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Call It Puppy Love: Program Teaches Responsibility

Monday, July 02, 2007 by Amanda Hamo

Ann Arbor News Staff Reporter

Six-year-old Antonio Brann loves playing with dogs, but he doesn’t know that his

interaction with pets can teach him important life lessons.

That’s the goal of a new, six-week summer program started by the Ann Arbor

Community Action Network. It gives Antonio and other children in the Hikone housing

complex a chance to interact with dogs and learn about pet ownership, among many

other things.

Although Antonio and many other children don’t have pets in their homes, the program

has value, says network Director Joan Doughty.

“I’m very sure I don’t want our kids growing up to adopt a pet or own a pet and then they

don’t take care of them,= she said.

Doughty offered her own dog, Scruffy, to play with the 35 elementary-aged children in

the program, called “Puppies Are People, Too!=

The program runs four days a week, with two days for dog-related activities and two

days for education-related activities, Doughty said. The network is running a similar

program in Green Baxter Court, another housing complex in Ann Arbor.

In addition to learning responsible pet ownership, the children in the program will learn

compassion for pets and alternate pet behavior modification techniques, Doughty said.

A portion of the program also has children reading out loud to dogs to improve their

confidence and to take away the stress of having people listen.

The program will run until the end of July with activities like learning how to groom dogs,

watching service dogs in action and going to a dog show in Whitmore Lake, Doughty

said.

The children’s response to Scruffy, along with other dogs that are part of the program,

has been exciting, staff members said.

“At first they’re scared, but then they start to interact and take care of the dogs,” said Jill

Tollefson, a staff member and University of Michigan sophomore. “They’ll learn how to

treat the dogs and relate it to people more.”
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To nine-year-old Selena Dailey, the program is just about having fun.

“I came because I like learning about dogs … because I have a dog and I want to learn

how to check on him,” she said.

The “Puppies” program is funded with a donation by the local James A. and Faith

Knight Foundation. Doughty said the network hopes to organize other similar summer

programs in the future.

Community Action Network, started in 1987, is a non-profit organization that provides

educational and life skill programs for children, teens and adults living in low-income

housing complexes in Ann Arbor.

Reporter Amanda Hamon can be reached at 734-994-6852 or at

ahamon@annarbornews.com.

Michigan’s Child Protection System Is Seriously Flawed

Sunday, April 1, 2007

by Joan Madeleine Doughty

Last year the murder of 7-year-old Ricky Holland in Ingham County garnered a great

deal of publicity and public outrage across our state. Before his death, Ricky suffered

years of abuse, some of it reported to Child Protective Services (CPS). When this

came to light, investigations were launched and law makers held hearings. A report

made public blamed flawed policies and poor implementation of existing policies at the

Department of Human Services. As a result, at least 13 state employees were

transferred or fired. Department of Human Services (DHS) implemented new policies

for foster care workers, and improvements to its training for CPS staff.

Young Ricky was front page news. But there are many similar cases that have not

grabbed equal headlines. In Washtenaw County we have our own trail of young bodies.

Less than a year ago 3-year-old Kayla Joplin died, reportedly at the hands of her

mother. Another child from Washtenaw County died in her Canton Township foster

home, and two severely abused toddlers were admitted to Mott Hospital, one of whom

died. Sadly, none of these cases garnered the media or community attention allocated

the Ricky Holland case.

Yet, last year our county was rocked by horrifying stories of mutilated dogs and coyotes

dumped by the side of the road. Almost every day another headline was devoted to

these awful discoveries, with side stories delving into the psychology of someone who

would do something so sick. There were conversations in every work place, in every

store, all over the community about these hideous acts. A local legislator introduced a

bill proposing stiffer penalties for animal cruelty.

What accounts for the disproportionate measures of attention and outrage? Why has

there been no community outcry, demanding that we better protect our children?

Despite knowing that early and effective intervention is crucial to protecting children in

the present and optimizing their futures, it seems to be business as usual in the way

CPS responds to the plight of abused and neglected children in our community.

Despite the research – and common sense – that tell us childhood abuse is a predictor

of future substance abuse, incarceration, homelessness, and self-harm, our most
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vulnerable children are too often left unprotected and alone. Indeed, despite the

deleterious impact that child abuse and neglect has on our entire community, we have

failed to act to protect children.

Those of us who work with children and families are no longer surprised by appalling

stories of preventable child abuse and neglect. We are mandated by law to report any

suspected child maltreatment we encounter among the families we serve. Yet too often

when we report serious concerns about the safety of children, there is no response or

follow up. Even when a case is assigned for investigation, it is too often not

substantiated after a cursory investigation. The current system simply does not

adequately protect our vulnerable children.

There are many reasons why our current child protective system does not protect

children, or support overwhelmed or incapacitated parents to get the help they need.

While existing shortcomings within CPS aren’t easy to solve, our children deserve

better.

The name Child Protective Services (CPS) is misleading. This department is not in the

business of protecting children in general. By law, it only investigates abuse and neglect

of children occurring at the hands of adult family members living with that child.

Grandfather molesting his granddaughter when he visits? CPS will not take the report.

Reporters are advised to confront the parent or contact law enforcement; with no follow

up to make certain this occurs.

When states were mandated to form separate CPS departments in 1974, it was based

on the understanding that family dynamics and power balances are intertwined with the

reasons for child abuse. Why does it matter if a grandfather lives with his

granddaughter? The complicated family dynamic between parents, grandparents and

children requires competent professional investigation and intervention either way. At

minimum, our Child Protective System should investigate maltreatment committed by

any family member.

It may be surprising to learn our Michigan Child Protection Code does not include

educational neglect. In states where educational neglect is within the CPS portfolio,

workers report it is one of the most significant ways in which they uncover deep-seated,

serious family problems. Simply stated, families that cannot manage to send their

children to school regularly are also lacking in the care of their children in many other

ways. It is widely recognized that educational neglect almost always masks serious

dysfunction and/or abuse or neglect within a family.

Another gap in Michigan CPS investigation procedures is the lack of mandatory

collateral contacts. Collateral contacts, routine in most states, include checking with

teachers, social workers, doctors, religious leaders, other family members and

neighbors to assemble the most complete picture possible. Without making collateral

contacts, the only information CPS workers have on which to base their assessments is

a report of concern and a parent’s explanation. Abusive parents are often very adept at

furnishing plausible sounding explanations – it is no coincidence that in cases of fatal

child abuse or neglect there is often a history of “unsubstantiated” reports.

The information learned from collateral contacts also allows CPS workers to include a

family’s support system when services are needed. Teachers, religious leaders,

primary care physicians, and childcare staff know a great deal about the children with
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whom they work, and can contribute to a plan of parent/family support. They are caring

resources that go mostly untapped in Michigan’s Child Protection System. Imagine how

much abuse could be prevented and how many out-of-home placements could be

avoided if CPS gathered the most complete picture possible of a child’s situation

during its investigation. Substantiated cases which warrant intervention could

incorporate the child’s family and support system in the earliest stage -integrating more

protection and better implementation of a culturally competent service plan. Collateral

contacts need to be mandatory for every CPS investigation in Michigan.

A centralized reporting and case tracking system such as other states have produces

several benefits for a child protection system. First, it relieves local (county) DHS

departments from having to staff 24-hour hotlines. Currently, each of our 83 counties

has its own system. In a time of budget deficits, this is an inefficient and ineffective way

of using scarce resources. Second, a centralized reporting system allows for statewide

tracking of reports. Some families move from county to county thereby avoiding

detection; a centralized intake system addresses this. Third, centralized reporting

allows for uniform interpretation of child protective standards. Local intake procedures

are too subjective. Intake workers can feel pressure by overworked co-workers to not

assign too many reports for investigation. Further, Protective Service workers’ personal

opinions about the reporter or the family currently factor in to whether a case is

assigned for a field investigation. This puts children at risk. Finally a centralized

reporting system allows for simpler and more accurate statewide outcomes tracking.

Opponents of centralized reporting purport that it reduces local control. This is untrue.

Investigation and family support still occur locally. Michigan must implement a

centralized, objective, culturally competent intake procedure.

As a result of the Ricky Holland case, Michigan has improved the training CPS

investigators receive. This is a great start, but must be employed consistently for

workers statewide. Training should include teaching CPS intake and investigation

workers to communicate professionally and courteously with reporters, collateral

contacts, families, and other service providers. Community members, including

licensed social workers, teachers, health care providers and child care workers

overwhelmingly feel distrustful and critical of the vital role CPS plays in the community

because they are too often met with hostility and disrespect when they contact CPS.

The majority of reports come from those of us who are mandated to report suspected or

actual child maltreatment, which means that we are the same people who provide

ongoing support and services with the children and families in our community. Children

and families are better served-indeed protected-when the adults in the system of care

work together collegially and professionally. All reporters of child abuse and neglect

must be able to trust and expect that CPS is the capable authority in situations of child

abuse and neglect, rather than being met with acrimony.

Even when information cannot be shared, an explanation of confidentiality or the law’s

limitation is a courtesy every caring community member is owed. Reporting a

maltreated child is heart wrenching. Staffing the system with well-trained

compassionate workers is imperative to strong child protection. State funding priorities

and appropriations – even in a strapped economy – must recognize and support this.

There are many competent and professional CPS workers in Michigan. Such workers

should be encouraged and supported, through training, easing of workloads, and by

creating an culture in which all CPS workers perform at a level commensurate with the

responsibility of their critical role in our communities. Support for excellence in

protecting children must become the norm.
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Finally, Michigan’s DHS should embrace transparency and accountability. The

publication of the Ricky Holland report was a good start. It should not stand alone.

Some communities mandate every DHS office to coordinate a multidisciplinary team to

provide feedback on outcomes and procedures. This becomes a vehicle for a

collaborative community action plan about how to improve not just CPS, but the entire

safety net for the county’s vulnerable populations. When the system fails, there should

be public accountability – in every case. When a child fatality occurs, secrecy protects

only systemic ineptitude or parents with something to hide. The statewide existence of

Child Death Review Teams is a helpful measure, but its findings are confidential and it

lacks the power to demand that the system do better to protect children. Every fatality

should result in a public analysis like the Ricky Holland report.

Child Protective Services is a crucial part of the immense system charged with

ensuring basic care for our most vulnerable – and often most disenfranchised –

children. The entire system – from prenatal care and infant support to counseling and

parent education interventions to foster care and residential treatment – must be

reformed. While none of these problems can be solved quickly or easily, we cannot

solve them at all if we don’t start somewhere. We propose that the whole community

start now with reforms to CPS.
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