THERESA KRAINZ (CASA Volunteer)
In July, 1998 the lives of four children were changed forever.  Baby Ariel, age 7 months, was found dead, left at home alone while her mother attended a party.  Tiffany, age 9, discovered her sister’s body.  

Tiffany, her sister Monique (age 7), and brother Charlie (age 2) were immediately removed from the home of their biological mother and placed in foster care.  Tiffany was separated from Monique and Charlie for several weeks and struggled without seeing her siblings.

But their story didn’t begin with Ariel’s death.  For years, the children were the victims of sever abuse and neglect and they had an open case in the court system.  Their biological mother and her boyfriend had been involved with domestic violence, drugs, and alcohol use. The children witnessed severe beatings of their mother and were themselves physically abused by the boyfriend.

Tiffany can describe many times when there was little or no food in the home.  She remembers trying to find something to eat for her little sisters and brother and resorting to feeding them raw bacon or spoonfuls of mayonnaise.  She recalls when there was food available she would make sure that her younger siblings were fed before she herself would eat.

I was assigned to the case by the court and remember our first meeting quite clearly.  Monique and Charlie were fairly quiet and reserved.  Tiffany, however, presented as angry and defiant.  After reading the case file and talking with her foster parents, it was clear that underneath there was overwhelming confusion and fear.  

The children and the foster parents were bewildered by the decisions that were being made by the court regarding the children’s placement.  There was discussion about permanently separating Tiffany from her siblings because she was “parentified”—a term used to describe a child who has become the responsible caretaker for another child. It didn’t seem fair to me that the system would punish a child for having the courage and strength to take over the responsibilities that her adult caretakers had failed to assume!  

So as a CASA volunteer, I began to introduce myself to the other professionals involved in the case and tried to learn as much as I could about what was truly happening with the children.  What I discovered was chaos.  There were a lot of loud, argumentative discussions, and each professional seemed to have a different agenda and set of demands.  I found my role was to find strong “reason” which I could present calmly to the court in the midst of all the turmoil.

I spent many hours visiting with the children, the foster parents, and the biological family - time that the other professionals did not have because of their incredible case loads.  I uncovered several critical elements:  The biological mother attended court ordered parenting classes.  As part of my CASA duties, I dropped by one evening unannounced.  Upon my arrival, I discovered the boyfriend waiting in the car outside of the parenting class, even though the court had ordered no contact.  This discovery, along with the biological mother’s repeated failure to comply with her treatment plan, ended the visits with her children.  Ultimately she relinquished her parental rights and the rights of the biological fathers were terminated by the court.

Because of my extensive time spent with the children, I was able to report to the court how their behavior drastically improved when they were with their foster family.  I monitored and reported on the children’s progress in therapy and school.  I also shared what the children themselves wanted to say to the judge.  Most importantly, I reported to the court that the foster adopt family supported Tiffany in having her own childhood and could help her to not be parentified.  

Under the care of incredibly loving, totally committed and extraordinarily supportive foster parents, the children began to thrive.  They grew from frightened, confused, and malnourished victims of abuse and neglect into healthy, secure, and happy children.

Agreeing with my recommendation, the court finally ruled that Tiffany, Monique, and Charlie would be adopted together by their foster parents.  The adoption took place on December 4, 2000, just two years after I was assigned to the case.  Being a CASA volunteer has been a truly meaningful and life changing experience for me.
TIFFANY (CASA child)

(Note: Last name withheld to ensure confidentiality)
When I first met my CASA volunteer, Theresa, I was skeptical of the help she could offer me.  Many other professionals already on my case were not interested in my opinion about where I wanted to live; to them I was too young to understand.  My biggest fear was being placed back with my birth mother and Michael, my abuser.  I tried to express these feelings to as many of the people on my case as possible, but still no one listened. 

Theresa was different.  She seemed deeply concerned about my well-being and she took time to invest and listened to my concerns.  It was then that Theresa earned my trust and became a stabilizing force in my life.  When we first met, I was cold and hardened by the traumatic events that had taken place.  I barely spoke, accept in anger because for years I was ignored or told to stay quiet.  At this stage, I was almost unreachable; I had been wounded deeply by so many.

But Theresa invested in me, she stuck by me, and her care thawed the untrusting Tiffany.  She told me the truth, understood my fears, and then made them known to the others on my case.  She calmed all of my feelings of unsettledness. 

Theresa was my voice in the courtroom.  I wanted to be adopted by my foster family and she made this known.  Because of Theresa’s time and energy, I now live with a family I love deeply, who are helping me   build my life into something beautiful.

When I lived in my previous home, my academics suffered greatly.  I was held back in Kindergarten twice because of hyper activity (which was because of anxiety).  By the time I entered first grade, I was seven years old and had only attended 50 school days in three years.  

When I was removed from that abusive home, I jumped from first grade to fourth grade academically.  Because I then lived in a safe and healthy environment, I quickly picked up most of the studies I had missed.  I graduated at age 16 with a 4.0 GPA, honors, and as the top student in my class.  Not only do I now have hope, but I have a “dream” of becoming a nurse and giving back to others in need.  

I was accepted into Beth El, a highly accredited Nursing Program at UCCS.   I am now finishing my freshman year of college.  I still keep a high GPA of 3.7 and joined the Freshman Honor Society.  I was able to accomplish all of this because of Theresa’s investment in me and my loving parents who helped me to excel.

