


“You wonder, which kid that I don’t see is going to
have something bad happen to them. . . .no matter
what I do for these children, it is not going to be
everything they need, and I’m never going to be able
to do all that I want to do. I can’t heal them all. I can’t
give them fairy tale lives.”

Rachel Kuhr, Emergency Response Worker



No More Fairy Tale Lives
from the WE DO THE WORK presentation Kid Shields

Photographs by Richard Bermack

At the same time that reported cases of child abuse and neglect are rising at tragic
proportions due to homelessness, unemployment, and drug addiction, the funds to
provide services to families and children are being cut drastically. Even before the
current cutbacks, the working conditions in child welfare departments were a
scandal. In many counties, worker caseloads were two and even three times the
state-mandated limit.

These photos are from a half-hour video show, Kid Shields, produced for 
the television series WE DO THE WORK. The show was aired in November
1991. Copies of the Kid Shields video, along with other programs about
issues concerning working people, are available from WE DO THE WORK.
Call (510) 549-0775 for information. For information about these
photographs or email Richard Bermack
richard@rb68.com.
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Willa Hives
Child Welfare Worker
Emergency Response Investigator
Alameda County

Willa Hives has been sent out to investigate a report filed by a high school gym
teacher who discovered bruise marks on a student. The marks were from the 
student’s mother whipping him.

“What happened this last time that your mom whipped you?”
“She yelled at me and told me to go in my room and lay across my bed.”
“What did she whip you with that time?”
“Her favorite thing, my little racing car track.”

Willa: For me, it is best to interview the child first, because the child is going to
give me their opinion, and it is not going to be any one else’s opinion. There is a
thin line between discipline and corporal punishment. If the parent is basically
disciplining the child, we need to talk to the parent about other forms of discipline. 



7



8

“We received a referral regarding your son. He came to school and he had
some whip marks on his legs.”

“Well, he’s been cutting up and not listening, and being disrespectful, talking
back, throwing things, not cleaning up his room, so I told him I would get him.
And I did.” 

“You told him you would get him. What did you mean by that?”
“Whatever I had in my hand, I would hit him with. But that is not child

abuse. I can see if I had a different kind of thing, and hitting him all in the face and
blood pouring out and big old holes in his back and bruises. I could see that as
abuse. But like I said, if he cuts up, I’m going to get him. If you all want to come
take him away, fine. Come and get him. But he’s going to remember this when he
grows up.”

“But it doesn’t resolve anything.”
“I feel better. It relieves my tension and stress and whatever. It makes me feel

good.”

Willa: People that abuse their children normally have been abused themselves, and
the abuse continues until they stop and seek help.
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We have so many cases we are literally tripping over them.

The growing number of cases has so out paced resources that the office where Willa works
has become filled with cardboard boxes of case folders. (Eventually, the fire department
forced the office to get metal filing cabinets.)
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Rachel Kuhr
Child Welfare Worker
Emergency Response
Alameda County

Rachel is assessing the ability of a mother to take care of her injured child properly.
One of her children was injured in an automobile accident, and the mother has
not visited the child in the hospital.

Mom: Why do you say I’ve been using drugs?
Rachel: I know that other people that I’ve worked with, when they tell me, I’m just
really tired this morning, I forgot the alarm clock went off, and I didn’t send the
kids to school—I hear those stories, and a lot of times that is because they are
either up late using, or they’re up late getting drugs. Or their boyfriend and all his
friends are over doing drugs. I want to know that is not a problem. And that is a
hard question to ask: `Are you using?’ You look pretty healthy. I’ve heard you are
clean. I just want to make sure that we’re not going backwards, because you’ve
already been through that once.

I’m the white lady. I’m a white middle-class person and I go into the black poor
community and that is 90 percent of the time. We are working with people nobody
else wants to deal with, the disenfranchised. 
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You wonder, which kid that I don’t get to see is
going to have something bad happen to them.
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Rachel: You hope that the situation you take the child out of is worse than the situ-
ation you put the child into, and sometimes that is not always true, and it is very
scary because you wonder, which kid that I don’t get to see is going to have some-
thing bad happen to them.

Deciding whether to remove a child from the home, and then where to place
the child, is the most stressful part of the job. Nightmares and loss of sleep go with
the territory. However, Rachel Kuhr had one of those nightmares come true. She
placed the child of a crack-addicted mother with the child’s aunt. When the child
was six months old he was battered to death while in the custody of the foster par-
ent. Years later, Rachel still recalls the baby’s funeral. 

It was winter time, it was really cold, and his mother, who hadn’t seen him
since she gave birth to him, was there in tears. The mother kept looking at me like I
had done something wrong, like I had not taken care of this baby. That was really
hard for me, because I felt it was my job to protect him, and I felt I hadn’t done
that, and it took me a long time to resolve myself. I had just seen this child before
he died, and I thought I was doing my best for him, and obviously that wasn’t
enough. If I had more time, maybe I would have known, maybe I wouldn’t have.
I’ll never know that, and I’ll never have another chance to find that out. But I do
know that no matter what I do for these children, it is not going to be everything
they need, and I’m never going to be able to do all that I want to do. I can’t heal
them all. I can’t give them fairy tale lives. 

“I can’t heal
them all. 
I can’t give
them fairy
tale lives.” 



21



22

The abused child....is alone with her suffering, not only within the family but also
within herself. And because she cannot share her pain with anyone, she is also
unable to create a place in her own soul where she could “Cry her heart out.”....
Defenselessness and helplessness find no haven in the self of the child, who later
identifying with the aggressor, persecutes these qualities wherever they appear.
Alice Miller, For Your Own Good: Hidden Cruelty in Child-Rearing 
and the Roots of Violence

Jann Noddin
Child Welfare Worker
Family Preservation
Alameda County

Being able to talk to someone who understands can make the difference for
an abused child between becoming a healthy, functioning adult, or turning to vio-
lence and self-destructive behavior. For many abused and neglected children, their
social worker is their only hope of providing that acceptance that psychologist
Alice Miller describes as making the difference. When social worker Jann Noddin
first met 13-year- old Erica, Erica had been abandoned by her mother and left with-
out food for 4 days. Jann was able to find her a new home with her aunt and
uncle. With the love and support of her new parents, and Jann’s counseling, Erica
started to trust the world again and was able to confront the painful experiences of
her past. After a year, she revealed that her last step-father had repeatedly molested
her.
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ERICA: Me and my little brother don’t know who our dads are, so my mom would
use other guys to be our fathers. She’d go to bars every night and invite a lot of
guys over and all of a sudden they were our new dad. Finally she quit that and all
of a sudden we were church-o-mania. We would go to church all the time. But her
last husband, he would beat her up, and he molested me from when I was 7 years
old until I was 11. And then after a while, I told on him. To clue that I was molest-
ed, I acted kind of strange. And I didn’t do a lot of my homework, and I was off in
my own land, my own planet.

JANN: Erica’s reaction of being in her own world is a typical reaction of most chil-
dren who have been abused. I see it as similar to a woman who has been raped.
She feels that she somehow deserved it, that treatment. So that what a child will
do is cut that off, continue to isolate themselves.
When I first met her, I introduced myself and explained to her what she was about
to go through and validated that what she’d already gone through might have been
scary or traumatic. I don’t expect a child to trust me right away, especially an
abused or neglected child, but I work to earn their trust over a period of time. I tell
them I will meet with them as often as I can, and try to let her know that I am a
person she can talk to when she feels comfortable about talking about things. 

ERICA: At first when she came along I wasn’t sure of her. She was like, “Hi”, and I
was like, “I don’t think so.” I didn’t want her for my counselor or a social worker. It
took a while to get to know her better and trust her, and now she’s like one of my
best friends. She always tries to be here for me as much as she can.

It’s sad when I hear little kids get molested and nobody pays attention to
them. It makes me so mad that nobody’s giving them any attention. That is what
social workers are for them, and why they need them.
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Not all children in the welfare system are there because of abuse. Increasing eco-
nomic instability has left many good parents, through no fault of their own, unable
to provide adequately for their children. Lack of affordable housing is a major prob-
lem that is tearing families apart.

NANCY: I worked for the phone company for almost 10 years. It was a really good
job, and I had a real nice life. Then they laid off about 1000 people, and I was one
of them. Then the landlord sold the house we were living in, and I was working at a
new job, but I wasn’t making enough to save that first and last month’s rent.
So I was transient, I was homeless, and that wasn’t a suitable environment for my
son to be around, him and I motelling it. So I finally decided to let Josh stay with
some neighbors and they took care of him.

JANN: I think that right now is a critical time for people because of the lack of
resources in the community. There is no low-income housing anymore, making it
nearly impossible to afford rents on minimum wages. Many people who used to be
able to get by now find themselves in situations where the wolf is knocking on the
door, and they quickly find themselves homeless. There was never a problem with
her being an unfit parent. 

Nancy had been a weekend drinker, but losing her child and becoming homeless
put her over the edge. In between two of Jann’s visits, Nancy went on a binge and
ended up in the hospital after nearly dying of hypothermia. 

Nancy was just one of 30 cases, and in those 30 cases I had to meet with
parents, therapists, doctors, school teachers. Then there is the court, and the court
reports we have to fill out. There just isn’t enough time in the day to put into my
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clients. The case loads are in such a critical state that I don’t even have time to
meet with my clients on a monthly basis. When I leave them, I just hope they can
keep on track and that I won’t lose them during the 6 or 8 weeks that I go between
seeing them.

I want to reunify parents with their children. And that can be a tremendous
burden and emotionally draining when you see that the problems coming towards
you and the expectations of these families are so high and there are no resources
you know you need to get these families back together. That is where it is very
depressing sometimes. It is the type of thing that keeps you from sleeping at night,
thinking, what am I going to do for these people.
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David Bell
Child Social Worker 
Los Angeles

When I had a kid with special problems, I’d tell them to call when something hap-
pens, call me right away, and then they’d call me and I’d have to tell them, I don’t
have the time to talk to you now, or I can’t come out and see you ‘cause I’m too
busy. Or sometimes we’d be talking and the conversation is going good, they are
relaxed, and then all of a sudden I’d have to say, I have to go.

My case load at the time was close to 90, and you know that you are not
going to be able to do everything, but they still keep saying you have to do this,
you got to do that. They keep saying you’ve got to do more and more and more,
and then you wonder, when do you reach the limit, when do I reach the limit?

The limit came for Los Angeles child social worker David Bell when he had
two heart attacks. But he returned to work because he felt he couldn’t turn his back
on the kids in need.

They need someone who can offer them a better understanding of their ways,
somebody who understands what’s going on with them, someone who understands
and can show them empathy. I’ve slept in door ways, I’ve lived on skid row, I’ve
washed cars, everything you can think of, and it wasn’t because I wanted to do
that. It was because I couldn’t get out.

I care for these people. I live in the neighborhood. They are more like family,
and it hurts me to see the directions they are going in because I wonder what will
happen 10 years from now when all these kids grow up. 

“I’d tell them
to call when
something
happens . . .
and then
they’d call
me and I’d
have to tell
them, I don’t
have the
time to talk
to you now.”
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Child welfare workers in Oakland walked off the job to protest
cutbacks in services. As one worker stated, “I have an eleven-
year-old girl who has been molested since she was four and I
can’t afford to send her to counseling every week because of
budget cuts. It is really just ridiculous.  She is going to be worse
off and end up costing us more money in the long run.”

In Los Angeles, Service Employees International Union suc-
ceeded in forcing the county to hire 650 more workers and to
place a cap on the number of cases workers have to handle.
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Emergency Response Command Post
South Central Los Angeles

“Child abuse hotline, Mr. Gorden speaking . . .”

Gorden: I have one where the mother threw the baby down on the pavement trying
to kill the baby. There is another immediate where a mother tried to commit suicide
in front of the child. I have two at Martin Luther King Way, twins where the mother
burnt one of the children and another child has bruises all over the body. I have
another where the mother blew up the house with both of her children in it. I don’t
know what is going on today!

Emergency response command post operators receive calls 24 hours a day on their
hotline. Gorden is about to send child social worker Terence Rice out to investigate
the report of a mother beating her 18-month-old infant. Terence will have to deter-
mine if the child is in danger and whether to remove the child from the mother.
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“Sometimes it’s
a losing situa-
tion because
you’re taking a
child from the
mother . . .
but you can
see  a black
eye that goes
from the ear to
the middle of
the forehead.”
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Terence Rice
Child Social Worker
Emergency Response Command Post,
South Central Los Angeles

It’s tough because sometimes it’s a losing situation because regardless of what’s
happening, you’re taking a child from the mother, and the child is traumatized by
that. Even a bad mother is sometimes better than our best foster mother because
the child is bonded and there is that attachment.

When I was out there, all I saw was this injury here. I thought that maybe it
could have been a fall, but you can see the hand print, and linear bruises here and
some swelling there, a black eye that goes from the ear to the middle of the fore-
head. We did the right thing in this situation because we had a history of child
abuse. We had a baby that was apparently born with an illegal substance in his sys-
tem. We have an extremely severe injury to a critical part of the body, the head. 

I feel really bad for the parents, because I really believe that on some level
they love their kid and just want to do what is best, but they are just so wrapped up
living in so much pain themselves they just can’t get beyond that to see the other
person. And at this particular time in their lives, until they are able to do that, you
know the child really shouldn’t be there. So, like I say, I don’t feel that the job is
too fun in the sense that you are dealing with a lot of pain and a lot of sorrow and
a lot of kids who deserve a lot better. 
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Judge Wilmont Sweeney
Alameda County Juvenile Court

Judge Sweeney: In the dependency field we refer to the ability of a judge to termi-
nate parental rights as the death penalty. And no death penalty is an easy thing to
do. We do not sentence people to death in juvenile court, but to have the power to
declare that a child who has been born to you and yours and you have reared to
whatever stage, to have the power to say that that child is no longer your child, you
have no legal relationship to that child any more, that is a tremendous power. And it
cannot be exercised lightly by anybody. And I don’t know a single solitary judge
who doesn’t squirm in exercising that right.

We are convinced that children do far better in their own homes than any
where else. But in some cases the situations are so egregious that it is heart rending.
You see kids who have been physically destroyed, broken bones, fractured skulls,
malnourished, or kids who have been so sexually-abused that they don’t trust any-
body at all. Then you say, this child needs me to remove it from that environment
forever. And you just hope that the god in heaven is smiling.

But the government cannot take the place of parents. We can remove a child,
terminate parental rights, find a magnificent adoptive home for the child.  But that is
not the major thrust of government. Government needs to spend more resources
buttressing the natural homes of children.

There are just not enough resources to help kids the way they need to be
helped. And I don’t blame social workers for alleging that they don’t have the time,
and they don’t have the resources. They have to handle 30-35 cases. They are
required to see each of those kids at least once a month, and just seeing is not
enough. They have to make assessments, they have to find out what kind of assis-
tance these kids need, and see that the kids get it. 

“Government
needs to
spend more
resources
buttressing
the natural
homes of
children.”
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Gretchen Sustachek
Family Preservation Worker

What if social workers did have the time and resources to devote to their clients?
Gretchen Sustachek is part of a new program that takes money that would have
gone to foster care, and instead uses it to provide extra services to keep families
together and children in the home. Called the Family Preservation Program, it
reduces worker caseloads and provides housing, counseling, and needed resources
to help give families a fresh start. Gretchen started working with Dana, a recovering
crack addict, to prepare for reunification with her children. Unfortunately, the only
place Dana could afford to live after completing a drug rehabilitation program was
a neighborhood infested with drugs and crack dealers. Gretchen was able to use
special funds from the program to help Dana move into a safer neighborhood and
help her set up a livable home for her kids.

DANA: Every night you would hear gunshots, and my kids were scared.  They
would say, “Mama, I don’t like it here. I’m scared.  I want to move.” When I first
met Gretchen, she was very easy to talk with.  And just having her support really
was a life-saver— knowing that she was there to help me get back on the right
track, and get me started as far as the things I would need for my kids.

GRETCHEN: To have left Dana in that neighborhood would have been setting her
up to fail. Then we decided what she needed, because she was basically setting up
a whole new household. She was very resourceful. She used what she had and
found great deals everywhere. When I worked in the reunification program before,
we didn’t have a lot of services, and I had families just fall through the cracks. There

What if social
workers did
have the time
and resources
to devote to
their clients?
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was nothing I could do. They wanted their children back, and they had all the moti-
vation, but they didn’t have a home. They didn’t have furniture. All they had was
the wish.

DANA: It feels good to have my head straight, to be able to treat my kids right, and
have a good home for them like they are supposed to have. Looking back, it was
living hell. 

GRETCHEN: I feel like I’m not just putting a band-aid on a problem. It shows that

given the resources, problems like crack addiction are solvable.
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