Scrap of Paper Changes the Life of a Child

By Steven Newman, MSW

CSW III-Adoptions Division-Chatsworth Office

In January 2007 as part of the Concurrent Planning Redesign Project in the North Hollywood Office (now the Chatsworth Office), I was assigned to a case managed by Services CSW Selena Johnson.

My mission was to visit an 11-year-old girl named Anna who was placed for nearly two years in a foster home.  I was to discuss legal permanency with the caretaker. I interviewed the foster parent who spoke for an hour about Anna’s problematic behavior and not much else. It became obvious to me that not only was the caretaker unwilling to adopt the child, but she was also was on the brink of replacing Anna. 

Before I interviewed Anna I toured the home. The home was new and was decorated lavishly throughout. The biological children's bedrooms were nicely furnished with lots of toys and clothing. I noticed that Anna’s bedroom was different.  

In contrast, the foster child's bedroom had shabby furniture and was decorated sparsely.  I noticed “foster children’s luggage” (trash bags) in the closet. The foster parent told me that the reason for the condition of this bedroom was because the foster children were temporarily living in the home even though Anna had been "temporarily living" with this caretaker for nearly two years. I felt sad and wondered what I could do. Little did I know it at the time, but the child had the solution for me.
I interviewed Anna. I recalled that Anna had blond hair and brown eyes as big as saucers. She presented as animated and intense. Anna told me that a family unrelated to her adopted her younger sister. She had not seen her sister since they were detained but knew the names of the adoptive family. Anna knew that she could not return to her birthparents nor were there any relatives interested in taking care of her. She said that she did not want to be adopted by her caretaker.

Just before the interview ended, Anna showed me a piece of scrap paper -- 

a yellow Post-it note. On it was written in (adult) handwriting, "I, “Mrs. Jay”, substitute teacher, would be very interested in adopting Anna.” I asked Anna if indeed this was real. She said that her regular substitute teacher wrote the note from school.  I asked Anna if she wanted me to contact the teacher. She said yes. I copied the name of the teacher and the name of her school.
When I returned to the office, I gave the information to the Services CSW Selena Johnson.  Johnson verified the information and contacted Mrs. Jay. The teacher was interviewed by telephone and in person by Johnson. The teacher, Mrs. Jay, did want Anna to be placed with her and even wanted to adopt her.

Live scanning was done, placement steps were followed and Johnson interviewed Mrs. Jay and her biological children.  The home was AFSA approved and Johnson felt comfortable that this would be an appropriate home for the child. The process took many weeks. Johnson spent much time with the child assuring Anna that the home she selected would become her permanent adoptive home.

After Anna was placed in her teacher’s home. Mrs. Jay wrote me the following e-mail:

“My little girl, this wonderful gift I have been given by your department, is an amazing child. When Anna and I first met in the classroom and she started telling me she was a foster child, I was interested, of course, in how life was for her. She began telling me her story and then said she was up for adoption. I asked her why she wanted to be adopted and one of the things she said was, ‘.. I want to be part of a real family. One to call my own and never have to leave them. No social workers, no visits. Just me and my family. Happy. Mine... Forever.’

“Okay, I admit it. I was hooked! She sold me! So, I spoke with her at recesses, during lunches. She started telling her friends I was going to adopt her, that I was going to be her mom! She was so excited!  Okay, I admit that, too. I was excited at the prospect of having another child!  When I told my children, they were glad, but, my biological daughter, was jumping for joy!, ‘A sister!!!,’  as she danced around the house!

“I took a Post-it note, wrote down my number and told Anna to give it to her social worker.  I never thought that such a little piece of paper would be viewed so grandly! I guess that's how I am, though, not expecting grandeur, recognition, attention.  I simply like to get things done, make things happen. I'm a ‘doer’.

“Thank you all for allowing this great placement to become a reality.  I had to bug (CSW) Selena Johnson every other day, offer to do whatever she asked of me, asked a zillion questions of her, offered ideas to get this baby home!  Now, Anna 

is home. A real home with a real family. Hers. Forever. She has a bright future with a family that loves her unconditionally!! We thank you from the bottom of our warm hearts.”

Today Anna lives with the family she wanted. The adoptive process is underway. All of this occurred because a child showed a social worker a note written on a piece of scrap paper.  Most important, Johnson and I worked as a team to follow up.  

This little yellow Post-it note may turn out to be the most important "document" of Anna’s life. The lesson?  If used to its potential, the Concurrent Planning Redesign Project really does work and it really is the little things in life that count.
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