INITIAL STEPS TO TAKE WHEN STARTING YOUR

INVESTIGATION

1. Review your case file.  Carefully check over your Petition and accompanying papers.  Check to see that if DSS has checked Abuse, that the statements they make are related to abuse and not neglect and vice versa.

2. Check Status of the Minor Child; this will give you a good idea of where the child has live in the past few years.  How much moving around has been done, which means how many different school, different friends?

3. Determine where the child is now.  If Foster Care: what is the name of the foster parent/s? Phone number? Address?  If Relative Care: what is the relationship?  Phone number?  Address?

4. Determine where parent/s are.  Are they together?  If not, what is the address and phone number for each of them?

5. Based on the information in your petition:

a) Contact the parent/s and schedule a time for your initial Home Visit.  At this visit you will want to ask question such as:  What do you feel were the circumstances that resulted in DSS becoming involved with your family; your child/ren?  What do you feel needs to be done to resolve these issues?  Are you willing to do whatever is required in order for your child/ren to be returned (if they were removed)?  Are you willing to do whatever is required in order for custody of your child/ren to be returned to you?  What school was/does your child/ren attend?  Teacher’s name?  What daycare?  Phone number?
You are there to gather information about the circumstances that resulted in the child/ren being involved in the system and to get and initial idea of what services the child/ren may require.

b) Begin contacting grandparents, other relatives, teachers, daycare providers.  Talk to neighbors, pastors/ministers, and employers – anyone that you feel may have information that will help you determine the circumstance and what services will best benefit the child/ren.

c) Contact DSS and speak with the social worker.  Arrange a time to go to DSS and copy the child/ren’s files.  Ask social worker if the child/ren have or are scheduled to receive a medical/dental/eye exam.  Ask if the children have any special medical needs that social worker is aware of.  If  you have not been able to make contact with the parent/s, ask if they have updated contact information.

d) Contact the foster parent (or relative child has been placed with or facility).  Ask questions such as:  How are the child/ren adjusting to the change?  Are they displaying any behavioral problems that you feel need to be addressed?  Are they eating ok?  How do they appear mentally – happy, frustrated, angry, confused, etc.?  Could I see where they are sleeping?  How are they doing in school?  Have there been any reported problems from school personnel?  When is the last time they had contact or visitation with the parent?  If visit/s have been supervised by a relative, ask for their perception on how the visit/s went.  Ask foster parents and relatives how the children reacted when the visit was over, that evening or for the next few days.  Make sure you have the school name, teacher’s name, therapist’s name, doctor’s name, etc.
e) Schedule a time to visit with the child/ren.  If there is more than one child, you may want to ha a ‘joint’ visit initially and then speak with each of them individually.  Formulate your questions to empower the child/ren (age appropriate, of course) to tell you about their family situation, the relationship between their parents (i.e.: they do not see their dad or their mom doesn’t allow them to visit with their father).  IF IT IS A SEXUAL ABUSE CASE – at this point, ASK NO QUESTIONS RELATIVE TO THE ABUSE.  If the child/ren brings it up, it is okay to respond.  Ask them what it is they would like to see happen and what they think needs to be done in order for that to happen.  Explain the expected time sequence for upcoming court dates.  Remember to tell any child that is able to verbally express themselves that they can ask to speak to the Judge – you can’t promise it will happened but you will make it known that they have asked.  For those 12 and older, make sure they understand that they have a right to be in court.  ASK WHAT THEY WOULD LIKE YOU TO TELL THE JUDGE and make sure they understand that you will include that in your report.

These are just some brief suggestions for starting your investigation.  Develop some questions you think need to be asked/answered prior to going on your visit, based on the information provided to you by the GAL office.  Keep in mind that more questions will come up as you ask questions so you don’t need to rigidly follow any format.

RECORDS YOU WILL WANT TO REQUEST

-School Records for each age appropriate child.

-Medical Records, if you feel these will assist you in determining services needed.

-Mental Health Records – on both parents and child/ren.

**Follow up mental health records if  the children start therapy, or the parents are court ordered to receive psychological or substance abuse evaluation and follow treatment recommendations.

-Criminal Records on parents or relatives/friends providing care for the child/ren, or requesting to be considered as a placement.

-Court documents such as divorce or custody proceedings.

BEGIN MAKING INITIAL DETERMINATION OF SERVICES NEEDED for child/ren (and parent):

Healthcare:  This includes medical, dental, vision.  Are they current on immunizations, do they have healthcare needs that need to be addressed.

Educational:  After reviewing school records and speaking with school personnel, do you feel the child/ren would benefit from testing to determine if they would benefit from special services through the school. 

Emotional:  Do you feel the child/ren would receive mental health counseling?  Do you feel the parents should have a psychological and/or substance abuse evaluation?  Do you feel the parents should take a parenting class – if so, should this be a parenting class that involves interaction with the child/ren?  Do you feel the parents (and possibly the child/ren) would benefit from anger management classes/counseling, domestic violence counseling, etc.

When you start this process, you want to begin determining what resources are available within the community to meet these needs.  IE.: Where are parenting classes available, do they have a class ready to start, or if one has started, is it designed so that someone can enroll and then continue to next class to take those that were missed?  Do these classes allow for interaction between parent/child?  If unsanitary living conditions were an issue – what in-home services are available to teach cleaning skills, etc.?

You are also looking at what strength/resources are available in the family to help meet those needs:  Are there family members willing to step up and help or willing to provide long-term care for the child/ren, if needed?  Are there family members who can transport a parent to scheduled appointments?  Are there family members who would provide supervision if needed during a visit?

You will not always have a lot of time between the time you get your case and when your first pre-trial conference report is due.  During this phase you should concentrate on speaking to the children and the parents and gathering whatever documents you can.  It is this phase that we attempt to get as may services in place as possible for the child/ren and the parent/s.

REMEMBER:  HELP IS JUST A TELEPHONE CALL AWAY  -- 919.731.5659 OR 252.523.5217.

