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Too many cases, too few workers hamper child abuse investigations.
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When the state convicted Chad Evans of killing 21-month-old Kassidy Bortner last month more than a year after her death, the young girl's body rested in a still unmarked grave. 
Without any clear indication of where her body lies, the only testimony to her short existence are the memories people may have and the petition in her name calling for tougher child advocacy laws. 

The state of Maine, where Kassidy was regularly babysat by family members, now requires mandatory reporting of suspected child abuse as a result of so many people eyeing the suspicious bruises over three months of abuse that culminated in the young girl's death. 

New Hampshire has similar laws on the books regarding child advocacy. But even with heightened public awareness and more legislation, can the state enforce the protection of its children? 

Nancy Rollins is the director for the Division of Children Youth and Families, a branch of the Department of Health and Human Services based in Concord. DCYF is responsible for investigating child abuse allegations, adoption placement, foster care and even helping teenagers living independently get a handle on surviving as an adult. 

The director of DCYF, however, said her office struggles to meet the demands of New Hampshire's abused children but doesn't have enough people. 

"We can't meet the ratios of staffing to be accredited nationally," Rollins said. 

The Council on Accreditation for Children and Family Services, said Rollins, would like to see each caseworker handling no more than 15 cases at any given time. She said the average caseload for DCYF assessment staff is anywhere from 21 to 30 cases per worker. 

Her office has been working toward accreditation for the last three or four years, Rollins said. Part of the problem though in getting the numbers to balance, is keeping the staff already hired. 

According to the DCYF director, the national average for job turnover in the field from 1999 to 2001 is 22 percent, meaning a little less than a quarter of the employees across the country working in DCYF offices left their job. 

In New Hampshire, DCYF workers are listed at three different levels of experience. Of the entry-level people during the same time period, 86 percent quit. Sixty-two percent of the middle-level employees left, and 41 percent of the most experienced people the state has in the field left their job in the last two years. Why? 

"It unequivocally is caseload and workload," Rollins said. 

Handling abuse reports: The state handles child abuse cases systematically. A report is first called in to a central intake office in Concord and then distributed to one of a dozen district offices statewide. 

According to Rollins, there are 58 assessment caseworkers statewide. In 1998 over 11,000 calls were handled by central intake. In 2000, the office received almost 15,000 calls. 

Of those 15,000 calls, 7,000 cases were taken in by DCYF, the majority of which were reports of neglect, then physical abuse and finally sexual abuse being the smallest number. 

Rollins explained the process of "screening out" calls that appear unfounded and assigning risk levels to the ones they accept is done through questioning the person making the claim. 

Intake workers attempt to check out a caller's credibility and determine the immediacy of risk the child may be in, during what Rollins said is usually a 20- or 30-minute phone conversation. 

Calls alleging severe physical abuse or sexual abuse are immediately turned over to police, Rollins said. 

Although DCYF will not discuss a particular case, Tristan Evans, the former wife of Chad Evans, testified during his trial that she saw bruises on the child's face and suspected Kassidy was being abused, so she called DCYF. 

Assigned risk levels determined by the intake worker are reexamined once the case is given to an assessment worker in a district office. Each caseworker is allotted a certain amount of time to begin the investigation, based on the assigned risk level. 

In accordance with DCYF policy, the assessment worker must make visual contact with the child within 24 hours of being assigned a high-risk case. In a low-risk case, the time limit is extended to 72 hours, just three days. 

"Then there's the reality of practice," said Rollins. 

Policy vs. reality: Last December, Patricia Hocter, an assessment worker in the Rochester district office, testified in court that she was assigned to Kassidy Bortner's case on Nov. 1, 2000. Central intake took the report the day before, she said. 

Hocter told the courtroom that she did not call Chad Evans' home where the young girl was living until five days later on Nov. 6, only to leave a message on an answering machine. She said she called again three days later on Nov. 9. 

What risk level DCYF assigned to Kassidy's case remains protected by confidentiality. 

Kassidy Bortner died the day of the second phone call on Nov. 9, 2000, while in the care of Marshall, the babysitter. The medical examiner's report determined Kassidy suffered from physical abuse for several weeks before she ultimately died as a result of blunt-force trauma to the head and abdomen. 

No one from DCYF ever saw her. 

"It's not common practice for us to delay responding to a case," said Lorraine Bartlett, assistant administrator of child protective services. Bartlett is responsible for overseeing six district offices, including the Rochester office, where Kassidy's case was handled. 

Without commenting on a specific case, she says lack of funding and staffing are largely blamed for any problems the division has in handling its work. 

"It's a lack of resources," Bartlett said. "We don't have the funding in the Legislature." 

Bartlett said Hocter still works for the Rochester district office, but would not comment if Hocter was disciplined regarding Kassidy's case. 

Rollins declined to go into specifics as well, but did say that Hocter's handling of the case was "not within policy." 

A review of the office by the Bureau of Quality Improvements, which was created five years ago by DCYF for evaluative purposes, said last June that there is a need for bigger numbers both financially as well as in personnel. 

That report is one of many detailing problems within DCYF. The most recent was released the day Evans was convicted of killing his 19-year-old girlfriend's daughter. That report was conducted by a three-person independent panel. 

The DCYF bureau's report cited staffing shortfalls in almost every area of DCYF from assessment child protective service workers like Hocter, to adoption staff in charge of recruiting potential foster parents, to DCYF attorneys responsible for representing abused and neglected children in the courts. 

"Due to large caseloads," the report stated in its justification for more assessment workers, assessment staffers "feel pressured to complete their investigations as quickly as possible and are unable to complete each assessment as comprehensively as each should be." 

In fact, the June report recommended that DCYF hire paralegals to assist the attorneys at a ratio of 1:2 for every attorney. At the time of the report, DCYF did not employ any paralegals, and, by the studies findings, was short by 11 attorneys. 

Senator Ned Gordon, R-Plymouth, has supported a number of bills regarding DCYF practices. And, Gordon does agree that more assessment workers are needed. 

"From what I can see, that is the single greatest need," said Senator Gordon. He went on to say that paperwork also limits the amount of time a caseworker spends in the field. 

"A large part of their responsibility is sitting down at the computer and typing in information about the people," he said. 

Rollins said the most recent request for help from the Legislature came with the 2002-2003 state budget. Her office originally wanted 54 new positions in 2002 and another 47 for the following year. Rollins settled to ask for funding for 10 new positions for the current year, followed by the money to support 20 new positions next year. "We got none of that," Rollins said. 

---- 

Caseworkers say they love the job, despite low pay, negative publicity 

By JOSH ADAMS Sunday News Correspondent 

PORTSMOUTH -- They say they have too much work to do and not enough pay. They say the only time people take notice is when things go bad. People slam doors in their faces and rarely is anyone happy to see them. 

All this and still they say they love their jobs. 

Caseworkers and assessment workers at the city's district office for the Division of Children Youth and Families say they have it tough, but they also say they are doing important work. 

"I have seen a lot of successes," said Mary Payette, a family caseworker in the office. "Because I've been here for three years now, I've seen children enter the system and then go back home and it works out." 

The goal of DCYF is to help families work through their problems. Often times though, when a caseworker knocks on someone's door the reception is a cold one. 

"They're not happy to see you," said Kristie Palestino. She is an assessment worker for DCYF, responsible for making the initial contacts with a family and investigating cases of neglect and abuse. 

The negative perception that comes with the job, DCYF staff contends, is partly due to poor publicity and media coverage. 

"People only hear about the bad stuff. They don't hear about the good stuff," said Rebecca White, another assessment worker at the Portsmouth office. 

Child protective service workers interviewed at the Portsmouth office were familiar with Kassidy Bortner's case. Supervisor Marcie Morris said the case is absolutely not the norm, but if that's all the information a person has, it makes sense that confidence in the system would be low. 

"The people we go to are scared," Morris explained. "Parents are right to be concerned if that's the only gauge they have to go by." 

As do the directors of DCYF in Concord, workers at the district office pointed to staffing shortages and funding problems as the root of their problems. 

Currently, the staffing in Portsmouth is satisfactory, according to Morris. There are five assessment workers and eight family caseworkers. Three foster care workers, including a licensing agent, are in the office as well. A domestic violence specialist and an independent living counselor are on hand, as well as two support workers to help with all the paper work. 

The office has two attorneys, and everyone knows how lucky they are for that. There are no paralegals in the office. 

Morris has two assistant supervisors to help keep everything running. 

Morris said two of the employees are unable to take any cases yet though, because they are still learning their jobs as a result of recent turnover. 

White, who just joined the office last May, was one of three assessment workers during the month of October. She said that for that month she had 19 families, or cases, to assess. 

"A family could have three kids," said Palestino, who's been with the office for more than a year. "That's three kids you have to interview." 

Morris said it depends on the time of year, but in her office the normal caseload averages anywhere from 16 to 25 cases per worker. 

"The quantity of families that I'm working with can be overwhelming," said Payette. Her duties require, ideally, monthly contact with a family for a year after an assessment worker has determined intervention is necessary." 

"How do you determine which family is in more need of service," she asked. 

Long hours and the very personal nature of the work multiplied by a small paycheck forces some workers to take a second job, leading to burnout and turnover. Morris said pay is higher in Massachusetts and the work is intense, so she doesn't blame people for leaving. 

In New Hampshire, starting salaries range from $25,291 for a trainee right out of school to $27,456 for a Level 1 with one year's experience, $29,776 for a Level 2 with more experience, and $32,409 for a Level 3 with two year's experience and a master's degree. 

"Once a week I decide I'm going to go to hairdressing school," said White with a smile. Her coworkers laughed but they empathize as well. Payette works a second job as a waitress and both White and Palestino have been considering taking on another job. 

A relationship among the child protective service workers is built on a foundation of support, they say. Each one understands what the other is going through. Tears are shed and venting is necessary from time to time. 

Floor space in the office is tight so everyone is physically close to everyone else. The support and trust that runs up and down the ladder of command is crucial to the integrity of the work, the staff says, as well as the sanity of the office. 

"I love the people I work with. I think it's amazing that we all come back every single day," said White.

