
Safety After Home Visits
by Rhonda Sciortino, National Child Welfare Specialist for 
Markel Insurance Company

Two of the ugliest foster care tragedies I ever dealt with 
happened shortly after home visits. 

In one case, the social worker of the private, non-profit foster 
family agency (I’ll call her Jenny), met the bio mom at the 
designated meeting spot to pick up the teen girl on her 
caseload (we’ll call her Brie). Jenny had done this many times before, so she had no 
reason to be any more vigilant than she ordinarily was when interacting with a bio family 
member. 

Jenny pulled into the parking lot of the fast food restaurant and went inside. She chatted 
amicably with the mom and her daughter, waited patiently while the two said their good-
byes, and walked with Brie back out into the parking lot. 

As they pulled out of the parking lot, Jenny asked, “So, how’d it go with your Mom this 
weekend?”  Brie didn’t reply. She just looked out the passenger window. Jenny noted 
that the girl looked sad. It wasn’t a surprise because this is how kids typically looked 
when they were once again being separated from a parent they would prefer to stay 
with. Jenny continued toward the office in silence, giving Brie time to process whatever 
emotions she was feeling. 

Jenny merged onto the freeway onramp, thinking about ways to get Brie to open up. 
She was trying to remember which one of the girls in the foster home Brie had started to 
develop a relationship with, when she heard Brie shift in her seat. She glanced over at 
Brie just in time to see her pull something out of her pocket. The next thing she heard 
was a sharp crack. Brie slumped forward in the seat. That’s when Jenny saw the gun 
fall to the floor of her car. All of this in the #2 lane of the freeway. 

To Jenny’s credit, she immediately shifted into “crisis response mode” and exited the 
freeway toward the nearby hospital. She sped into the emergency entrance, jumped out 
of the car, ran around and opened up the passenger door. As she tried to lift Brie up into 
her arms, hospital personnel ran out. It was too late. Brie was dead. 

The other tragedy following a home visit involved an eight-year-old boy who stole a 
pack of cigarettes from his bio mother. Little Johnny was an inquisitive, high-energy third 
grader. He was excited to show his foster brother, Joey, what he’d brought back from his 
home visit. Just hours after returning from the visit, Johnny took Joey out in the 
backyard behind the garage. They had figured out in weeks prior that the only place the 
foster parents couldn’t see them was behind the garage. Once they were safely out of 
the vision of the foster parent, who had gone in the house to make lunch for everyone, 
Johnny excitedly pulled the package of cigarettes and half-used book of matches out of 
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his pocket. His plan was to smoke a cigarette. He’d watched his mom do it, and he 
thought it made her look cool. He wanted to be cool too. 

Johnny tried several times to light a match, but he was having trouble because the wind 
was blowing. Every time he lit a match, the wind quickly blew it out. Joey positioned 
himself against the wind, and they were able to light the match, but then they couldn’t 
seem to get the cigarette lit. They tried several times until one time the match burned up 
to Johnny’s fingertips. Johnny dropped the match, which landed on a stack of 
newspapers that was to be taken to a paper drive the next weekend. The wind took it 
from there.

The winds were blowing hard that late summer day and the dry brush that surrounded 
the house easily ignited as embers from the stack of newspapers floated up and away. 
The boys ran inside; the foster parent looked outside and responded by quickly calling 
the fire department. The fire department got there as quickly as they could, but it was 
too late to stop the fire from traveling throughout the neighborhood. Before the fire was 
under control, several houses, garages, and storage sheds were destroyed. Several 
vehicles, including a police car, were damaged. Thankfully, no one was injured. 

What can we conclude from these tragic events? How could Jenny have known that 
Brie had found and pocketed a loaded handgun in her mother’s apartment?  How could 
Johnny’s foster parents know that he had a pack of cigarettes and matches hidden in 
his pocket? It’s a violation of the rights of a foster child to be frisked. After all, they’re not 
in custody. They’re in foster care because they’re victims, not for being perpetrators. 

What we can do is to be aware that when foster kids leave our homes, they may be 
exposed to all kinds of things that are outside our ability to influence. They may bring 
things into our homes that we would never knowingly allow. But we can keep a watchful 
eye for bulging pockets, for jackets worn when the weather would dictate short sleeves, 
and for behavior that could suggest that something is hidden from us. I’ve found that 
good foster parents seem to have a gift of discernment, or what I call a finely tuned 
“weasel meter” that allows them to know the unknowable, or to at least be aware that 
information is being withheld. I strongly encourage the good people who take wounded 
children into their homes to tune up their weasel meters, to stay alert, and to pay extra 
attention in the days following an unsupervised visit with the 
youngster’s bio family. 
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