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PANDEMIC IMPACT
ON CASA CHILDREN

While many of us have returned to a semi-normal pre-pandemic life, many of
the children and families served by CASA have not. In their day-to-day goings
on, kids are back in school, visits from caseworkers and CASAs have started
again, and the visitations and therapies are slowly returning to in-person
contacts after being virtual for so long. Looking only at surface happenings
fails to capture and appreciate the devastating impact that the COVID-19 pan-
demic has had and still is having on children, especially those that are most
vulnerable due to their traumatic history and lack of resources. The pandemic
exposed shortcomings in public health and social welfare programs, which are
the social safety nets that were so painstakingly built and stitched together
despite years of budget cuts. These programs are now further
stressed under the crushing weight of increased demand.

...the Our children are in crisis now, more than ever.
months of
uncertainty, As kids started returning to in-person school, tension

isolation and
stress have
taken their toll
on kids.

and anxiety levels remained high for many children.
Their schools did not look the same. Their routines
were upended. There were a multitude of unfamiliar
rules and strictions in place. And the pressure to make
up for lost educational time has been intense. The CASA

helpers, who were so present in kids' pre-pandemic lives, are now seeing kids
in person again and are finding out that the months of uncertainty, isolation
and stress have taken their toll. Being so cooped up, worked up and unable to
get out their energy, kids had increasing difficulties with self-regulation and
managing their emotions once they returned to “normal”

We are working every day at CASA to help our kids better integrate into this
new normal, post-pandemic world. Our CASA volunteers are helping
their CASA kids access services and build resiliency. Our volunteers

are a constant, consistent, caring presence in kids'lives. To illustrate

how important a CASA can be, when one of our kids had trouble
participating in virtual therapy at home, their CASA coordinated the
arrangements for their child to receive virtual therapy weekly privately
while at school where now they can log on with no distractions. Whether
it is visiting and reading together weekly or participating in critical

(cont’d on page 2)
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10TH ANNUAL
BACKPACK
GIVEAWAY

Through the generosity of the
CentiMark Foundation, CASA
provided backpacks, school supplies
and gift cards to our kids at the
beginning of the school year. We
were fortunate to be able to give
new school items while encouraging
kids to start the year positively. Each
child also received a personal note
from CASA staff wishing them a
good school year and encouraging
them to achieve their highest
potential. Additional thanks to the
Nina Baldwin Fisher Foundation for
providing gift cards and for covering
the shipping materials and postage
costs, so items could be shipped to
kids directly to stop the
spread of COVID-19

and keep our

communities healthy.

We are so excited

to see what the

remainder of

this school

year holds
for our CASA
kids!
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education meetings and
observing kids in school, our
CASAs are there for their kids,
giving them individualized
attention unparalled in our
social service and court
systems. The pandemic alsa
has taken its toll on our CASA
volunteers, who are decent
and caring people trying their
best to hold it together for
their clients. Yet 21 months

in and the burnout for those
helpers is real, all while the
needs of our children have
only grown. The pandemic
has been a challenge for

our kids and our volunteers.
Nevertheless, CASA is as
committed as ever to our
mission and the kids we serve,
one-to-one every day.

SUPERHEROES IN
TRAINING

CASA is excited to host our 65th training class cohort! We are excited to engage
with each trainee, albeit remotely, guiding them as they learn about CASA’s stan-
dards and practices. During the training process, they also embark on a personal
journey and impact positive change within their communities. During our fall
training, the class participated in over 45 hours of detailed instruction, consisting
of learning an appreciation for Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and how
these adverse experiences impact child development, unpacking the meaning of
privilege, and identifying and understanding trauma, physical abuse, sexual abuse,
and child neglect.

To be selected for volunteer service, applicants must exhibit skills that show their
readiness to engage with the challenges of the child welfare system that may in-
volve unspeakable child harm. Throughout the interview process, applicants came
from varied backgrounds and experiences. This current CASA cohort consists of
individuals in the food service industry, personal business, management, counsel-
ing, and education. We are so excited to have such a unique blend of professions
and experiences, and hope that the training we provide personally impacts and
affords opportunities for the children we serve to live happy, and healthy lives.

What are ACES?

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are conditions forming stable and forming healthy relationships, and

that occur during formative years (0-17) that can ad- holding a job. They may alsc engage in risky behaviors
versely affect child development and can significantly themselves, develop drug and alcohol addiction and have
impact future violence victimization and perpetration, a higher risk of being involved in a crime. And these effects
and lifelong health and financial stability, according to may be passed on to their own children.

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),

The risk factors can include, and are not limited to,
neglect; homelessness or housing instability; caregiver
separation, e.g., having a parent or family member who
is incarcerated or one who abuses drugs and/or alcohol;
low income; sexual abuse or witnessing sexual abuse
and/or violence in the home; and emotional abuse

or caregiver mental illness. There are community risk
factors as well, such as few activities for kids; racism; and
high rates of violence, access to drugs and alco-

hol, unemployment, and food insecurity.

Exposure to ACEs as a child can cause tox-
ic stress and repeated exposure to toxic
stress can change brain development.
These changes can affect attention, abili-
ty to learn, decision-making, and impulse
behavior. Children who grow up with toxic
stress may have difficulty finishing school,

ACEs occur across all income and socioeconomic levels
and can have costly serious and lifelong impacts. No one

is immune from ACEs. However, protective factors do exist
against ACES. These include doing well in school; having
stable, safe, and nurturing relationships; and having caring
adults outside the family who serve as mentors and role
models. No one who has experienced significant adversity
(or many ACEs) is irreparably damaged, though we need to

acknowledge trauma’s effects on their lives.

By reducing a family’s sources of stress, changing
norms and behaviors for children and adults,
and strengthening the personal skills needed
to adapt and thrive, we can prevent and coun-
teract lasting harm, while helping children
reach their full potential.

To learn more about ACEs, visit https://www.cdc.
gov/violenceprevention/pdf/preventingACES.pdf
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Dr. Susan Parker, an Associate Professor of Education in the School of
Nursing, Education and Human Studies at Robert Morris University,
has been volunteering at CASA for over one year. She is assigned a
challenging case, but has made real impact in the life of a child.

Tell us about being a
volunteer.

Being a CASA volunteer has been
exactly what | expected and nothing
that | expected. | anticipated being
shocked by how the system operates,
and the number of roadblocks
people encounter daily. | did not
anticipate how easy it was to care
about a child | didn't even know
existed a few months ago. Some
weeks | feel like I'm pulling my hair
out, because all “solutions” seem
frustrating. However, some weeks
I'm so happy because | was able to
deliver on my promise of a visit, or a
phone call, or delivering a few comic
boaks or a bag of sour patch kids.

Do you feel you’ve made
animpact?

Honestly, any impact I've made is
small. A younger version of myself
would have been disappointed,
because | haven't yet changed the
world and I've been volunteering
for almost a year. But the older and
wiser me knows that I've been very
consistent in keeping in touch with
S. and that can be enough. I feel I've
made an impact when he calls me
(even without his cell phone) because
he has my number memorized. |
feel I'm making an impact when

he gets mad at what | say, yet he
hears me out, or when he explains
something to me that is culturally or
generationally relevant (and | belong
to neither the culture or generation
). | feel I've made an impact because
| believe | have a good relationship
with his grandparents and parents.
We aren't all friends, but | think I've

done a good job of being respectful,
and they in turn respect me. | hope

| continue see my impact in baby
steps as time moves onward.

How has this experience
shaped you?

I'm definitely much more aware of
the world around me, and how the
rules are different depending on
your skin color, your socio-economic
status, and/or educational level. I've
always known the world operated
like that, but seeing it up close and
personal can be jarring. I've become
unafraid to point out injustice. I've
also started to have “courageous
conversations” about race and
social justice with young adults,

a topic | would have shied away
from, thinking “they are too young"”
However, when you see a young
man who is “too young”to deal
with life's injustices, it makes those
conversations seem both mild and
incredibly necessary.

What does volunteering
mean to you?

I don't know if | have the answer

to this one. This isn't the type of
volunteering that you drop off your
canned goods at the food kitchen
and feel good about yourself.
Some days | actually feel kind of
crappy about myself because | don't
have the power to make any large
changes, or | didn’t have the time
that day or week to devote hours
to whatever needed to be done.
However, | am a firm believer that
every little bit helps so at least I'm
trying to help solve some of the

problems, and not add to them.

I'm also really happy that my adult
children know | put my money where
my mouth is, because having an
opinion without being willing to

do any of the work isn't something

I want to model. Additionally, | talk
to my college-aged students about
what CASA is and what they do. It's
given me some specific examples

to share with them as | teach about
how the educational system works,
or doesn’t work. | hope they carry a
lesson or two with them out into the

world. Maybe the next generatloi

will do better than mine has.
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