As Mother Killed Her Son,
Protectors Observed Privacy

By CELIA W. DUGGER

In 1986, Shulamis Riegler beat
her &-year-old son lsrael so badly
thal he was hospitahzed in a
coma. Doctors noticed human bite
marks on his shoulder.

When the boy recovered, he and
his two little brothers spent sev-
erai years In foster care beiore
going home 1n 1988 and 1989.

Then, barely a year laler, Mrs.
Riegler beat another son, Yaakov.,
She twisted his leg so viciously
that she heard his thigh bone
crack. The retarded boy, § years
old, 3-feer-B and 48 pounds, was
tuken to the hospital m a coma
and never woke up.

Known as Abusive

Yaakov was one of seven chil-
dren who died in 1980 after re-
peated beaungs and whose fam-
iles were known 1o New York
City's child wellare sysiem as
abusive or neglectiul, a recent
cily reporl found.

In the report, the only public
accounting of how the city's Hu-
man Resources Administration
handled such cases, Yaakov was
an anonymous statistic, unnamed
because of stricl state confident-
ality laws thal prolect the privacy
of wnlormanits and families, even,
as in Yaukov's case, when the
mother has pieaded guilty 1o kill-
ing her child. Mrs. Riegler is 10 be
sentenced today to 714 1o 15 years
In prison,

Yaakov's story, pieced together
through nterviews and medical,
school and court records, 1s about
an alfecuionale il sometimes de-
manding boy, who could speak
only 1n monosyllables, but whose
bruises and broken bones would

later tell of s pawn. It 15 about a
mother who marned at 19, had
children quickly and was over-
whelmed by the unending tasks of
homemaking.

Apgency's Scatiered Work

And it is about a child welfare
sysiem that was unable, despile
repedted warnings, lo help the
child. The work Lhe agency did
was s0 scallered and uncoordinat-
ed that ai one point a cily worker
was ending the supervision of
Mrs. Riegler — because she had
supposedly learned to be a nonvio-

Continued on Page B1U, Column |

Abuse Turns Fatal
How the System Failed
A special report.

lent parent — on the same day that another
worker was investigating a ncw report that
Yaakov was being abused. And confidential-
Aty laws also played a part, prevenung Mrs.
Riegler’'s probation officer from finding out
about new reports of abuse in her home,
Lastly, 1t is a story about 8 pedhatrician
who, though he knew ol Mrs. Riegler's abu-
sive history and was called on several times
totreal Yaakov's wounds, said he recognized

in the Riegler household only a harried moth-,

er, not a battered child.

When Mrs. Riegler pleaded gwiiy in State
Supreme Court 1in Brooklyn last month,
Judge Francis X. Egitto condemned the
city’s child protection system — a system
whose poal 15 to reunite children with their
lnatural parents whenever possible — and the
boy's doctor for not saving Yaakov's life.

*“It's not just Mrs. Riegler who i1s guilty of
the death of Yaakov," the judge said,

'_EConfidentiality’
‘For the Mother

Yaakov Riegler was born on July 1, 1982,
- the third son of Moses and Shulamis Reigler.
~The family hved in the insular Orthodox
- Jewish world of Borough Park, Brooklyn,

-+ Mrs. Riegler had trouble coping with the
demands of raising and disciplining her boys,
she later 1old a psychiatrist. Somenmes she
\gst her temper and struck Lhem.

Yaakov was almost 4 when she beat her
elh-—. ey mwe Ay W v wmas g WAAL DFL RS D 6T
al Maimonides Medical Center unconscious.
Medical records show that his body was
covered with bruises and that he had burns In
varous stages of healing on his face, back
and arms.

‘“The child is not 50 good on his leet and he
falls a lot and could have hit his head,’"* Mrs.
}}eigler told the hospital social worker at the
time.

But later that year, Mrs. Reigler pleaded
guiity to attempled assault and was placed
on five years probation, with a requirement
that she receive psychiatric treaimenL Her
children were sent into fosier care, The two
oidest, 1srael and Zelig, 6, were sent to live
with an uncle by the Chel Children's Home
and Family Services, a private fester care
agency under contract with the eity. Yaakov
was senl 10 a home that cared for relarded
children.

Mrs. Riegler regularly attended appoint-
ments with a Manhatian psychiatrist, Arthur
Cronen, and began visiting her children in
late 1987.

Dr. Cronen said Mrs. Riegler had very
little sell-confidence and a troubled mar-
riage. “'She had no pressure valve, no place Lo
ventilate,” he said. She told the doctor she
felt that her husband undermined her when
she disciplined the chlldren: when she tried
(o gel the boys to bed, her husband would say,
“Oh, don't listen to her.”

Dr. Cronen tried to get Mr. Riegler to come
for counseling, too, but after the firslt few
sessions he qult, saying his back hurt. So Dr.
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Cronen concentrated on teaching Mrs.
Riegier how to control her temper. She
seemed to be improving, he said, and did well
on extended visits with her children.

Between September 1988 and September
1989 Mrs. Riegler got her children back one
at a lime, YaaKov last. She also gave birth to
a bay, Ben-Zion. And she stopped seeing her
psychiatrist. Her last face-lo-face session
with Dr. Cronen was in March 1988, Alter
that, they only chatied occasionally on the
phone. It seemed O.K.” Dr. Cronen re-
called. ‘She said things were fine.”

School

Beloved Aide
Grows Suspicious

When Yaakov came home, he was enrolled
at Public School 205. He was happy with
simple things: playing with construction pa-
per, saying his colors out loud. He doted on Jo
Anne Pesce, 2 teacher's helper in his class.

“'He always wanted to hold my hand,"” Ms.
Pesce sald.

But just a month after school began, Ms.
Pesce began to notice that Yaakov was
brulsed. One day, he pointed to his chest and

-said, **Boo-boo.” She lifted his shirl and saw
bruises on his chest and back. Later, she said,
she saw an Iimpression of f(ingernails on his
cheek. Another time, the skin above his right
ear was bruised and cut.

Worried, Ms. Pesce went to the school
guidance counselor, Ellzabeth Lantiere. Mrs.
Reigler's explanation was that Yaakov had
{allen down on the kitchen f{loor.

Mrs. Lantiere, unaware of Mrs. Riegler's
history of abuslveness, was uncertain what to
do. The bay was difficult to understand. He
had brothers at home. Maybe they fought,
Mrs. Lantiere told herself.

'] Didn"t Think of This*

“Jo Anne was most worried,' Mrs. Lan-
tere said. “'She kept pestering me. Bul |
didn't think of this kind of abuse from the
mother."*

Nonetheless, on Nov. 27, 1989, Mrs. Lan-
tiere called the state child abuse line. Her
reporl stated only that there were marks on
Yaakov's face, ear and back,

The case was assigned to a city child abuse
invesugator, David Schwartz, who had been
hired eight months earlier — one of hundreds
of caseworkers hired to handle an exploding
number of abuse reports.

Mr. Schwartz went to the school the day
after Mrs. Lantiere called. Ms. Pesce said
she lifted Yaakov's shirt to show Mr.
Schwartz the marks on the boy’s back. **He
was shacked,” she said.

But that same day in Family Court, the
Human Resources Administration, apparent-
ly unaware of the new investigation by one of
1ts own workers, asked a judge to approve a
{inal return home for the Riegler children
and end its supervision of the family.

Judge DId Not See Yaakov

Ohel, the agency that the city had assigned
the case, recommended that the family be

reunited. Yaakov was nol presenl in court
where the judge could have seen his bruised
face. School officials said no one from Ohel
ever contacted them to ask how Yaakov was
doing. Lester Kaufman, Ohel's executive di-
rector, said he could not comment because of
confidentiality.

Days aiter the abuse repori was filed,
Yzakov disappeared from school for virtual-
iy the entire month of December and much of
January. On Feb. 7, 1990, the school attend-
ance officer called the boy's home. Mrs.
Riegler told her that Yaakov "is sick til
further notice,” a school log shows.

Mrs. Riegler's peremptory lone aroused
the school's suspicions. A week later, Mrs.
Lantiere’s records show, she called Mr.
Schwartz and left a message that Yaakov
had been absent too much. The school’s tru-
ant officer wenl to Yaakov's home. Mrs.
Riegler told him over the intercom thal Yaa-
kov had an ear infection. The records have no
further details on the incident, and it is
unclear whether the truant officer insisted on
seeing the boy.

During Lhis time Mrs. Rlegler was also on
probation for Israel's beating. But in March
1990, a year and a hall belore her [ive years
probation were up, the city’s Probation De-
partment moved to end its supervision. Such
early releases are not unusual when the
person on probatlon keeps appointments and
the department learns of no new problems.
Twice, her probation officer had asked Hu-
man Resources for any reports that the
mother had again abused her children, and
was told the Information was confidential.

Trouble Throwing a Ball

On March 5, Yaakov briefly returned to
school and his teacher noticed he was having
trouble throwing a ball In gym. His right
elbow was swollen and bruised. School
records show that the teacher called Mrs.
Riegler, who said she hadn't noticed any-
thing, bul would take Yaakov to a doctor,

An autopsy after his death found signs of a
partly healed broken right elbow, which may
never have been treated.

On March 15, 10 days after the school
noticed the swollen elbow, Mrs. Reigler took
Yaakov to the family pediatrician, Max Bui-

mash. The doctor said he noticed nothing -

wrong with the boy's elbow. "Unless I'd pul
him through the maneuvers ol ball throw-
ing,” the doctor said recently, "1 would not
have noticed thal.”

Yaakov did. have a scrape on his forehcad.
Dr. Bulmash said Mrs. Reigler told him that
Yaakov had walked into a wall — an explana-
tion that the doctor said he found plausible.
Yaakov was a clumsy child who bumped o
things, the doctor sald — a description of the
boy that school officials dispule.

A Reminder 1o Call Welfare

A handwrilten note at the botiom of Yaa-
kov's chart that day includes a reminder the
dactor wrote himself to call cuy chuld weifare
workers. Dr. Bulmash said he did not suspect
abuse, but did think Mrs. Riegler was having
trouble coping with Yaakov and needed
homemaker services.

“"He was.a lovable child, no quesuon,” the
doctor said. ‘*He was responsive (o human

touch, but he needed care ke an infant. He
frequently smled himsell and got nto
things."”

Dr. Bulmash said that some time before
Yaakov's death. he bad heard that Mrs.
Reigler had beaten ane of her ather sons. He
had also talked with the cuv invesnrator, Mr,
Schwartz. Al one point, Mrs. Regler called
him while Mr. Schwartz was at her home,
complaiming thal the investigator was snoop-
ing around. Mr, Schwartz told the doctor over
the phene that he had found no problems, Dr.
Bulmash said.

Mr. Schwartz dechned 1o sprak about the
case.

The doctor said he never saw any signs of
abuse on Yaakov, nor did he cver call the
stale child abuse number.

Crléls
Putting Off
Frantic Teachers

Yaakov's absences [rom school began
again, starting two days beéfore he went to see
Dr. Bulmash and lastung for 1wo solid
months, until Mayv 15, During that hme, the
school again called the child abusc hne to
report the absences,

On May 21, 1990, just a week alter Yaakov
finally returned to scheol, Ms. Pesce noticed
that his right cheek was bnnsed. Again, she
took hum to Mrs. Lanticre's office. The coun-

selor took oul dolls. When she asked who had
hurl him, the boy picked up the female dc
and said, “Mommy boo-boo."”"

Two days later, Mrs. Lantlere got In touch
with Mr. Schwartz, the investigator, to let
him know Yaakov was back in school and
still bruised.

*Used to Make Me Crazy’

“Mr. Schwariz used to make me crazy,”
Mrs. Lantiere sald. **The teachers were beg-
ging me every day to call and {ind ouL He
never said anything concrete. He would say,
“We're looking into it. We're aware of it.”

The next day, Mrs. Riegler again took
Yaakov to see Dr. Buimash. The doctor said
he saw no suspiclous bruises. *'1 always
undressed him entirely,” he sald. "I never
noticed anything.”

That day, Dr. Bulmash gave Yaakov
sliches {or a cut near his eye. The mother told
him her son had cut himsell with scissors at
school. *'The explanation was plausible and
didn't seem suspicious,” the doctor sad.
-‘But | thought a child like that shouldn't be
handling scissors."

He said Yaakov's eye might have been
bruised, though he made no note of it. “'A cut
near the eve will settle blood around the soft
1issue of Lhe eye," he said.

Oozing Gash on Head

A month later, on June 20, Yadkov's teach-
er noliced an cozing gash on top of his head,
which was “‘severely bruised.” Mrs. Lantie
called Mr. Schwartz's supervisor, Harold |
mas. He promised to look into it, she said.

That same day, Mrs. Riegler took Yaakov
to see Dr. Bulmash. The doctor's chart notes
"a wound on back of head.” The mother
“*derued knowing how it happened,” he wrote,
»[ ejected to treat with Bactoban.”
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A week later, Mrs. Lanliere called Mr.
Schwartz agamn. School was almost out for
summer, and she wanled 10 be sure Yaakov
was safe. He assured her that the city was
referring the family 1o the Ohel agency.

She sighed in retief, only (o learn later that
the children remained in the home without
Ohel’'s supervision.

Death

A Month of Signs
And Excuses

The next school year began ominously. On
Sept. 13, Yaakov's teacher noliced a burn
under his right eye. The next day, Mfs.
Lantiere was on the phone o Mr. Schwartz,
asking him 1o find a home for Yaakov
“where he will not be getting hurt all the
time," her notes say.

Sept. 18: Yaakov is black and blue on his
chest, his hip, along his spine and close to his
collarbone.

Sept. 19: "Yaakov is walking strangely.
His left knee gave way while walking up the
stairs.” At lunch time, he was “extremely
Irightened of water," school recards say. “‘He
stlzreamed and his whole body was trem-
bling." .

Sept. 24: He had scratches on the left side
of his neck and a bruise on his cheek and
forehead. He had fingerprints on his neck.

'l was frantic," Mrs. Lantiere said.

Sept. 25: Mrs. Lantiere called Mr.
Schwartz again. .

Sept. 26: She went over the investigator's
ead and called the state child abuse line, the,
<hird such report made by the school.

Appeared to Be Burn Marks

The next day, another H.R.A. investigator,
Kelth Glascoe, visited the Riegler home. He
later told a hospital sacial worker that he had
seen what appeared (o be burn marks on the
boy. Yaakov told him that both his mother
and father had hurt him, but that his mother
hurt him more. Mrs. Refgler's explanation
was that Yaakov always fell and hurt him-
sell.

Mr. Glascoe visited the school and told the
principal, Philip Tritt, that he was having
trouble {inding an Orthodox Jewlsh foster
home for Yaakov. )

Sept. 29 was Yom Kippur, the holiest day-of
the Jewish year, a day of atonement. Yaakov
stayed home with his mother while his father
and older brothers went lo lemple, . -

Mrs. Riegler was pregnant with her fifth
child, and felt sick. Yaakov had diarrhea and
soiled himsell several times. Mrs. Riegler
had 10 clean up after him repeatedly. She
later confessed in court that she “‘lost con-
trol” and beal Yaakov. His head hit hard
against the wall.

The comatose boy was taken to Maimoni-
des, where his brother had been treated four

years earlier, Mrs. Reigler blamed Yaakov's -

injuries on his clumsiness, jusl as she had
with Israel. She toid a hospital admimstratgr
*Lshe was praying in the dining rocom when'
“kov fell.
he mother, dressed In a nightgown, sat
talking with'Dr. Bulmash, who had came into
the emergency room looking “'white’* and

very upset, the hospital social work report

stated.

"1 did not push him!" hospital workers
heard her shout

On Oct. 14, 1990, Yaakov died.

In a subsequent trial of the parents .in
Family Court, it took a medical examiner
almost an hour just to describe the bruises on
Yaakov's arms.

Epitaph

Mild Punishment,
Much Secrecy

Postscript: Yaakov's death led to new
calls by the city's Probation Commissioner;
Catherine M. Abate, 10 ease confidentiality
laws. New legisiation is pending. - .

Dr. Bulmash is under invesuigation by the
Brooklyn District Attorney’s office, which s
trying to determine whether he violated laws
that require doctors to report signs of child
abuse to the state phone line. .

H.R.A's child fatality review panel recom-" -
mended thal the agency report Dr, Bulmash -
lo the state Office of Professional Medical-
Conduct, but was prevented from doing so by
the agency's lawyers, who said confidentiaj- -
ity laws forbade 1. N

Mrs. Riegler's probation officer, Yvonne
Hernandez, who was carrying about 160.
cases al the time Mrs. Rieger's probation
ended, was mildly disciplined for sloppy
record keeping. Her supervisor agreed (o .
early retirement after an iniernal investiga-
tion of the case, probation officials said. ..

The abuse investigators, Mr. Schwartz and .
Mr. Glascoe, as well as their supervisor, are -
still working in the same Brooklyn office, -
H.R.A. waould not say whether they were
disciplined, citing confidentiality.

Mr. Riegler pleaded guilty o failing to stop -
Yaakov's abuse and 15 on probation. Yaa-
kov's brothers are living with an uncle.

FATAL CHILD ABUSE
15 HIDDEN BY LAWS
ON CONFIDENTIALITY

NEW YORK SEEKS CHANGES

Family-Privacy Rules Are Linked
to Beatings — Challenges
Made in Several States

By CELIA W.DUGGER

After 16-year-old Tawana Scott was
charged with murder last May for
abandoning her baby Lo die next to the
swirling waters of the Harlem River,

her relatives were left with many ques-
tions: Among them, why had New York
City’s child-welfare authorities re-
turned the baby to Tawana when she
had abandoned the child once before?

"1 just saw my niece handcuffed and
led away,” Tawana's aunt, Cynthia
Murray, said at the time, "but what
about the social workers? I blame the
system,'

In this case, &s in any case in which a
child under Its supervision dies, the
city’s Human Resources Administra-
tion had the same reply: no comment.

This boilerplate response springs
from laws intended to protect the pri-
vacy of families. Similar statutes exist
in every state and often make it diffi-
cuhl for anyone outside the child-wel-
fare system, including relatives, re-
porters, probation officers and teach-
ers, to find out how the system worked,
even after a child has been murdered.

Varying Success

But increasingly these laws are be-

ing questioned as some advocates for
children charge that the laws too often
shield bureaucracies that function
poorly and make dreadful mistakes.

In recent years, some states have
tried to ease restrictions, with varymg
success. In Florida, administrators
made more information public simply
by re-interpreting existing laws more
liberally. But in Georgia, the Lepisla-
ture voted to release some facts about
child-death cases, mnly to run Into oppo-
Sition from Federal regulators.

“The whole system is hidden by con-
fidentiality,” said a New York City
Family Court judge, Jelfry H. Gallet,
*vho would like to see the laws changed.
"Nobody 15 really watching how n
works. And Lhls is a system that {re-
quently goes wild.”

In New York, the Legislature 15 now
considering proposals that wouid open
small windows on a shuttered child-
welfare sysiem that costs more than
51.6 billon a year and serves 65,000
foster children and 150,000 troubled
[amilies. Usually, it is only when a child

Continued on Page B2, Column |
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Efforts Pressed to Ease Confidentiality Lau

Conlinued From Page Al

dies that the sysiem’s failings reach
the public eye, Lypically because police,
school or hospital officials speak out
In Ocwober, 8-month-cld Ashlei Ore-
llane was bealen to death in the
Bronx and her mother charged with
murder. Two months earlier, the
baby had been hospitalized with se-
vere bruises at North Central Bronx
Hospital. The hospital had wamned
child-welfare officials at the time that
they suspected abuse and recom-
mended that the baby be removed
from the home, but no acuon was
laken.

Ciling the srate's confidentiality
Jaws, the Human Resgurces Adminis-
tration has refused lo discuss ils 1n-
vestigauon of the hospital's com-
plaint or why agency workers left
Ashlei with her mother.

The legislation under consideration
in Albany would give government au-
ditors, and 10 a more limied extent
the press, access to information
about specific cases like Ashler’s. It
would also allow probation officers
supervising convicted child abusers
to find out aboul new abuse reports
tiled against lelons.

The proposed changes in the law
have run into opposition from many
social workers and child-welfare ad-
munisirators who say that greater
openness could discourage people
frem reporung abuse because they
fear public exposure. They aiso warry
that releasing information when u
child in the system dies could stigma-
l1ze surviving brothers and sisters by
identufying them as coming (rom an
abusive home.

And they say thal changing the

confidentiality rules could also under-
mine a central mission of the system:
to help troubled famihes siay wpeth-
er or regawmn custody of chidren n
foster care. Families enmeshed in the
system — often poor black or Hispan-
ic {families — will only talk freecly
about their problems if they are sale
from the prying eyes of the public,
administrators say.

""When a family goes to a worker in
a public agency — the poor persun’s
psychiatrist why should the
records be more accessible than a
psychiatrist’s?"' said Peter Forsythe,
vice president for children's pro-
prams at the Edna McConnell Clark
Foundation.

The tricky balancing of a famly's
rght (o privacy with the public's

I blame the system,’
a young mother’s
aunt says.

right to know is especially diltwuit
once a parent has been charged with
abuse and a case has bcen widcly
publicized. Does Lhe famuly's privacy
right still outweigh the public's need
lo know what, If anything, went wrang
in the system? And how can an agen-
cy be held accountable for tixing the
system uf the public never knew whil
was broken in the first place?

Thaose questions came up lasl Sep-
lember when the police arresived the
mother of 8-year-ald Tiesha Carter un
ubuse charges. The girl told the pohice
that her mother, who had Leen -

"prisoned before for assaulung a 5-

year-old stepsun, had handcuifed her
by an ankle in the bathtub, whipped

cher with a curd, scalded her in the

shower and rubbed off the blisters
with a scouring pad,

Officials of the human resources
agency reluscd (o say whether they
momitored the mother after she got
oul of prisun and regamed custody of
her daughter.

A Prior Conviction

Some officials outside the child-
wellare system say the confidenual-
iy rules themselves obstruct the pro-.
wection of children.

Aller ¥-ycar-old Yaakov Riegler's
mother beat him w death 1n 1930 in
Brooklyn, schuol officials said they
hud repeatvdly wurned child-welfare
authorities that the boy was being
abused befure he was killed. Bul be-
cause ol cuniidennality laws, they
were never wld thal hits mother had a
jror convichiun lur assaulung an-
wiher son.

Conhidenuaiity rules impeded pro-
lechion 01 Yaakov in another way, city
probaton uvihicials say, s mother's
probation ublicer Lwice usked cily
cvhild-wellare workers whether there
were new  cumnplamis of  abuse
ugamnst e mother and was told that
the inforaauon was confidential, Un-
awure of the new abuse reports, Lhe
city ended her probation a yeur and a
hall early.

in New York, confidentiality lauws
have been interpreled so rygidly that
some government oversight agencies
have been denied access (o child-
welfare records. In 1980, the City
Cumptroller's office was unable 1o
investigale how the City Health De-
partment handles ctuid-abuse com-
PIRITIS Ugaist day-Care workers.
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s That Help to Hide Deadly Child Abuse {

A bill in Albany

seeks more access to
child-abuse data.

State Senawr Roy M. Goodman of
Manhattan, chairman of the Commit-
lee on Investigations, Taxalion and
Government Operations, iS sponsor-
mg legislation this year that would
allow the state and city comptrollers
1o audit child-welfare programs, and
require the child-welfare agencies to
share mformation aboul abuse com-
plaints wilth probation officers.

He says he beheves those meas-
ures have a good chance Lo pass,
though he 1s pessimistic about an-
other of his proposais that would al-
low local social services commission-
ers Lo reiease information 1o Lhe news
media when a child in care has died
or or a parent is criminally charged
with abuse.

Trouble in Washington?

But even if the Senator's bills pass,
some may run 1o troubie in Wash-
ington. To obtain Federal money for
some child-wellare programs, slates
are required Lo have confidenualily
rules that shield families.

Georgia legisiators voted tn 1990 to
allow limited rejease of information
n child-death cases, but the Federal
Department of Health and Human

Services said the stale would lose -

about $300,000 1f the law was carried

wul. Georgia backed down.
Nunetheless, some slales have

found ways to be more open. In Flor-

ida, Gregory L. Coler, who headed the
Siale Social Services Department
from 1887 1o 1991, released the agen-
cy's inlernal investigations of cases
in which children had died of abuse.
He btanked out the families’ names (o
protect thewr privacy. He also re-
leased specific information aboul une
parucularly notorious case,

In New York, the laws have been
strictly interpreted. Barry Ens-
minger, general counsel at the human
resources agency, said the agency
was merely carrying oul the laws as
Lthey were writlen. He cited a 1989
slate court ruling that prehibited the
release ol records about the bealing
death of a 5-year-old girl.

Barbara J. Sabol, who heads the
H.R.A., declined to comment on pro-
posais 1o ease confidenuality rules,
except 1D say through a spokeswom-
an, Sheila Jack, that she “hasn't tak-
en a stand on them one way or an-
other."

But 1n a hearing before Senator
Goodman’s commitice lasy  year,
Mrs. Sabol said she was uncomfori-
able with proposals 10 weuken conii-
denuality rules. She said Lhe release
of any infurmanon 2about specific
cases could encourape people wihin
the agency to leak more informaton
10 reporters.

A Dillerent Conclusion

Her immediale predecessor ot the
H.R.A., William J. Grinker, reached a
different conclusion about conlidenty-
ality laws. He became an advocale
for change atter seeing the system
from the tnside.

Confidenuahty restricuions, he
sawd, “*have become, y the worst n-
stance, u shield behind which bureuu-
crals hide thuewr mistakes or 2 means

10 mask madequacies in the child-
wellare system.”’

Douglus Besharov, who drafied the
stale confidennality stawules in the
early 1970's while he was staff direc-
lor of the Assembly's Select Commit-
tee on Child Abuse, said he believed
that the state and the city have inter-
preted the laws too narrowly. The
laws were never supposed (0 prevent
the release of reparts on investiga-
nons into child deaths 1f the names
were deleted, he said.

“The public should learn about all
these cases so L can make ils own
judgment about what the sysiem
needs,”” said Mr, Besharov, an expert
on child abuse who now serves on Lthe
ciy’s internal panel that invesugates
child deaths.
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Troubled Children Flood
Ill-Prepared Care System

By CELIA W. DUGGER

New York City's child wetfare
systern, like many others across
the nation, has been [looded with
thousands of emotionally trauma-
lized children, products of fam-
ilies ruined by crack, AIDS and
homelessness.

But the system, already over-
burdened by the sheer volume of
children, has often failed to diag-
nose, let alone treat, troubled
youngsters who range from de-
pressed to suicidal, defiant to vio-
lent.

The city estimates that up to 30
percent of the 49,000 children in
foster care have emotional and
behavior problems, but experts
outside the system believe that
more than half are troubled.

Inadequate Tralning

Child weilfare experts say that
there are simply not enough serv-
ices for all the children who need
help. But seme of the problem
rests with inexperienced and
poorly trained caseworkers who
do not recognize children's needs
or who fail to negotiate the tan-
gled burecaucracy in a way that
will get them help. Many, n [act,
have httle or no background in
child development or psychology.

Yet they are encountertng chil-
Jren damaged by circumstances
that were rare or nonexistent be-
fore the 1880's. The upsurge n
homeleseness in the last decade,
fueled by crack and AIDS, has not
onlv led to the destruction of thou-
<ands of fanulies and produced a
huge influx of children nto the
foster care system, it has also
centribul- J ta i axtraordinary
saw set ot deprivations and emo-
tional trauwnas.

In households governed by

Shattered Lives
When Foster Care Fails

First of three articlex

crack, for instance, children
sometimes go hungry. There are
no regular hours for sleep. They
often live in filth, their clothes and
bodies unwashed Viclence s
common. As parents grow desper-
ate for the drugs, they sometimes
sell themselves in full view of the
children, or they send their chil-
dren out to steal for them. In
many cases, these events are
compounded by bouts of home-
lessness and life in squalid wel-
fare hotels.

One measure of the system's
lailure to treat children is the
number who end up in such bad
shape that they must be taken to
mental hospitals. In recent years,
there has been a dramatic rise in
admissions, From 1985 to 1992,
the number of children under age
13 admitled 1o New York state
psychiatric hespitals more than
doubled. Last year, 747 children
wenl nto state hospitals.

A state study of a sample of
these children found that 70 per-
cent kxd heen in the city’s foster
care svsilem. More than a third
were nut recciving any mental
health 1'ratment at the nme they
were hospitalized.

“We end up with the casual-
ties,” said Richard C. Surles,
stale commissioner of mental
health. 3y the ume we see them,
iey've been through the {asier
saresvstem and haduprod treen
placements. On one extreme, the

Contmued on Page B7. Column [

-kids are out of control. They will

« ussault you for no reason. On the
other, they are withdrawn, swcidal,
depressegd.”

. Experis say that the children’s be-
havior often serves 1o earn them

- harsh treaiment in the foster care
-sysitem. Frequently, they bounce
{rom home Lo home, as foster parents
throw up Lheir hands, Each move,
«nother rejection, adds (o their pain
and causes further damage,

. "'I've spent a lot of years in the field
working with these kids and they can
provoke you W a breaking point,”
-said Mary Armstrong, director of the
Bureau of Children and Families at
the State Office of Mental Health
."That can lead lo child abuse."

When Odd Behavior
May Lead to Death

In at least twa extreme cases, their
strange behavior appears to have
contributed 10 their deaths at the
hands of foster parents. Three-year-
old Quintessa Murreld, a sad and
silent girl whose natural mother was
a crack addict, died last yeur of se-
vere abuse by her foster lather. Five-
“year-old Randi Anderson, who infuri-
‘ated -her foster family by hoarding
fuod and defecating on the floor, died
of abuse in November 1990,

New York City's Chuld Wellare Ad-

mimstrauon, under the leaderstup of
Robert Little, has concentrated in re-
cent years on keeping families to-
gether, pouring il resources into
services like drug ireatment and
counseling in an allempt 10 reunile
[unnlies,
. Mr. Little has said he would rather
spend scarce money on social serv-
1ces than on medical care. For exam-
ple, he said, the best way to help a boy
depressed by separaton from his
ulwtner is not necessarily (o send him
tua therapist. It may be better to help
his mother get oif drugs so he can go
bume to her,

The agency dues not keep track of
lhaw many of the children in their
cusiody need or receive mental
lwalth care, Mr. Little sawd, and he
discounted studies that show a major-
ny of foster children are troubled.

Psychologisis who study the children
wnd Lo see 1lness because that is
what they are trained (o do, he said.

‘While many advocates lor children
praise Mr. Litile's altempls 10 keep
hildren out ol foster care altogether
<nd help them pu home, they also

-point to the thousands of children who
spend years In loster care still bear-
g the scars of life in a hume where

~drugs were u way ol hfe ur where

-there was nu home at all

As Families Shatter,
Problem Grows

The probiem 15 not umigue (v New
Yorh. Across the nation, the crack
vpidemic has shattered thousands of
tumihes.
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-Nalienally, the number of foster
- ¢cluldren has soared from 280,000 in
1986 1o 430,000 1n 1391, Recent surveys
w cities from Balumore to Oakiand
have found thai more than 50 percent
ol foster chudren sulfer from behav-
wral, deveiopmenial and emotional
problems, including depression, hy-
peructivity and sppressive behavior,
Howard Dubowitz, a pediatnician al
the Umversiy of Maryland, found
that the propoition uf troubled foster
ciuldren in Balimore who got treat-
nient was “alarmingly low."

In New York Cuy, there 1s no cen-
tral office that refers children for
mental health care, nor 1s there a
computer that enables 1t to track how
iany are on waiting lisis.

“It's legiumate to-ask how many
children need mental heaith care and
how many are getting 1t,"” said David
Fanshel, a prolessor at the Columbia
University Schuol of Social Work.
“Thut gquestion cunnol be answered

by this system because it doesn’t tuke
the trouble to pather the informa-
tion." .

Foster children depend on case-
workers to muke sure that they and
their famlies get the services they
need. Typically, the workers have a
college degree, but litlle background
or experience in child development or
psychology. Turnover is high. Last
year, almost four out of five of the
workers who investigate allegations
of chiud abuse and make the nitial
assessment of a child’s needs quit or
were laid off.

A 1990 state survey of casewarkers
found that they idenuiied only 16 per-
cent of the children as having mental
health problems, much lower than the
proporiwon found by tramned profes-
sionals,

**They're inexperienced,” said Ms.
Armstrong, the social  waorker.
*'They're young. They turn over very
quickly. And many times, they don't
know the behavior triggers rhat are a
sign of trouble."”

Costs Are High
And Services Scarce

Even when workers deteclt a prob-
lem, services are hard 1o find,

Sundra Hagan, execulive director
of the Queens Child Guidance Center,
said that tnere are as many as 60
children waiung (o0 get help at the
center's foster care clinic. The Medic-
a1d reymbursement rate, $60 per ses-
s10n per child, only covers one-third
of the climie’s costs. The rest comes
from foundauons and contributors.

“1t would cost the city a fortune to
help all these kids,” Ms. Hagan said.
“We don't have enough therapists
und our budgel hasn‘t grown In three
years."

Ms. Hagan, an experienced social
warker, saupled an emotionally trou-
bled foster chuld whose mother was u
heromn audict. The boy had lived with
five foster families before he came v
their hume. When he [irst arrived, he
threw lemper lanlrums every day,

lushed oul with his fists and spoke
only 1n singie words. He pamcked
when Mrs. Hagan went 10 the bath-
roon. “‘He wus afraid 1 wouldnt
come back,’’ she said

He 15 § years uld now, and hus life 15
sull a struggle. Someumes, 1n the
blink of an eye, he regressas 10 baby-
hood, crawling on the kitchen floor.
Or he acts hke a 1oddler, wobbling
unsteadily down a subway platform.

"1 thunk he wasn't cared for when
he was a year and a half,” she said.
“There's part of him that's irying to
go back and get thar He feels safe
enough with us 1o do that."”

Quintessa Murreld probably never
felt that sale. A depressed foster
child, she was almost 3 years old
when she was battered and sirangied
last year. Her foster father has plead-
ed guilly to manslaughter; her foster
]n}mher to recklessly endangering her
ile.

The details of Quintessa's slory
come from city records thal are con-
lidenuail by law. They were provided
10 the The New York Times by a city
official, who was outraged at how the
sysiem has handled such children.

The records show that Quintessa's
caseworker had recognized for at
least four months before her death
that the child was extremely sad,
silent and unsmiling. And a month
before she was killed, the [oster
mother asked that Quuntessa be psy-
chiatrically evaluated. But nothing
was done (o treat the girl.

When the toddler was admatied 1o
the hospital 1n February 1991, she
was comalose and suffered from mal-
nuLrinon, burns, bruises and an old
arm fracture thal appeared 10 have
been untreated. The medical examin-
er sald she had been sirangled with a
cord.

Quintessa was placed in a [osler
home because her mother, a crack
addict, neglecied her. After six
months there, she was moved in Octo-
ber 1990 Lo another foster hume with
her aunt and uncle, Vickl and Donald

Murreld. Attempts to reach Mc. Mur-
reld in prison were unsuccessiul. His
wile could not be located 1or com-
ment.

There were signs of trouble from
the start. A month alter Quiniessy
arrived, Mrs. Murreld showed case-
workers a photograph she had tuken
of the toddler defecating on the bith-
room floor as evidence of what Mrs.
Murreld had had to endure. she mnuade
it clear she had no ntention o1 adupt-
ing Quiniessa.

In November and again in Decem-
ber, the caseworker nouced thal
Quintessa was sad and withdrawn,
On one visit, Quintessa sat listleasly
in her bedroom, not playing with her
Loys.

In January, Mrs. Murreid com-
plained v the caseworkel that
Quintessa cried all the ume and sull
defecated on herself. When the work-
er asked Quintessa questions, the gir!
was silent and unsmiling. The worker
picked her up, but Mrs. Murreid n-
structed her to put the girl down *'or
she will begin to think she 15 a baby
again and begin 1o cry,” the wurker
later told city investigators.

Mrs. Murreld also told the worker
“she will notl tolerate this behavior
for long" and asked for a psychiulric
evaluanon of the girl

In February, an exiremely upsel
Mrs. Murreld called the caseworker.
She had caught Quintessa 1n the liv-
ing room next to a broken candy dish
that had cost $80. **The fosier mother
staled that she was 50 angry that she
wanted to kill Quintessa,' the aly
invesugallve report slated. ‘‘She
asked Lhe worker to please put the
child a psychiatrie evaiuation.”

The worker said she would irv 1o

, butin a request for the evalualivn und

visil the hume within a few days, bul
by then Quintessa had been admitted
tu Lthe hespital 10 a coma.

Quintessa's caseworker had only
Leen on the job three months when
she was assigned Lhe case; she al-
ready had a caseload of 31. Her super-
visor had only been employed by the
agency for (wo years and had only
been a supervisor for two months.
The supervisur was given only (hree
days of trasning before being handed
her new respunsibihities.

In Quintessa’s case, the city panel
that reviews deaths of children in
fuster cure recommended better
traimng of caseworkers in recogniz-
ing mental iliness und behaviors that
cun signal deeper (roubles, such as
Jelecauny on Lhe [loor.

Bul as 1t stands now, researchers
say, fusier children commonly re-
celve no mental health counseling un-
til they have extreme symptoms. "A
child who walks up to you with a dead
cat he just Iu on fire gets help,” said
Anthony Urquiza, a psychologist at
the Umiversuy ol California-Dawvis.
*The shy hittie gir! who 1s withdrawn
and suicidal 15 equally in danger, but
prubably would not be in therapy.”

Therapists 41 the Queens Child
Guidance Cuonter see this phenome-
nun dailly. Debra Bondy, a social
worker, treated a girl who went into
loster care at age ¥ when both her
purents were seat 10 prison [or drug
aflenses, For 1wo years, the girl drift-
vd 1n and oul of foster homes before
she was linally Lreated lor depres-
sl

*She didn’t pive anyone any irou-
ble" Ms. Bundy said. ""She wasn't
stealing or wetung her bed. No one
noticed her.”

Al the ape ol 12 the girl has now
sought solace in having a baby of her
own, a decision that 15 likely to lead
only to more heartache and disap-
pomtmenlt. She i1s ive months preg-

nant.
“'She says she will love the child

and the child will love her and Lake
care of her,” Ms. Bondy sad. ""She s
trying (0 make up lor everything she
, has lust”

NEXT: A chldd dwes as spns are
1gnored,
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Fatal Beating Points Up a System in Crisis

By CELIA W.DUGGER

Randi Anderson, 5 years old and
3 feet 7 inches tall, scrawled on the
walls of her faster home with lip-
suck. She stole money from her
foster mother's purse. She broke
all her oys, She hoarded {ood. She
defecated on the floor,

Three New York City child-wel-
fare workers concluded that Randi
needed counseling, but, as one said,
""Somehow It never happened.”

Finally, Randj provoked her fos-
ler molher's 20-year-ocid son once
too often. “*‘She gol on my nerves,”
Robert Murray told the police af-
ter the faial beating. Randi’s thigh
bone wus broken in Lwo, her liver
lacerated, her body battered. On
July 7, Mr. Murray was convicted
of criminally negligent homicide,

A Systemic Failure

Randi did not fall through a
small, lsolated tear in the safety
net. Although hers was an extreme
case, It pomnts up the [ailings of the
city's child welfare system in car-
ing for the thousands of emotional-
ly troubled children trom homes
damaged by crack, AIDS and
homelessness who have poured
into foster care 1n recent years.

The syslem in New York, as in
most major ciues, often falls 1o
idenuify the children’s problems or
Lo treat them. Even when 1L does,
social workers and siate olfficials

Shattered Lives
When Faoster Care Failg
Second of three urticles,

say, there are sumply not enough
services avallable, and many fos-
ler parents are lefl to struggle
alone with children who are de-
pressed, anxious or violent.

In Randi's case, psychologists
say her sirange behavior provided
the clues to her deep emoiionai
tisiress. But the constantly chang-
Ing cast of unseasoned casework-

vI's were unable 1w negouate the
vasl child wellape bureaucrucy,
and she received no Lreatment,
Randi’s actiuny inluriated her fos-
ter fumaly and appear w have con-
tributed 1 her death trom a beat-
my in Nuvember 1940,

A panel ur cunsultunts hired by
the cury w review cases ol children
whu die n foster care concluded
that the ageney used “puor Judg-
et an fwlieg v have Rand)
imyeholugically evaluaied,

It s ampussible 0 know how

‘many other children endured such an

experience in foster care because the

"case liles of the ciiy’s Chlld Welfare

Administration are confidential. But
records of the agency's internal in-

vesligation of the case were provided
10 The New York Times by an official

who belleved it illustrated problems
the agency had in caring for troubled
children,

Combined with trial testimony and

iinterviews with Randi's relatives,
these records allow a rare look inside

the system that failed Lo help her.

Born Into a Life

'Of Rage and Neglect
Randi was exposed Lo g hellish side

of life virtually from birth. She was
bern on May 26, 1845. Her family lived

in a Harlem tenement and survived
on weifare. Records show that her

natural parents were reported (o the
state child-abuse regisiry five umes

in the first four years of her life for

domestic violence and for neglecting
the children while they got high on
crack, among other things.

Randi’s father beat her mother n
violent, [rightening expiosions, the
parents said in recent interviews.
Both were crack addicts The chil-
dren were somber and rarely played,

ineighbors say.

Because of thewr parents’ crack ad-
diction, Randj and her six brothers
and sisters often went hungry and
bedraggled. “We'd get a neck bone
from the refrigerator and put it on the
radiator to heat it up,” said Randl's
older brother Sherman. “We ate {ried
chicken far.”

Randi was almost 4 vears old when
the city removed her from the home.

1

The night in March 1989 when Rundi;

and her siblings — two of them babies
— went o foster care, a caseworker
found them asleep in one bed with no
sheets, no blankets and no diapers.
There was no food 1n the apartment,
which was open io crack-starved
strangers who wandered in and out
geiung high,

In foster care, the seven children
were scatlered 10 f{our different
homes in Manhauan, Queens and

Long Island. Randi and her 6-month-
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old sisier went to a paternal aunt,
Sandra Priester, on Long Island, The
city paid Mrs. Priester about $400 a
month for each child, the usual foster
care rale. Records show that Randi
slayed there 15 months.

Larry Sution was the first case-

worker assigned Lo manitor the Pries-.

ter home, according (o the records.
He had a bachelor’s degree in politics
from SUNY Westbury and had start-

ed the job just three months earlier, .

Mr. Sutton carried a heavy case-
load of 44 children. To juggie the
work, he needed to be sure the Pries-
Lers were home, 50 he gave 24 hours'
nouce before his monthly visits. The
home was always clean and the chil-
dren healthy, the records said, though
Mrs Pnester had told him that she
was having problems with Randi and
was not sure she was the right person
to care for her, :

But Mr. Sutton, who said in a tele-
phone Inierview that he had no other
recollections of Randi, did not stay on
the case iong. No worker did.

On April 4, 1880, a year afler Randi’

had been placed with Mrs. Priester,
all the Anderson children had a rare
reunioo &t & city office: all but Randi.

Mrs. Priester said the girl was
home with a bad cold, bul according
10 Mrs. Priesier's mother, Esther
Reed, who went (0 the reunion o see
her grandchildren, the truth was ugli-
er.

Mrs. Reed said in a recent inter-
view that Mrs. Priester had ried
Randi up with rope in the basement Lo
pumish her, and thut was how Mrs.
Reed said she found the girl (nat
morning. Randi stayed home beciause
she had rope burmns on her wnsts.
Mrs. Reed said she not mention the
incident at the reunion because she
didn't want to become involved.

Mrs. Priester could not be located
for commentL None of her family
know where she is.

A Caseworker
Sees a Child’s Pain

A few days after the reunion, Ran-
di’s case was assigned to yet another
new worker, Arpana Berry. Fresh oul
of cullege with a biology degree, she
had no backpground in social work,
and she said in an interview that the
city did not give her the trainng she
needed (o help the 25 children n her
caseload.

The two weeks of classroom Lrain-
g she had received from the cuy
was more about [1lling out paperwork
than understanding family dynamics
and child development, she said. Her
supervisors did not have time Lo
guide her.

“You felt you really weren’t capa-
ble of handling the lives of these
children,”” she said. ““They'd alreaay
been through so much pain, you didn't
want o make a mistake.'

Ms. Berry said she knew Rand) was
hurting. The girl craved Jove, She
always gave the worker hugs and
kisses and promised Lo do whalever
was asked. ‘‘She was very lovable,"
Ms. Berry said.

But the worker did not know how
much o believe the S5-year-old girl.
Randi told her that Mrs. Priester hit
her with a belt and required her (v
sweep the kitchen, make the beds and
wash Lhe dishes. Was Randi a mou-
ern-day Cinderella, the worker won-
dered, or had she rnade it all up?

In June 1890, Ms. Berry visited the
foster home after Mrs. Priester com-
plained that Randi had swlen money.

The caseworker took Randi Lo a
bedroom to Lalk privately. The giri
admitled to 1aking the money from
her aunt's coat pockeL She also ad-
milted that she had urinated and def-
ecated in the closet, broken all her
loys and poured dye on her cousin's
shy

oes.

Ms. Berry told Randi she shouldn't
touch things that didn't belong to her
and advised Mrs. Priester to hide her
maney, or give Randi some loose
change of her own. But Mrs, Priester
did not like the advice. She felt stenl-
ing should be punished.

Mrs. Priester told the worker she
had spanked Randi and locked her in
a room for a night, removing the
doorknob. Ms. Berry, alarmed that
Randi would have trapped had there
been & fire, reported the incident to
Lhe child-abuse registry and searched
for a new piacement.

A week later, Mrs. Priester called
Ms. Berry w tell her that Randi had
wrillen. all over the bedroom walls
with lipstick and told other children
sex slortes.

Ms. Berry promised 10 seek profes.
sional help for Randi But every-
where she looked there were waning
lists, she said.

“The places were booked," shu
said. ““They’d 1ell us there were wuil-
ing lists. You knew a child needed
counseling, bul it was so hard (o gel
the services. Meanwhiie the child was
suffering.”

New Home,
Last Stop

Mrs. Priestier was not home when
city workers came (o take Randi and
her sisier away on June 15, 1990.

Rand sobbed as she and her sister
were separated. Randi was sent (v
ltve wilth another aunt, Sophillia Mur-
ray, who was already caring for Run-
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di's 1wo ke bLrothers, Cddie and
Katael Ms. Murray’s 2u-year-old son,
Rubert Murray, wok care of the chil-
dren while Tns muother was al work as
a elephone opetator.,

Rands bved with the Murrays less
thas hive mounths belore she was
Killed No casewut ker ever saw her in
e Mot ray home al o huusing project
i arien,

Ms Berry, frustrated by her job,
had transicried w o different umt.
Anuther casewurker, Mulodye Gris-
sunl, ok over. She had a BLA. in
miernational pehnes and had been on
thee jub about o year,

Mo Gnssom dechied 10 comment
il e Case Lo a repuiter, but sie told
aity nvesupalors that she had be-
heved Ms. Murray wus a wonderful
fuster mother, “funny, open, honest
wnd very pattent.”’

Bul not tong after Randr’s arrival,
the Juster msthier’s attitude  hard-
eined, A friend, Helen Lewis, testitied
m court thit she saw Ms. Murray hit
Randi i the lace. 1t was like she had
u hadred Tor the chold wll of 4 sudden,”
Bs. Lewis said.

Burbara Sirayhorn, who cutl the
Adtderson chuldren’s hair ul her Har-
leme barbersbop, sid Ms, Murray
duted wi the two boys, Lut despised
Wandi. “"she wld me, *Randi s sneaky
atd iean,” " Ms. Strayhurn recalled,

Ms. Murray, who is now in prison,
did not respond Lo a writlen request
fur an interview,

In August, Ms. Grissom phoned the
Murrays (o suy she was Just a block
awuy and wanled 1o siop by. Mr.
‘Murray answered the phone.” When
Ms. Grissom arrived minutes later,
ne one was home. She left a note. She
tried Bgain in Seplember, bul again
no one answered,

It was aboul this time, the fall of
1990, that the Murrays began L0 abuse
Rundi, Mr. Murray told the police.
Somelimes in the middle of the night,
Randl took food [rom the refrigeru-
wr. Furlous thot the girl was “stea!-
ing,"” her aunt beat Randi with a belt,
Mr. Murray seid. An autopsy later
lound scars on her legs and face
consistent with the marks lefL by a
Jlooped-aver belt.

On Oct. 27, Ms. Murray called Ms.
Grissom Lo complain that Randl had
putl a new bedspread on the loor and
defecated on it. Ms. Grissomn advised
-Ms. Murray to reward Randl with
‘candy or fruit when she used the
ibathreom correctly,

Randl was, by then, sad and desper-
-ate, relutives say. She ram into the
'middle of the streel and almost got
hil by a limousine. Mr, Murray said
.she was screaming, "1 want (o get hit.
[ want 10 die.”

“So 1 grabbed her and I smacked
her,” he suid.

Randi sidled up te her invald
grandmother, Juhnnie Mue Burtun,
one aflernoon. Ms. Burlen remem-
bers the child saying, “Grandma, [

love yuu. [ wish somebody loved me." -

On Nov. 7, 1490, Mr, Murray was

baby-sitting as usual. In we after- -

noon, he and Randi's wwo brothers
were walching 1elevision, but Mr.
Murray would not let Randi walch
because she had been “stealing” food
and “messing with the VCR.”

*I pushed her out of the room," he
suid. 'l put my hands on her chest
and shoved her out.” Rundi sereamed
in protest, and Mr, Murray said he
picked her up and threw her down
hard on the couch. “I kicked her and )
told her to shut up and lay down,” he
said. “'She wenl inio a ball, I don't
know il she was trying to protect
hersell,”

Eddie, Rundi's 4-year-old brother,
was walching. He testified al the trial
thal Rabert not only kicked his sister
but also jumped up and down on her
back.

About 6 P.M., Ms. Murray got home
Irom work. She asked what was
wrong with Rundi, who was lying on
the couch. Mr, Murray 10ld her Randi
had misbehaved. A litle later, Ms,
Murray said she smelled something,
Randl, lying motiontess on the couch,
had sviled hersell.

"Go get me a bel,” Mr. Murray
wecalled his mother as saying.

Ms. Murray washed Randl off In
the bathtub., The 38-pound girl was
lying naked on the floor when Ms.

Murray grubbed her by the ankies .

and began to beut her with a green
leather belt, Mr. Murray said. He did
nothing to siop the whipping.

*1 heard Randi screaming, “I'll be
good. 1'll be goud. 1l s1op going 10 the
bathreom,' '* he said.

Mr. Murray said he later went 10
his girliriend’s and returned at about
11:30. Ms. Murray and Eddie were
walching “The Honeymooners.”
Randi was on Lhe couch. Mr. Murray
said that somelime afier midnight,
Rendi started crying thut her stom-
ach hurt. She usked (o go Lo the hospi-

tal. Ms. Murray was downslairs talk-
g 1o her boyiriend, a cabdriver.

“She Kkept screaming, hollering,
Mr. Murray recalled. ''So | smacked
her. 1 sawd, be quiet.”” Rands mouned.
“She kept making lots of nose.
Noises. Noises,"

When Ms. Murray saw Randi, she
panicked. She scooped her up, caught
a cab and gol 10 the hospital atL 3:15
A.M. The hittle girl was already dead.

Trying to Learn
From a Tragedy

Last year, a panel appointed by
Barbara J. Sabol, Commissioner of
the Human Resources Administra-
tion, reviewed Randi's case. It recom-
mended that workers be trained to
recopnmize damaged children whose
behavior 1s inuppropriate,

In July 1991, Robert L. Little, who
heads the Child Welfare Administra-
Lion within the Humun Resources Ad-
ministration, said the ugency would
offer (raining on normal childhood
development for some of its foster-
cure workers.

On May 18, Sophillia Murray plead-
ed puilly Lo attempted manslaughter
for fuiling 10 seek medical ullention
promptly after Randi's beating. She
was sentenced 10 one and a half to
four and a hall yeurs. On July 7, &
jury convicled her son, and he was
given one and a third 10 four years.

The caseworkers are still scarred
by Randi's death. "It made me even
more scared of the jub,” sald Ms.
Berry, who left the agency to study
soclal work. “We thought we had
made the right decision to place her
in that home. There's guilt, shock."

Randi's brothers and sisters re-
main in [oster homes. Her father 1s in
a drug-treatment program and visits
his children twice a month. Her moth-
er is still using crack. Last month she
gave birth to a baby girl, who is now
Living in a loster home.

NEXT: Through luve and therapy, a
chid recovers,



A Boy Back From the Brink: A Boy Brought Back From the Brink

When Love and Care Prevail

By CELIA W. DUGGER

When the 5-year-old foster child first
walked into Debra Bondy's psychother-
iy oflice, she noticed that his Tront
teeth were missing (knocked out by his
mnther, 10 twrned o). The beauniful,
dark-eyed boy did not know how to
play He sat very sull, clutching a 1oy
ambulance and making a wailing, siren
nose: lLee-loo, lee-loo, lee-loo.”

As the months passed, he learned 1o
vxpress hinsell, but his games were
vinlent and bizarre. He made litile hu-
man figures yump o their deaths from
the windows of a toy house. But gradu-
Ay, hos fury diminished.

“lnsiead of wanting to destroy,” Ms.
Bondy said, "he started 1o creale. He
put model cars together. He made box-
os with Popsicle sticks. He painted."

A Happy Ending

He also learned to trust his therapist
and fosler paremis, Annie and Rafael
I*adilla. Soon the Padillas, who live in
Wueens, will adopl him, a happy ending
s foster-care syslem that oo ofien
furls to treat troubled children who
have been abused by their parents and
«parated from all thad is fapubar.

Dactors who study foster children
c-timalte that a majority of them have
emotional and behavioral problems
and that many never receive any ther-
apy Farly treatment of the children
il <pecial tranming for thair fosier
P onisare rtical steps o helpig the
vbren cope wilh devastating losses,

Tt

Shattered Lives

Last of three articles.

social workers and psychologisis say.

*Kids with serious emolional prob-
lems do gel beuer,” said Mary Arm-
strong, director of the Bureau ol Chil-
dren and Families al the State Office of
Mental Heallh, “if we can gel lo them
early enough and with appropriate
services and (reatment.”

The Padillas’ son-to-be, whose name
is withheld because of stale confidenti-
ality laws, is typical of the thousands of
children who have poured into the
city's loster-care system since 1986, He
is Hispanic, the son of a poor, crack-
addicted molher. In New York City, 85
percent of fgster children are black or
Hispanic, Most come from homes in
which Lhe parenls abused drugs.

The boy, now B, has made greal
progress, but he is stlll scarred by the
abuse he suffered and the instability of
his years in and oul of fosler care. He
tnkes medication for hyperactivity.

One recent afternoon he sat resiless-
ly at the Padillas’ dining-room table.
His leg jiggled. He zoomed toy cars
around the table, sending them sailing
ofl the edge into his hand. Words ex-
ploded from his mouth like small, hard
pebbles.

Do you remember your hife before

Continued on Page 02, Column 4
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the Padillas, he was asked. '*No, no,
no,” he replied, shaking his head. Do
you want Lo stay wlth the Padillas
forever? "“Yeah, yeah,” he said.

What was your mother like? "*She's
bad,” he said vehemently. *'She’s hke
a stinking cat, that different other
dummy mother, not you,” he said,
looking at Mrs. Padilla, who was
making him a ham sandwich. *'She's
so ugly, but you're not.” He went (o
his new mother and laid his cheek
against hers.

Information about the Doy's early
years is extremely sketchy, but his
therapist gleaned a few facls. He was
placed in foster care when he was a
month old, because his mother physi-
cally abused him. He was returned lo
her a year and a half later, lor rca-
sons that are unknown because
records on the case are conlidential.

When he was 3, he was once again
placed in foster care after his mother
had knocked oul his baby teeth and
inflicted deep gashes on his head. He
spent about a year and a half In a
foster home, but then the foster fam-

In a new family, a
5-year-old learns'
love and trust.

ily gave him back. Ms. Bondy be-
lieves his behavior was probably "in-
tolerable."

In November 1988, he was placed
with the Padillas, who had been un-
able to conceive a child in their 24
years of marrlage. Mrs. Padilla, 53
years old, had fust closed her beauty
shop. Mr. Padilla, a 62-year-old real-
estate agent, was nearing relirement.

“1 don't want lo grow old in a
rocking chair with nobody around
me,” he sald. "More kids, more hap-
plness!™

Months of Training
For a Full-Time Job

Mr. and Mrs. Padilla are among a
growing number of older peaple who
are rearing loster children. The Padi-
Ilas, energetic and aflectionale, went
through months of training to learn to
care for emotlonally disturbed chil-



dren. They are paid $845 a month for
each troubled child they take into
thewr home. They were told this would
be a 24-hour-a-day, 7-day-a-week job,
but nothing prepared them for the
reality.

Mrs. Padilla found herseif petnfied
nl the 5-year-old boy with long eye-
lashes, smonth olive skin and pixie's
‘ace. ""He came very, very destroyed,
hi%e 2 wild ammal,” she sad.

‘When she wrapped him in her arms
ind drew him to her, he bit down hard
on her chest with his side teeth. His
-neech was garbled because of s
aussing front teeth, hewhtening his
{rustration. Full of rage at his uwn
nwther, he threatened 10 Xitl Mrs.
Jadilla. He hanged doars, threw fur-
miture, waved 4 knife around.

His behavior was [righteningly un-
aredictable. Sametimes, he wanted Lo
ne babied. He sucked nn a bottle while
zhe cradled him. Bul in a (lash, he
would strike out, When she sent mm
‘y s room for mishehavinz, he
wckad the door, the walls, Lhe prilow.

Mrs. Padilla took her concerns to
M1s. Bondy, tne therapist. [ smd to
Debra, 'When he gets to be 16, is he
going 10 hit me or the pillow?" " Mrs.
Padilla recalled. Ms. Bondy told her,
""Take one day at a time.""

Once, the Padillas looked up ta see
the boy trying g strangle their 4-
year-old foster daughter with string.
He showed no remarse. “‘I was just
playing," he said

Making It Through
The Hard Parts

It is at moments like this that fos-
ter parents often give up on a trouble-
some child and send him back into the
system lo be passed on to another
family or a group home.

But the Padillas and their foster
son had already established a rela-
tionship with Ms. Bondy that helped
them make it through the harrowing
moments. The farmly was participat-
ing in_a new effort by the Queens
Child Guidance Center to reach trou-
bled children socon after they are
placed in foster homes and counsel
them before the children go into an
emotional meltdown.

He was assigned ta Ms. Bondy, who
has a master's degree in social work
from Columbia University and spe-
cializes in the treatment of foster
children.

She traced his belligerent behavior
to the rage and guilt so common
among foster children. He was furi-
ous with his mother for beating and
abandoning him, so he took it out on
Mrs, Padilla. But he also felt he was
somehow to blame for the abuse he
suffered. He told the therapist he had
been “a bad boy,” and Ms. Bondy
speculated that he may have tned to

provoke the Padillas to punish him
further. He was also testing them to
see if they, too, would abandon him.

In treating him, Ms. Bondy used a
technique called “play therapy,”
since he was not able to express him-
self in words. Children, she said, *‘tell
us how they feel through play.”

As she watched what he did, she
gave words (o his emotions and tried
to show him how to understand him-
se!f and to empathize with others.
When he killed off the toy people, she
explained that they must [eel terrible.

For Troubled Child,
Support and Stability

3he also tried 1o help the Padillas
understand his behavior and offered
them maoral support. Most important,
she was available for the boy week in,
week out, year after year, a caring
adult who never disappeared when he
needed her. She currently treats |7
[oster children and the families in the
process of adopting them.

He still has a destructive streak, a
short attention span and difficulty
remembering what he learns. But he
is capable of giving and accepting
love. And he believes he has found a
home with the Padillas.

During one session, Ms. Bondy
talked to him about being adopted by
the Padillas. He kept putting his
hands over his ears and shaking his
head. She did not understand his dis-
tress until he went over to a big sheet
of brown paper on her wall. He wrote
down his flrst name and his foster
parents’ |ast name and drew a big
sun around the words.

“To him, Mr. and Mrs. Padilla
‘were already his parents,’’ Ms. Bondy
said.

In September, his therapy will end,
though the Padillas will continue to
attend a support group for adoptive
parents. "’[ leel like T am holding a
fragile bird," his therapist said, **and
now | can let him go."

For the Padillas, life with the boy is
not easy, but it is joyful. And it comes
with its small triumphs. After four
years of patient coaching, he can tie
his own shoes. He asks for a cookie
before taking it.

The Padillas sing and laugh to keep
their spirits up. ‘'He loves me a lot,
but when 1 correct him, he hates
me!"” Mrs, Padilla said merrily. At
the sink, she warbled the same two
lines of a romantic Spanish ballad
like a mantra.

Each morning, Mr. Padilla puls

Xavier Cugat (therr {avorite) or Glo- |

ria Estefan (their foster son's favor-
ite) on the tape deck and the whale
family dances. Mr. Padilla recently
swept the boy up in his arms and
twirled him around the floor, past the
red velver couches, the family por-
traits and the caged green parakeet.

DIZ



Shortage of Trained Caseworkers
Imperils Young Victims of Abuse

By CELIA W.DUGGER

Over the last threc vears, the Din-
kins admnistrauon has sharply re-
duced the staff of caseworkers who

The Cracked Shield

Frest of twoarnieles,

investipale child abuse, leaving many, days, caseloads averape 19.5 ana com-

of New York City's most vulnerable
children 1n the hands of overburdened.
nexperienced workers.

The city has cut the number of work-
ers by a quarter, even though reporis
of abuse and neglect have continued 1o
surpass 50,000 annually.

The staff reducuons, caused by the
cuiy's fiscal crisis and a decision (o
divert staff 1o a new program for trou-
bled families, have worsened a chronic
weakness 1n the city's child pratection
system: extremely high lurnover
among ill-trained caseworkers. Last
year, a staggering 77 percent of the
workers who investigate child abuse
reporis resigned, were laid ofl or
moved to Jobs In other agencies.

Caseloads Soar, Fingers Point

The ‘Mayor's t(op budget officials
fauit the city's Human Resources Ad-

ministration, saying the agency had!

enough money {o hire the number of
caseworkers needed. But agency ad-

ministrators say budget officials made

monly top 30.

Advecacy groups and public com-
rissions have consistently document-
ed how stall problems undermine the
governmert's abthiy 1o protect chil-
dren from abuse and even death.

Record Number of Homicides

A city-appointed panel of doctors,
social workers and experts reviewed
iast year's record number of homicides
of children in f[amihes previously iden-
ufied as abusive or negleciful. In a
report 1ssued in October, the panel con-
cluded thart the city's efforts on bchalf
of the children had been seriously
ftawed in many cases.

And more detailed, confidential

i records of 15 child death cases, pro-
;vided to The New York Times by an
;official who was alarmed about the

sysiem’s breakdowns, show that case-
workers bungled ume and aga:n.

In one case, a worker visited a fam-
ily and concluded that all the children
were healthy. But the next day a visit-

arbitrary decisions that had devasiat- | ing nurse had one of them hospizalized

ing consequences.

i for malnutniion. In anather case, a

Whatever (he reason, the impact of  worker closely monitored the mother,
the reduced work force has been se-|but never talked 1o her boyfriend, who
vere: In January 1990, investigative :often cared for Lhe children. He was
workers carried an average of 14’ |ater charged with bashing in he

cases. None had more than 30. Nowa-.

]
»

daughter's skull and found to be men-
tally ill.

In yet another case, a worker ac-
cepted a foster mother's explanation
that a child's bruises were sell-inflict-
ed, but experts later found that the
child had been physically abused in
the past. The child finaliy died after a
severe beating.

Douglas Besharov, a panel mem-
ber and the author of a book about
wentifying child abuse, said case-
workers too often failed to see the
classic pattern of escalating beatings.
"“We saw a slew of cases last year in
which the battered child syndrome
was missed completely,’ he said.

. The cutbacks among child welfare
caseworkers have come while the
agency has been under fire for doing
little. to examine the thousands of
emotionally troubled children who
have poured into the foster-care
system in recent years from families-
damaged by homelessness and crack.

. Foster Parents Struggle Alone

Many caseworkers are unable to
recognize the children’s special needs
ar negouate the bureaucracy (o get

themn help. As a result, foster parents
struggle alone with depressed, anx-
ious and sometimes violent children,
The children end up bouncing from
home to home because parents can-
nol handle them. And in extreme
cases, they are abused because they
are 50 hard to raise,

. Flawed casework by undertrained,
poorly paid workers is a problem all
over the country. In recent years,
financially troubled state and local
governments have not hired enough
workers to handle the nising tide of
neglect and abuse reports, research-
ers say.

Although the job is widely regarded
as one of the most emotionally dramn-
ing in gavernment, experienced city
caseworkers are paid thousands of
dollars less a year than probation and
parole officers, who have similar cre-
denrials and duties.

Advocates for children say they are
particularly disapoocinted in the ad-
ministration of Mayor David N. Din-
kins hecause he campaigned as a
champion of poor children. Not only
has his administration cut the num-
ber of investigative workers to 826
fronr 1,080, it ended a program that
returned more than 100 caseworkers

.to college each year for social work

degrees.
Yllsmanagement vs. Money

Philip R. Michael, the city’s budget
director, satd last week that the Hu-
man. Resources Administration had
the money to do the job right, but put
caseworkers In administrative and
othei~ jobs, not on the front lines.

“The Mayor feels somewhat short-
changed,” Mr. Mlchael said. ‘‘He's
gone out of his way to fund abused
children. He's obviously frustrated.
We assure him we are budgeting
from ‘the caseload reports we get,
then we run up against mismanage-
ment at HR.A"

- But Robert L. Little, wha heads the
Chlid" Welfare Administration within
the ‘H.R.A., strongly disagreed. He
sald the cumulative effect of layoffs,
hiring freezes and unrealistically low
assesgments of how many workers
were needed had had a “‘devastating'
impaet on services to children. *“What
we got was not in reality what it takes
to do the job,” he said last week., -

- It Just one example of thelr dis-
pute, the number of workers at the
Child Welfare Administraticn overall
will shrink from 7,800 In the last liscal
year to 6,400 this year. Mr. Michael
said the agency simply needed fewer
workérs, while Mr. Little said the
smaller staff would damage services.

:‘Z Botched Cases

Focus on Mothers
Ignores Boyiriends

The relationship between poor
casework and death Is hard to pin-
point. The panel of experts who stud-
ied the record number of homicides
that occurred last year — as the clty
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was losing hundreds of workers —
said it was hard to know whether the
deaths could have been prevented.

But the panel, appainted by Barba-
ra J. Sabol, who heads the H.R.A,,
concluded that in many instances the
casework was extremely superficial.

The panel found that caseworkers
were cften so overburdened they had
no time to attend traintng sessions.
And in the field, the panel said, work-
ers olten failed to take the basic steps
to understand a family's problems.

Usually, they focused on mothers,
yet fathers, boyfriends and other men
were involved in the deaths of 12 of
the 27 children last year.

That was a mistake with Adriana
Rodriguez, 19 months o|d, who died of
a fractured skull on Jafu 10

For almost two years, workers had
monitored her mothep, a horneleas
woman, alter a report-of neglect, but
had never interviewedhthe mother's
boyfriend, Glovannl Pjguave, who
often cared for the child. The mairn
warker, who had a college degree in
political science and oniy a year of
casework, could not: communjcate
with the Spanish-speaking boyfriend
and never arranged fora transiator.

Never Talked to Boyfriead

Mr. Plguave was.charged with
murder, but found unft for trial, He is
in a mental hospital -Fhe unanswer-
able question is: Would the worker
have detected Mr. Pigpave's mental
illness if he had talked to him? Mr.
Plguave's lawyer, Oriando Velez,
says the answer is yey.!

"“This guy belongs ingan institution,
not around children,” Mr. Velez said.

In the case of Richard Williams, 7
months old, a caseworker's ignorance
had a profound effects.

The baby's mothern-Eleanora Wil-
flams, who suffered from severe de-
pression, went to a’city office and
pleaded with caseworkers to put her
newborn son in a fogter home. She
was under so much §tress, she said,
she was afrald she would abuse him.
She was homeless. Sieof her children
were living with relatives. Her adop-
tive mother had recently died.

The city placed the baby in foster
care. Three months fater, on Jan. 15,

the mother was evaluated by a psy-
chiatrist, who recommended against
returming the baby to her, city docu-
ments indicate.

But before the doctor’s report was
typed, the case went to Famuly Court.
The caseworker was unaware of the
doctor's findings. The judge, also un-
aware, (old the city to find Ms, Wil-
hams a home and give her the child.

Later, the caseworker read the re-
port, but did not know that the city

-could ask the judge to reconsider his

decision to send the child home, ac-
cording to the documents.

On March 15, 1991, the baby went
home. A month later, Ms. Williams
scalded Richard In hot water, then
smothered him with a blanket to quiet
his screams. She Is now serving 8 to
24 years in prison for mansiaughter.

“She cried out to the system for
help and the system failed her,” said
her lawyer, Jay D. Cohen.

Policy Declislons

Best Caseworkers
Are Transferred..

As n candidate for Mayor, Mr. Din-
kins made reform of the child weifare
system one of his signature issues In
1989, he oversaw publication of
“Failed Promises,'" a scathing 130-
page indictment of the system. It
criticized the fallure to develop a
stable, seasoned work force, “‘the
missing backbone of the system."

But almost as soon as he took of-
fice, the city's financial prospects

. soured. Last year, the Child Welfare

Administration saved about $10 mil-
llon from a $1.2 billion budget by
cutting the number of child abuse
investigators by almost one third, to
74%. About 200 workers were lald off,
and almost as many more were
moved to other jobs, according to
administrators

Many workers went to form a new
program that was the brainchild of
Mr. Little and his boss, Mrs. Sabel,
and won the Mayor's endorsement,

Mr. Little 13 Malcolm X's brother,
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and like his more famous sibling, he
grew up in loster care. He said he
deeply believed that the city was
needlessly taking children from their
parents because workers lacked the
time and skills to help families n
crisis. He wanted to create a staff of
workers who would spend up to eight
weeks working intensively with only
two families at a time.

Insisted en City Workers

The budget office said Mr. Litlle
could have set up the program with-
out using workers [rom investigative
umts. But Mr. Little said that the
budget office insisted he hire private
{oster care agencies (o provide the
new services. He felt that using city
workers was essential. The city itself
could start the program more quick-
ly, he felt. He said he also believed
that the private agencies, often finan-
cially dependent on caring for chil-
dren removed from their families,
would not successfully carry out a
program to keep children at home.

It was with *‘some bitterness,” he
said, that he decided to divert invest-
gatlve workers to the new “family
preservation’ program.

“"The budget office gave us more
bodies on paper, but [roze hiring
throughout H.R.A.,"" he said "“That's
how they play the game. They give
with one hand and take away with the
other."”

The city now has a new mult-
million-dollar program with 150
workers chosen, Mr. Litte said, from
the best child abuse investigators. He
sayy he believes the new program
will eventually save the city money
by preventing the costly placement of
children in foster care.

But many advocates for children
are critical of the administration's
record generally, and ita decision to
go ahead with the new program at the
expense of child abuse investigations.
While the city has cut staif in child
welfare, it has added thousands of
police officers, they note.

' "“Sabol, Dinkins and Little came in
‘with a political perspective, which is
'to preserve the black family, and
that’'s fine,’” said Marcia Robinson
Lowry, director of the Children's
Rights Project at the American Clvil
Liberties Union. *'But everything else
falls by the wayside. They're fooling
around on the fringes of policy, not
managing the guts of the process.”

This year, the cily is replacing
some investigators who were laid off,
but by year's end there will still be a
quarter fewer workers than there
were when Mr. Dinkins took office.

Alter the layolfs, one worker, Kev-

in Stewart, saw his caseload soar o
43, "1 finally had to realize it's not my
problem,” he said. 'l didn't create
this mess.”.

Caseloads vary radlically by bor-
ough because workers were laid off
on the basis of seniority and civil
service rules. The citywide average is
about 20, but in the Bronx, it is 29;
Brooklyn, 24; Manhattan, 17; Queens,
13, and Staten Island, 10.

.The Caseworkers
:Sanitation Job
‘Pays More.

The cuts in staff only worsened the
problem of high turnover among
young, undertrained caseworkers.
Without benefit of badge, gun,
waikie-talkie, car or partner, case-
workers venture into the most treach-
erous neighborhoods, confronting vol-
atile parents with charges that could
cost them: their children. They often
quit, worn down by low pay, biizzards
of paperwork, what they call "'fear of
the {ield"" and the emationa) toll of
coping with so much sadness.
¢ New Mexico and North Dakota re-
'quire caseworkers to have soclal
| work degrees, but in New York, asin

most of the country, only a college

degree is necessary.

In fact, the city ended a program to
upgrade the credentials ol s staff.
Last year, it stopped sending 112
workers annually to obtain master's
degrees in social work, in large parts
because Mr. Liitle felt he could not
spare that many workers. And there
is no hnancial incentive for workers
to go back to school an (heir own,
Even of they oblain a muasier’s m
social work, the cily dJoes not pay
lhem any more than workers with
liberal arts degrees. .

In general, city caseworkers — pre-
dominantly black and Hispanic — are
paid worse than other workers with
similar or lesser educational creden-
nals. After live years, a chid abuse
investigatar receives about $28.000. A
city probation officer makes 532,500,
a city sanitation worker 337,000, a city
jail puard $40,000 and a state parole
officer $44,361.

"“You don't get respect,” said a
caseworker, Derek Phillips. “‘Parole
and police officers — they protect
property. But there’s no commitment,
to children who have nothing."

Dream JIs Stlll a Dream .

When Mr. Little tock his job two
years ago, he had grand dreams of
remaking the system, he said. From

“his experience as & foster child, he

knew what it was like lo depend on
harried, insensitive caseworkers.

In the city's system, responsibility
for the children and their families is
splintered. Cases are passed from
unit ta unit — and often among pri-
vate foster-care agencies — as they
wend their way from invesiigation to
foster care to adoption. Case flles —
and the history of a child's past — are
often lost in the shuffle.

*“Ag long as we have this system,"
Mr. Little said, '‘there are kids who
will fall through the cracks.”

He wanted to simplify the bureau-
cratic morass by making a single
worker accountable for each family.
He also wanted to move workers

-from a few big, impersonal offices to

dozens of neighborhood offices.

But those changes would have been
costly, in dollars and political capital.
At first, Mr. Litt)e believed It could be
done. He hapefully sketched a dla-
gram of.this more humane system on
the blackboard in his office. Gradual-
ly the chalk marks faded. Finally he
erased them. The drawing had be-
come a reminder, not of an attainable
goal, but of a dream unfulfilled

NEXT: Frequently, poor casework
is the Achilles’ heel of New York's
child protection system.
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Litany of Signals Overlooked in Child’s Death

By CELIA W. DUGGER

Even in New York City's trou-
bled child protecuion system, this
overstght was remarkahle: None
of ithe caseworkers who invesngat-
ed allegations that Doris Harden
had mistreated her children dis-
cavered that she had previously
served (hree years n prison for
hotding down a 7-year-old girl
while another young woman sexu-
ally assaulted the child with a tojlet
plunger.

The four workers missed other
important details as well: Ignorant
af the prior abuse conviction, they
tnitially did not speak with the
mother's parote officers, who knew
she was a crack user who had
refused treatment. The workers in-
terviewed Ms. Harden, but never
lalked to her boyfriends, despile
warnings that one of the men was
prune to viclence and drug dealing.

Fatal Burns

It was one of Ms. Harden’s boy-
{riends who later said he had acci-
dentally caused whal proved to be
Jaral burns (o the groin, butlocks
and legs of her five-month-cld son,
Jelirey. The round-faced infanl
with the soft, fuzzy head ol hair
died Jan. 17.

The boylriend, Jeffrey Phillips,
told the authoriues that he had
wiped the baby with a cloth that he
had not realized was soaked with
cleaning fluid. The medical exam-
iner ruled the death a homicide,
saying the burns were caused by
immersing the child in scalding
water and noting Lhat the child had
three broken ribs. Mr. Phillips has
not been charged, and the police
say the death 1s sull under invesi-
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gauon. Mr, Phillips declined 1o
comment.

Whether the caseworkers in the
caty's Child Welfare Administra-
uon could have prevented the
child's death will never be known,
but the flaws in the handling of
Jefirey Harden's case illustrate
what experts and advocates for
children have long called the Achil-
les' heel of the child protection
sysltem in New York and the na-

tion: the Irequently poor quality of
casework in a fragmented bureau-
cracy staffed by inexperienced,
overburdened workers who do not
stay in e job for long.

Over the last three years, Lhe
problem has gotten worse as the
Dinkins administration has re-
duced the staff of caseworkers who
investigate child abuse by about 25
percent, even as reports of abuse
and neglect have continued to sur-
pass 50,000 annually.

Last year, n staggering 77 per-
cent of the workers who investj- f
gate child abuse reports resigned,
were laid off or moved 10 jobs in
other agencies, Ineviiably, case-
loads have risen sharply. In Janu-
ary 19980, Investigative workers
carried an average of 14 cases.
None had more than 30. Now, case-
loads average 19.5 and commonly
top 30,

In the Harden case, high turnover
led to a constant stream of changing
workers. In a span of only 18 months,
the case was passed to four different
workers, each of whom would man-
age only a partia! investigalion be-
fore transferring out of the unit re-
sponsible for the case. By the lime
Jellvey died, every worker in the unit
was gone.

The clty's 22-page reconstruction
of the case, combined with court
records and interviews with the fam-
lly, caseworkers and parole officers,
shows whal happens when workers
with too many cases and (oo little
experience conduct investigations,

But the problem is not simply one
of human error. In the Harden case,
the workers had to make extremely
difficult decisions with incomplete in-
formation. Child protection workers
are not entitled o parents’:prior
criminai records, which are kept con-
fidential under stale laws meant 10
safegusrd privacy, .

But If their ignorance of Ms. Hard-,
en's prior child-abuse conviction was,
undersiandable at firsy, it was less so
after she went back lo prison for a.
parole violallon, Workers lalked to
her parole olficers, but never found
oul what crime she had committed.

Usually, the city’s handling of;

child-abuse investigations is shielded .
from public scrutiny by state confi-
identiality laws meant 1o protect fam-,
'y privacy. Bul records of the city's'
imternal investigation of the Harden
‘case were provided to The New York:
ITimes by an official who believes
they highlight failings of the system. '
In a recent interview, Ms. Hurden'
jdenied all reports that she was an;
abusive or neglectiul parent, and she
denied ever using crack. She said she*
had never left her children alone in’
*her apartment, and she disputed lhe!
hospital’s account of how rarely she
visited her baby before he died, say-
Ing that she had “‘visited every day."”

.'Caseworker No. 1

A Report of Abuse
Is Not Followed Up

Ms. Harden, now 28, first got into
serlous trouble when she was a 1een-
ager. She lived at the time with her.
mother and most of her 11 siblings in .
'a housing project in the South Bronx. !
She had dropped oul of school in the'
ninth grade, where she had been in a !
special class for slow learners. .

On May 17, 1961, Ms. Harden, then!
17, smoked marijuana and angel dust’
with a 15-year-old friend, Eva Young-.
er, Ms. Harden later said. Then they
sexually assaulted a chubby, ?-year-,
old girl in pigtails. Ms. Younger told.
the court that she repeatedly forced a
Lollet plunger into the child while Ms. !
Harden held the gir) down. [

Ms. Harden tesuflied that Ms.'
Younger made her participate in the-

assoult after threatening lul hit her
with a stick if she did not, smoke
marijuana. "l fell dizzy and !l didnt
know whul was going on," she iold the
judge. ‘Somethung Just come up in
my mind and 1 did 11."

A Stule Supreme Court Justice,
Walter Schiackman, gave Ms. Harden
a Lhree-to-nine-year prison sentence,
“The acts were the most brual |
have seen in five-and-a-half years of
sitimg in a felony part,’* he told her. -

Ms. Hurden served three years and
wis released 1n 1984, when she was 20
years ald. For the first two years, she
kept appointments with -her parole
officers, swd David Ernst, a spokes-
man for the state Division of Parole.
But by 1986, her atlendance had be-
come sporadic. In 1987, she gave birth
o her Nirst child, a girl named Genuse.

An Early Sign of Trouble

Finully, in the spring of 1988, she
slopped reporting to her parole offi-
cer altogether, and a warrant was
Issucd for her arrest. At the lime, she
was homeless, She was picked up and
admitled that she had started smok-
ing crack, Mr. Ernsl said. She was
referred (o a residential drug-treat-
menlt program, bul never went.

The first lime a report of child
abuse was lodged against Ms. Harden
came the {ollowing {all, records show.
A city wellare worker called the state
central child abuse regisiry lo say
that he had seen Ms. Harden hitting
Genise, then 10 months old, on the
head and chesl in & Bronx welfare
office because the baby had put paper
in her mouth. When the welfare work-
er suggested o the mother that she
take the paper away from lhe baby
instead of muung her, Ms. Harden



flew mnto a rage.

‘“The mother became very angry
and slammed the child's tush into the
seal, screamng bad language and
saying 1t was her kid and she'll do
what she wanis,"’ the weifare worker
said. “She then took the child and ran
oul.*”

Heather Staiman was Lhe child-pro-
tection worker assigned to invesu-
gate the case. Bul she quickly discov-
ered thac Ms. Harden and her daugh-
ter had left their last listed dddress.
It was an easy case,”” Ms. Staiman
said in a recent interview. '"We could-
n’t flind the mother, so we closed iL"

Soon after that, Ms. Staiman asked
io be transferred to another part of
the agency after two years as a child-
protection worker. ‘I [elt inept,"’ she
said. "My supervisor never sat us
down and went over our cases with
us. If 1 had a problem knowing whal
to do, | tended not to deal with it.”

Caseworker No. 2

A Case Is Closed
After 2 Short Visits

A year later, a second person called
the state child abuse regisiry on Dec.
I, 1989, 10 allege that Ms. Harden was
neglecting her child, and spending
her money on crack instead of food.

At the ume, Ms. Harden was living
in the Bronx, but the case went'back
to the Manhattan unit that had inves-
ugated the first charge. The Manhat-
tan unit objected because the case
was in a different borough, but was
overruled, This would have a power-
ful effect on the handling of the case.

Carlos Pages, who had (wo years'.
experience as a caseworker and a:
bachelor's degree from Flarida Me-:
morial College, went w the home,
which he [ound well stocked with
food. Both Ms. Harden and her boy-
friend’s grandparents, whom she was
living with, denied that she used
drugs. The couple said they had
thrown Ms. Harden's boyfriend out of
the apariment because he was violenlt
and was using and selling drugs, the
records said.

"“When | was visiung her, every-
thing was going well,"”” Mr. Papges said
In a recent interview. ""She had bro-
ken up with her boy{riend.’

Agency policy required the case-
worker 10 make monthiy visits to the
hame, but three months lapsed before
he stopped 1n o talk to Ms. Harden
again. Agwn, he said, she and her
baby appeared healthy.

Review of Case's Handling

Mr. Puges said he was 50 overbur-
dened with cases and paperwork that
i was difficult to make the mintmum
monthlv visits, much less track down
relatives, teachers and parole offl-
cers, or spend the ime 1t would take
to really ger Lo know the famulies.

*II's impossible to visit these peo-
ple wiimin a  month,” he said.
*They're all over New York City."”

On the basis of Mr. Pages’ two bricf
vIsils (o the home, the casc was
closed.

But a month later, Peggy Smith, a*
high-ranking supervisor, reviewed
the case because she was worried
about the performance of the umit and
wrole a scathing critique of the Hard-
en nvestigation.

She wrote that Mr. Pages had not
gathered the most basic facts aboul
the family: He listed Ms. Harden's
boviriend as her child, and he thought
she was living with her own grand-
parents, rather than her boy{riend’s
grandparents.

Nor did tt appear that Mr. Pages
had ever read the prior report of Ms.
Harden hiiting her infant at a welfare
office, much less discussed it with
her, the supervisor wrote. Ms. Smith
directed the unit 10 reopen the case.

But Mr. Pages said he was never
given Ms. Smith's report. He left the
unit two months later after he was
injured n a car accident.

Caseworker No. 3

A Criminal Record
Gets Little Notice

Finally, five months afier Ms.
Smith ordered the case reopened, a
new worker, Rose Rivera, was sentL lo:
check on Ms. Harden. Ms. Rivera:
would never lay eyes on Ms. Harden..
Her efforts to talk to Ms. Harden
were sporadic and unsuccessful,

Ms. Rivera, who has a sociology
degree from Brooklyn College, had
been hired just six months eariier.,
She had 14 cases of her own, but-
.because other workers in the uwnit
‘were often absent, she had to deal
with many addilional cases.

When Ms. Rivera [inally went Lo
visit Ms. Harden in October 1989, she
learned that Ms. Harden was in pris-
on for a parole violalion and that her
children were living with their grand-
mother, (Ms. Harden had given birth
to a second baby, Shaquan, earher
that year.) .

In January 1990, Ms. Harden was
released, again on the condition that
she panicipate in drug treatment.

Another Caseworker Leaves

The next month, Ms. Rivera talked
to the mother's parole officer, but
apparently never asked whal crime
Ms. Harden had commitied. The
worker reached Ms. Harden by tele-
phone at her mother’s Bronx home.
They agreed to meet al the agency's
office in Manhatlan, but Ms. Harden
did not show up, the records said.

Ms. Rivera and her supervisor, Su-
san Kynor, recently declined to com-
ment on the case, Ms. Rivera told city
investigators that she had litle mem-
ory of Ms. Harden, whom she never
met. She thought Ms. Harden had
been imprisoned on a drug-related
charge. Ms. Kynor was under the
impression Ms, Harden's crime was
robbery.

Almost as soun as Ms. Rivera ar-
rived in the unit, she lefl, burned out
by the demands of the job. *She found
herseil working six days a week plus
eve&-\ings," the internal ciuy report
said.

Caseworker No. 4

Report of Progress,
And Then a Death

So once again, in March 1990, a new
worker was assigned o the case. Ce-
cilia Parris had only been on the job
for four months. She had a bachelor's
degree in ciminal justice from John
Jay College.

She caught up with Ms. Harden at
her mother's apartment in the South
Bronx. The children looked healthy,
but their doclor said thal Ms. Harden
had not brought them 1n for regular
checkups or immunizalions.

Ms. Parrs also lalked with Ms.
Harden's parole officer, Wallace
Webb, and asked him 10 have Ms.
Harden take the children for immuni-
zations. In an interview, Mr. Webb
said he did not recall talking 1o Ms.
Parris, but did remember that Ms.
Harden was attending drug (real-
menl. "‘She was slabilized and happy
to have an apartment of her own,” he
sajd.

There is, again, no indication that
the caseworker asked about Ms
Harden's criminal history. Ms. Par-
ris declined to comment on Lhe case
recently, but city records say she
decided to close the case since the
mother was in contact with the parole
officer.

Move to Manhallan

Ms. Kynor later conceded thai the
case might have been kept open if the
mother had not lived in the Bronx,
inconvenienily distant from the unit,
based in lower Manhattan, the city's
internal report said.

Later in 1990, Ms. Harden and her
children moved inlo a crumbling,
drug-infested buiiding in Harlem,
where young men peddied crack and
mosl of the tenants were, like herself,
formerly homeless families from cily
shelters. It is there that her son would
be fatally burned.

Ms. Harden became pregnant in
1991. But before she gave birth in
August, her boyiriend went Lo jail for
selbng crack. Ms. Harden said she
was lonely and quickly started seeing
her neighbor's cousin, Jeffrey Phil-
lips, 19.

At that time, because the investiga-
tion was closed, no caseworkers were
visiting the home., But relatives say
there were many signs of trouble, In
the fall, Shaquan had a nasty bruise
on his face. Ms. Harden said Mr.
Phillips hit the toddler and some-
umes her, too. But Mr. Phillip's sis-
ter, Glenda Phillips, who lived in the
same apartment with Ms. Harden,
suspected Ms. Harden. Shaguan’'s
Jace looked as if someone with a
woman's long, slender fingers had
squeezed hard enough to leave a hand
imprint, Ms. Phillips said.

Children Often Lelt Alone

Jenna Fleming, who lived across
the hall from Ms. Harden and was
Mr. Phillips's cousin, said that Ms.

Harden sometlimes left her two tod--

dlers and infant alone at home when
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she went to the store or o the laun-
dry. She said she sometimes found 3-
year old Genise trying (o play moth-
er, rocking the infant and holding an
empty bottie to his hps.

On Dec. 15, 1991, Ms. Fleming
agreed to watch the children while
Ms. Harden went Christmas shop-

ping.

That afternoon, Mr. Phillips.

dropped by (o sce Ms. Harden and
agreed to watch the children while
Ms. Fleming stepped across the hall
to her apartment. When she came
back, the baby was crying inconsol-
.ably. She lifted the sheet and saw thal
{the baby was badly burned. Mr. Phil-
hips laler said that while changing
Jelfrey's diaper, he wiped the baby
with a cloth he did not know was
soaked with cleaning [tuid,

“Bemng a little high, he probably
wasn'l conscious of what was on the
rap," said his sister, Ms. Phillips. “He
told me he was smoking reefer before
he came in the house.”

Doclors al New York Hospital

found the baby had second- and third--
degree burms over one (ifth of his:

body, and that three ribs had been
broken sometime before he was
burned.

Memories of a Short Life

On Jan. 6, three weeks after the
baby was admitied to the hospital, a
social worker on the burn unit, Joyce
iScheinberg, called the city casework-
‘er 1o report that Ms. Harden was not
'visiting the infant. Jefirey needed a
skin-graft cperauion, but his mother
‘was needed (o0 sign conseni forms
first.

A day later, Ms. Harden signed the
consent forms, but then disappeared
from her baby's side for another 10
days, Ms. Scheinberg reported. On
Jan. 17, he died of a massive infection
caused by the burns.

Ms. Harden's surviving children,
Genise and, Shaquan, were placed in
foster care with their grandmother
afler the death.

Mr. Phillips, who says he hurt the
.baby by accident, is now in Lhe Union
County jail in New lersey, awaiting
sentencing on drug and gun charges.

Ms. Harden is still living in the
same dingy Harlem apariment
where her son was fatally bumed.
Four disposabie diapers and a single
white baby shoe are tacked 1o the
wall to remind her | Jeffrey.
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