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Precious Jones, Jennifer Harris and Claudine Malfatti are the only three of the original eight case managers in their training class remaining at the Community Partnership for Children. N-J | David Tucker 

The facts 
Community Partnership for Children, the local foster care agency, has 93 staff members in the case management program, including case managers, supervisors and administrators. 

Here are some quick facts: 

· About 44 percent have been with the agency for more than three years. The average tenure is 3.58 years. The employee who has been there the longest has been there 8.5 years.

· Between March 31, 2009, and Feb. 28, 2010, 19 people left the company, including 10 involuntarily for reasons that could include failure to follow company policies or meet job expectations or pass required training, officials said. Five relocated or moved and four left for personal reasons.

SOURCE: Community Partnership for Children 
DAYTONA BEACH -- Jennifer Harris spoke at the funeral of a local 7-month-old foster child last week. 

She wasn't related to him, but she had become a big part of his life. The Community Partnership for Children case manager planned the service for the baby she watched "take his last breath" at a hospital in Orlando. At least monthly, as part of her job, she visited the baby who had health problems since birth and sat with him as he went through hospital procedures. 

It's the first child on one of her cases who has died since she become a case manager more than four years ago in January 2006. Dealing with a child's death is the hardest part of a case manager's job in a field that faces high turnover, officials said. 

Harris, 29, is one of three case managers remaining in her initial training class of eight at Community Partnership for Children. The Daytona Beach News-Journal has monitored the class over the past four years for stories about case worker turnover. 

Harris and two other workers, Precious Jones and Claudine Malfatti, have already surpassed the average tenure -- 3.58 years -- of the 93 staff members in case management programs. That includes supervisors and program operations administrators. 

Some of the other case managers in their class left for various reasons, including being overwhelmed, lack of supervisor support, health and personal reasons. National studies about turnover, which can be 30 to 40 percent, point to low pay, unreasonable workloads and endless paperwork requirements for why case managers don't stay. 

Bill Babiez, CEO of Community Partnership for Children, the local foster care agency contracted by the state, said it's a stressful job and Harris's recent experience with a baby dying is one example. 

"It's been a tough case for her and she's dealt with it so well," Babiez said. "You have to get through it and it's part of the business." 

Harris said her faith gives her strength to get through the job, which she and the other case managers said is not for everybody and not about the paycheck. 

"I pray for the parents, my families and my kids (on my cases). That's what gets me through the trials and tribulations," Harris said. 

The Palm Coast wife and mother of two is still learning how to balance her work life with her family life. She has 13 cases in the Flagler County area, including 27 children. She also now mentors five other case managers in her unit and reviews their cases. She said she likes providing "a voice" for the children and helping them reunite with their families. 

"No one is perfect, but if we have the tools (to provide families), that's always helpful," Harris said. 

Babiez said the agency has been working to reduce turnover in the past year, including starting a special training unit where new hires are given a low number of cases as opposed to being spread out in various units with other workers. 

He also said the agency has tried to continue giving raises each year of about 2.5 percent. Case managers start with a $28,500 annual salary, which is raised to $30,000 in six months and $35,400 a year after certification. 

Officials with the Florida Coalition for Children, a statewide organization that represents about 60 agencies, including the local foster care agency, said turnover of child welfare workers is a state and national problem. Many go into the field because they want to make a difference, said Mike Cusick , CEO of the stateagency. But if caseloads are too high or not enough services are available for families, he said, the workers may feel they can't accomplish anything so they go elsewhere. 

Turnover also can impact the children in care. He points to a 2005 study in Milwaukee showing about 75 percent of children can achieve permanency within 12 months or be reunited with their family if they have one case worker, but that number drops to 17.5 percent for two case managers. 

Malfatti, 37, of Deltona, said she enjoys working and helping children and families and has seen a lot of technological improvements compared to 10 years ago when she worked in New York. But she'd like to see more services, including mental health and substance abuse treatment, because many of her cases deal with substance abuse and, more recently, prescription drug abuse. 

Since there is a lot of work to do for parents and workers, her advice is to complete one task at a time and move on to the next. 

Jones, 29, of Daytona Beach, hopes to have a fundraiser for foster children in September after taking courses in fashion. Jones said she's learned the job of a case manager takes persistency and having open communication with the families. 

"You have to have the passion for the families and the kids," she said. "This is not a job where you are going to relax mentally or physically."
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