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I Remember the Call 

By Toni Kokaliares, Franklin County Children Services 

I remember the call like it was yesterday. I had just dropped off my son at school and was on my 

way to work when my cell phone rang. Answering the call, I spoke with a former caseworker who I 

thought was calling to make arrangements for a get-together with the unit. Instead, she asked me if I'd 

heard about a teenager on my caseload that had been shot the previous evening. I was in disbelief and 

could not get my thoughts together. Was she kidding? I thought: this is just a normal day for me; I'm on 

my way to work. How could this happen? I had to ask, "Is he okay?" She indicated that according to the 

news "he died from the injuries". It felt as though my heart sank to the pit of my stomach.  

All I could think about was that I could not go back and "fix it". That's what I'm supposed to do 

as a supervisor, "fix things", but this I could not fix. Death is so final. I couldn't go back and try to get him 

more help. I felt powerless. There was nothing I could do to change this outcome.  

Going into the office that morning, and for several painful mornings after that, I felt like a failure 

to that youth and his family. Here "I" was to protect this youth and "I" could not do it. For a long time it 

was unclear to me. How could this have happened, what should "I" have done differently? What 

decisions could "I" have made that would have changed the outcome for this young man? I was in so 

much pain that it took a long time to realize there are things in life that I have no control over.  

We all dread such calls. We wish such terrible things would never happen. We're child welfare 

professionals. We make policies, procedures and rules to assure that children do not get hurt. The 

reality is we have minimal control over human life. We can make decisions, form opinions, assist in 

assessments but we are dealing with people. People who make choices, and who have mental health 

and medical issues that we cannot control. How do we get past this and move on to continue the task at 

hand? How can the agency help staff through vicarious/secondary trauma we live through every day? 

I remember the week of the incident. I could not think straight. I wanted to make sure that 

other cases were "okay". It was hard for me to concentrate and make decisions on other cases while 

dealing with a grieving parent who continued to call crying. She did not know that several nights I cried 

for her and her family. During that time, I felt like any decision I was going to make was going to be 

unfair to other families, as I was not mentally healthy. I also was going through trauma. I did not want to 

miss anything and I had a hard time concentrating through my grief. I needed help. I had to stand up and 

put my pride aside and ask for help. I did and my associate and director listened. They allowed me time 

to cry when I needed.  

I think it is important as supervisors that we ask for help when we need it. Not only is it a benefit 

to us but it is also something we owe the families we serve.   It should not be seen as a sign of weakness 

to ask for help. After asking for help I was very fortunate, my associate director assigned my workers to 

other supervisors. I needed them to go to other supervisors for daily questions and paperwork approval. 
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This allowed me the time to complete all the paperwork for the youth that passed away, conduct safety 

planning for the other children in the home, and to deal with a grieving parent, without having to worry 

about my other cases.  

At the time I didn't realize how this boy's death would impact on my life. The fact is it continues 

to have an impact on my life, as a person and a Child Welfare Supervisor. When I consider how I 

supervise today, I can see how this situation has affected me. Often times my workers will indicate that I 

am "too thorough" or "too picky". I've shared with them the trauma I experienced and how it's affected 

my decisions. I feel the necessity of making sure I've crossed every "t" and dotted every "i". In reality do 

I think I can achieve this 100% of the time? No. Will my efforts stop another child from dying? Most 

likely not. But, it does help me stay focused on my job. I've had to learn though, that I am not perfect 

and that I cannot control everything including human behavior.    

At my agency, we are very fortunate. The administration has heard that we struggle with 

secondary trauma. They've developed a group to form policies on this issue. Managers are supportive as 

much as they can be.  

As supervisors, we have to remember that everyone deals with trauma differently. What one 

worker may need is different for another worker. Remind staff to take breaks, vacations, or have 

hobbies that can assist them with "mentally" getting away. We need to keep them healthy- both 

physically and mentally.   We need to take care of ourselves, too. Ask for help, when needed. We have 

fellow supervisors we can trust. Talk to them and use them as your supervisor support pal. Also 

remember, none of us is perfect; we can only do the best we can.  

I dedicate this article to Ms. Tina Rutherford (my director at the time), Lisa Cash (my current 

director), Christine Kade (my associate at that time), and Karen Setterlin (my current director). Without 

your assistance and listening ears, I would not have been able to make it through this or to continue to 

do so. 


