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Volunteers who help kids in
foster care are wanted more
than ever during the pandemic

Jayne Amelia Larson, a volunteer at CASA of Los Angeles, holds a drawing created by the young
girl whose case she was assigned. The girl drew herself in her "forever home" with her cousin
and cousin's boyfriend. (Genaro Molina / Los Angeles Times)

This is the story of a beautiful little girl, now 9, who loves princesses and unicorns and got
a rough start in life.

Her mother tested positive for drugs when she gave birth.

She lived with her father, cared for by his mother, until her grandmother died.

After that, no one vigilantly tended to her needs, though she was only a toddler. No one
signed her up for school when she was old enough for pre-K.

At 5½, she was removed from the care of her family by a social worker and police, and
placed in the first of several foster homes.

Stories like this one often gather sadness as they go. Children rescued from hardship often
face more as they bounce through an overburdened system, rarely receiving undivided
attention.

But that isn't this little girl's story.

This is a story about what can happen when serious attention is paid — about how it can
change a life's course.

Such labor-intensive support is always in critically short supply. And it's needed now more
than ever as the COVID-19 pandemic makes those who are most vulnerable more so.

The little girl, who I've been asked to call Stefanie, though that isn't her name, was in her

https://www.cityoflifefoundation.com/home.html
https://cityoflifefoundation.com/
https://www.cityoflifefoundation.com/home.html


second foster home when she met Jayne Amelia Larson, a volunteer for CASA of Los
Angeles, who had been assigned to her case.

The nonprofit recruits and rigorously trains volunteers to champion individuals in the child
welfare system — from newborns to 21-year-olds — who have been abused, neglected or
abandoned.

CASA stands for court-appointed special advocate. A CASA serves as a sworn officer of
the court, whose duty is to represent and ardently advocate for one particular child's or
young person's best interests. Others — the social workers, attorneys, the judge in the
case — have extraordinarily heavy caseloads. An L.A. judge might be overseeing more
than 1,000 cases at one time, and the social workers and attorneys, hundreds, said
CASA's Chief Executive Wende Julien.

A CASA usually is focused on keeping track of every detail — and every possible way to
help one person — in just one case.

This means poring over records: court files, educational, medical. It means working to
form a strong one-on-one bond. It means keeping in touch with relatives, friends,
teachers, social workers and attorneys to build the fullest understanding of their person's
circumstances. It means attending court hearings and writing periodic reports to the judge
handling the case, offering the most complete, objective account possible of their person's
past life and current life, and problems, progress and needs.

It was the desire to get that full picture in order to make the best decisions, Julien told me,
that led a Seattle judge to create the CASA system more than 40 years ago. L.A. soon
followed suit. CASA programs are now in place nationwide.

I'm hard-pressed to think of a more serious — or potentially heroic — volunteer
commitment. And I'm awed by the fact that in the L.A. area, more than 1,000 people have
made it.

But great need remains. L.A. County has more than 30,000 open child welfare cases,
Julien, said, and CASA estimates that around 12,000 of those are in desperate need of its
services.

The Stefanie that Larson first met was deeply unhappy, often angrily acting out. She'd
been removed from her first foster home because she fought the other children. Few in her
family home had modeled appropriate behavior. Few in her life had offered her the
attention she craved.

And here came this unicorn and princess combined.

"I said to her, 'I am your CASA and I work for you. I don't work for anybody else. I am your
advocate. That means I'm your voice. And I work for you,'" Larson told me. "She said, 'You
work for me?' And I said, 'Yes, I work for you — and only for you. And that thrilled her."

Click here for more of the story.

Let us know what you think of the article and what other articles you would like to know
more about.

Please click here to view the City of Life Website and read other very informative
information to help our Foster kids and our Foster Parents.
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