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Role Play Activity: Background

The audience was instructed to read the background information provided on the Johnson family.  Next, a comedic skit was performed on stage to provide insight into a typical day in the life of Ms. Johnson and her family.  Ms. Johnson is a mother of six, with three currently   in foster care.  Her children are: Jamal (age 10), Jaleal (age 9), Jonathan (age 8), Javontae (age 6), Jamil (age 4), and Javon (age 2). Ms. Johnson is working towards achieving the case plan goals set by her and the many providers in her life to reunify with her three children in out-of-home care. 
Role Play
The Johnson family’s day begins at 5 a.m.
· 5:45 a.m.: Feed the children
· 6:00 a.m.: Walk to bus stop (change buses twice because Jamal was in foster care near another school district and was mandated to stay in the same school when custody was returned to Ms. Johnson).
· 7:30 a.m.:  Arrive at Jamal’s school.  Upon arrival, a teacher named Mr. Haynes asks Ms. Johnson to bring Jamal to school earlier because he is falling behind in school due to repeated tardiness.  After Mr. Haynes expresses his concerns about Jamal’s education, Ms. Johnson explains her excessive travel route to get him to school and communicates that she is doing the best she can, given her reliance on public transportation.  
· 8:15 a.m.:  Ms. Johnson gets back on the bus with her other children and again has to transfer buses twice to make it to her aftercare substance abuse appointment.  
· 10:00 a.m.:  Ms. Johnson is informed by her substance abuse worker that she has missed two testing appointments.  The worker is concerned that all her hard work to get her children back will go down the drain if she does not comply with the testing mandates.  
· After this conversation, Ms. Johnson leaves her substance abuse counselor to check in with her social worker in order to get bus passes.  
· At this point Ms. Johnson becomes frustrated because her life is controlled by many others. Again, she has to answer to another social worker to obtain the bus pass she needs in order to make the rest of her appointments today.  The social worker gives her a bus pass but wants to talk with her about the missed drug tests and ‘TBS’ appointments.  
· Ms. Johnson feels pressed for time and asks to speak to the children’s other workers since she is already at the agency. (Not all of her children have the same worker).  Ms. Johnson is told that her other worker is not there and that she’ll have to return later.  Ms. Johnson becomes frustrated that she will have to travel back to the same place to meet with one of the other workers.  
· The social worker frames Ms. Johnson’s frustration as problematic and insists on meeting with Ms. Johnson to discuss a report that was received regarding her ‘punkin’ her son Jamal.   Ms. Johnson states that ‘punkin’ Jamal is better than hitting him.  The social worker does not know what ‘punkin’ is, but states that it sounds like Ms. Johnson is going to hurt him.  To demonstrate the concept of ‘punkin’, Ms. Johnson ‘punks’ her social worker by using a look and lunging forward to demonstrate who the authority is in the relationship.  (‘Punkin’ does not involve body contact.)  
· Realizing the time, Ms.  Johnson asks the social worker if she can get a ride since she has to return to meet another social worker later.   The social worker replies that Ms. Johnson should use her bus pass and tells Ms. Johnson that she has more than enough resources.  
· Ms. Johnson leaves and takes the bus to go to Jamil’s 11:30 a.m. therapy appointment.  
· 11:00 a.m.:  They arrive for Jamil’s therapy appointment.  The therapist states that she wants to see Jamil alone because Ms. Johnson appears to be irritable, aggressive and angry.  Ms. Johnson replies that she has been up since 5 a.m., so of course she’s irritable.  The therapist replies that Ms. Johnson needs to work on being organized and reveals that she made a CPS report on Ms. Johnson for ‘punkin’.
· Ms. Johnson realizes at 1:00 p.m. that her children are hungry and she needs to pick up Jamal from school for early release.  
· Upon arrival, Mr. Haynes tells Ms. Johnson that she is hostile.  He also states that he has recommended Jamal for ‘Special Ed’ because he has fallen behind in school. (He was not behind before and does not have a learning disability.)  Ms.  Johnson refuses the testing because her son never had a learning disability and was doing fine in school until recently.
· 2:30 p.m.:  Ms. Johnson heads to a 3 p.m. therapy appointment for Jamal.  
· 3:05 p.m.:  They arrive at the therapy appointment and are told that they are five minutes late and that “maybe they can be squeezed in.”  The therapist expresses concerns about Jamal acting out and kicking things in the office.  (Jamal and Jamil were placed in foster care immediately after being born due to drugs in their system.  They were raised by the same foster mother who lost guardianship due to abusing Jamal and Jamil.  However, their foster mother was the parental figure to whom they were attached).  
· Ms. Johnson calls her cultural broker to ask for a ride for her 5 p.m. drug testing appointment.  

· After her 5 p.m. appointment, the rest of her day consists of catching the bus, walking home, cooking dinner, doing homework, bathing, putting the children to bed, cleaning and getting ready to do it all again next day.

The audience was asked to role play an interdisciplinary team at their tables that represented a teacher, a mental health professional, the district attorney’s office, a CASA worker, a long-term foster care parent placement worker, and a reunification worker.  Participants were asked to identify areas of concern from the perspective of their respective roles and to develop questions to ask Ms. Johnson in order to address their concerns.  The purpose of this activity was to engage Ms. Johnson and her cultural brokers in a courageous conversation.  

· Teacher’s concerns:   (1) The need for testing, (2) making a change to Jamal’s schedule.
· Teacher’s question:  Ms Johnson, what does your son need to improve his academic performance?  
· Mental health concerns:  (1) Ms. Johnson’s feeling overwhelmed could contribute to a possible relapse, (2) Jamal’s increased aggressive behavior, (3) Ms. Johnson’s lack of commitment to ‘TBS’, (4) continued CPS involvement, and (5) therapy goals. 

· Mental health questions:  What activities are available to ameliorate Jamal’s aggressive behavior?  What can be offered to Ms. Johnson to provide relaxation and respite?  When does Ms. Johnson have time for respite?

· District Attorney’s concerns:  (1) Ms. Johnson relapsing due to stress, (2) Ms. Johnson not making appointments, (3) possible ‘dirty’ drug tests (she never tested ‘dirty’), (4) since she only has three children now and seems overwhelmed, how will she do with five or six? (5) Jamal should be moved to a neighborhood school and all the children should have the same social worker.  
· District Attorney’s questions:  How are you going to meet your kids’ special needs?  What are three things that would help you succeed?  
· CASA’s concerns:  Childcare and support.
· CASA’s questions:  Who is caring for the children when Ms. Johnson is out (having a night on the town)?  What are the visitation circumstances with the fathers?
· Long term foster care worker’s concerns: (1) Ms. Johnson’s extended family support, (2) the process for reunifying.
· Long-term foster care worker’s questions: Who remains in foster care and how are placement decisions being made?  (The three children she has now are in her care because of guardianship failure due to foster parent abuse.  The other children are in a group home due to a failed guardianship as well).   How is collaboration succeeding with family maintenance?  What would Ms. Johnson need/want to reduce stress?  
· Reunification social worker’s concerns:  (1) Ms Johnson seems overwhelmed and alone, (2) coordination of services, (3) fathers’ visiting, (4) punkin’, (5) visitation with other children, and (6) special education.
· Reunification social worker’s questions:  How are you? What can we do to help you and your family?  What services need to be coordinated?
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