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Dear
Children are being harmed in Kansas in fundamental ways.

The impact happens deep within their brains, in brain cells that are the roads and bridges, for
their learning, for their thinking, for their self-control, for their cooperation, for their ability to
make a contribution to our society. These children are not being harmed by bad people, not by
bad intentions, not by bad policies. No, they are being harmed by a bad decision-making
system. You have the power today to correct the system that makes bad decisions through one
single, inexpensive action. Your good decision will save lives, improve the future of all Kansans,
and save the state money. Your good decision will ensure that someone is thinking about how
to pave the roads and bridges of Kansas children’s brains.

Because, when children have a voice, systems make better decisions on their behalf.

My people came to Kansas 150 years ago and are buried in Oberlin and Lebanon and Salina and
Chanute. |trained at the Menninger Clinic when it was in Topeka, then became their director
of psychiatric training. | have worked in nursing homes and hospitals and Indian Health Clinics
across Kansas. | am on faculty at two medical schools. | have been the president local chapter of
my child psychiatry professional organization. As a child psychiatrist | have been responsible for
the care of several thousand Kansas children. Speaking from this experience, and speaking for
myself alone, | will tell you four things today:

o First - there is no one in Kansas who speaks soley on behalf of children. Everyone
speaking for children also has additional and perhaps conflicting roles. For example, | need
to balance the needs of my agency and my need to earn a living with the needs of the
children | serve.

¢ Second - as the state has tried different approaches to supporting children, it is the
children who have suffered when approaches haven’t worked.

e Third - children are harmed when no one speaks with a single-minded focus on behalf of
their well-being.
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e Fourth - including the voice of children in our decisions can bring our state to its full
potential, as a good place to create and relocate businesses and families. This change
corrects the first three points.

Here is my message in one sentence:
When children have a voice, systems make better decisions on their behalf.

| stand before you today as a father, a physician, a psychiatrist, a taxpayer and a citizen urging
you to vote to create an Office of the Child Advocate. A Child Advocate who can represent the
children who can’t speak for themselves, who can become the voice of these children, who can
inject that voice into the decision-making process, who can change the bad decision-making
system to a better decision-making system. You can do that. You have that power.

Other people today will tell you numbers. | can tell you that | see upwards of 20 adoptive
parents a year who are dissolving their adoptions when | used to see just one or two, but | am
not an expert in statistics. Other people will tell you how policies work. They will tell you how
much money we will save if even 30 foster children do not enter the system. But | am not an
expert in policies.

I am an expert in the pain that children experience. | am an expert in children’s pain because |
sit with them every day with the intention of understanding what they have experienced. | sit
with these children, my patients, my beloved patients, to help them turn their wordless,
unbearable experiences into stories that transform their lives.

| have a story that | need for you to hear. It will only take three minutes. If children must bear
this suffering, then we need to bear it too. This is not a true story. It is not about a child | know.
| can’t tell you the story of an actual foster child because there are rules to protect their privacy.
These are good rules, and | am glad the rules protect the privacy of these children.

So, | will tell you a fictional story. In medicine this kind of story is called a “case composite.” It is
taken from bits and pieces of many children’s stories. While it is not true of any one child, it is
true in the way that good fiction is always true, because it captures an essential element of
human experience. When you listen to this story you will know how important it is for us to
create an Office of the Children’s Advocate.

Because when children have a voice, systems make better decisions on their behalf.

The Story of Francesco*

| am a child psychiatrist, and my children are littered across Kansas. They come to me broken,
betrayed by those who should care for them, but can’t, or won’t. They have studied survival in
the devil’s workshop and have buried their soul to save it. They bite and scratch and hit and spit,
defying me to connect, to understand, to join.



My colleagues and | put our arms around our children, see through their snarls and claws, and
seek the reasons for their buried souls. Why have they concealed their most precious gifts?
What dangers chased the beauty they were created to be into darkness?

Francesco* was three when his mother died, and he was placed with her brother, Uncle Jim.
Totally unprepared to raise a child, Jim eventually resorted to locking Francesco in the old trailer
he had out back of the house. When Francesco started school, his teachers reported Jim to social
services, and Francesco was placed in his first of many foster homes. He usually lasted for two or
three months, but when he started to get attached to the foster parents, he would get angry and
throw tantrums that would last for hours.

By the time he came to our facility, he had been placed in fourteen different homes, admitted to
psychiatric hospitals three times, and spent five months in a residential facility like ours, for
children with severe emotional and behavioral problems. Two of the foster homes had been
reported for abusing Francesco, and there was evidence that, in one home, his foster dad beat
him with a belt and left bruises after Francesco spit in his face. Francesco knew no family, and
none of his caseworkers had stayed with him for more than 6 months. He was only 8 and had
already experienced more than a lifetime’s worth of trouble.

In my first meeting with him, Francesco said that no treatment had ever helped with his anger,
and no medicine had controlled his rages. He notified me that he would learn to do what we
wanted, just as he had everywhere else he had been. | got the feeling that his main objective
was to be the one in control. Then | imagined what it would be like to be him. | told him that |
was sure he had gotten good at surviving, and | was glad that he had. | already liked him and was
happy he was still around. It was okay that he felt we couldn’t help him. What reason did he
have for any optimism? | sure could understand that he would expect nothing good from us. It
wasn’t wrong for him to see it this way. In fact, | let him know that, at our place, it was okay for
him to feel whatever he was feeling.

Our care facilitators knew many children like Francesco, and they had worked hard to learn to
respond to their spite with an affectionate tolerance and gentle firmness. They understood that
children who have had rough early years see their longings as an enemy, a weakness that only
leads to pain. So they suppress all desire to be connected, to be accepted and comforted, to be
cherished or to share delight. They push people away before these yearnings compel them to
betray the oath that they have made to themselves - “Never again will | let myself get tricked
into trusting that this grownup might actually want and love me. Never again will | let my guard
down.”

Sometimes, in our respectful embrace, a stance relaxes and that child’s dignity unfolds. And in
our eyes they see their eyes shining brightly. One moment in particular stands out in my mind.
Francesco was in the hallway, upset that he could not go to the baseball game with the other
kids on the unit. Two staff members talking with him grasped the depths of Francesco’s
disappointment. He had been starting to respond to their relentless trust-building efforts. When



they were interested in his anger, rather than telling him he had anger problems, he was
confused but curious. The best he could tell, they really did care about him, and they wanted to
help him find a family for the rest of his childhood. Now here they were, telling him he could not
go to the game, the first time he would get to see a major league team. The doubts were
crowding out his budding trust, and | could tell he was likely thinking, “I knew | shouldn’t have
trusted them. | knew it was too good to be true.”

Francesco was silently contemplating his vow to never get his hopes up again when | came
around the corner. The two staff were listening to his frustrations, and putting themselves in his
shoes: “l can see how you feel that we are rejecting you. That we are saying you’re not a good
kid. That we are telling you that we don’t care about you, we want to make your life a living hell.
We enjoy controlling your life and making you miserable. We can’t be depended on to help you
have a little fun.” They had been at it for a good 20 minutes, and Francesco was starting to
wonder if he was wrong about his vow. He was agreeing with what they said: “I do feel that way.
You are doing that. | am mad at you. If you really cared about me, you would let me go.”

Even though | was sad that he was so upset, | smiled to myself as | walked by. | knew that the
staff had once again helped Francesco turn the corner of misplaced mistrust, as they had done a
hundred times before over the past three months. Francesco could see more and more that his
terror and pain came from his past, from the misery and despair he had suffered through over
and over. He had new choices in this moment, to let the staff know about his big feelings, and to
let them share the experience of how low the pain could take him. A few minutes later, he let
their comfort touch him, as he sobbed in their arms, telling them how hard life had been for
him.

Seven months later, when we told him that his caseworker found him a foster family, Francesco
was overjoyed at the news. By then he was able to trust the staff most of the time. So he let us
into his protected inner world. He told us, “l thought that no one would ever want me. Now
someone does!” A few days later, when we had to tell him that the foster family couldn’t take
him after all because they had decided to move to Colorado, he told us how mad he was that we
had gotten his hopes up, how we had failed by not finding this out sooner, and how sad he was
that he was not going. The team felt terrible to deliver this news, yet we were also weirdly
pleased that Francesco now trusted himself and us enough to reveal his reactions as he was
having them. No longer did he feel the need to bury the treasure of who is. He could allow his
spirit to shine through no matter what he was feeling.

So two months later, when Francesco no longer met criteria for residential treatment and still no
foster family had been found, we were heartbroken to tell him that he would be leaving us the
next day. The plan was for his caseworker to pick him up and take him to the foster care office
until a home was found. Kids we had discharged in similar situations had spent one, two or even
three nights on the couch at the office, because there were more children needing homes than
there were homes who could take them in. In all likelihood, he would move from one home to
another for several weeks, staying a night or two at each, until a more permanent placement
could be found. We helped him pack his belongings in a large, black Glad garbage bag, the same



kind of luggage he had arrived with. He took his valuables with him: a small quilt he had made
with our nurse, the book of lessons that he and his therapist had drawn with markers, a plush
stuffed raccoon from his caseworker, and pictures other children drew so that he would
remember them.

| took a picture with him and the team, then he got into the transport car, a wire mesh screen to
the driver he had never met before, in case he turned violent. He looked out the back window of
the car, eyes filled with tears as they slowly drove out of our parking lot. We were crying too.

Francesco’s eyes asked a question that pounded in our broken hearts and demanded that we

answer: Why must you send me back where | first felt the need to bury my treasure?

Why must you vote for the Office of the Child Advocate today? Because the Office of the Child
Advocate will speak for all the Francescos who are being harmed by our bad decision-making
system. Because your vote will add Francesco’s voice when we are thinking together about what
to do to help him.

Because when children have a voice, systems make better decisions on their behalf.
Sincerely,

George S Thompson MD

* Francesco, like all the children and families | talk about, is a ‘composite character,” based on a
combination of experiences I've had. No composite character refers to any particular person in
any identifiable way.



