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3 kids die
as DCFS
shortens
probes

Agency didn’t follow
up, took shortcuts
in fatal abuse cases

By DAVID JACKSON,
GARY MARX AND
Duaa ELDEIB
Chicago Tribune

They found him wrapped in
a Superman T-shirt, his burned
body so tiny that first respond-
ers thought he was 9 months
old.

Authorities would later dis-
cover that 4-year-old Manuel
Aguilar spent the last months
of his life in the unheated
storage room of a Southwest
Side two-flat, naked and
scared, pounding on the door
to beg for food and water.

He was forced to sleep on
the bare floor or in a kitty litter
box, his siblings told police.
Beaten and starved, he died
alone with open eyes.

Then his mother, Alyssa
Garcia, her teenage boyfriend
and the boyfriend’s relative
stuffed Manny’s 27-pound
corpse in a bag of towels and
clothes and lit the bundle on
fire in the basement of an
abandoned house in August
2016, Cook County prosecu-
tors allege.

This wrenching drama of
child abuse played out as the
Illinois Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services
opened — and in some cases
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Rachel Fournier, upper left, grandmother of Manuel “Manny” Aguilar, joins with community members in releasing bal-
loons Sept. 7, 2016, in remembrance of the 4-year-old boy.
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3 kids die as DCFS
shortens probes

Agency didn’t follow up, took shortcuts in fatal abuse cases
BY DAVID JACKSON, GARY MARX AND DuAA ELDEIB

They found him wrapped in a Superman T-shirt, his burned body so tiny that
first responders thought he was 9 months old.

Authorities would later discover that 4-year-old Manuel Aguilar spent the last
months of his life in the unheated storage room of a Southwest Side two-flat, naked
and scared, pounding on the door to beg for food and water.

He was forced to sleep on the bare floor or in a kitty litter box, his siblings told
police. Beaten and starved, he died alone with open eyes.

Then his mother, Alyssa Garcia, her teenage boyfriend and the boyfriend’s rel-
ative stuffed Manny’s 27-pound corpse in a bag of towels and clothes and lit the
bundle on fire in the basement of an abandoned house in August 2016, Cook County
prosecutors allege.

This wrenching drama of child abuse played out as the Illinois Department of
Children and Family Services opened — and in some cases quickly closed — mul-



tiple investigations into outcries that Manny and his siblings were beaten and living
in dangerous squalor.

Manny’s DCFS files are riddled with shortcuts and failures, a Tribune investiga-
tion has found. ————

DCFS did not interview or even acknowledge
the presence in the home of Garcia’s violent, gang-
involved boyfriend. When Garcia promised to take
Manny to the doctor, DCFS did not follow up to learn
that she didn’t. In the years before Manny’s homicide,
his siblings told an agency caseworker about Garcia’s
violent abuse, but DCFS did not investigate their al-
legations.

The lapses in Manny’s cases were not unique. A
Tribune investigation of two other Cook County child
fatalities since November 2015 found incomplete in- ;. s iar died in a storage room,
quiries and nonexistent follow-ups as DCFS closed naked and begging for food and water.
probes in the homes shortly before youths were beat-
en or starved to death. Investigators did not interview
key witnesses, the Tribune found. They missed obvious signs of abuse and failed to
gather medical reports and other evidence.

The Tribune investigation also found that after these three deaths occurred,
DCFS pushed to close Cook County cases even faster, offering financial incentives
to investigators who completed probes within 14 days. And the Tribune also found
that, last year, investigators confirmed fewer cases for neglect or abuse compared
with the previous year.

The Tribune findings come two years after Gov. Bruce Rauner appointed former
Florida child welfare director George Sheldon to overhaul an Illinois agency beset
with scandals, child deaths and charges of mismanagement.

Last week the Tribune reported that Sheldon is considering a job offer from a
Miami nonprofit as he faces Illinois ethics probes into DCFS contracts that ben-
efited his Florida friends and political associates.

With a potential exit looming, the reformer who inherited one mess may leave
another.

Closing cases faster

DCFS was rattled last month by another fatality case when 17-month-old Semaj
Crosby was found dead in her Joliet Township home in the midst of two DCFS in-
vestigations. Sheldon told state lawmakers he ordered a Quality Assurance Review
of Semaj’s case.

“If mistakes were made, we’ll correct them,” he told the Tribune. “I don’t think
you can slough off a child’s death. It’s too important.”

Of the three child deaths examined by the Tribune, Sheldon said he did not know
enough of the details to discuss them. Still, when DCFS closes an abuse or neglect
investigation shortly before a child is killed, “then the system has failed in that case,”
he told the newspaper.

The Tribune investigation found that in the fall of 2016, Sheldon pushed inves-
tigators to speed up abuse and neglect investigations in Cook County, according to
internal agency documents and interviews.

Sheldon said his goal is to focus workers on the most serious allegations and free
them from spurious cases that can be easily dismissed.

Some DCEFS frontline investigators in Cook County tell the Tribune they now
face unrealistic deadlines and new pressure to close cases even when young people
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are left in harm’s way.

Those workers spoke on condition they not be identified because they are not
authorized to speak about agency policy and some feared workplace retribution.

State law gives DCFS 60 days to complete investigations unless supervisors grant
extensions because medical and police reports or other critical information is pend-
ing.

Starting last fall, under a new DCFS initiative called “Blue Star,” DCFS tripled the
percentage of Cook County abuse and neglect investigations closed within 14 days.
The closure rate rose from about 5 percent per month to 15 percent by March 2017,
a Tribune analysis of countywide agency data found.

Agency goals call for that percentage to double again for at least some Cook
County teams: 30 percent of investigations should be closed in less than 14 days by
March 2018, according to internal agency memos examined by the Tribune.

The same goals were given to DCFS’ Chicago Child Advocacy Center teams,
which handle time-consuming child sex abuse allegations and serious injury cases.

One of those teams in March 2017 closed 2.4 percent of its cases in 14 days. That
team also is expected to close 30 percent of its cases within two weeks by March
2018, a 12-fold increase, internal agency memos show.

Several DCFS employees told the Tribune that supervisors offered overtime pay,
as opposed to comp time, to child protection investigators who met agency goals for
closing cases in 14 days. Those employees and other government officials said they
are concerned by what they view as a financial incentive that could skew workers’
handling of investigations.

“I can see why people are up in arms if they feel they are being paid to close
cases more quickly. Anything less than a thorough investigation is abhorrent,” said
Cook County Public Guardian Robert Harris, whose office represents abused and
neglected children in juvenile court.

DCFS Cook County Regional Administrator Jacquetta Colyer, who oversees the
Blue Star initiative, denied that the agency offered any reward to child protection
investigators who quickly closed cases.

But DCFS Senior Deputy Director for Strategy and Performance Neil Skene said
that in light of questions from the Tribune, DCFS will review how the Blue Star
program was communicated to workers and whether the case-closing goals are ap-
propriate.

Sheldon said he supported the goals of the Blue Star program but was concerned



by the Tribune’s reports of complaints from investigators.

“No employee should feel pressured to inappropriately close an investigation
if they don’t have full information,” Sheldon said. “Closing an investigation should
never happen until an investigation is complete.”

‘A toxic work environment’

As cases were closed more rapidly last year, DCFS saw a drop in the percentage
of investigations in which abuse and neglect allegations were confirmed, according
to a Tribune analysis of agency data since 2015.

In Cook County, DCFS “indicated” 26 percent of their abuse and neglect allega-
tions reported to the agency in 2015 — meaning investigators found credible evi-
dence of harm to children in these instances. Last year the “indicated” rate dropped
to 20 percent, according to the agency data.

Sheldon called the drop in indicated cases a vacillation in the data and not a re-
sult of agency policy to close cases more rapidly.

“You're going to see fluctuations like that,” he said.

Sheldon also disputed a January 2017 report from DCFS Inspector General De-
nise Kane that some investigators are handling perilously high caseloads, which
Kane wrote is creating “a toxic work environment in which it is foreseeable that
some investigators will take dangerous shortcuts that can lead to lethal errors.”

Following two of the child deaths examined by the Tribune, DCFS management
offered the investigators trauma counseling, but the investigators declined because
of their heavy workloads, records and interviews show.

Sheldon said he has hired new child protection staff and last year temporarily re-
assigned scores of workers to close out unresolved cases, actions that should reduce
investigators’ caseloads.

According to state records, 75 children died within a year of DCFS closing an
abuse or neglect investigation in 2014 and 2015. It is unclear how many of those
children died from abuse.

The Tribune focused on three deaths by mistreatment that occurred under Shel-
don’s leadership, with each case highlighting the challenges his child protection
workers face and the tragic errors they can make.

Top DCFS officials provided limited information about the three child fatality
cases. The newspaper based its account on police reports, court records, child wel-
fare files and interviews with family members, witnesses and government officials.

At 6 months old, dead of starvation

DCFS opened an investigation into the home of infant Jazmine Walker in March
2016 after the girl’s father left Jazmine and her two brothers unattended as the 1-
and 3-year-old boys wandered around their Edgewater apartment building.

Jerome Walker was charged with three misdemeanor counts of child endan-
germent, then 10 days later was arrested and subsequently imprisoned on separate
drug and weapons charges, records show.

Walker had parted ways with the children’s mother after an argument, and she
was homeless, according to DCFS records.

DCFS placed Jazmine and her siblings with Jerome Walker’s mother, Mattie Da-
vis, under a “safety plan” that made no mention of their mother, according to DCFS
records examined by the Tribune.

But within days the children were back with their mother, Chequita Bell. The
family moved to Kokomo, Ind., to stay with a relative and also spent a brief time in
south suburban Harvey, records and interviews show.



The burned body of Manuel “Manny” Aguilar, 4, was found in the basement of an abandoned house in August 2016.

On May 17, 2016, a DCFS investigator closed his file after reporting that he had
visited Jazmine and her siblings at their grandmother Davis’ apartment in Chicago’s
Edgewater neighborhood.

“Jazmine was asleep in her bassinet on her back,” the investigator’s report said.
“All three of the children appeared to be free of any salient signs of abuse or neglect.”

Eight days later, Jazmine was dead of starvation in the Harvey home where her
mother most recently kept her.

The 6-month-old’s dehydrated corpse weighed less than 5 pounds. Jazmine’s
bones protruded visibly beneath her skin, and her head was larger than the rest of
her body, according to Harvey police records and a Cook County forensic pathology
report.

A doctor would also describe the two brothers as “showing a sign of wasting.”
They were hospitalized to be evaluated for a refeeding program, according to Har-
vey police records.

Davis told the Tribune the DCFS investigator never examined Jazmine and her
brothers in May in her Edgewater apartment.

“He did not come to my home. I'm 100 percent certain. The kids never came
back to my place when they left for Kokomo,” Davis said. “He never saw them.”

Jazmine’s paternal aunt Dorothy Williams also said that DCFS could not have
seen the children at Davis’ apartment in May. Bell and the youths stayed temporar-
ily at her home in Kokomo before going to Harvey the night before Jazmine’s death,
she said.

“He messed up. That’s what he did,” Williams said of the DCFS investigator. “I
think this could have been prevented.”

DCFS Senior Deputy Director for Operations Michael Ruppe said he was un-
aware of the family’s account that the investigator never saw the three children in
May. After the Tribune raised questions about the case, DCFS immediately referred
the matter to Inspector General Kane, who is conducting an investigation. Kane
declined to comment.

Skene cautioned that the investigator’s case notes on that date “would be a lot to



have manufactured.” But Skene also said: “We have no toleration for fabrication of
notes and are taking your information very seriously.”

DCFS workers have been found to make false claims in reports in the past. Be-
tween 2012 and 2016, DCFS determined that 29 child protection workers falsified
records or statements in abuse or neglect probes, a Tribune analysis found. Those
workers falsely claimed to have met with school, medical and law enforcement of-
ficials, families and even children, DCFS alleged. The agency recommended firing
16 of those workers, but the disciplinary outcomes could not immediately be deter-
mined.

Still, Ruppe said more could have been done to protect Jazmine and the brothers.
“Those children should have been observed carefully”

DCEFS said it has taken steps to correct or prevent lapses in investigators’ proto-
col. DCFS recently rolled out a mobile app that stamps the date, time and GPS loca-
tion on photographs of children to confirm the investigator was actually present.
And the agency has issued new directives requiring investigators to examine infants
and children while they are awake and, if needed, “disrobe the child,” Ruppe said.

The Tribune identified other investigative failures in Jazmine’s DCFS file. Among
the examples: Jazmine, who was born premature and suffered from spina bifida,
had missed numerous medical appointments and was behind on immunizations
and basic medical checks.

The DCFS investigator reported that Jazmine’s family was taking her to a doc-
tor. But case records show no evidence that he followed up, in which case he would
have learned the doctor visit never took place.

DCEFS has tightened requirements that caseworkers follow up after asking a par-
ent or guardian to take a child to the doctor, Ruppe said.

The DCFS investigator, who has not been disciplined following Jazmine’s death,
was paid $170,000 including overtime last year, and $56,000 in the first four months
of 2017, state records show.

Currently held in Cook County Jail, Bell has pleaded not guilty to murder and
other charges.

“They didn’t check’ on baby

The beating death of 2-year-old Elliana Claiborne in November 2015 marked the
end of DCFS’ sporadic investigation into her suffering.

Elliana came to the agency’s attention a year before, when her mother, Jazmine
Jones, allegedly got drunk and angry at a party in Calumet City and dropped the girl
6 feet down over a balcony railing into a snowbank.

A 16-year-old runaway, Jones had already been detained by police two dozen
times for robbery, drug possession, aggravated battery and other crimes, records
and interviews show.

“Elliana had abrasions to her face, neck and chest,” according to a DCFS report
on the Calumet City incident. “The baby has red marks and bruising and was not
wearing any pants.”

Jones was briefly detained, but charges were dismissed in Cook County juvenile
court. DCFS gave Elliana to Jones’ mother, Tomika Tucker, even though Jones told
agency investigators that Tucker’s home was not safe because of drug activity, ac-
cording to a DCFS report.

Tucker acknowledged to the Tribune that a relative in the home was arecovering
heroin addict on methadone but said Jones was “trying to bad-mouth the home to
keep the baby.” After DCFS gave Tucker the baby, the agency dropped out of sight,
according to Tucker’s account and government records.

The investigator had referred the family to a private contractor for counseling



and other services, but the contractor never got the handoff and did not open a case,
DCFS reports show.

“They never came out. They didn’t check on the baby. They didn’t check on my
status,” Tucker told the Tribune. “Nobody heard anything from DCFS from the last
time I signed that guardianship until Elliana’s death.”

Tucker eventually gave Elliana back to Jones, who moved into a South Side home
with a boyfriend and others, the Tribune found. There in November 2015, prosecu-
tors allege, Jones punched her daughter several times in the abdomen for refusing
to eat noodles and went out to buy marijuana. Within hours the baby took her last
breath. Elliana’s autopsy showed scars or bruises on her head, abdomen, face and
back, burns on her foot and two rib fractures.

DCFS acknowledged that the case fell through the cracks because of poor com-
munication between DCFS investigators and the contract agency.

“You should ensure the case is handed off,” Ruppe said.

DCFS managers in at least one critical instance also oversaw the case via email as
opposed to face-to-face meetings or phone calls with the investigator.

“Supervision should not be occurring by email,” Ruppe said.

Jones, who has pleaded not guilty to murder and other charges, gave birth to
another daughter in July while locked up at Cook County Jail. This time DCFS took
the newborn.

Left in danger

Manny Aguilar was born into a house of fear and lacerating pain.

His mother, Alyssa Garcia, would eventually have six children by three current
or former gang members, and Garcia and the children told caseworkers that two
of the men used drugs and beat Garcia in the home, government reports and inter-
views show.

The first time DCFS investigated the family was in 2012, when Manny was near-
ly 3 months old. DCFS took him and three older siblings from Garcia after she left
Manny unclothed and unfed with a stranger and then locked the 2-, 4- and 5-year-
old children alone in a car through the freezing night.

Child welfare records alleged she went to smoke dope and sleep with a gang-
involved boyfriend in his apartment.

Garcia pleaded guilty to misdemeanor charges of endangering the life of a child
and was put on court supervision. DCFS took custody of the children, and Garcia
completed court-mandated parenting classes and some therapy.

The DCFS investigation indicated Garcia only for neglect — not abuse — even
though Garcia’s children said she beat them with a belt and sandals, punched them
in the abdomen and nose, and left them bruised. Garcia would smoke marijuana
when she drove them places in the car and also would “sniff crack,” the children
told DCFS.

Two years later, DCFS opened its second investigation into the family. Garcia
was getting overnight visits in 2014 with the children while they lived in a foster
home when one of the boys returned from an overnight with a bruise on his leg.
A DCFS caseworker concluded that the boy fell off his bunk bed but nonetheless
advised Garcia to stop using corporal punishment; the investigation was closed as
“unfounded.”

By November 2015, DCFS had returned the children to Garcia. Then, in January
2016, DCFS opened its third investigation after the two eldest boys texted a former
foster parent saying Garcia “beat the crap” out of them, records show. They said
they were frightened and wanted to be taken out of her home.

That probe was closed and “unfounded” in 3 1/2 weeks despite notable gaps in
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Manny’s mother, Alyssa Garcia, and Christian Camarena await trial on multiple charges. They
pleaded not guilty.

the file, the Tribune found.

For example, the DCFS investigator never obtained the children’s cellphone to
verify and analyze the text messages. After the boys made their outcry, Garcia con-
fiscated the phone. The agency worker should have investigated why Garcia took
that phone, DCFS officials now say. “It would be seen as a red flag,” Ruppe told the
Tribune. “It should have been further delved into.”

The investigator also never noted that Garcia, then 26, was living with — and
pregnant by — a 17-year-old with 22 juvenile arrests for crimes including aggravated
battery to a police officer, drug charges and car theft, records show. The 17-year-old
was often taking care of the kids by himself, Tribune interviews show.

In addition, Manny’s doctor told the DCFS investigator that Manny looked sick
when he last saw the boy in November and said Manny should be brought in for
an appointment — but the investigator never followed up to learn that the appoint-
ment did not happen.

Garcia’s eldest child told DCFS in 2012 that Garcia coached him on what to say
to minimize her role in the child endangerment case. Yet a DCFS investigator in
2016 interviewed 4-year-old Manny in the home with Garcia present, according to
Tribune interviews and DCFS records. Manny told the investigator his mother was
treating him well.

After Manny’s death, his older brothers told a relative that Garcia promised to
feed Manny and give him water if he lied to the investigator, Tribune interviews
show.

DCEFS closed that third investigation in February 2016. With child protection in-
vestigators out of the picture, the final six months of Manny’s life were unspeakable.

In the storage room where a dog had been kept until it died of hypothermia,
Manny was beaten with a belt or hanger by Garcia and her boyfriend, according to
one judge’s court order.

In one instance, when Garcia was watching TV on the couch while Manny
pounded on the door for water, an older brother asked if he could let Manny out.
Garcia said to ignore him, records and interviews show.

And when the storage room finally went quiet, Garcia sent in her 10-year-old son
to find Manny dead.

Garcia and her boyfriend tried to obscure the homicide by erasing the boy’s iden-
tity. They allegedly knocked out Manny’s teeth with a baseball bat, DCFS reports
show.

Garcia, her boyfriend and the boyfriend’s relative Christian Camarena were ar-
rested four days after Manny’s death as they ran out of the abandoned building



where they allegedly lit fire to Manny’s shrouded corpse.

Garcia and Camarena currently await trial on charges of attempted arson and
concealment of a death. They have both pleaded not guilty.

The boyfriend, who is now 18, was found delinquent in juvenile court of attempt-
ed arson and concealment of a death and is currently being held in a juvenile deten-
tion center. He was being manipulated by Garcia and “not all of these (abuse) allega-
tions are applicable to him,” his attorney Frank Avila told the Tribune.

Robbin Carroll, who runs a neighborhood center and a summer school attended
by Manny’s older siblings, said Manny’s death left an open wound from which the
community has yet to heal.

“DCEFS left these kids all in danger,” Carroll said. “In the time they needed them
most, DCFS was not there.”
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15 kids dead after

cases outsourced to
nonprofit agencies

BY DAVID JACKSON
AND GARY MARX
Chicago Tribune

The 5-year-old girl was
found dead in the bathtub
with shallow water framing
her cherubic face and open
eyes.

The state Department of
Children and Family Serv-
ices had conducted two
abuse investigations into
Verna Tobicoe’s Southeast
Side home in the months
before her death in May
2015. The agency had also
hired a nonprofit group to
make frequent visits and
conduct safety checks on
Verna and two siblings.

Even as Verna was hospi-
talized with a broken arm
and her older brother re-
peatedly appeared at hospi-
tal emergency rooms or
doctors’ offices with suspi-
cious lacerations and
bruises, a caseworker for
the nonprofit organization
filed cheerful reports saying
the kids were safe.

And then 44-pound
Verna became part of a
growing pattern of similar
fatalities: She was one of 15
Illinois children to die of
abuse or neglect from 2012
through last year in homes
receiving “intact family
services” from organiza-
tions hired by DCFS, a
Tribune investigation
found.

There was only one such
child death under the intact
family services program
during the previous five
years from 2007 through
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Beverly “B.J.” Walker took the helm of the Department of Children and Family Services in June. She is its 10th director or
acting director since 2011.

DCFS control in files minimal

15 kids dead after cases outsourced to nonprofit agencies
BY DAVID JACKSON AND GARY MARX

The 5-year-old girl was found dead in the bathtub with shallow water framing
her cherubic face and open eyes.

The state Department of Children and Family Services had conducted two abuse
investigations into Verna Tobicoe’s Southeast Side home in the months before her
death in May 2015. The agency had also hired a nonprofit group to make frequent
visits and conduct safety checks on Verna and two siblings.

Even as Verna was hospitalized with a broken arm and her older brother repeat-
edly appeared at hospital emergency rooms or doctors’ offices with suspicious lac-
erations and bruises, a caseworker for the nonprofit organization filed cheerful re-
ports saying the kids were safe.

And then 44-pound Verna became part of a growing pattern of similar fatalities:
She was one of 15 Illinois children to die of abuse or neglect from 2012 through last
year in homes receiving “intact family services” from organizations hired by DCFS,
a Tribune investigation found.



There was only one such child death under the intact family services program
during the previous five years from 2007 through 2011, according to DCFS records
released to the Tribune under the Freedom of Information Act.

The mission of intact family services, which roughly 2,700 children are receiving
statewide, is to offer counseling, resources and oversight to keep families together
instead of putting children through another trauma by removing them from their
home and placing them with strangers.

The spike in deaths began in 2012 after DCFS completely privatized the pro-
gram, putting the care of families in the hands of nonprofit groups but doing little to
evaluate the quality of their work, give them guidance and resources, or hold them
accountable when children were hurt or put at risk, the Tribune found.

The girlfriend of Verna’s father is now awaiting trial on first-degree murder
charges in the girl’s death. Authorities found lacerations in Verna’s liver and intes-
tines as well as a skull fracture and bruises across her body from repeated blows.
Lisamarie Villasana, 29, has pleaded not guilty and told police that Verna hit her
head after slipping on spilled Gatorade.

The agency was rattled by a similar death in April, when 17-month-old Semaj
Crosby was found dead in her Joliet Township home after DCFS had conducted
more than 10 abuse investigations into the family and used the intact family services
program to send a caseworker for periodic visits.

Illinois’ new child welfare director, Beverly “B.J.” Walker, said she was alarmed
by the Tribune’s finding on the surge of child fatalities in intact family services cases
as well as by a sharply critical report from the DCFS inspector general on Verna’s
death.

Walker recently asked her staff to provide reports on the abuse or neglect of any
child in the intact family services program and said she was shocked to discover
that at least 10 percent of children were reportedly mistreated while receiving those
services. “That’s very high. ... I can tell you this, it happens too much,” Walker told
the Tribune.

The inspector general’s report, which has not been made public but was exam-
ined by the Tribune, determined that DCFS conducted cursory and ineffective in-
vestigations into a series of abuse allegations in the months before Verna’s death.
DCFS also inexplicably failed to evaluate whether Villasana, the father’s girlfriend,
needed therapy or assistance — even though she was serving as the children’s pri-
mary caretaker. And DCFS did not consider her a possible perpetrator when chil-
dren were hurt, although she often was the only adult in the home.

Kathy Grzelak, the new chief of Kaleidoscope 4 Kids, the group that served Ver-
na’s family, keeps a laminated prayer card from the girl’s funeral pinned to her office
bulletin board — a reminder of her organization’s painful failures.

The wake was crowded with family, Grzelak recalled, and the girl in the tiny open
casket was dressed in a glittering blue dress to resemble the fearless princess Elsa
from her favorite movie, “Frozen.” Grzelak said only faint traces of Verna’s bruises
could be seen through the mortician’s makeup.

Injury after injury

The story of Verna’s short life is told in confidential child welfare case files, the
DCFS inspector general’s report, separate police and court records, and interviews
with several of her relatives.

Following two separate investigations into squalor and neglect of their home
— one unfounded and the other confirmed — Verna’s parents split up, and DCFS
placed the children with their father, Villasana and the couple’s new baby in 2014.
In August of that year, DCFS referred the children to Kaleidoscope for intact family



services. At the time, Verna was 4 years old, her brother was 6 and her sister was 9.

The state agency directed Kaleidoscope to ensure the children got proper medi-
cal care; help their father access Medicaid, food stamps and government cash as-
sistance; refer him to parenting classes and other programs; and also to help the
children’s biological mother — even though she had only minimal contact with the
children after they left her home.

Kaleidoscope did a lot for the children. The caseworker brought them winter
coats, provided a $70 gift card to buy treatments for their head lice and tapped state
funds for $1,350 when their father fell behind on his rent, records show. When Ver-
na’s older sister was not allowed to attend school because her immunizations were
out of date, Kaleidoscope took her to the doctor.

But one crucial omission threatened to doom the arrangement from the start:
DCEFS failed to include Villasana in its service plan. She was the children’s primary
caretaker while their father worked night
shifts at a local pharmacy and some days on
construction sites, according to the inspector
general’s report and interviews with officials
and relatives. But Villasana was never put on
the Kaleidoscope caseworker’s radar, accord-
ing to those records and interviews.

“My plan was not even constructed to
serve her. There was no information leading
up to Lisa being the caretaker,” the former
Kaleidoscope caseworker, Stephanie Lynell
Ivey, told the Tribune in an interview. She
subsequently left the agency and now works
as a special education classroom assistant.

Suspicious injuries to the children began
almost immediately, records show. That Au-
gust, Verna was taken to a hospital with a
bI' Oken arm — a “Spiral fraCture” that Often Five-year-old Verna Tobicoe was found gghan:zll-\i{: :om
indicates abuse by twisting. bathtub in May 2015. She had suffered a skull

. . . fracture and internal injuries

DCFS opened an abuse investigation af-
ter being notified by the hospital. But even
though Villasana was the only caretaker in the home at the time, she was not in-
vestigated as a potential perpetrator. Instead, the DCFS investigation focused on
the father. And because he was at work when Verna was injured, DCFS termed the
abuse allegation “unfounded” and closed the case.

State officials also did not tell Kaleidoscope about the hotline call regarding Ver-
na’s broken arm. Ivey did subsequently file a note saying Verna was wearing a cast,
but she accepted Villasana’s explanation that Verna had fallen.

Ivey told the Tribune she was operating under the assumption that DCFS had
evaluated the home where the children were placed and that it was safe.

Then, starting in October 2014, educators, relatives and medical professionals
began notifying DCFS of a series of injuries to Verna’s brother, along with their sus-
picions the children were being mistreated.

Kindergarten teacher April Palacios called the DCFS hotline that month to re-
port that Verna’s brother “came to school today with bruising all over his arm that
looked like a hand print,” DCFS records show. She emailed photographs of the inju-
ries to DCFS and also reported a separate laceration on the boy’s face.

Children and adults in the home gave sharply divergent accounts of how the boy
was bruised, with some saying he fell while climbing a closet door frame like Spider-




Man and others that he tripped over his sister’s princess slipper and hit a dresser
drawer, according to DCFS and police records.

Palacios felt her concerns were never taken seriously, she told the Tribune. “It
was so unfair,” she said. “This was preventable.”

Ivey, of Kaleidoscope, did take the boy to a doctor after Palacios reported the
bruise on his arm and a cut on his face to DCFS, but the caseworker did not tell the
doctor about Palacios’ hotline call, and the doctor was unaware of any suspicions of
abuse, records show.

Over the next several weeks, the boy’s father notified Ivey several times that the
boy had new head gashes or bruises after slips and falls around the house. But her
checkups typically came days later, after the injuries had faded.

As she wrote in one brief report: “Upon seeing the children there were no signs
of abuse or neglect. All the children appeared to be happy and healthy.”

Ivey says today: “There was no sign of any
physical abuse. I never observed it or wit-
nessed it.”

DCFS did open an investigation, but it was
cursory — and again targeted the father and
not the main caretaker, Villasana. The DCFS
investigators interviewed all three siblings,
their father and Villasana in less than an hour
at the family home, one case note shows.

In finding allegations of abuse against the
father to be unfounded, the DCFS supervisor
wrote: “Minor denied he was injured by his
father. Father reported that he was at work at
the time of the injury.”

Because DCFS and Kaleidoscope never
recognized Villasana as the primary caretak- ]
er, they never learned that Villasana felt over- Lisamarie Villasana, the gi?lcfﬁ:r?g l:)’;-l\-;(e?:?':";ori,r' e
whelmed by her new child care responsibili- gﬁ:;; Za;ther, is awaiting trial on first-degree murder
ties, according to subsequent DCFS reports '
and interviews with her relatives.

Before Verna and her siblings arrived, Villasana had been caring only for her
own newborn. Now she had three additional youngsters who were extraordinarily
demanding. Two showed signs of learning and developmental disabilities, records
show, and all had been raised until then in a chaotic home with little adult supervi-
sion.

Just days before Verna’s death, Villasana temporarily left the home because of
the stress, according to a police report and relatives. She also had attempted suicide
in recent months by taking pills and drinking bleach.

“It was just too much for one person to take care of those four kids,” said Villa-
sana’s stepfather, Juan Bautista.

R
asisss

Checking a box

DCEFS officials completely privatized the intact family program in 2012 amid
a deep financial crisis as well as persistent government management problems —
families were getting services for three or four years without seeing any real im-
provement, for example.

But as the state agency’s role shifted from providing direct services to oversee-
ing and managing nonprofit contractors, DCFS simply failed at its new task, agency
director Walker told the Tribune.
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Verna Tobicoe was one of 15 lllinois children to die of abuse or neglect from 2012 through 2016 in homes with DCFS’
“intact family services.”

“When we did that privatization, we ... more or less just sent cases over and we
didn’t have any expectations — or any good expectations — about what (the non-
profits) were going to do,” said Walker, who took the helm of DCFS in June as its
10th director or acting director since 2011.

DCFS does send monitors to the nonprofits’ offices four times a year — but Grz-
elak, of Kaleidoscope, said they only look at paperwork to make sure files are com-
plete and rarely try to gauge the quality or impact of the agency’s work.

“We can check a box and say, ‘We did our three home visits’ But what did we do
in that visit? What did we accomplish?” Grzelak said.

Kaleidoscope also never learns what the DCFS monitors find in those inspec-
tions, Grzelak said. “There is nothing in writing. There is no accountability. When
are we going to get a more robust conversation about how we are doing?” she said.
“There should be no secretiveness.”

Walker said she has begun reforming the program by hiring more child protec-
tive staff and increasing DCFS’ oversight and supervision of the nonprofits. “We are
laser beam-focused. We’re following up to make sure that our actions are leading to
improvements.”

She also said she is looking for additional financial resources for the intact family
services program. The rate paid to agencies such as Kaleidoscope has not increased
for at least five years, according to providers. Last year, Grzelak said, Kaleidoscope
had to supplement the $730,000 it received from DCFS with $98,000 from other
sources to cover basic costs related to intact family services.

Caseworkers, meanwhile, are often poorly trained, underpaid and burdened
with overwhelming caseloads.

“We have young workers who are not adequately trained, who are surviving and
doing what is in front of them every day;” Grzelak said.

The job can be “scary, heartbreaking and stressful,” Ivey said.

Assigned to assist both of Verna’s biological parents, Ivey was carrying 17 other
cases at the time, nearly double the average of 10 recommended in the DCFS con-



tract, according to Grzelak and Ivey.

The DCFS inspector general determined that Ivey did not seem to understand
the family or know how to counsel and assist them. Ivey disputed that.

“My role was to stabilize the family and make sure they had their basic needs
met, and that’s what I did. Sometimes I would visit that home twice a week. I even
gave them some of my own daughter’s hand-me-downs,” Ivey told the Tribune. “In-
tact is a short-term fix, and in that short time all you’re praying for as a worker is
that nobody dies while this baby is on your watch.”

DCFS generally expects the nonprofits to close intact family services cases with-
in six months, and the agency’s contracts start to reduce payments at that point,
even though Grzelak and other providers say families often still need help.

In the sixth month of Verna’s case, in January 2015, Kaleidoscope closed its file.
“There are no concerns regarding the safety and well-being of the children,” a Ka-
leidoscope supervisor wrote.

Four months later, Verna was found in the bathtub dead.

Palacios, the teacher, said she was shattered by the news. “I started crying,” Pa-
lacios recalled. “What I feared most could happen happened. I was very angry at
DCEFS because they had an investigation going on. They had visited the family.”

Only after Verna’s death did DCFS investigators conduct forensic interviews
with her siblings — taking them outside the home to question them separately about
mistreatment, instead of interviewing them for a few minutes at home with their
parents nearby.

In these sessions, the children readily described being whipped, kicked and
abused by Villasana and other adults, records show.

On the way to one interview, Verna’s brother asked a DCFS investigator if Verna
was coming back, according to confidential DCFS case notes. The investigator told
the boy that Verna “is in his heart and all he had to do is think about her and close
his eyes and he would see her.”

Verna’s older brother and sister now live with a foster family out of state.
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DCFS office:
Prizes for most
case closings

Unit investigated
home where girl
was found dead

By DAVID JACKSON,
GARY

AND DuaA ELDEIB
Chicago Tribune

As state child welfare
investigators probed alle-
gations of abuse in the
Joliet Township home
where 17-month-old Se-
maj Crosby would later be
found dead, their supervi-
sor was launching a con-
test that awarded $100 gift
cards to the two workers
who closed the most cases

in a month, according to
agency interviews and
internal emails examined
by the Tribune.

The third-place winner
would get a $50 gift card.

Evidence of the Joliet
office contest emerged as
the Illinois Department of
Children and Family Serv-
ices faces mounting criti-
cism from state lawmak-
ers that it is quickly clos-
ing abuse and neglect in-
vestigations even when
basic information has not
been gathered and chil-
dren are left in harm’s way.

While the dollar
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DCFS office: Prizes
for most case closings

Unit investigated home where girl was found dead

BY DAVID JACKSON, GARY MARX AND DuAA ELDEIB

As state child welfare investigators probed allegations of abuse in the Joliet
Township home where 17-month-old Semaj Crosby would later be found dead,
their supervisor was launching a contest that awarded $100 gift cards to the two
workers who closed the most cases in a month, according to agency interviews and
internal emails examined by the Tribune.

The third-place winner would get a $50 gift card.

Evidence of the Joliet office contest
emerged as the Illinois Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services faces mounting
criticism from state lawmakers that it is
quickly closing abuse and neglect investi-
gations even when basic information has
not been gathered and children are left in
harm’s way.

While the dollar amount of the Joliet
contest was relatively low, DCFS Director
George Sheldon told the Tribune that the
competition was improper.

“Offering financial incentives like that I
think is an inappropriate step,” Sheldon said
in an interview Friday. “I think the inten-
tions were good, but the way they handled
it wasn’t.”

State Rep. Mary Flowers, D-Chicago,
who this week chaired a legiSIative hear ing Semaj, 17 months old, was }lgt;;o;:;; SA:)ErF:IIZF?s orrieE
on failures of DCFS investigations, reacted
sharply when told of the contest by the Tribune, calling it “unethical.”

Flowers called for the agency’s inspector general to conduct an immediate in-
vestigation into the contest, including the children and families who were affected
by cases that may have been closed prematurely.

“Children’s lives could have been put at risk because of this bad behavior,” Flow-
ers said. “This is not a game. These families are in need of help and services — they
are not to be played and toyed with. That’s not the purpose of DCFS. That is not
what they are paid for.”

On Friday, DCFS released a new report describing a litany of failures by investi-
gators who opened at least 10 investigations into abuse and neglect in Semaj’s home




during the two years before her death. Some of those cases were closed within days,
and most were “unfounded due to insufficient evidence,” the report shows.

Sheldon said he does not believe the push to close cases quickly played a role in
Semaj’s case but said he understands why people “may have that perception.”

“We’ve got to aggressively pursue these cases with a sense of urgency, but I want
to make sure that message isn’t misinterpreted to cut corners,” Sheldon said. “I want
to make sure that we don’t have unintended consequences. The first thing is to thor-
oughly investigate the case.”

Senior Deputy Director Neil Skene told the Tribune that DCFS is reviewing
whether to discipline any supervisors for the contest. The agency is preparing a no-
tification to all staff warning against such incentives, Skene added.

It’s unclear whether any of the contest winners were involved in the numerous
DCEFS inquiries at the home where Semaj died.

The contest began in January, according to interviews and emails.

That month, DCFS Joliet office administrator Carolyn Travis sent two dozen
frontline child protection investigators an email announcing a contest to reward the
worker who closed the most abuse and neglect cases.

“CLOSING CASE CONTEST FOR JANUARY, AND WERE OFF;” said the mis-
spelled subject line of Travis’ email.

Attempts by the Tribune to reach Travis for comment were unsuccessful.

Travis sent contest updates to her investigators, marking them high importance.
Two days after the first email, Travis sent another on Jan. 6 with the subject line:
‘JANUARY CONTEST CASE COUNT AS OF TODAY HOW MANY HAS BEEN
CLOSED SO FAR”.

On Jan. 26, Travis sent an email listing the number of cases each worker had
closed, with the subject line: “CONTEST — CLOSED CASES SO FAR FOR THE
MONTH OF JANUARY 2017- 3 BUSINESS LEFT”.

Earlier this month, a Tribune investigation disclosed a separate DCFS program
in Cook County called “Blue Star” that offered overtime pay instead of comp time to
child protection investigators who significantly boost the percentage of cases they
closed within 14 days.

State law gives DCFS 60 days to complete investigations unless supervisors
grant extensions because medical and police reports or other critical information is
pending. But starting last fall under Blue Star, DCFS tripled the percentage of Cook
County abuse and neglect investigations closed within 14 days.

The closure rate rose from about 5 percent per month to 15 percent by March
2017,a Tribune analysis of DCFS data found. Agency goals called for that percentage
to double again for at least some Cook County teams: 30 percent of investigations
were expected to be closed within 14 days by March 2018, internal DCFS memos on
Blue Star showed.

Sheldon has told the Tribune the goal of Blue Star was to help investigators fo-
cus on the most serious allegations of harm. But agency officials said they now are
reviewing how Blue Star was communicated to workers and whether the case-clos-
ing goals are appropriate.

The Tribune also has reported on the shortcomings marring three other DCFS
investigations; in those cases, children were beaten or starved to death by caretak-
ers. Investigators did not interview key witnesses, the Tribune found, missed obvi-
ous signs of abuse and failed to gather medical reports and other evidence.

The new DCFS report on Semaj’s home details similar investigative shortfalls
and provides no indication that DCFS developed safety plans to protect children
there — even after hotline calls alleging that a 17-month-old boy was extensively
bruised in February and a 3-year-old girl allegedly was molested in March.



In an interview with the Tribune, Taja Price, a Joliet restaurant worker whose
17-month-old son was the alleged victim of the February beating, told the Tribune
that she warned DCFS.

“I said, you need to investigate that house — they are beating kids at that house,”
Price said.

Her son had stayed in the Joliet Township home for a few days to visit his father.
He came home to Price with bruises on his leg, according to the new DCFS report
and photographs that Price provided to the Tribune.

Price took the child to a hospital, and a nurse called the DCFS hotline. But Price
said a DCFS investigator talked to her only briefly.

“I’'m like, something’s going on at the house,” Price said. “I said, somebody needs
to investigate and check on these babies. If (my son) is being abused, the rest of
them are too.”

She said she never was told the outcome of the case.

“They did not tell me it was indicated or not,” Price said. “They never told me
anything. I haven’t gotten no paperwork from them.”

Three months later, according to the report released Friday, the investigation
into the bruises on Price’s son remains open. The March molestation charge was

unfounded because of insufficient evidence, although welts and bruises were con-
firmed.
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er disappearance,
a flurry of reports

By DAVID JACKSON,
GARY MARX AND
Duaa ELDEIB
Chicago Tribune

The morning after 17-
month-old Semaj Crosby
was reported missing from
her Joliet Township home,
state Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services
investigators and supervi-
sors went to a strip mall
office three miles away and
began filing reports.

As police searched fran-
tically for Semaj on April
26, one DCFS investigator
over a three-hour span
typed up eight reports
about important interviews
she’d conducted regarding
Semaj’s family. Some of
those interviews occurred
seven weeks earlier.

Another DCFS investi-
gator typed reports on her
interactions with mental
health professionals that

STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
Flowers and toys mark the grave of Semaj Crosby, who was found dead last month in her Joliet Township home.

Weeks-old interviews typed up during search for Semaj

STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Investigators at the Joliet DCFS office belatedly filed
reports regarding the family of Semaj Crosby.

took place four days earlier.

‘Within 30 hours of her
being reported missing, on
April 27, Semaj’s body was
found by police under a
soiled living room couch.
And still, DCFS investiga-
tors continued to file re-
ports on their interactions
from days and weeks be-

fore.

The belatedly filed re-
ports appear to violate
DCFS’ rule that investiga-
tors promptly file child
abuse and neglect case re-
ports. The Illinois regula-
tion called “Procedures
3007 says: “All investigative
activities must be docu-

WILL COUNTY SHERIFF'S OFFICE

Semaj, 17 months old, was
found dead April 27.

mented in a contact or case
note within 48 hours.”
Those delayed reports
were approved and over-
seen by supervisors in the
state child welfare agency’s
Joliet office, the Tribune
found in an examination of
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Flowers and toys mark the grave of Semaj Crosby, who was found dead last month in her Joliet Township home.

TRIBUNE WATCHDOG UPDATE

After disappearance,
a flurry of reports

Weeks-old interviews typed up during search for Semaj
BY DAVID JACKSON, GARY MARX AND DuAA ELDEIB

The morning after 17-month-old Semaj Crosby was reported missing from her
Joliet Township home, state Department of Children and Family Services investi-
gators and supervisors went to a strip mall office three miles away and began filing
reports.

As police searched frantically for Semaj on April 26, one DCFS investigator over
a three-hour span typed up eight reports about important interviews she’d conduct-
ed regarding Semaj’s family. Some of those interviews occurred seven weeks earlier.

Another DCFS investigator typed reports on her interactions with mental health
professionals that took place four days earlier.

Within 30 hours of her being reported missing, on April 27, Semaj’s body was
found by police under a soiled living room couch. And still, DCFS investigators con-
tinued to file reports on their interactions from days and weeks before.

The belatedly filed reports appear to violate DCFS’ rule that investigators
promptly file child abuse and neglect case reports. The Illinois regulation called



“Procedures 300” says: “All investigative activities must be documented in a contact
or case note within 48 hours.”

Those delayed reports were approved and overseen by supervisors in the state
child welfare agency’s Joliet office, the Tribune found in an examination of more
than 200 pages of internal DCFS investigators’ case files about agency contacts with
Semaj’s family in the months before she disappeared and was found dead.

The belated reports describe DCFS staff working assiduously to investigate the
conditions for Semaj and six other children living in the cramped, grimy rental.
Their investigations followed a March 4 hotline allegation that a 3-year-old girl was
molested there, as well as a separate April 21 report that a child in the home had
threatened suicide.

On Friday, DCFS Director George Sheldon released a 22-page Quality Assurance
Review of DCFS shortfalls in protecting Semaj and other children in the home as
investigators opened 10 abuse and neglect probes in the two years after April 2015.
Sheldon has said that report demonstrates his commitment to transparency and to
improving on deficiencies.

But that review did not mention the weeks-late filing of investigative reports
documented in the agency’s electronic case notes. The review also failed to mention
that supervisors repeatedly approved files that were missing basic reports regard-
ing Semaj, and that administrators also signed off on the flurry of belated reports.

Asked why the DCFS investigators’ late report filing was not mentioned in the
Quality Assurance Review, DCFS Senior Deputy Director Neil Skene said: “It feels
to me like we just missed it.”

More than just paperwork, the reports are a key part of how the agency pro-
tects children, ensuring that various agencies and investigators are working togeth-
er, helping them to identify whether greater intervention is necessary for a child’s
safety, experts and investigators told the Tribune.

In light of the Tribune’s reporting, Skene said, the department will review the
potential impact of the belated note filing on the agency’s efforts to protect Semaj
and her siblings.

“We do want to go back and see if anything in those notes that were entered late
might have changed the course of the investigation in some fashion,” he said. If a
child’s safety has been assured, filing notes a few days late “is not all that unusual or
unreasonable. ... On the other hand, seven weeks is unreasonable. There’s no ques-
tion about that.”

DCEFS Inspector General Denise Kane said her staff noticed the belated filings
during a standard review following Semaj’s death, and opened an investigation.

In such cases, Kane said her office tries to determine why case notes were filed
late, whether investigators actually did the interviews and investigative work de-
scribed in the tardy reports, and what role supervisors played in the delays. Kane
declined to comment further or provide any specific details about her office’s probe,
saying only, “Investigative notes have to be timely in order to have proper supervi-
sion.”

Kane said she has also opened an investigation into a case-closing contest in the
Joliet office that awarded prizes to investigators who closed the most cases, after
the Tribune published a report Friday on it.

Late reports ‘challenge’ investigations

DCFS’ internal review released last week had criticized an agency supervisor’s
late filing of notes about consultations with a caseworker from the private contrac-
tor Children’s Home + Aid who was helping Semaj’s family get mental health and
medical services. The notes from seven of those 12 consultations dating back to Sep-



tember 2016 were entered in a flurry on April 26, the day after Semaj was reported
missing.

“This late entry of narrative information ... (can) challenge the credibility of the
supervision process,” the review noted.

Former DCFS chief Jess McDonald told the Tribune the belated filing of inves-
tigative reports represents a management failure.

“If there is a significant gap between the time of contacts and the time of reports,
supervisors should be aware,” he said.

Often the issue is overwhelming caseloads, McDonald added. “Too much to do
ends up having people not do the right things, and usually it is a child or their family
that pays the price.”

There are several reasons why child protective investigators say prompt report-
ing can save children’s lives.

Most serious cases are typically handled collaboratively by agency teams who
all enter their case reports into the same Statewide Automated Child Welfare In-
formation System, or SACWIS. The lack of up-to-date information can hinder team
members who must share assignments and make urgent decisions, and supervisors
who assign new tasks and authorize protective custody of youth when intervention
is necessary.

In addition, child protective investigators told the Tribune, they are trained to
note the demeanor and vocal inflection of people they interview and to pay atten-
tion to subtleties such as eye contact, then input reports while those impressions
are fresh.

“It is imperative to get your notes in immediately so you can recall the specific
details,” retired DCFS investigator and former agency acting director Denise Gon-
zales told the Tribune.

In 2015 and 2016, DCFS moved to suspend or sanction 12 investigators for fail-
ing to promptly enter case notes into SACWIS, a Tribune analysis of state disciplin-
ary records found. In eight other cases the investigators did not “complete and/or
document” investigative activities, those state records say. DCFS also reprimanded
one supervisor who failed to ensure that an investigator had filed timely reports
over several weeks, those state records show. The final outcome of those disciplin-
ary cases could not immediately be determined Tuesday.

Cook County Public Guardian Robert Harris, whose office represents state wards
in juvenile court, said the lengthy delays in filing notes may indicate that Joliet child
protection investigators were juggling excessive caseloads and “playing catch-up.”

“At a minimum, it just shows that they are either overwhelmed with cases and
aren’t able to put the notes in, or that these notes are more notes of convenience
than they are of actual casework,” Harris said.

“It certainly seems bizarre that all of a sudden they are going to get all of these
notes in at the last minute.”

A veteran investigator

When Semaj was reported missing April 25 at 6:28 p.m., the community search
included a local TV station helicopter circling overhead as police and volunteers
combed the area.

“MEDIA case,” said the initial DCFS report on the missing toddler.

Starting at 9:32 a.m. the next morning, one Joliet DCFS investigator — a 19-year
agency veteran — filed reports that documented assignments she completed in ear-
ly March, including in-person assessments of children in Semaj’s home, interviews
with family members and contacts with police and medical professionals, accord-
ing to government records examined by the Tribune.
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Investigators at the Joliet DCFS office belatedly filed reports regarding the family of Semaj Crosby.

The veteran investigator filed eight such reports by 12:14 p.m. — then one more
the next morning, after Semaj was found dead, describing her efforts weeks earlier
to track down the alleged abuser of a girl in the home.

Then, on May 2 and 3, she filed four more reports about events that took place
in previous weeks, again detailing her earlier attempts to locate the child’s alleged
abuser.

She was investigating the March 4 hotline allegation that a 3-year-old girl was
beaten and molested in Semaj’s house on Louis Road. That girl was taken to a hos-
pital with reported swelling of her private parts as well as “bruises and scratches
all over her body” and “a belt buckle mark on (her) arm and on her leg;” one DCFS
report said.

The 3-year-old girl had been in the care of her mother’s boyfriend — a felon with
a history of domestic violence who went on the lam after the injuries came to light.

In one of several similar examples, the veteran investigator on April 26 submitted
a report saying that seven weeks earlier, on March 7, she had a critical phone con-
versation with the 3-year-old’s biological father, who was in touch with the youth
but not living at the house on Louis Road. In that conversation, the father revealed
that the alleged abuser “was heard whopping” the girl, and he suspected his other
children were abused in the home because now they are “afraid of the shower and
they are trembling and crying.”

The veteran investigator also completed a series of basic substance abuse, do-
mestic violence or criminal background screenings of adults in the home on May
3, just before DCFS’ 60-day mandated deadline for completing child abuse and ne-
glect investigations, but long after she was assigned the case on March 6.

Her supervisor filed repeated notes in March and April stating that she was re-
viewing the file and had outlined tasks that needed completion — but didn’t men-
tion the missing reports or series of late filings.

An agency intern

The last DCFS investigator to see Semaj alive at about 4 p.m. April 25 was an
intern who had just joined the agency in July 2016. She was assigned to investigate



the alleged neglect of another child from the home on April 21 at his school after the
boy threatened to stab himself with a knife or shoot himself with a BB gun, saying
“I won’t come back to life.”

It wasn’t until April 26 that she filed notes reporting her interviews on April 21
with a physician and with a mental health professional who worked to admit the
boy to a psychiatric hospital, DCFS case records show.

The physician recounted the boy saying “his granny and aunt hurt him at home.
They hit him with their hands or belt everywhere on his body. ... He does not know
why they hit him.”

The intern had ranked fifth among the 24 Joliet office investigators in the DCFS
case-closing contest in January, in which the two investigators who closed the most
abuse and neglect probes that month each won $100 gift cards while the third-place
winner got $50.

An agency spokeswoman said the competition only lasted that month.

On the morning after Semaj was reported missing, the intern filed voluminous
notes, vividly conveying her impressions of the trash-strewn three-bedroom rental
where the girl lived. And she described the playful girl in the gray shirt with the cat
on the front and mismatched pink and gray socks “running around the house play-
ing with her brothers and drinking out of a sippy cup.”

Semaj soon relaxed with a pink pacifier, the intern reported.

“There were no defects in the home that would endanger the health and safety
of the children.”

Two and a half hours later, Semaj was reported missing.
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The state agency respon-
sible for protecting the chil-
dren in Semaj Crosby’s
home assigned unmanage-
able caseloads to investiga-
tors in its Joliet field office
and allowed supervisors
there to intimidate and mis-
treat workers, the Tribune
has found.

As allegations of child
abuse poured in from the
Joliet Township house

CHRIS SWEDA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

A girl holds a sign at a news conference held this month by
a group seeking answers in the death of Semaj Crosby.

Staff overloaded as allegations poured in
from home where tot later was found dead

BY DAVID JACKSON AND GARY MARX | Chicago Tribune

where 17-month-old Semaj
would be found dead in
April, investigators in the
Department of Children
and Family Services’ local
office sometimes handled
30 or more new cases per
month — well over nation-
ally recognized standards.
Meanwhile, supervisors
often bullied staff members
and doled out the easiest
assignments to favored

workers, according to Trib-
une interviews with current
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under investigation by Will
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than four months after she
was found wedged under a
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DCEFS field office ‘toxic’

On Friday, the coroner an-
nounced she had died of
asphyxia and declared the
death a homicide. The case
has rattled DCFS and law-
makers, who asked how the
agency could have failed to
protect Semaj despite 11
investigations at her home
beginning in April 2015.
The agency commis-
sioned two reports on
lessons it had learned from
Semaj’s case. The reports
found that investigators ne-
ver determined the iden-
tities of many adults who
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A girl holds a sign at a news conference held this month by a group seeking answers in the death of Semaj Crosby.

Workers call DCFS
field office ‘toxic’

Staff overloaded as allegations poured in from home
where tot later was found dead

BY DAVID JACKSON AND GARY MARX

The state agency responsible for protecting the children in Semaj Crosby’s home
assigned unmanageable caseloads to investigators in its Joliet field office and al-
lowed supervisors there to intimidate and mistreat workers, the Tribune has found.

As allegations of child abuse poured in from the Joliet Township house where
17-month-old Semaj would be found dead in April, investigators in the Department
of Children and Family Services’ local office sometimes handled 30 or more new
cases per month — well over nationally recognized standards.

Meanwhile, supervisors often bullied staff members and doled out the easiest
assignments to favored workers, according to Tribune interviews with current and
former investigators. Some of the most sensitive and complex abuse cases were giv-
en to interns — the last DCFS investigator who saw Semaj alive, hours before she
was reported missing, was an intern, according to DCFS records.

Semaj’s death remains under investigation by Will County authorities more than



four months after she was found wedged under a couch in her home, where at least
six adults and as many as 15 children lived. On Friday, the coroner announced she
had died of asphyxia and declared the death a homicide. The case has rattled DCFS
and lawmakers, who asked how the agency could have failed to protect Semaj de-
spite 11 investigations at her home beginning in April 2015.

The agency commissioned two reports on lessons it had learned from Semaj’s
case. The reports found that investigators never determined the identities of many
adults who cared for children in the bug-infested home and that cases were closed
quickly after those adults assured them the kids were safe.

DCEFS has said the reports reflect the agency’s willingness to answer tough ques-
tions and correct problems. But neither report addressed what workers described
as chronic mismanagement of the agency’s understaffed Joliet office.

The two official DCFS reports — an internal study completed in May and a July
analysis by Casey Family Programs, a Seattle-based nonprofit — also failed to men-
tion other problems the Tribune has previously reported. In January, the Joliet
office began awarding $100 gift cards to investigators who closed the most cases
quickly, a practice that the agency later called a serious mistake and said it quickly
stopped. The Tribune also found that DCFS investigators filed crucial reports on
Semaj’s case only after she died, with some interviews and findings documented
several weeks late, in violation of agency policy.

A long-standing federal court consent decree known as “B.H.” effectively pro-
hibits DCFS from assigning an investigator more than 153 new cases per year. But
in 2015, as the Joliet office began its series of investigations at Semaj’s home, two
investigators were handed more than 250 new cases and five others had more than
220, according to DCFS records. Caseloads got even worse in 2016 and the start of
this year.

Investigating a case involves conducting multiple interviews with children and
family members, as well as doctors, police and others, and gathering sensitive law
enforcement and medical reports. Interviews can be complicated by domestic vio-
lence, drug abuse and criminal activity in the home, and investigators sometimes
face threats, harassment and even assaults as they weigh whether the state should
take custody of endangered children.

Office investigation

In the wake of Semaj’s death, DCFS Inspector General Denise Kane is investigat-
ing the heavy caseloads at the Joliet office, the Tribune has learned. Kane declined
to comment.

DCEFS officials told the Tribune they have been making a concerted effort to re-
duce caseloads in the office and are getting the problems under control. The agency
temporarily brought back retired employees to close out open investigations, re-
cently changed the requirements for hiring new investigators and took steps to fill
vacancies faster, they said.

“We have been working aggressively;” said Neil Skene, senior deputy director for
strategy and performance. “Today we have a much more stable workforce than two
years ago, and we are beginning to actually get ahead of the problem.”

State Rep. Mary Flowers, D-Chicago, said she was not convinced that problems
at the Joliet office have been solved.

“In order to save the children, we are going to have to clean that office out,” Flow-
ers said. “Obviously, the quality of the people in that office is having a negative im-
pact on the families in that county. They are not doing their job. The poor families of
this state need to become a priority.”

Four current and former Joliet field office investigators complained to the Tri-
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Taja Price told DCFS that her son Jordan came home with long bruises on his legs after visiting his father at the home
where Semaj Crosby was living.

bune that supervisors doled out easier assignments to a favored few, among other
allegations. All spoke to reporters on condition that they not be named, as they still
held government jobs and feared workplace retribution.

“The good workers got (thrown) under the bus,” said one former child protec-
tion investigator. “It was about who knew who.”

Another investigator described being overworked and pressured by supervisors
to close cases quickly, saying she left the office after about a year because of the
“toxic” work environment.

She described driving around Will County all day, then returning to the office
shortly before 5 p.m., only to be given another assignment or having to spend hours
inputting her case notes. “I was never home,” she said. “It was terrible, just terrible.
I just couldn’t take the stress.”

Records show high turnover in the Joliet office. Of the 21 investigators listed in
internal DCFS caseworker rosters in January 2015, all but four were gone from the
office by July 2017, the Tribune found.

Over the same period, Northern Illinois DCFS area chief Desiree Silva repeat-
edly sent memos to then-operations chief Michael Ruppe about the urgent need
to fill empty investigative positions. In one report she described a “vacancy crisis”
across DCFS’ northern region, which includes the Joliet office.

George Sheldon, former director of DCFS, traveled to the office in June 2015 to
address staff complaints but allowed supervisors to attend his sessions, and few if
any workers felt comfortable enough to be candid, according to Tribune interviews.

By 2016, nine Joliet investigators — including newcomers — were above the B.H.
limit, and eight of them handled more than 200 new cases, internal DCFS case
tracking records show. One investigator handled 283 new cases last year, agency
case-tracking data shows.

The first investigation in Semaj’s home, in April 2015, was conducted by an inves-
tigator who was assigned 21 new cases that month and 22 the next. She found cred-
ible evidence that one of the men who sometimes lived in the home, Semaj’s father,



James Crosby, had abused his 5-year-old son by whipping him with a belt after the
boy got in trouble at school, government records show.

The second investigation, launched a year later, was handled by a supervisor who
took on a high caseload. She was assigned 39 new cases in April 2016, 24 in May and
17 the next month, DCFS records show. For a time, the investigation was handed
off to a retired former investigator who had been brought back temporarily to close
pending cases, the Tribune found.

Insufficient evidence

Ultimately, the supervisor concluded that there was insufficient evidence to sus-
tain an allegation that children from Semaj’s home were running loose at all hours
in a nearby park while adults in the house were selling drugs and drinking, DCFS
records show.

DCEFS later learned that the supervisor had failed to cite the previous abuse in-
vestigation in her report — probably because an incorrect name was used for Semaj’s
mother, Sheri Gordon. Similar shortfalls and errors emerged in subsequent cases as
investigators probed allegations that the children in Semaj’s home were beaten, mo-
lested and neglected.

When Semaj’s 7-year-old brother reported in January that their mother, Gordon,
hit him in the head with a shoe repeatedly and did the same to his siblings, the case
was assigned to an investigator who handled 271 new cases in the previous year, the
Tribune found. He was a relative newcomer to the office, getting his first cases in
September 2015.

He closed this allegation within a week, citing insufficient evidence, after the
children in the house denied any excessive corporal punishment and an outside so-
cial worker told the DCFS investigator she “did not have concerns related to the
allegations,” according to a report.

Pressure on investigators

Will County Board Minority Leader Herbert Brooks Jr., D-Joliet — a former state
elder abuse investigator who has been pushing for answers in the Semaj Crosby
case — said he understands how high caseloads can add to pressure on investigators
and empathizes with the local DCFS workers.

“You only have two eyes, and you can’t be eyes on all the cases all the time, and
that’s when something might fall through the cracks,” Brooks said. “So it does weigh
heavily, heavily on the caseworker. Sometimes you can’t sleep at night because aball
was dropped on your watch.”

One of the 11 DCFS investigations at Semaj’s home concerned the toddler son
of Joliet restaurant worker Taja Price. The boy had stayed there for a few days in
February to visit his father but came home with long bruises on his legs, according
to DCFS records and an interview with Price. No one has been charged in that case.

The investigation, which records show was given to a DCFS worker with less
than six months on the job, had not been completed by the time Semaj’s body was
found more than two months later.

If the investigation had been more prompt and thorough, Price said, authorities
might have taken steps to protect Semaj.

“I think that baby would still be alive,” Price said. “She could have been saved.”
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Police, DCFS cutbacks strain

child sex crime investi

BY DAVID JACKSON
AND GARY MARX
Chicago Tribune

Whimsically designed
to suggest the gingerbread
castle a child might build,
the Chicago Children’s
Advocacy Center has
earned national acclaim
for its investigations of sex
assault and abuse cases
involving victims as young
as afew months old.

In the bright facility on
South Damen Avenue, po-
lice detectives and prose-

cutors team with child
welfare investigators, doc-
tors and therapists to bring
abusers to justice and re-
move children from dan-
gerous homes.

But even as the center’s
caseload has steadily
grown — to a record 2,450
child abuse reports during
the 12 months ended in
June — staff cutbacks have
strained its operations and
alarmed some of the spe-
cialists working there, the
Tribune found in an analy-
sis of government records

and interviews with work-
ers.
The number of police
assigned to the special
investigations unit based
at the center fell from 38
detectives, officers,
sergeants and lieutenants
in 2011 to 21 in June of this
year, according to police
rosters obtained by the
Tribune under open re-
cords laws.

The arrest rate for the
child sex crimes handled
at the center also declined
from 24 percent in 2011 to
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A child runs on playground equipment outside the Chicago Children’s Advocacy Center recently before heading inside for a therapy session.

Tribune analysis: Arrest rates decline as staff numbers shrink

13 percent in 2016, accord-
ing to a Tribune analysis of
police data on 5,800 cases
closed during those six
years. The newspaper’s
analysis excluded open in-
vestigations as well as
those in which police con-
cluded that no crime oc-
curred.

Former police Detective
Bob Midlowski, who was
assigned to the center
when it opened in 2001
and worked there until
2014, said he left because
he felt he could not do his

job anymore.

“As people retired they
weren’t replaced,” he said.
“As equipment broke
down it wasn’t replaced.
As cars broke down they
weren’t replaced. It basi-
cally went downhill and it
never got any better. It is a
}ihadow of what it used to

"

High caseloads also
have been a problem in the
state Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services
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A child runs on playground equipment outside the Chicago Children’s Advocacy Center recently before heading inside
for a therapy session.

Police, DCFS cutbacks strain
child sex crime investigations

Tribune analysis: Arrest rates decline as staff numbers shrink
BY DAVID JACKSON AND GARY MARX

Whimsically designed to suggest the gingerbread castle a child might build, the
Chicago Children’s Advocacy Center has earned national acclaim for its investiga-
tions of sex assault and abuse cases involving victims as young as a few months old.

In the bright facility on South Damen Avenue, police detectives and prosecutors
team with child welfare investigators, doctors and therapists to bring abusers to jus-
tice and remove children from dangerous homes.

But even as the center’s caseload has steadily grown — to a record 2,450 child
abuse reports during the 12 months ended in June — staff cutbacks have strained its
operations and alarmed some of the specialists working there, the Tribune found in
an analysis of government records and interviews with workers.

The number of police assigned to the special investigations unit based at the cen-
ter fell from 38 detectives, officers, sergeants and lieutenants in 2011 to 21 in June
of this year, according to police rosters obtained by the Tribune under open records
laws.



The arrest rate for the child sex crimes handled at the center also declined from
24 percent in 2011 to 13 percent in 2016, according to a Tribune analysis of police
data on 5,800 cases closed during those six years. The newspaper’s analysis exclud-
ed open investigations as well as those in which police concluded that no crime oc-
curred.

Former police Detective Bob Midlowski, who was assigned to the center when
it opened in 2001 and worked there until 2014, said he left because he felt he could
not do his job anymore.

“As people retired they weren’t replaced,” he said. “As equipment broke down it
wasn’t replaced. As cars broke down they weren’t replaced. It basically went down-
hill and it never got any better. It is a shadow of what it used to be.”

High caseloads also have been a problem in the state Department of Children
and Family Services unit that teams with police at the center. Eighteen DCFS child
protective investigators staffed the center in 2001, but in June there were only 11,
state records and interviews show. Several of the DCFS investigators handled as
many as 30 open cases in recent months — well above nationally recognized stan-
dards — and one had 50 open cases in March, internal agency case-tracking records
show.

“Their caseloads are crazy,” said Dr. Majorie Fujara, who heads the center’s med-
ical unit and works closely with the DCFS investigators. “I will talk to them about a
(victim’s) medical exam and they will say, ‘Which case is that?’ «

Fujara’s medical staff at the center has dropped from four doctors to two, al-
though she plans on hiring a third physician this month. “There is more work with
fewer staff, and we can’t maintain the quality we had 10 or 15 years ago,” said Fujara,
a physician who has worked at the center’s medical unit for 17 years and run it since
2016.

Chicago police and DCFS told the Tribune the center is functioning smoothly
with no drop-off in effectiveness, though center Executive Director Char Rivette
expressed concern about staffing cutbacks.

“Any lack of resources in any one of the partnerships creates an immediate dom-
ino effect on timeliness to get stuff done,” Rivette said. “People are working a lot —
long hours, sacrificing their own personal lives, sacrificing spending time with their
own families. There is just stress on the system.”

National headlines have focused on Chicago’s gun violence, which last year took
the lives of 36 children and teens under the age of 17 and left at least 288 others
wounded, according to Tribune reports.

The sexual attacks represent a less visible pattern of violence against Chicago
children, one that typically takes place behind closed doors but also scars hundreds
each year. Some 60 percent of the center’s incoming sexual assault and abuse re-
ports concern children age 12 or younger, said spokesman Trevor Peterson.

The nonprofit center is part of a statewide network of 39 similar facilities where
government agencies and center workers coordinate child abuse investigations.
With its leafy courtyard, blue slide in the playground and toys and books scattered
about, the facility is designed to put young victims at ease.

In a waiting room on a recent morning, two preteen girls played the board game
Candy Land with a staffer as the movie “Horton Hears a Who!” ran on a nearby
monitor.

Then a center worker took one girl’s hand as they walked down a hallway to one
of four forensic interview rooms. Equipped with a microphone and cameras, these
rooms are the stage for wrenching dramas as children sit one after the other to re-
count details of abuse.

Behind a two-way mirror, detectives, DCFS investigators and prosecutors take
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Charlie Hollendoner, left, and Ron Jasica, Chicago police detectives, investigate a potential sex crime against a child in
July. Both work out of the Chicago Children’s Advocacy Center.

notes and assist the interviewer during short breaks.

“We explain to the children everything before we start,” Peterson said. “We tell
them who is on the other side and why they are here.”

Tough cases to investigate

Chicago police said their staffing at the center was adequate and the effective-
ness of the detectives working there has not diminished.

“Everyone would like additional resources,” said Lt. Patricia Casey, commanding
officer of the Police Department’s special investigations unit at the center. She said
the department anticipates assigning more detectives to the center by the end of the
summet.

“I’'m not sure exactly how many detectives they had years ago, but I can tell you
that our detectives that are here will work around the clock if they have to in order
to make sure that a child is getting the utmost attention when they are a victim of
sexual assault or trauma,” Casey said. “No matter how many detectives are in this
building, I can assure you that they are getting the job done.”

The police also disputed the Tribune’s arrest-rate analysis, saying the results do
not match their own statistics.

The Tribune based its analysis on data from Clearmap, the city’s public portal to
data on all crimes committed since 2001. Police said they purge from Clearmap all
reports for which officers ultimately concluded that no crime occurred — known as
“unfounded” cases — but include such cases in their own calculations of arrest rates.

At the Tribune’s request, police provided detailed internal data on the 2,450 un-
founded child sex abuse cases that were handled at the center since 2010. After
these cases were added, the arrest rate still fell, but less dramatically: from 15.4 per-
cent in 2011 to 11.6 percent last year.

Adding a wrinkle to these calculations: Chicago police in 2014 tightened their
definition of what constituted an unfounded child sex abuse report, meaning more
unsolved cases were included in the Clearmap data.

Experts say low arrest rates are to be expected with child sex crimes.

“All of these cases are difficult to investigate and prosecute,” said Margaret Oga-
rek, supervisor of the Cook County state’s attorney’s office at the center.
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Dr. Marjorie Fujara is one of two full-time doctors at the center. In 2001, there were four full-time doctors on staff.

South Sider Frank Nateras, 30, was charged in July 2016 with raping a 3-year-
old relative over a one-month period but pleaded guilty to misdemeanor battery in
March after his attorney successfully challenged the statement the girl made at the
center. He was released after spending 240 days in jail while awaiting trial.

Only a fraction of the cases include physical evidence, national experts note, and
a child’s account may be challenged not just by the alleged offender but also by oth-
er family members.

“A victim’s outcry could destroy a family, make the family homeless if the perp is
the sole breadwinner,” said Fujara. “Many times mothers don’t believe their daugh-
ter when they say that a trusted person — a brother or stepfather — sexually assault-
ed them. These kids feel guilty that what they’ve done has disrupted their whole
household. They are very aware of what happens as a result of their outcry.”

Fujara said she has seen some young victims become suicidal after the impact of
their report becomes clear.

That’s why it’s critical to conclude the investigation as quickly as possible —
something that has become increasingly difficult at a center with fewer staff and
resources, Fujara said.

“Time is the enemy,” Fujara said. “What happens is, you deal with the case in
front of you. The other ones — the case you saw yesterday and you need more in-
formation on — goes on the back burner and sometimes people forget about them.”

Meanwhile, the heinous nature of the crimes can haunt even the most experi-
enced detectives. The job can be so intense that the center has a “breathing room”
where child protection specialists can decompress.

“For some of the detectives, it was very difficult,” said Virginia Zic-Schlomas, a
former police youth division officer who worked at the center for about two years.
“There is no way you don’t take it home with you.”

‘We get confessions’

DCFS officials at the center told the Tribune that they have managed to reduce
investigator caseloads in recent months and could temporarily assign additional in-
vestigators there if needed. The worker who in March shouldered 50 pending cases
recently had 21, said agency spokeswoman Veronica Resa. There are currently three
child protection workers with 30 or more open cases, Resa said.
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The Tribune has reported that DCFS administrators last year began directing
the center’s child welfare investigators to rapidly increase the percentage of cases
they closed within 14 days, in order to cull out frivolous allegations and focus agency
workers on the most serious instances.

But amid the push to speed investigations, DCFS saw a drop in the percentage
of cases in which they found evidence to substantiate abuse allegations, a Tribune
analysis of agency data shows.

The DCFS investigators at the center “indicated” more than 30 percent of their
abuse cases in 2015 — meaning investigators found credible evidence of harm to
children in these instances — while last year the “indicated” rate dropped to 25 per-
cent, according to the agency data. The agency declined to comment on that change.

DCFS’ decisions on indicating cases are separate from the police’s process of
determining whether a crime occurred, reflecting the agencies’ different missions.
DCFS aims to protect children, while police are tasked with bringing abuse perpe-
trators to justice.

Resa said police officials cooperate closely with DCFS investigators and readily
share reports and information. But some DCFS child protection investigators told
the Tribune they have had trouble getting basic Chicago police reports that help
their investigations.

In 2011, then-DCFS Director Richard Calica led an effort to draft a legal agree-
ment between Chicago police and DCFS to speed the sharing of reports and infor-
mation, but that effort stalled when Calica died in 2013 and then was shelved as
eight subsequent directors moved through the troubled child welfare agency.

When DCFS investigators, police detectives and doctors collaborate, “we get
confessions,” said Dr. Jill Glick, medical director of the University of Chicago Comer
Children’s Hospital Child Advocacy and Protective Services team, which evaluates
and treats some of the young victims brought through the center.

But collaboration is difficult amid high caseloads and staff churn at the center,
she said. Glick recalled working with the same seasoned detectives on case after
case, but now, “If I have five different kids in the hospital, I have five different police
officers and often five different DCFS workers,” Glick said. “That makes it very diffi-
cult to communicate, coordinate and exchange vital information about these cases.”

Chicago Tribune’s Dan Hinkel contributed.
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Amid ethics probes,
DCFS boss may exit

Florida job beckons as
watchdog investigates
child welfare director

BY DAVID JACKSON,
GARY MARX

AND DuaA ELDEIB
Chicago Tribune

George Sheldon boasted a can-
do resume when he took the
helm of Illinois’ scandal-ridden
child welfare agency in 2015 and
proposed sweeping reforms.

Two years later, the director of
Illinois’ Department of Children
and Family Services is the subject
of an inspector general’s ethics
probe and tangled in allegations
that a top Cook County aide
misused her authority. His agen-
cy also is facing another crisis,
roiled by the death of 16-month-
old Semaj Crosby in Joliet after
DCFS opened and closed four
investigations into alleged ne-
glectin her home.

Now Sheldon is contemplating
an exit and considering a recruit-
ment effort from Our Kids, a large
Florida nonprofit that recently
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DCFS Director George Sheldon

DCFS SCOLDED: Will County
judge wants agency to turn cases
over to county in wake of
toddler’s death. Page 6

lost three of its top administrators
following the suicides of youth in
the agency’s care.

After the Tribune described
findings of its own investigation
into DCFS contracts, Sheldon
defended his actions but ac-
knowledged that he had belat-
edly made disclosures about ties
to individuals benefiting from
those contracts.

The change of leadership

Turn to DCFS, Page 9
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DCFS Director George Sheldon was appointed by Gov. Rauner.

Amid ethics probes,
DCFS boss may exit

Florida job beckons as watchdog investigates child welfare director
BY DAVID JACKSON, GARY MARX AND DuAA ELDEIB

George Sheldon boasted a can-do resume when he took the helm of Illinois’
scandal-ridden child welfare agency in 2015 and proposed sweeping reforms.

Two years later, the director of Illinois’ Department of Children and Family Ser-
vices is the subject of an inspector general’s ethics probe and tangled in allegations
that a top Cook County aide misused her authority. His agency also is facing an-
other crisis, roiled by the death of 16-month-old Semaj Crosby in Joliet after DCFS
opened and closed four investigations into alleged neglect in her home.

Now Sheldon is contemplating an exit and considering a recruitment effort from
Our Kids, a large Florida nonprofit that recently lost three of its top administrators
following the suicides of youth in the agency’s care.

After the Tribune described findings of its own investigation into DCFS con-
tracts, Sheldon defended his actions but acknowledged that he had belatedly made
disclosures about ties to individuals benefiting from those contracts.

The change of leadership could be another setback for DCFS, which had seven
directors or acting directors in the three years before Gov. Bruce Rauner appointed



Sheldon in February 2015.

“I can’t not give serious consideration to Florida. It’s home, but I also feel an obli-
gation to Illinois,” Sheldon told the Tribune, adding that he expects to make a deci-
sion in the coming weeks.

Sheldon’s predecessor resigned after the Tribune’s 2014 “Harsh Treatment” in-
vestigation showed juvenile wards were assaulted, raped and lured into prostitution
at some of Illinois’ largest residential treatment centers.

Sheldon has blamed the frequent change of leadership for Illinois’ failures to
protect young wards or support their families.

Rauner’s office issued a statement that did not address Sheldon’s potential de-
parture but said that the governor requires all state agencies to follow the law and
abide by “highest ethical standards. ... We will review the (office of executive in-
spector general’s) findings and take any and all steps necessary to implement her
recommendations.”

Plan for change involved Florida friends, aides

Sheldon, who was managing partner of a Tallahassee lobbying and consultancy
firm during the 1980s and 1990s, rose through Democratic Florida politics as a state
representative, deputy attorney general and then secretary of the Department of
Children and Families from 2008 to 2011.

President Barack Obama appointed him acting assistant secretary for the U.S.
Administration for Children and Families. Back in Florida in 2014, Sheldon lost a
campaign for attorney general against incumbent Republican Pam Bondi.

Credited with bringing in tens of millions of new federal dollars to Illinois, Shel-
don focused on reducing the number of youth in residential treatment centers as
well as shortening the length of time wards spend in state custody.

Sheldon’s plan to transform Illinois DCFS centered on cutting-edge technology
that would help DCFS identify youth in danger of abuse and neglect, and increase
the efficiency of child protection investigators, according to his public statements.
To accomplish that, he tapped a circle of Florida friends, former aides and lobbyists,
records show.

In recent months, the Tribune has learned, Sheldon fell under a cloud of ethics
probes by DCFS Inspector General Denise Kane and Illinois Executive Inspector
General Maggie Hickey. Kane and Hickey declined to comment.

The details of those ongoing ethics probes in Illinois are not public. But a sepa-
rate Tribune examination found Sheldon awarded more than $1 million in com-
puter contracts that benefited some of those Florida associates.

Sheldon said the contracts were enormously beneficial to the agency and argued
that it was smart to tap Florida experts he trusted and admired from previous work.

“I came into a troubled department at best,” Sheldon told the Tribune. “It was
apparent to me when I got in here that I needed some people who were knowledge-
able and I could trust.”

In a five-page March 27 letter to Rauner, Sheldon in fact expressed frustra-
tion with Illinois union contracts that restrict the DCFS director’s ability to make
personnel changes, as well as burdensome state procurement rules for contracts.
Those are “significant systemic impediments that continue to slow reform,” Shel-
don wrote.

In that letter and in his Tribune interview, Sheldon also criticized the inspector
general for second-guessing his decisions. “I think you can have only one director at
a time,” he told the Tribune.
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George Sheldon’s agency is facing a new crisis after the death of 16-month-old Semaj Crosby in Joliet Township after
DCFS investigated alleged neglect.

Contracts tied to Sheldon’s past

The Tribune examined several contracts and hires by Sheldon and found ties
stretching back to his campaigns for Florida office.

Under Sheldon, DCFS gave Florida firm Five Points Technology Group $811,000
worth of consulting contracts that paid Sheldon’s former campaign worker and aide
Christopher Pantaleon at least $30,000 as a subcontractor, state contract records
show. Sheldon and Pantaleon had owned two Florida homes together, land records
show, and Pantaleon had worked for Sheldon’s political campaign and served as his
Florida Department of Children and Families spokesman, among other connec-
tions, records show.

Sheldon belatedly disclosed the relationship to the state’s Conflict of Interest
Committee, but still defended the hire. He told the Tribune Wednesday that he re-
gretted not immediately disclosing his ties to Pantaleon.

“To be honest with you, I didn’t even think about the fact that Chris and I owned
a house together;” Sheldon said by telephone. “It just didn’t cross my mind.”

Pantaleon could not be reached for comment Wednesday.

In another case, Sheldon in September 2015 hired as his driver and confidential
personal assistant a 25-year-old Florida man whose driver’s license was revoked fol-
lowing Tallahassee arrests for DUI and reckless driving, according to Florida court
records and Illinois government reports. In that job, Igor Davidovich Anderson,
who had previously worked as a military human resources officer and for a restau-
rant company, was expected not only to drive Sheldon but also stand in for him at
meetings he could not attend.

A subsequent DCFS investigation also determined that Anderson falsely claimed
to be working when he drove Sheldon to Saugatuck, Mich., for a vacation. Anderson
was fired in February 2016 and forced to repay the state $1,326 for that holiday and
other days when he billed DCFS but the agency found no evidence that he actually
worked, records and interviews show.

Sheldon said of the hire: “I have kind of a history of trying to give young people
an opportunity.”

Anderson did not respond to requests for comment.



Anderson was recommended to Sheldon by Anderson’s former boss Adam Co-
rey, a Tallahassee lobbyist who co-owned lounges and had helped Sheldon with his
political campaigns, according to interviews and government documents. Corey’s
Tallahassee Hospitality Group had donated $1,166 to Sheldon’s campaign fund in
2014, and one of Corey’s restaurants, Versailles Lounge, hosted a Sheldon fundraiser
that year.

In September 2015, six months after Sheldon was appointed DCFS director, Co-
rey registered in Florida as a lobbyist for the computer firm Presidio Networked
Solutions. Months later, in June 2016, Illinois gave Presidio two contracts totaling $1
million to work on DCFS computer systems.

A month later, Presidio boosted its payments to Corey’s lobbying firm, from
$20,000 to $40,000 each half year to $70,000 to $90,000, according to Florida dis-
closure reports that list lobbyist compensation in ranges instead of exact dollar
amounts.

Corey said his lobbying had no bearing on Presidio getting the Illinois contract.

“I represent Presidio in Florida, not Chicago. I did not facilitate any introduction
that I am aware of between Presidio and George Sheldon,” Corey told the Tribune.
“I wasn’t even aware of the contract until you told me.”

Sheldon also said he first learned of the links between Corey and Presidio from
the Tribune this week.

“I knew nothing about Presidio, and to this day I’'ve never talked to Adam about
it,” Sheldon said.

Some of the other contracts Sheldon’s DCFS gave to people connected to his past
were small.

Tallahassee consultant and journalist Gary Yordon had produced ads for Shel-
don’s Florida political campaigns. At DCFS, Sheldon gave Yordon’s Zachary Group
a $35,000 contract to make two web videos about drowning dangers and safe sleep-
ing practices for infants — even though Illinois’ Central Management Services typi-
cally creates such public service announcements.

“The PSA was well-received,” Yordon told the Tribune. Other contracts were
more far-reaching. In Florida, Sheldon worked closely with the Clearwater-based
nonprofit called Eckerd Kids, which last year took in $169 million in government
contracts to run child welfare and other programs in that state and others.

In Illinois, DCFS under Sheldon gave Eckerd a $375,000 contract to help develop
a web-based program to pinpoint abuse and neglect investigations with the highest
probability of serious injury or death to children.

In contract submissions filed as part of its Illinois DCFS contract, Eckerd touted
the “remarkable” accomplishments of its predictive analytics method in Florida’s
Hillsborough County, where it won a $65 million annual state contract to oversee
child welfare services there in 2012.

But the firm has been embroiled in controversies there, according to published
reports. In October, a court-appointed advocate filed a lawsuit alleging that Eckerd
and a subcontractor negligently placed a minor brother and sister in the home of an
accused sexual predator. Eckerd separately acknowledged last year that 43 children
were forced to sleep in offices and other unlicensed locations because Eckerd had
run out of foster beds — after initially telling Tallahassee media that 17 youth were
sleeping in the offices.

A Tribune analysis of Florida child fatality records identified at least five Hill-
sborough County children who died while in Eckerd’s care in 2015 and 2016. In
one case a foster mother now faces first-degree murder and aggravated child abuse
charges.



Cook County top aide investigated

One of Sheldon’s most important hires from Florida was Jacquetta “Jacqui”
Colyer, who ran that state’s Miami-Dade and Monroe county child welfare office
under Sheldon. She is DCFS Cook County regional administrator under Sheldon in
Illinois.

Colyer resigned the Florida post in 2011 after a state panel described manage-
ment failures at the agency that contributed to the torture and death of 10-year-old
ward Nubia Barahona, according to published reports. She had previously worked
for the nonprofit Our Kids, the agency Sheldon is considering joining,

In a Tribune interview, Colyer said that she was given an oral reprimand in the
Barahona case that was never documented and left the agency on her own accord to
pursue other opportunities.

Inspector General Kane recommended in January that Colyer be disciplined
“up to and including” firing for alleged incidents of abusing her authority, putting a
worker in danger and falsifying information, according to government reports. The
inspector general reports did not identify her by name, but the Tribune confirmed
Colyer was the subject of the recommended discipline through other public records
and interviews.

Colyer denied any wrongdoing and said the inspector general has been “less than
fair” with her and other staffers brought up from Florida. Colyer said of the inspec-
tor general’s report, “The whole thing is not true.”

“Most of (Kane’s) work is very biased and totally out of context of what I did and
why I did it,” Colyer said.

Sheldon told the Tribune he supported Colyer in both cases and took no disci-
plinary action beyond counseling her about boundaries with employees.

Sheldon and other agency officials described Colyer as a committed, no-non-
sense manager who has ruffled the feathers of her staff as she pushes to reform
what they call an entrenched bureaucracy.

According to the inspector general reports, Colyer allegedly was “continually
questioning” veteran supervisor Reginald King about his medical condition after he
took time off when he was diagnosed with an aggressive cancer in 2015.

Colyer allegedly contacted King and his family regularly and showed up unin-
vited at his hospital and even suggested she would wait outside his home, according
to the report. King believed she thought he was exaggerating his condition.

“She didn’t believe that he was sick,” said King’s son Tory Scullark to the Tri-
bune. “Within 30 days of his diagnosis, he passed. He was dying and she was harass-
ing him.”

Colyer also accused King of failing to report death investigations when in fact
she was at fault, the inspector general reported. Colyer “misrepresented” facts and
“engaged in offensive and insensitive conduct,” the inspector general concluded.

Colyer denied the allegations.

“I showed up to the hospital to take him a card,” Colyer told the Tribune. “All
I was trying to do was show my concern to one of my fellow employees. Anybody
who knows me knows how I care about people.”

In the second case, Colyer ignored the recommendations of agency workers
when she supported a family’s efforts to keep custody of their daughter — despite a
record of violence, mental health problems and prior child abuse allegations in the
home, according to the inspector general’s report and government records.

When a juvenile court judge rejected that proposal, the girl’s father made threats
to the DCFS supervisor in the case, according to the inspector general’s report and
other government records.

Marcellus Jones — who records show had a history of severe mental illness and



had convictions for attempted murder, domestic violence and three separate cases
of felony aggravated assault — stormed out of the Cook County juvenile courtroom
and threatened to kill the investigator’s daughter, according to a sheriff’s police re-
port and DCFS records (this sentence as published has been corrected in this text).
The girl’s mother, Demetrius Miller-Jones, jumped out at that supervisor from the
bushes outside the court building and cursed at her, the government records show.

Miller-Jones said she and Jones deny all statements in government reports about
the family’s confrontations with child welfare authorities (this sentence has been
added to this text).

The terrified DCFS supervisor asked to be taken off the case, records show.

Before supporting the parents’ efforts, Colyer “chose not to read” the voluminous
case reports and did not confer with her agency investigators on the case. Instead,
“she chose to rely only on the mother’s self-reports,” many of which were riddled
with falsehoods, the inspector general’s report said.

Colyer “likely fueled the existing tension between the family and the placement
team, and gave the family unrealistic expectations that she, and not the judge, was
the arbiter of facts,” the inspector general alleged. Colyer “acted with reckless disre-
gard for the safety of her staff and created an unsafe work environment.”

Colyer on Wednesday scoffed at the inspector general’s criticism, reiterating that
she did nothing wrong. Colyer said that the caseworkers spurned her efforts to con-
tact them and rejected her input because “I was an outsider.”

Sheldon defended Colyer, telling the Tribune: “Jacqui is aggressive and that’s
what I was looking for, and she gets involved in individual cases. ... I think she was
acting in good faith.”

Florida nonprofit: Sheldon ‘dream’ candidate

At Our Kids, the Florida nonprofit’s leaders expressed enthusiasm for Sheldon at
a board meeting Wednesday morning, calling him a “dream candidate.” The board
unanimously gave board chairman Keith Ward the authority to negotiate terms of a
contract and the timing with Sheldon.

Ward said he had reached out several times to Sheldon to gauge his interest in
becoming that organization’s next president and CEO.

“He wants to come home. ... We're very fortunate,” Ward told the board. “He’s
just No. 1 on anybody’s list.”

While the offer is not a done deal, Ward said, Sheldon planned to meet with him
in Florida next week, and the board could approve his hiring by May 15.

State Sen. Julie A. Morrison of Deerfield said DCFS would be hurt by more top
management upheaval, which “devastates any possibility of getting this really trou-
bled agency on track.”

ACLU of Illinois legal director Ben Wolf said the turmoil could make the direc-
tor’s job hard to fill.

“There are two things that make this a particularly difficult job right now;” Wolf
added. “The agency’s problems are very profound ... and the budget impasse and
political paralysis that caused it are putting enormous pressure on the child welfare
system and all of the other human services in Illinois.”

Chicago Tribune’s Monique Garcia contributed from Springfield.



Chicaao:

=

| SEeg

"

@ribune

QUESTIONS? CALL 1-800-TRIBUNE

'WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 6, 2017

BREAKING NEWS AT CHICAGOTRIBUNE.COM

DCFS dumps data software
designed to predict abuse

Pushed by previous director, Fla. firms’
program proves unreliable, agency says

BY DAVID JACKSON AND GARY MARX | Chicago Tribune

The Illinois Department of
Children and Family Services is
ending a high-profile program
that used computer data mining
to identify children at risk for
serious injury or death after the

agency’s top official called the
technology unreliable.

“We are not doing the predic-
tive analytics because it didn’t
seem to be predicting much,”
DCFS Director Beverly “B.J”

‘Walker told the Tribune.

The $366,000 Rapid Safety
Feedback program was central to
reforms promised by Walker’s
predecessor, George Sheldon,
who took office in 2015 following
a series of child deaths and other
problems.

Two Florida firms — the non-
profit Eckerd Connects and its
for-profit partner, Mindshare
Technology — mined electronic

DCFS files and assigned a score of
1t0100 to children who were the
subject of an abuse allegation to
the agency hotline. The algo-
rithms rated the children’s risk of
being killed or severely injured
during the next two years, ac-
cording to DCFS public state-
ments.

But caseworkers were alarmed
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DCFS dumps data software
designed to predict abuse

Pushed by previous director, Fla. firms’ program
proves unreliable, agency says

BY DAVID JACKSON AND GARY MARX

The Illinois Department of Children and Family Services is ending a high-profile
program that used computer data mining to identify children at risk for serious in-
jury or death after the agency’s top official called the technology unreliable.

“We are not doing the predictive analytics because it didn’t seem to be predicting
much,” DCFS Director Beverly “B.J.” Walker told the Tribune.

The $366,000 Rapid Safety Feedback program was central to reforms promised
by Walker’s predecessor, George Sheldon, who took office in 2015 following a series
of child deaths and other problems.

Two Florida firms — the nonprofit Eckerd Connects and its for-profit partner,
Mindshare Technology — mined electronic DCFS files and assigned a score of 1 to
100 to children who were the subject of an abuse allegation to the agency hotline.
The algorithms rated the children’s risk of being killed or severely injured during
the next two years, according to DCFS public statements.

But caseworkers were alarmed and overwhelmed by alerts as thousands of chil-
dren were rated as needing urgent protection. More than 4,100 Illinois children
were assigned a 90 percent or greater probability of death or injury, according to in-
ternal DCFS child-tracking data released to the Tribune under state public records
laws.

And 369 youngsters, all under age 9, got a 100 percent chance of death or serious
injury in the next two years, the Tribune found.

At the same time, high-profile child deaths kept cropping up with little warning
from the predictive analytics software, DCFS officials told the Tribune.

One child who did not get a high-risk score was 17-month-old Semaj Crosby, who
was found dead under a couch in her Joliet Township home in April following at
least 10 DCFS abuse investigations and an ongoing “intact family” care plan.

Another child the computers failed to flag was 22-month-old Itachi Boyle, who
died a month after Semaj in Rock Island following eight DCFS mistreatment inves-
tigations into his home and similar “intact family” services from a nonprofit con-
tracted by DCFS, the Tribune found.

“Predictive analytics (wasn’t) predicting any of the bad cases,” Walker told the
Tribune. “I’ve decided not to proceed with that contract.”

A May 2017 Tribune investigation found the arrangement with Eckerd was
among a series of no-bid deals Sheldon gave to a circle of associates from his pre-
vious work in Florida as a child welfare official, lawyer and lobbyist. Sheldon left
Illinois under a cloud a month later, and a July joint report by the Office of Execu-



tive Inspector General and the DCFS inspector general concluded that Sheldon and
DCFS committed mismanagement by classifying the Eckerd/Mindshare arrange-
ment as a grant, instead of as a no-bid contract.

By doing so, the joint report said, DCFS avoided state bidding transparency re-
quirements, making it impossible to determine if Illinois could have obtained the
same services from local companies at a lower cost, a requirement of the state’s pro-
curement code.

Predictive analytics has captured the imaginations of human services adminis-
trators around the globe and tapped an estimated $270 million state and federal
government market for child welfare data collection and analysis. If it is possible
to use big data to spotlight a child in trouble and intervene before he or she is hurt,
then doing so is government’s moral obligation, advocates for the technology say.

Eckerd Connects — which recently changed its name from Eckerd Kids — told
the Tribune that variants of its Rapid Safety Feedback are used today by child wel-
fare agencies in Ohio, Indiana, Maine, Louisiana, Tennessee, Connecticut and Okla-
homa.

But some large child welfare agencies have balked at the expense and ethical
questions about predicting children’s futures based on the histories of their families.
The algorithms could disproportionately select poor children of color for govern-
ment intervention, critics warn, and automated decision-making may replace the
judgment of experienced child welfare professionals.

The effort in Illinois unraveled following missteps acknowledged by both DCFS
and Eckerd, Tribune interviews show.

The DCFS automated case-tracking system was riddled with data entry errors
in both the Semaj Crosby and Itachi Boyle cases, the Tribune found. In addition, it
did not link investigations about many children to cases regarding their siblings, or
other adults in the same home.

These and other shortfalls undermined Eckerd’s analysis. And state laws forced
DCFS to erase “unfounded” child mistreatment investigations, giving the Eckerd
analysts less data to work with.

The department is now moving to change the way it indexes and links investi-
gations, and it is also considering legislative changes that would allow it to retain
records of past unproven allegations.

For its part, Eckerd told the Tribune it regrets using stark language suggesting
the company could predict the probability of harm to a child.

Illinois child care agencies told the Tribune they were alarmed by computer-
generated alerts like the one that said: “Please note that the two youngest children,
ages 1 year and 4 years have been assigned a 99% probability by the Eckerd Rapid
Safety Feedback metrics of serious harm or death in the next two years.”

“We all agree that we could have done a better job with that language. I admit it
is confusing,” said Eckerd spokesman Douglas Tobin.

Eckerd now says the 1-to-100 score is merely meant to represent how closely a
child matches historical data on fatality and harm cases.

After the Tribune raised questions about the language Eckerd and Mindshare
were using, Eckerd asked DCFS to strike that language from internal communica-
tions to child workers. “We are working to change that language,” Tobin said.

DCEFS used similar language about predicting harm or death in public budget
statements as well as in federal court filings for the consent decree where the agen-
cy describes its programs and reform efforts.

While Eckerd says details of its risk-assignment algorithms are considered pro-
prietary, the basics of its Rapid Safety Feedback are outlined in state procurement
files, federal court reports and marketing presentations from Illinois and other



states.

Eckerd retrospectively analyzes thousands of closed abuse cases and from them
draws data points that are highly correlated with serious harm. The parents’ ages
could be a factor — or their previous criminal records, evidence of substance abuse
in the home or the presence of a new boyfriend or girlfriend.

DCEFS gives Eckerd a nightly “data dump” from the state’s automated case-track-
ing system, and the next morning Eckerd generates real-time scores flagging the
most imperiled children.

Front-line caseworkers should never get those raw scores, let alone make deci-
sions based on them, Eckerd says; the data instead should be reviewed by DCFS
supervisors who are trained and coached by Eckerd to decide which cases need im-
mediate attention and how to tackle them.

Even before arriving in Illinois, Sheldon had professional ties to both Eckerd and
Mindshare.

He is quoted on Mindshare’s website endorsing that company and its technol-
ogy. And as head of Florida’s child welfare agency, he worked closely with Eckerd,
which runs child welfare programs in Florida’s Hillsborough County under a $73
million state contract, using for-profit companies as subcontractors.

When Sheldon arrived in Illinois in 2015, he appointed Eckerd’s Chief External
Relations Officer Jody Grutza to a $125,000 senior DCFS position.

While Grutza did not supervise the Eckerd contract, Sheldon put her in charge
of overseeing other deals with Sheldon’s Florida associates, including a Five Points
Technology contract that paid $262,000 to Christopher Pantaleon, a longtime Shel-
don aide with whom Sheldon owned Florida property, the Tribune revealed in a
July report.

After a year in Illinois, Grutza returned to a top position with Eckerd in Florida.

In a brief interview, Sheldon said it was smart to tap Florida experts he trusted
from previous work as he hit the ground running in Illinois, and that the Eckerd/
Mindshare partnership had a good national reputation well beyond Florida.

In contract papers submitted to Illinois DCFS, Eckerd described the “remark-
able” accomplishments of its predictive analytics method, saying Eckerd had virtu-
ally eliminated abuse-related deaths of wards in Hillsborough County since 2012.

But the Tribune’s report in May report found at least five Hillsborough County
children who died while under Eckerd’s supervision in 2015 and 2016, including
one whose foster mother faces pending first-degree murder and aggravated child
abuse charges.

Eckerd said four of those five fatalities were accidental deaths related to unsafe
sleep or natural causes, and the alleged homicide involved a child in foster care who
had not received a Rapid Safety Feedback assessment.

Despite her decision to end the predictive analysis program, Walker told the Tri-
bune that Eckerd did provide useful case-analysis training that is currently being
used by 15 agency staffers and three supervisors.

This team is reviewing the roughly 2,700 cases of families receiving “intact fam-
ily services” and prioritizing them to identify the highest-risk cases, Walker told the
Tribune.

This review is “going to take several months” but “it’s going to teach us a lot,”
Walker said.

Walker said she also is working to reduce the caseloads of investigators while
improving communication between state investigators and the nonprofit organiza-
tions that deliver the “intact” services to troubled families.
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Lawmakers
to grill DCFS
on kids’ deaths

Speedup in pace
of resolving abuse
cases questioned

BY DAVID JACKSON,
GARY MARX AND
Duaa ELDEIB
Chicago Tribune

Some Illinois lawmak-
ers are demanding an-
swers from the Depart-
ment of Children and
Family Services about re-
cent child abuse deaths
and new policies that
push investigators to
speed up abuse and ne-
glect investigations.

“What happened in
these cases?” asked state
Sen. Julie Morrison, D-
Deerfield, who will be
participating in a joint
House-Senate hearing on
DCFS scheduled for May
26 in Springfield. “I'm
going to focus on any

cases that were closed
early, any and all.”

Morrison and state
Rep. Mary Flowers, D-
Chicago, said they plan to
question DCFS officials
following a May 11 Trib-
une report on three Cook
County cases in which
children died of beatings
or starvation shortly after
the agency closed investi-
gations into mistreatment
in their homes.

“You are leaving chil-
dren in harm’s way,”
Flowers said in an inter-
view.

DCFS and Director
George Sheldon did not
immediately respond to
requests by the Tribune
for comment. Sheldon is
considering a job offer
from a Miami nonprofit
as he faces Illinois ethics
probes into DCFS con-
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Lawmakers to grill DCFS
on kids’ deaths

Speedup in pace of resolving abuse cases questioned
BY DAVID JACKSON, GARY MARX AND DuAA ELDEIB

Some Illinois lawmakers are demanding answers from the Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services about recent child abuse deaths and new policies that
push investigators to speed up abuse and neglect investigations.

“What happened in these cases?” asked state Sen. Julie Morrison, D-Deerfield,
who will be participating in a joint House-Senate hearing on DCFS scheduled for
May 26 in Springfield. “I'm going to focus on any cases that were closed early, any
and all”

Morrison and state Rep. Mary Flowers, D-Chicago, said they plan to question
DCEFS officials following a May 11 Tribune report on three Cook County cases in
which children died of beatings or starvation shortly after the agency closed inves-
tigations into mistreatment in their homes.

“You are leaving children in harm’s way;” Flowers said in an interview.

DCFS and Director George Sheldon did not immediately respond to requests by
the Tribune for comment. Sheldon is considering a job offer from a Miami nonprofit
as he faces Illinois ethics probes into DCFS contracts that benefited his friends and
political associates. Sheldon said he will make his decision about whether to stay
with the agency this week.

Flowers said she also was troubled by the Tribune’s account of a new DCFS pro-
gram called Blue Star that offers overtime pay to Cook County investigators who
significantly boost the percentage of cases they close within 14 days.

“There is an incentive to do harm, and that is unacceptable,” Flowers said. “I
need to know what happened to those Blue Star kids. What else is out there that we
can prevent from happening?”

DCFS denied offering financial rewards to investigators who quickly closed in-
vestigations, but agency officials said they now are reviewing how Blue Star was
communicated to workers and whether the case-closing goals are appropriate.

Sheldon has told the Tribune the goal of Blue Star was to help investigators focus
on the most serious allegations of harm.

The acceleration of case closings -- and a drop in the percentage of investigations
where abuse was found -- started in Cook County last year after three child fatali-
ties. The newspaper found shortcuts and failures in those investigations, including
times when DCFS did not interview key witnesses or gather other evidence.

In one case, a DCFS investigator reported that he saw 6-month-old Jazmine
Walker in May 2016 and found her “free of any salient signs of abuse or neglect.”

Eight days later, the infant was dead of starvation, weighing less than 5 pounds



with bones protruding visibly beneath her skin. In response to Tribune questions,
DCFS has asked agency Inspector General Denise Kane to probe whether the agen-
cy investigator actually saw the girl or fabricated his account.

In the second case, 4-year-old Manuel Aguilar was pronounced dead in Au-
gust 2016 after DCFS closed three separate investigations into mistreatment in his
Southwest Side home. DCFS did not interview or even acknowledge the presence
of a violent, gang-involved man who lived there, and failed to follow up when Man-
ny’s siblings told a caseworker about beatings and lack of food, the Tribune found.

The third case fell through the cracks because of poor communication between
the agency investigator and a private contractor, a subsequent DCFS Quality Assur-
ance Review found.

Two-year-old Elliana Claiborne died in Nov. 2015 when her mother alleged- ly
punched her in the stomach; DCFS had closed a prior abuse investigation without
proper followup, government records show.

In Tribune interviews, DCFS officials acknowledged mistakes in the handling of
all three cases.
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DCFS:
in Joliet tod

Despite multiple allegations of
abuse, no plan to protect kids

BY DAVID JACKSON,
GARY MARX AND
Duaa ELDEIB
Chicago Tribune

A new report describes
a litany of failures by state
child welfare investigators
who opened at least 10
investigations into abuse
and neglect in the home of
17-month-old Semaj
Crosby before her death in
April.

As investigators for the
Department of Children
and Family Services
walked through the filthy,
bug-infested house in Joli-

et Township month after
month, they failed to learn
the names or identities of
many of the adults caring
for children there, accord-
ing to the 22-page DCFS
report.

Tipsters reported open
drug-dealing and violence
in the home, but agency
investigators closed cases
when residents assured
them the kids were safe
and closely supervised, the
report said.

Several of the adults in
the home had allegedly
abused youth numerous
times, but DCFS put in

Litany

FAMILY PHOTO

The body of 177-month-old
Semaj Crosby was found
inside her home in April.

place no safety plans to
protect the children in
their care — even as new
allegations arose that chil-
dren were molested, mis-

treated and left in squalor.

The report was com-
pleted by a psychologist
and a social worker
through the DCFS Office
of Quality Enhancement.
It was released late Friday
afternoon.

“I think it lays out real
failures in connecting the
dots,” DCFS Director
George Sheldon told the
Tribune. “We’ve got to tie
these cases together”

Also Friday, Will
County sheriff’s investiga-
tors said they have identi-
fied four “persons of inter-
est” in Semaj’s death, in-
cluding her mother, Sheri
Gordon; Semaj’s aunt, Lak-
erisha Crosby; and her
grandmother, Darlene

of failures
er’s death

Crosby, Lt. Dan Jungles
said.

A fourth person, a mi-
nor child who was at the
home, also hasbeen identi-
fied as a person of interest,
Jungles said.

“All have attorneys and
are not speaking with us,”
Jungles said.

However, attorneys for
the three adults told the
Tribune that their clients
are working with author-
ities.

Cosmo Tedone, who
represents the Crosbys,
said in a text message to a
reporter that they spent
“days with the police co-
operating in full” after
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DCFS: Litany of failures
in Joliet toddler’s death

Despite multiple allegations of abuse, no plan to protect kids

BY DAVID JACKSON, GARY MARX AND DuAA ELDEIB

A new report describes a litany of failures by state child welfare investigators who
opened at least 10 investigations into abuse and neglect in the home of 17-month-old
Semaj Crosby before her death in April.

As investigators for the Department of Children and Family Services walked
through the filthy, bug-infested house in Joliet Township month after month, they
failed to learn the names or identities of many of the adults caring for children there,
according to the 22-page DCFS report.

Tipsters reported open drug-dealing and violence in the home, but agency in-
vestigators closed cases when residents assured them the kids were safe and closely
supervised, the report said.

Several of the adults in the home had allegedly abused youth numerous times,
but DCFS put in place no safety plans to protect the children in their care — even as
new allegations arose that children were molested, mistreated and left in squalor.

The report was completed by a psychologist and a social worker through the
DCFS Office of Quality Enhancement. It was released late Friday afternoon.

“I think it lays out real failures in connecting the dots,” DCFS Director George
Sheldon told the Tribune. “We’ve got to tie these cases together.”

Also Friday, Will County sheriff’s investigators said they have identified four
“persons of interest” in Semaj’s death, including her mother, Sheri Gordon; Semaj’s
aunt, Lakerisha Crosby; and her grandmother, Darlene Crosby, Lt. Dan Jungles said.

A fourth person, a minor child who was at the home, also has been identified as
a person of interest, Jungles said.

“All have attorneys and are not speaking with us,” Jungles said.

However, attorneys for the three adults told the Tribune that their clients are
working with authorities.

Cosmo Tedone, who represents the Crosbys, said in a text message to a reporter
that they spent “days with the police cooperating in full” after Semaj’s death and
have not been asked to come in for additional interviews.

Gordon’s lawyer, Neil Patel, said: “We continue to work with the sheriff in any
way that we can.”

The DCFS report describes previous abuse and neglect allegations made against
several people, including Semaj’s father, James Crosby.

Crosby was “indicated” for hitting his then 5-year-old son with a belt “after he
had gotten in trouble at school,” the report said. The beating left his son with bruises
and other injuries.

DCEFS also has an unresolved investigation into Lakerisha Crosby and Wesley



Sykes Jr., Lakerisha’s former boyfriend, the report said.

That investigation involves a l-year-old boy who stayed at the Joliet house in
February and was returned to the mother several days later with bruises on his right
leg, according to the report.

Despite the multiple allegations of abuse and neglect in the home going back
to April 2015, the report provides no indication that DCFS implemented a safety
plan to protect Semaj, her siblings or other children in the home from further harm.
DCFS deemed most of the investigations “unfounded due to insufficient evidence,”
according to the report.

DCEFS also received an anonymous tip in May 2016 that there were roughly 30
people living in the home. The “occupants openly sell drugs and they drink on the
children’s playground that is by their house,” the tipster reported.

According to the tipster, the children were “sent to the playground to play all
times of day and night.”

DCEFS visited the home later that year following allegations that at least 15 chil-
dren were in the home, and that a 1-year-old child wearing only a diaper was outside
in traffic, according to the report.

In January, Semaj’s 7-year-old brother reported feeling unsafe after he alleged
his mother hit him in the head with a shoe repeatedly, but he denied that state-
ment when the caseworker interviewed him. Two months later, DCFS investigated
the suspected sexual abuse of a 3-year-old in the home but the allegation also was
deemed to be unfounded.

DCFS and other authorities later found the home overrun with trash and infest-
ed by roaches. Residents were sleeping on broken beds and the floor. Clothes were
strewn everywhere, the report said.

Semaj’s death prompted the 11th investigation involving that Joliet Township ad-
dress.

Days after Semaj was found dead under a couch, the house was condemned by
authorities — and then burned to the ground in a suspected arson.

The report comes as Sheldon is deciding whether to leave the agency to become
head of Our Kids, a large Florida nonprofit.

Sheldon, who said he will make his decision by the end of the month, has faced
intense criticism about the recent deaths of youths who had been the subject of
DCEFS investigations as well as the agency’s failure to protect vulnerable children
and their families.

In addition to headlines about child deaths, Sheldon is facing state ethics probes
into DCFS contracts that benefited his friends and political associates in Florida,
the Tribune has revealed.

Freelancer Alicia Fabbre contributed.



