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Toying
with danger
Despite DCFS involvement, many 
children die at the hands of their 
caregivers. Advocates say their 
deaths could be prevented. page 8
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Celebrating 40 years
The Chicago Reporter is 
celebrating its 40th anniversary 
this year. The Reporter will be 
hosting several social events 
and forums to commemorate 
the occasion. Make sure to 
subscribe to our weekly e-blast 
at www.chicagoreporter.com 
to ensure that you’re up-to-
date on all the ways we’re 
celebrating.

Got a news tip?
The Chicago Reporter brings 
injustice to the forefront in the 
areas of criminal justice, labor, 
housing, health, immigration 
and government. If you have 
a tip, call (312) 427-4830 
ext. 4040 or send an email to 
editor@chicagoreporter.com.
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Dr. Jill Glick, who established the Child Protective Services Team at the University of Chicago 
Medicine Comer Children’s Hospital, says bruises in babies are often indicators of abuse. “It’s a 
marker for potential abuse because babies do not bruise,” says Glick, who sits on the Cook County 
Death-Review Team. Photo by Lucio Villa.
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Reporter News
In the spring, The Chicago Reporter 

created a part-time position for Web 
editor. It had been more than two years 
since we started a blog with our first 
blogger, and we’ve since grown to 
include four bloggers. Having an editor 
to manage all those people was a must. 
We brought on Mike McHugh to serve 
in that capacity. But he has now taken 
a job in the communications depart-
ment at the University of Chicago 
Medical Center. We will miss Mike and 
wish him well in his new role.

Filling in Mike’s shoes is Melanie 
Coffee, an award-winning journalist 
who comes to us after 12 years with 

the Associated Press—serving most 
recently as enterprise editor. In that 
role, Melanie managed 14 states’ 
in-depth news stories, developed and 
edited long-term news projects, con-
ducted weekly planning meetings and 
edited daily and breaking news stories. 
She helped manage high-impact sto-
ries such as the fatal shootings in Fort 
Hood, Texas, the trial of former Gov. 
Rod Blagojevich and devastating floods 
in the Upper Midwest in 2009.

Melanie is a journalism graduate 
from the University of Missouri and a 
full-time freelancer. In her spare time, 
she also started an award-winning blog 
SheWrites, and she also blogs on The 
Huffington Post.

We also say goodbye to blogger 
Nick Moroni, who has been cover-
ing politics for us on our blog. He will 
be moving to Vermont to work on a 
political campaign for a state repre-
sentative as well as to follow one of his 
passions—farming. We will miss Nick 
and wish him well on the East Coast.

Former Publisher Alden Loury left 
the Reporter one year ago to go back 
to his reporting roots and was hired 
as a reporter at the Better Govern-
ment Association. Well, he’s back, in 
some sorts. While working full-time at 
the association, Alden will freelance 
stories part-time on the Reporter’s 
blog. We welcome Alden back to the 
Reporter fold.

It’s been a brutal summer. 
I’m not just talking about the 
record-breaking heat that fell 
on us a few days at a time but 
had us complaining like we 
had been living in a humidi-
fier all summer.

We were reminded of the 
brutal summer every time 
we picked up a paper and 
the headline read: “Another 
youth …”

You know how the story 
went. More youth have been 
dying in Chicago because of 
violence than in any other 
city in our country. These 
crimes bring up images of 
guns and chalk-lined streets. 
But rarely do you envision the 
crime scene being a bedroom 
or some other safe haven in 
people’s homes.

But that’s the story flying 
under the radar.

In this month’s investiga-
tion, “Toying with danger,” 
Reporter María Inés Zamu-
dio uncovered that, while 
the state’s homicide rate has 
dropped 26 percent in the 
past decade, the number of 
children who were killed af-
ter the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services 
investigated their cases for 

abuse or neglect has remained 
stubbornly unchanged.

Something has to be done 
about this. Investigators are 
overworked, state budgets 
are restricted, and, as a re-

sult, children keep dying af-
ter an investigation has been 
conducted.

There is plenty of blame to 
go around. First, some inves-
tigations end as “unfounded.” 
That could mean a lot of 
things. It could mean that the 
claim wasn’t validated. But it 
could also mean that an in-
vestigator wasn’t able to talk 
to the family or friends to 
get the information to make 
a solid determination. That 
doesn’t necessarily mean the 
abuse or neglect didn’t take 
place.

As Zamudio reports, nearly 
one in five homicides came 
within one year after a DCFS 
investigation determined 
that an allegation of abuse or 
neglect was “unfounded.”

Another problem is case-
load. Of course, this isn’t 
the first time DCFS has been 
overloaded with cases. Back 
in the ’90s, a consent de-
cree was forged between the 
American Civil Liberties 
Union of Illinois and DCFS, 
requiring several reforms 
at the agency, including the 
hiring of more investigators. 
The goal was to cap their new 
cases by 15 each month. Two 

decades later, the goal is still 
not met. DCFS announced 
that it plans to increase the 
number of investigators by 
January, but as Zamudio 
points out, at press time, 
they still average more than 
20 cases monthly.

I’m certain that there are 
myriad other reasons contrib-
uting to the problem as well. 
But these are huge impedi-
ments that keep the mortal-
ity rate high for these young 
victims, and something has 
to be done.

If we don’t, more youth—
toddlers and newborns 
alike—will continue to die at 
the hands of people who we 
already knew might be abus-
ing them. And their deaths 
will be because we acted too 
late or because key sources 
in the investigation couldn’t 
be found or because we chose 
to fund one program and not 
another.

I don’t have the solution, 
but I’m pretty certain that if 
we do nothing—or if we con-
tinue to make cuts to staff 
and budgets—we won’t have 
to worry about the number 
remaining flat. It will likely 
go up.

Dying even after warning signs

Kimbriell Kelly, 
Editor and Publisher
Opinions expressed by the 
editor/publisher are her own.

We welcome letters. Send them 
to kkelly@chicagoreporter.com 
or 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 
500, Chicago, IL, 60604. Please 
include name, address and a day-
time phone number. Letters may 
be edited for space and clarity.

n
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The news:
In July, a gunman opened fire 
at the premiere of the newest 
Batman movie in Aurora, 
Colo., killing 12 people.

Behind the news:
During the same week of 

the Aurora massacre, Chicago 
saw 69 shooting incidents, 
with nine people murdered 
as a result, shows a Chicago 
Reporter analysis of Chicago 
Police Department records. 
The number of incidents, 
which was 30 percent higher 
than during the correspond-
ing week in 2011, brought the 
city’s total shootings for the 
year—as of July 22—to 1,331.

“What happened in one 
night in Colorado is a regular 
weekend occurrence here in 
Chicago,” said Mark Walsh, 
the director for the Illinois 
Campaign to Prevent Gun 
Violence.

More than three-quarters 
of the 69 shootings occurred 
on the South and Southwest 
sides. The 7th Police District 
on the Southwest Side was 
the most dangerous with 11 
shootings, followed closely by 
the 6th and 4th districts with 
nine shootings each.

Meanwhile, there was only 
one shooting on the North 
Side, in the 24th District.

During the past two years, 
the number of reported 
violent crimes throughout 
the city has declined, but 
gun violence is continuing to 
climb. As of July 22, shooting 
incidents are up 8 percent this 
year, compared with the same 
period last year.

“Guns are not as simple 
as dealing with violence,” 
said Dennis Rosenbaum, a 
professor of criminology at 
the University of Illinois at 
Chicago. “Guns are part of our 
culture.”

—Yisrael Shapiro

The news:
In June, a Walgreens store 
near 75th and State streets 
joined a pilot program that 
offers free HIV testing 
and counseling under the 
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention.

Behind the news:
Despite a citywide 

decrease of 22 percent be-
tween 2010 and 2011, seven 
community areas on the 
South and Southwest sides 
saw an increase in the num-
ber of new HIV infections, 
shows a Chicago Reporter 
analysis of the Chicago 
Department of Public Health 
data. Four of the community 
areas are majority-black: 
Greater Grand Crossing, 
South Shore, North Lawn-
dale and South Chicago. The 
other three are in Latino, 
mixed or white areas.

Greater Grand Crossing, 

the home of the CDC’s pilot 
program, suffered the great-
est increase—by 53 per-
cent—in HIV diagnoses of 
any area between 2010 and 
2011, tallying an average of 
70.5 infections per 100,000 
people in 2011.

Cynthia Tucker, director of 
Prevention and Community 
Partnerships for the AIDS 
Foundation of Chicago, listed 
a number of social determi-
nants that influence the high 
HIV rates in some neighbor-
hoods. “There’s a lack of 
jobs, high poverty, a lack of 
housing and a lack of access 
to medical care,” she said. 
“In these places, you have to 
step out of the community 
for services.”

Rodney Johnson serves as 
chairman for the HIV/AIDS 
Ministry at the Trinity United 
Church of Christ—located in 
majority-black Washington 
Heights, near five of the 
seven community areas that 

saw increasing HIV diagno-
ses. Johnson said Trinity of-
fered HIV testing in the past, 
but sessions were infrequent 
and “lightly attended.”

Then the Rev. Otis Moss 
III and the pastoral staff 
members started rapid-
testing themselves from 
the pulpit. “Where the head 
leader goes, the people will 
follow,” Johnson said. Now 
Trinity sponsors HIV testing 
in church after some services 
and at neighborhood events 
like a three-on-three basket-
ball tournament at Lowden 
Homes, a nearby public 
housing development.

“The more opportunity 
people have to test them-
selves, the more they will 
do it,” Johnson said. “People 
will learn that they’re not 
immune. Pastor Moss says 
that before we deal with HIV, 
we have to deal with ‘CIV: 
Christian Ignorant Virus.’” 

—Liz Granger

Dark days in 
Chicago

South Side HIV 
infections on rise

The pilot program by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention offering free HIV testing added a 
new Chicago location on the South Side. The number of HIV infections is declining citywide, but it has 
increased in some South Side communities. Photo by Gary Coronado/Palm Beach Post/ZUMAPress.com.
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The news:
The Illinois General Assembly approved 
plans for a gambling expansion that 
would allow for five new casinos in the 
state, including one in Chicago.

Behind the news:
Studies have shown that new casinos 

bring an increase in gambling addiction, 
but Illinois has one of the lowest bud-
gets for providing services for problem 
gamblers.

Illinois spent $960,000 on hotlines 
and treatment programs for gamblers 
in 2010, the third-lowest amount of any 
state with land-based and riverboat 
casinos. Total spending was 7 cents per 
Illinois resident, far less than the national 
average of 36 cents, and only 0.2 percent 
of the tax income the state took in from 
casino gambling.

Illinois now has 10 land-based and 
riverboat casinos, while Indiana, which 
has only one more, budgets $5.5 million 
for services, 12 times more per capita 
than Illinois.

The proposed expansion would bring 

Illinois’s total to 15 casinos, the same 
number as Iowa, which budgets 17 times 
more per capita.

“The state should spend significantly 
more money,” said Glen Cannon, a board 
member of the Illinois Council on Problem 
Gambling. “And not just for treatment but 
also for education and prevention.”

Problem gambling, and the debt that 
accompanies it, strike minority popula-
tions significantly harder than their white 
counterparts, according to a study by 
trade publication CNS Spectrums, which 
analyzed a 2001-2002 survey by the 
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 
Alcoholism. It also tends to affect the 
poor, with 65 percent of black problem-
gamblers earning less than $20,000 a 
year.

Cannon fears the state’s plan would in-
crease the rate of problem gambling and 
cautions that expansion has to go hand in 
hand with increased funding for treating 
and preventing gambling addiction.

“Accessibility increases casualties,” 
he said. “It will increase the number of 
individuals who could develop problems.”

—Yisrael Shapiro

More casinos, fewer treatment programs

The news:
In June, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled that incarcerat-
ing a juvenile for life without 
the possibility of parole is 
unconstitutional if the sen-
tence was triggered auto-
matically by the category of 
the crime.

Behind the news:
In Illinois, 100 people 

are now serving life without 
parole for crimes they com-
mitted when they were 17 
or younger, according to the 
Illinois Coalition for Fair Sen-
tencing of Children. About 
80 percent of them triggered 
an automatic sentence by 
statute—usually due to a 
crime involving a homicide 

with multiple victims.
African Americans make 

up 71 out of the 100 people, 
while their white, Latino and 
Native-American counter-
parts constitute the rest.

Under the Illinois law, 
juveniles as young as 13 can 

be transferred to adult court 
on a discretionary basis and 
face a life sentence without 
parole. Those facing felony 
charges and who are 15 or 
older may also be automati-
cally transferred to adult 
court.

Shobha Lakshmi Ma-
hadev, the project director 
for the Illinois Coalition for 
Fair Sentencing of Children, 
said that the disproportion-
ate number of minority juve-
niles who face a life sentence 
without parole is a warning 
sign that there is something 
wrong with the system.

“We are missing a key 
and important fact when 
we sentence them auto-
matically,” Mahadev said, 
pointing out that the court 

cannot take into account the 
backgrounds of the youths in 
automatic sentencing.

Michael Harris, senior 
attorney with the National 
Center for Youth Law, 
said that even though 
the U.S. Supreme Court 
decision is a step forward, 
he believes that all life-
without-parole sentences 
for juveniles should be ruled 
unconstitutional.

“I think it continues a 
trend of enlightenment 
of how juveniles should 
be treated different than 
adults,” he said. “I had hoped 
and I still hope [the court] 
will go the full distance and 
will make it unconstitutional 
for all youths under 18.”

—Kaitlyn Mattson

High court jams automatic triggers for juveniles

Locked away

71 The number of 
African Ameri-
cans out of 100 

people who are serving 
life without parole in 
Illinois for crimes they 
committed when they 
were 17 or younger.

Source: The Illinois Coalition for Fair 
Sentencing of Children

Meager shares
Among 10 states generating the 
highest tax revenue from gambling, 
Illinois steered the third-lowest 
share of the revenue toward 
services for problem gambling.

State Revenue Services

Iowa $321.5 m 1.14%

Michigan $320.7 m 0.94%

New York $593.4 m 0.72%

Indiana $846.4 m 0.65%

W. Virginia $406.5 m 0.49%

Louisiana $573.2 m 0.44%

Pennsylvania $1.5 b 0.35%

Illinois $489.4 m 0.20%

Nevada $865.3 m 0.07%

Missouri $484.8 m 0.04%

Source: The  National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 
Alcoholism; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.
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At the Chicago Youth Boxing Club, Gabriel Navarro, the head coach, says sports are a great way to motivate youth to stay on the right path, away 
from a life of crime. Photo by William Camargo.

Sparring off the streets
By Safiya Merchant

In July, Gabriel Navarro stood inside the ring at the Chicago 
Youth Boxing Club, absorbing the punches thrown by one of 
his students. The two sparred, following each other around 
the ring and fighting to gain the upper hand.

Fifteen years ago, Navarro was the one throwing the punches, 
taking official boxing lessons for the first time at the age of 18. 
Looking back now, Navarro says boxing was one of the sports 
that kept him away from the streets—and away from trouble. 
He hopes that, by putting on the gloves, his students will take 
the same route he did. On Wednesday nights, the gym even 
hosts sessions for members of the Latin Kings, keeping them 
from gangbanging during key nighttime hours.

The gym, in the basement of La Villita Community Church 
in Little Village, serves two purposes: teaching youth how 
to box while keeping them away from the violence that fills 
the streets outside. It’s a refuge that provides a healthy, 
constructive alternative to gangs and guns, allowing them to 
focus on themselves and vent their frustrations. About 75 

active members, ages 8 
and up, attend the gym, 
which, besides boxing 
lessons, offers academic 
tutoring in subjects such 
as reading, math and 
science.

Navarro, 33, is both 
the gym’s head coach and a mentor for his students, who come 
from all across the city—and even Cicero. Born and raised in 
Little Village, Navarro, like his students, has had firsthand 
experience with gangs, violence and drugs. Though he was 
never in a gang himself, Navarro says many of his friends have 
fallen victim to violence and drug addiction. One friend, a man 
who died after police used a Taser on him while he was high on 
cocaine, is memorialized in a tattoo on his right leg.

But sports have always been his escape from the violence. 
An avid athlete since he was young, Navarro says his father 

For more information
To learn more about the 
Chicago Youth Boxing Club, go 
to chicagoyouthboxingclub.org

A boxing coach 
keeps youth off the 
streets by letting 
them in the ring
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always motivated him to stay involved in sports ranging from 
baseball to wrestling. “I probably wouldn’t be alive right now 
if it wasn’t for sports,” he said.

Now Navarro uses the lessons he learned from sports and 
the streets to keep his students in the ring and move them 
forward. The Chicago Reporter sat down with Navarro to 
discuss his work.

When you grew up in Little Village, what kind of 
violence did you experience?

Half of the people I used to hang around with were gang-
bangers. Because there was nothing to do but gangbang. We 
didn’t have a park. The high schools, after they let out their kids, 
they closed down the schools—they don’t let nobody play bas-
ketball after school or stuff like that.

My friend was a drug addict. He grew up being a gangbanger. 
He said he shot at people. He probably killed a couple of people. 
So when he was high, he used to see the people that he shot at, 
he’ll tell me. He’ll be like, ‘Man, all my demons, when I’m high, 
all my demons come out.’ He scared the crap out of me growing 
up, the way he used to act. Like not violent towards nobody, but 
I’m not going to do a drug and be scared of everybody. You know, 
what’s so fun about that?

How did you stay away from all that?

I was playing baseball. I lived on the opposite side of the gang 
line, so my coach said, ‘It’s either gangbanging or baseball. You 
know, if you start gangbanging, you’re not going to be able to 
come to the park no more because the gangbangers are going to 
pick on you.’ So I’m like, ‘You’re right.’ So I picked baseball over 
gangbanging, and I never had any problem with no gangs.

My dad used to always keep me busy when I was young. He 
always gave me money. One thing he said: He’d rather be broke 
and have me have money than me go out and rob or steal. That 
was his biggest fear—for us to go to jail for stealing money or 
something. So he always kept me busy in sports and always gave 
us money. As long as we had some type of money in our pock-
ets, we won’t be thinking about stealing, so my dad was always 
like that. He put me in baseball. He introduced me to baseball, 
and that’s all I needed. After that, I did football, softball—almost 
every sport I loved.

How does your organization get youth away from 
violence?

By us mentoring them. Kids just want to be heard. The parents 
are real busy, and they don’t got time for their kids ’cause they’re 
trying to support them. That’s all they know—how to work, make 
money to support their kids—but they don’t really listen to them. 
They work all day and they don’t got time for their kids. So I’m 
here. I listen to them. We got Fernando, who’s another assistant 

coach. We got Hassan. We all just listen to the kids. They tell us 
some pretty private stuff. Their parents are not listening to them, 
so they don’t have nowhere to go to. So we talk to them. I give 
them advice. They listen. I guess they just want to be heard; they 
just want to vent and have somebody listen.

I try to tell them like life experiences that I had. I kind of scare 
them, like not scare them, but I’m just telling my story, and they’re 
like, ‘Oh my God, I don’t want to be like that.’ I saw everything 
in this neighborhood, from gang beatings to shootings to being 
shot at. I hung around with gangbangers. I never joined any type 
of gang, but it’s hard not to have a friend that’s not in a gang in 
this neighborhood, back then when I was a teenager. Now, hope-
fully, it’s changing, but when I was a teenager, it was so hard not 
to meet that one person because you meet ’em at school. 

I try as hard as I can to try to get them out of gangs. You know, 
by just telling them personal stuff about me that opens up their 
eyes, I guess.

Why do you think sports are the key to reducing 
the violence?

It’s fun. Once you get them involved in sports and get them 
into it, they just love it. They’re not used to it. They just know 
to hang around the street, be out all day. If you’re out all day, 
you might either go the good path or the bad path. And most 
of them choose the gangbanging. But since sports are hitting 
Little Village real hard now, I think it’s helping a lot. We actually 
have Wednesday nights, from 8:30 to 10:30, we have a program 
where we open up the gym to all the gangbangers. And so on 
Wednesday nights, I have a bunch of gangbangers that instead 
of being in the street, they’re right here, hitting the bag, or I’m 
doing pads, or they’re lifting weights, they’re playing basketball 
upstairs on the third floor.

I used to always get into street fights for some reason, and 
then I joined boxing and I stopped, like I never got into a fight 
again in the street. I kind of felt like I’m training to fight—why 
would I want to go and fight a guy that is not trained to fight? So 
it kind of makes you think, ‘Oh, I won’t fight. For what?’ I guess 
they stay with that mentality that they’re trained to fight just in 
the ring, not in the street, because a trained fighter could really 
hurt somebody—just a regular, random kid.

We actually teach our kids to be trainers because not every-
body is going to make it as a boxer. So we teach them how to also 
be trainers. Sometimes, there’s 40 kids and three coaches. So 
we teach our kids who’ve been here the longest—we teach them 
how to be responsible and help us out. You know, not to be self-
ish. ’Cause a lot of kids are very selfish. You know, we’re helping 
you, we’re taking you to every fight, so now you help us, too. It 
works both ways. We help you, you help us. But the way they’re 
helping us is in a good way, like you help us by going to the job 
interview. You know, you help us by going to this college. We go 
to Notre Dame University and we take college tours over there. 
So by them helping us, they’re actually helping themselves. n

‘I used to always get into street fights for some reason, 
and then I joined boxing and I stopped. … I’m training to fight—why 

would I want to go and fight a guy that is not trained to fight?’
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Five-year-old Christopher Valdez was killed 
by his mother’s boyfriend on Nov. 25, about 
two months after the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services closed his child 
abuse case. His aunt, Katrina Valdez, visits 
his grave. Photo by Joe Gallo.



Dozens of children were killed by parents 
and other caregivers not long after the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services 
investigated their cases. By María Inés Zamudio

Dying for 
attention
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Power Points
While Illinois’ overall homicide rates dropped from 2000 
to 2011, the number of children who were killed after the 
Illinois Department of Children and Family Services had 
investigated their cases for alleged abuse or neglect has 
remained steady—except for a dip in 2010—during the 
same period. The Chicago Reporter found:

Nearly 20 percent of the homicides—or 44 cases— n
occurred within a year after DCFS investigators 
dismissed the allegations of abuse or neglect as 
“unfounded.” The target of these “unfounded” 
investigations committed more than 60 percent of 
the 44 homicides.

DCFS was actively involved in about 41 percent of  n
the cases at the time of the homicide, either still 
investigating the abuse allegations or keeping the 
children with their family member under various 
modes of supervision.

Nearly 35 percent of the victims of the homicides  n
were current wards of the state and their children.

christopher Valdez hid underneath a table in terror. 
The boy must have known that he was no match 
for his mother’s boyfriend, Cesar Ruiz, who was 
hunting after him. In a fit of rage, Ruiz thrashed 
the room. Glass shattered. A telephone flew across 

the room. The boy’s mother, Crystal, sat in the corner crying. 
His 5-year-old sister, Christine, watched, helpless.

Later on that November day, Katrina Valdez arrived at the 
house to celebrate her nephew’s fifth birthday—only to find 
him wrapped in a comforter, motionless on his mother’s bed. 
Christine was draping herself over the boy, clinging to her 
brother’s lifeless body. His injuries were masked by make-
up—a futile attempt by his mother to conceal the evidence of 
Ruiz’s repeated blows.

The warning signs had been there.
A few months earlier, child-welfare workers had taken Chris-

topher into the custody of his grandparents after he showed up 
at an emergency room with a black eye, dozens of bruises and 
a concussion. But he was back with his mother and three sib-
lings within a matter of weeks. At Thanksgiving dinner, only 
hours before Christopher’s death, family friends witnessed the 
boy with a black eye vomiting all night, unable to eat.

“Christopher should have never, ever been allowed back 
with his mother. We all failed him,” Katrina said, sobbing, as 
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she looked at Christopher’s grave. “We could have been more 
involved. He shouldn’t be here.”

Christopher isn’t alone. Between fiscal years 2000 and 
2011, 223 children were killed after the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services had investigated their cases for 
alleged abuse or neglect.

While Illinois’ overall homicide rates dropped by 26 per-
cent from 2000 to 2011, The Chicago Reporter found that the 
number of homicides among DCFS-involved children has re-
mained stubbornly steady—except for a dip in 2010—during 
the same period, averaging 18 homicides each year.

A Reporter analysis of annual death reports and investiga-
tions released by the inspector general shows that more than 
two-thirds of the homicides were like Christopher’s, perpe-
trated either by indirect relatives—including the mother’s 
boyfriend or father’s girlfriend—parents and other direct rela-
tives, or the child’s foster family.

Child-welfare advocates said some of these deaths could 
have been prevented.

The Reporter analysis shows that nearly 20 percent of the 
homicides—or 44 cases—occurred within a year after DCFS 
investigators dismissed the allegations of abuse or neglect as 
“unfounded.” The target of these “unfounded” investigations 
committed more than 60 percent of the 44 homicides.

And the agency was actively involved in about 41 percent of 
the cases at the time of the homicide, either still investigat-
ing the allegations of abuse or neglect, or keeping the children 
with their family member under various modes of supervi-
sion. Another 35 percent of the victims were current wards of 
the state or their children.

Cook County Sheriff Thomas Dart said DCFS should be 
held responsible for the children who had already been in con-
tact with the agency.

“You can’t hold people accountable for being mind readers, 
but if someone had alerted [DCFS] about the abuse, then it’s 
troubling,” said Dart, who was a chief sponsor of child-welfare 
laws in 1994, when he served as a state legislator. “Each case 
needs to be examined to figure out what it is that we need to 
change.”

Cook County Public Guardian Robert Harris agreed. Based 
on the court cases he’s seen, Harris said the quality of some 
DCFS investigations have suffered over the years.

“Some of the focus has gone off of being able to look at 
the child to listening to the parents. So some adult tells [the 
agency] something, and it doesn’t follow through on their 
own protocol [of interviewing the child], and the child ends up 
dead as a result of neglect or abuse,” Harris said. “I just think 
it’s kind of a breakdown in the efficiency of the department.”

Katrina Valdez (far left) is still haunted by the painful experience of 
finding her nephew Christopher’s body and trying to revive him when 
she visited his house for his fifth birthday celebration. Christopher was 
killed by his mother’s boyfriend on Nov. 25. Photos by Joe Gallo.
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Harris questioned whether DCFS is removing children 
from dangerous homes in time, especially since investigations 
often take too long because of the caseload.

“The unfortunate thing is it’s like the big abyss,” he said. 
“There’s been cases where the investigator has showed up af-
ter the bruises are gone, or an investigation was labeled un-
founded after the investigator couldn’t get a hold of the al-
leged perpetrator.”

DCFS Director Richard Calica said his department is up 
against the difficulty of predicting the likely behavior of an 
abuser. “Our ability to predict whether a kid is going to end up 
dead or not stinks—‘our’ meaning ‘anybody’s,’” he said. “But 
when you take a look at us compared to other states, we’re 
doing about the same as everybody else is in terms of that 
particular rate.”

Calica added that there’s always room for improvement. 
“The best I can do is make sure that my workers are all care-
fully trained … that they all are using the same protocol, all 
using the same standards, that we continue to try to refine” 
the system of investigation, he said.

Anita Weinberg, director of the ChildLaw Policy Institute 
at Loyola University Chicago’s School of Law, agreed about the 
importance of better training among investigators.

“I think training is critical,” said Weinberg, who also 
worked at the inspector general’s office. “The training should 
be about good case-work practices, good investigations and 
how to convey the information in court.”

Investigators “are supposed to talk to important people in 
that child’s life to find out what’s going on,” Weinberg said. 
“So if that hasn’t occurred, that could be an explanation for 
why [an investigation] was unfounded or why something hap-
pened shortly afterward.”

During Dylan Kibayasi’s two-month checkup in 2009, 
his pediatrician noticed bruises on the baby’s face and 
a healing cut above his eye.

Following standard procedures, the doctor reported the 
suspected abuse to police and to DCFS. Both agencies con-
ducted separate investigations. But neither found enough evi-
dence to rule the baby’s bruises as abuse. The DCFS investi-
gator noted that the bruises were actually Mongolian spots, 
areas of natural skin discoloration.

Even after the pediatrician challenged the DCFS findings, 
the investigator’s supervisor insisted there was no abuse. She 
labeled the case “unfounded” and closed it.

Six weeks later, an ambulance was called to the Kibayasi’s 
home. Dylan was suffering from seizures. The baby was trans-
ported to the hospital, where he was pronounced dead. He was 
5 months old.

An examination revealed that Dylan had suffered extensive 
subdural bleeding and multiple injuries. His father, Ibrahim, 
admitted to shaking the baby, according to a follow-up inspec-
tor general’s investigation.

Cases like Dylan’s are calling out for DCFS to reassess its 
method of conducting abuse investigations, advocates say.

One of the keys in preventing child deaths is identifying 
the abuse, and doctors should be part of that process and 
have more influence in the outcome of the investigation, said 
Dr. Jill Glick, who established the Child Protective Services 
Team at the University of Chicago Medicine Comer Children’s 
Hospital.

“Any baby with a bruise under six months of age in my 
mind should be treated like a bone fracture. Even though it’s 
a minor injury, it’s a marker for potential abuse because ba-
bies do not bruise,” said Glick, who sits on the Cook County 

Reviewing child safety
The Illinois Department of Children and Family Services’ 
Office of the Inspector General reviewed 1,251 child deaths 
between fiscal years 2000 and 2011.   

Cause of death 

Natural

Accident

Homicide

Unknown

Suicide

Stillbirth

Sleeping at the wheel
DCFS was actively involved in the cases of 92 children, 
or about 41 percent of the homicides, at the time of their 
deaths, while 78 others were current wards of the state or 
their children. 

36% of children killed were current or former wards of the state

30% were under DCFS supervision

20% had abuse/neglect investigations that were deemed “unfounded”

11% had abuse/neglect investigations pending

3% were no longer under supervision

Keeping investigators accountable
Between fiscal years 2000 and 2011, 47 disciplinary 
measures were taken against employees at DCFS for their 
actions in cases relating to 223 child homicides. 

Type of disciplinary 
measure taken

Note:  Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding.

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter examined annual reports published 
by the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services’ 
Office of the Inspector General for fiscal years 2000 
through 2011. The office investigates “deaths and serious 
injuries of all Illinois children who were involved in the 
child-welfare system in the preceding 12 months.” During 
the years examined, the office investigated 1,251 incidents 
of child death and classified them into different categories, 
including natural deaths, accidents, undetermined, suicide 
and homicides. The Reporter analyzed 223 deaths that were 
classified as homicide.

570 (46%)

286 (23%)

223 (18%)

32 (3%)

133 (11%)

7 (1%)

26% suspension

17% discharge

11% resignation

47%
Other, 
including 
written 
and oral 
reprimands



Death-Review Team. “Any child reported for a serious injury 
should have a smart doctor making the diagnosis.”

In Dylan’s case, for example, a doctor went as far as filing 
a report challenging the investigator’s no-abuse findings, but 
that report never made it to the investigator or her supervisor, 
according to the inspector general’s report.

Glick is also worried that resource-starved medical exam-
iners’ offices across the state might have failed to detect the 

evidence of homicide among the deaths of DCFS-involved 
children that were classified as “natural death” or “unde-
termined.” Between fiscal years 2000 and 2011, the inspec-
tor general’s office reviewed 1,028 DCFS-involved children’s 
deaths that were not labeled as homicide.

“When children die, are forensic pathologists trained ad-
equately in the area of child abuse and pediatrics to recognize 
and discern the difference of why a child died?” Glick said. 
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In the mid-’90s, a TV producer was 
making the rounds visiting child pro-
tection agencies around the country. 

When she got to Alabama, she wit-
nessed something unusual.

Paul Vincent, then-director of Child 
Protective Services at the Alabama 
Department of Human Resources, 
remembers the producer telling him that 
caseworkers in this agency “talk about 
their families like they like them and 
respect them, and we’re not accustomed 
to hearing that.”

That’s exactly what Vincent wanted 
to hear.

The agency was in the midst of a fed-
erally mandated overhaul of its system. 
The Bazelon Center for Mental Health 
Law filed a class-action lawsuit against 
the human resources department in 
1988, claiming it was failing the children 
in its care. That was the same year the 
American Civil Liberties Union filed its 
lawsuit against the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services.

While DCFS remains noncompliant 
with its settlement agreement more 
than 20 years later, Alabama’s human 
resources department was released from 
federal supervision in 2007 and contin-
ues to rank highest in the nation in one 
measure of child safety.

From 2008 to 2010, Alabama boasted 
the lowest rate—1.2 percent in 2010—of 
children who were mistreated again 
within six months of agency interven-
tion, according to the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services. The number 
of children dying due to abuse or neglect 
in the state has been nearly halved since 
2006, with 13 deaths reported in 2010 
compared with 24 in 2006.

Lauded as national models for reform, 
many of Alabama’s strategies have been 
implemented in other states. But the 
ideas were pioneering at the time, said 

Ivor Groves, federal court monitor for 
the case. “The [settlement] agreement 
wasn’t, ‘We’re going to add this many 
dollars or this many caseworkers.’ It was, 
‘We’re going to figure out what we have 
to do to get better results,’” he said.

The settlement’s principles aimed 
for a dramatic shift in practice culture. 
Families were incorporated as partners 
in service planning, and services were 
tailor-made for each situation instead of 
a one-size-fits-all solution.

“We knew more about families in that 
approach than when we were relying on 
coercion to change the way they were 
parenting,” Vincent said.

And knowing more about families is 
what leads to identifying when a situa-
tion can become dangerous—or lethal—
for a child, Groves said.

“There’s no screening instrument that 
will do that for you,” he said. “The culture 
of the organization has to be focused on 
the detail of each child and family in the 
sense that following procedures is not 
sufficient. You have to know that child 
and family, and you have to know the 
circumstances and be in regular enough 
touch to determine when circumstances 
change.”

The caseworkers received training on 
practical skills through simulations as 
opposed to lecture-based training, an ap-
proach Vincent said he doesn’t see com-
monly replicated today with the same 
kind of intensity Alabama strove for.

“It’s the difference between a college 
course on theory and a trade school 
curriculum,” Vincent said. “You’re actu-
ally taught the skills of craft, not just 
presented with theories and information. 
A lot of lip service is paid to engaging 
families in the process, and in many 
systems it never goes beyond that. It’s 
a slogan of expressed value, but the 
training of staff tends to be much more 

procedurally focused.”
Carolyn Lapsley, the current deputy 

commissioner for the human resources 
department’s Children and Family 
Services, emphasized that assessing 
families’ protective capacities and cir-
cumstances can’t be done in isolation; it 
is a community effort.

Multidisciplinary teams provide an 
outside perspective necessary to protect-
ing children. Made up of attorneys, mem-
bers of law enforcement, child advocacy 
center personnel and other professionals, 
the team weighs a child’s best interest 
when it determines how abuse investiga-
tion should be pursued.

“If everybody’s at the table … each 
participant can lend their particular 
expertise to securing that child’s safety,” 
said Paul Butler, current director of the 
human resources department’s Division 
of Family Services.

Citizen review panels, made up of 
volunteers such as teachers, mental 
health professionals and police officers, 
review a random sample of cases each 
year and make recommendations for 
improvement in practice. These panels, 
known as quality assurance teams, are 
now federally mandated, but some states 
still have confidentiality laws that pre-
vent them from accessing all information, 
Butler said. 

Ultimately, being open to criticism, 
even if it is uncomfortable at first, is what 
keeps a child-welfare system on a path of 
improvement, Lapsley said.

“You really have to listen to people 
who interact with the system—more 
importantly the family and kids—to see 
what they feel is working well and what 
we need to do different,” she said. “That 
was a struggle early on to say, ‘What do 
you mean you want to ask them?’ … Now 
that’s just second nature.”

—Kyla Gardner

Best Practices

Doing it right in Dixieland



Five days before his birthday, an 
18-year-old was walking down the 
street on his way to play basketball.

Around 7 p.m., shots rang out, and he 
was hit and left there to die. A passerby 
found him, and he was taken to the hos-
pital, where he was pronounced dead of 
a gunshot wound to the head.

The 18-year-old, whose name is 
withheld in an official report, is among 
63 gun-related homicide victims whose 
cases had been investigated by the Il-
linois Department of Children and Family 
Services for alleged abuse or neglect.

These gun-related homicides ac-
counted for 28 percent of 223 deaths 
recorded among DCFS-involved chil-
dren between 2000 and 2011, shows a 
Chicago Reporter analysis of death reports 
and investigations by the DCFS Office of 
the Inspector General.

Of the 63 gun-related victims, more 
than half—or 35 children—were current 
or former wards of the state, a figure 
that some advocates say calls for DCFS 
to revise the way it places its children 
into foster care to pay closer attention to 
their safety.

But such reassessment would conflict 
with the agency’s long-standing priority 
in preserving family ties.

Richard Calica, director of DCFS, 
explained that, when his agency has to 
remove children from their home, it tries 
to place them with background-checked 
relatives who live in the same area, and 
its focus is on gauging the adequacy of 
the foster parents, not the safety of the 
neighborhood. “What I’m considering is, 
to the extent that’s possible that you’re 
in your own apartment and no bullets are 
flying through the window, how capable 
are you of protecting the child?” he said.

Anita Weinberg, director of the Child-
Law Policy Institute at Loyola University 
Chicago’s School of Law, concurred. “To 
say, ‘No, we’ll remove a child from their 
neighborhood where we think they’ll be 
safe from abuse or neglect because that 
neighborhood is dangerous,’ is ignor-
ing how that community is important to 
them in other ways,” she said.

Cook County Public Guardian Robert 
Harris also said children have a higher 
rate of success in the foster care system 
if they’re placed with relatives, and that 
many relatives live in the same neighbor-
hoods as the original family.

“I think children emotionally fare bet-
ter, a lot better, with relatives, and if it’s in 
a bad neighborhood, it’s a bad neighbor-
hood,” Harris said. “There are all kinds of 
kids who grow up in bad neighborhoods 

that turn out pretty well.”
But Rick Velasquez, executive director 

of Youth Outreach Services, said there 
is a sense of naivety when children are 
placed solely based on the goal of keep-
ing the family ties. 

“In some ways, you want to preserve 
the child’s connection to the community, 
but you have to be realistic,” Velasquez 
said. “If that kid’s life is in jeopardy 
just by the environment, I think we 
have the responsibility to take that into 
consideration.”

But Weinberg and Harris pointed out 
that, more often than not, foster children 
end up returning to their original home 
eventually, either by DCFS design or on 
their own after they have aged out of the 
program.

“The truth is, if these kids are going 
back home again—and that’s usually the 
goal—they’re going to go back to that 
neighborhood again,” Weinberg said. “If 
we’re going to start saying we’re not go-
ing to place kids into the violent commu-
nities that they came from, then how do 
we ever return them back there again?”

Velasquez suggested that, in cases 
in which separating children from their 
families is not desirable, some super-
vised activities, whether recreational or 
through employment, should be offered 
to keep them off the streets—and safe.

Velasquez recommended job training 
to older teenagers, who are especially at 
a high risk for being victims of violence. 
“They don’t want to sit on the corner 
waiting to be shot. Ask them, and they’ll 
say they want a job,” he said. “They have 
dreams for their lives, so clearly to me 
[the training is] one of the biggest keys 
[for] that.”

—Kate Everson

Fostering victims of violence
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“There’s no question in my mind that there’s limitations.”

the agency has had a history of problems protecting 
abused children.

The problems date back to the late ’80s when the 
American Civil Liberties Union of Illinois filed a class-action 
lawsuit on behalf of all children under the custody of DCFS. 
The lawsuit alleged that the agency was “so overloaded, un-
derfunded and mismanaged that it routinely inflicted terrible 
harm” on the children in its custody.

By 1991, the parties negotiated a consent decree, which 
required extensive reform of the agency, including the hiring 
of more caseworkers and private contractors to help ease the 

workload, as well as the appointment of a monitor to over-
see the settlement. The following year, DCFS also received 
increased funding of about $104 million—about a 21 percent 
increase.

Then, in 1993, former Gov. Jim Edgar appointed Denise 
Kane to head the Office of the Inspector General. Her main 
task is to investigate any “deaths and serious injuries of all Il-
linois children who were involved in the child-welfare system 
in the preceding 12 months.” 

Kane’s appointment came more than a week after the hanging 
death of 3-year-old Joseph Wallace. The baby was killed at the 
hands of his severely mentally ill mother, Amanda, who was 
later convicted for the murder. In this case, DCFS had removed 

Gun deaths
Of the 223 child deaths examined 
by the Illinois Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services’ Office of 
Inspector General between fiscal 
years 2001 and 2011, 63 cases 
were caused by gun violence. 

56% of children killed by gun violence 
were current or former wards of the state

21% were under DCFS supervision

17% had abuse/neglect investigations 
that were deemed “unfounded”

6% had investigations pending

Source: The Office of Inspector General for the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services; analyzed 
by The Chicago Reporter.



WWW.CHICAGOREPORTER.COM   |   tHE cHIcAGO REpORtER   15

Joseph from his mother three times before his death. But each 
time, privately owned foster-care contractors recommended 
to judges that the boy be returned home. Wallace’s death 
prompted Edgar to fire three state child-welfare workers.

Joseph’s death also led to a new law requiring judges and 
other officials to consider what is best for an abused or neglected 
child before making any decision on the future of the child. It 
also gave foster families limited intervention rights in custody 
cases if an application has been made to return an abused or 
neglected child to the parent who caused the problem.

Still, after nearly two decades, some terms of the consent 
decree have yet to be met, said Benjamin Wolf, the ACLU’s 
associate legal director in Illinois. The investigators’ caseload, 
for example, is supposed to get only up to 15 new cases per 
month, but each investigator still handles an average of more 
than 20 cases per month, Wolf said.

“You can’t do your job if you have these many cases,” Wolf 
said. “There is just no way you can adequately investigate each 
case.”

And the safety of children under DCFS care has remained 
largely the same, according to “Conditions of Children in or 
at Risk of Foster Care in Illinois,” a report put together by the 
Children and Family Research Center, an independent research 
group based out of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Cham-
paign, that was created as part of the consent decree. The rate 
of children who report abuse or neglect within 12 months of 
the first abuse has remained flat at 11 percent from 2003 to 
2009, the report found.

In recent years, the state’s financial woes have confounded 
the issue. In 2009, significant cuts in funding for DCFS drove 
the ACLU to file an emergency motion to block the agency 
from canceling or reducing mandated services. Both sides 
worked together to come up with alternate reductions to stay 
within the terms of the consent decree.

Then, this year, the Illinois General Assembly reduced the 
agency’s budget by 14 percent, or about $86 million, for fiscal 
year 2013. Under the budget, the overall number of employees 
will decrease from 2,961 to 2,586.

But, in an agreement with the ACLU, Calica said that his 
agency will increase the ranks of “front line” employees by re-
assigning more than 200 employees who now hold positions 
that were deemed “redundant, overlapping or unnecessary” as 
investigators. Such a move, promised by January, is expected 
to increase the number of investigators by about 100 and bring 
down their workload to the level that comply with the terms 
of the settlement.

Wolf called the agreement an important step in ensuring 
child safety.

But preventing Christopher’s death might have required 
more than a reduction in investigators’ caseload.

The first sign of abuse appeared on July 1, 2011, when 
Crystal took Christopher to Hope Children’s Hospital’s emer-
gency room with multiple injuries. She told the doctor, po-
lice and a DCFS investigator that the boy fell from the patio 
table onto cement and hit his head. But the doctor determined 
the injuries didn’t match Crystal’s explanation, according to 
reports from an internal DCFS investigation obtained by the 
Reporter.

Once released from the hospital, Christopher went to live 
with his grandmother. Crystal, meanwhile, was arrested and 
later found guilty of child abuse. She was spared jail time but 
was ordered to 18 months of supervision, as well as parenting 
and anger counseling. Still, by July 20, Christopher was back 
living with his mother.

“No child living in the home where he is being abused 
should be allowed to go back home with a piece of paper to 
protect them,” said Katrina, the aunt, referring to an order of 
protection issued by the criminal court. “Christopher was not 
going to survive with a piece of paper.”

Christopher’s eventual death in November still haunts her. 
Valdez loved him like a son. She remembers his voice calling 
her “tia,” or aunt in Spanish, with excitement every time he 
saw her. When she found his body, she desperately tried to 
revive him.

“My husband, Joe, called 911 and he told me to start do-
ing CPR on Christopher. I was crying. I could see that he was 
dead. But I started doing CPR,” she said. Cesar and Crystal 
were there in the room, standing around. “I could feel that he 
was not responding. I told my husband, ‘He’s gone, Joe.’”

The medical examiner determined that the boy died be-
tween 2 a.m. and 6 a.m.

As Valdez thinks about Christopher’s death, she cries 
thinking about how things would have been different if the 
boy had been kept away from Crystal and her boyfriend, Ce-
sar, who are charged with “concealed homicide/endangering a 
child” and a first-degree murder, respectively. 

“DCFS should have not allowed Christopher to go back and 
live with Crystal and her boyfriend,” Katrina said. 

Contributing: Kate Everson, Kyla Gardner and Kaitlyn Mattson.  
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Cook County Public Guardian Robert Harris, who represents abused and 
neglected children, says investigations often take too long, endangering 
the lives of children. Photo by William Camargo.



PARTING SHOT  

August 6, 2012
Grayslake resident Jasleen Sangha takes a photo at a candlelight vigil in Palatine where speakers offered prayers 

for the six victims of an Aug. 5 shooting at a Sikh temple near Milwaukee.  Photo by Lucio Villa.
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