ensure that 
maximum caseloads could not be exceeded for case workers 

 

• One parent felt that abusing drugs while pregnant should be criminalized as a form of child 
abuse. She has just come out of months of dealing with the pain of an infant born 
addicted and felt that just because the babies are not yet born, it should not be ok to 
feed it drugs in utero. 

 

• There was the general sentiment that judges need some type of training/guidelines to 
achieve more consistency between judges and to lessen the seemingly arbitrariness of 
individual judge’s rulings. 

 

• Certain types of training for social workers should be required so that all social workers and 
agencies speak the same language. 

 

• Mandate guidelines for transitions so they are better for children and also for foster 
parents, sometimes transitions are sudden and seemingly cruel and scary. 

 

• Mandate drug testing before visits where there is a known substance issue 

• Parents should be required to pay child support when they are able to when their kids are 
in care (minority opinion most felt that most times they are not able to) 
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Input from families who were unable to attend: 
• The recent policy changes in light of the child fatality in January are unclear. Families want 

more specific details on policy changes and how these changes were decided. 

• FMLA - allowance for foster families to take time that is non-continuous for the purpose of 
bonding with the child. 

• The TIPS-MAP training process prepared us to expect connection with birth family among 
other things but this is not being promoted by the worker. 

 
• Lack of consideration for bio and adopted children of foster parents specifically around 

rapid reunification. 
 

• Training educators in the effects of trauma  
 

• Requirement for day care providers to take a certain percentage of DHS kids - to allow 
access to good child care providers for the most vulnerable children. 
 

 
 
Next Steps: 
 
Please refer to “Action Items” above for next steps. The Village will be engaging with multiple 
partners and child welfare stakeholders to collaborate where appropriate on the Action Items.  
 
The Village is sincerely grateful to Representative Casimiro and all of her colleagues in the House 
who took the time to attend along with Jennifer Griffith and the DCYF and RICCF representatives. 
This work must be done together, in both earnest and respect. We are also grateful to the many 
other Lawmakers who reached out to let us know they are interested in attending a future session 
and/or hearing directly from their constituents. A link to find contact information for your state 
representative and senator can be found below. 
 
"The key to creating or transforming community, then, is to see the power in the small but 
important elements of being with others. The shift we seek needs to be embodied in each invitation 
we make, each relationship we encounter, and each meeting we attend.  For at the most 
operational and practical level, after all the thinking about policy, strategy, mission, and 
milestones, it gets down to this:  How are we going to be when we gather together?" 
Peter Block, From Community: The Structure of Belonging 
 
 
Contact Information: 
 
Jennifer Griffith, Esq. 462-4300, www.child-advocate.ri.gov 
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rep-alzate@rilegislature.gov 
rep-Casimiro@rilegislature.gov 
rep-Kazarian@rilegislature.gov 
rep-williams@rilegislature.gov 
 
https://vote.sos.ri.gov click on the large button “Find Your Elected Officials”. You will be asked to 
enter your address and will be directed to a list of your United States and Rhode Island 
representatives in government.  
 
Patricia Hessler 528-3575, Patricia.Hessler@dcyf.ri.gov 
Veronica Davis 528- 3515, Veronica.Davis@dcyf.ri.gov 
 
 
Link to FY 2020 Budget Article Summaries that includes proposed lead changes. Overall helpful 
description of the proposed DCYF budget: 
 
http://www.rilin.state.ri.us/sfiscal/Budget%20Analyses/FY2020%20SFO%20Governors%20Budget
%20Articles.pdf 
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