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When I was in graduate school, I studied public policy, family problems, and situations under which children were vulnerable to poor outcomes and sometimes, even
harm. It was at this time that I started working for the Maine Child Death & Serious
Injury Review Panel (MCDSIRP). This is a multidisciplinary team of professionals
with a vested interest in the well being of children in their state, the circumstances
that might leave children vulnerable to harm or even death, and the potential gaps in
service delivery for such children and their families. I had been working with at-risk
children in therapeutic settings such as residential care, specialized school services,
and adults in a correctional setting. Thus, I was not completely ignorant to the problems that children and their families can face, but serving on the MCDSIRP was
both validating and eye-opening at the same time. My initial work experiences after
I finished my undergraduate degree prompted my interest in families and especially
the social service systems that support them; I saw these services as fragmented and
leaving children in risky situations. The work that I did and the cases that we
reviewed on the MCDSIRP confirmed my initial impressions and interactions with
the social service sector.
Even more important, as an emerging professional with limited experience, I was
surrounded by local giants—professionals from various disciplines who had been
working with, investigating, servicing, and treating maltreating families and their
children for decades. They made a tremendous impression on me and a lasting mark
on my professional aspirations, outlook, and career. I list them here, in alphabetical
order.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Neil Colan, Ed.D., psychologist
Timothy Doyle, Maine State Police detective
Michael Ferenc, M.D., medical examiner
Sandra Hodge, child welfare professional
Karen Mosher, Ph.D., psychologist
Lawrence Ricci, M.D., forensic pediatrician

Though from different disciplines, these individuals role-modeled uniform ethical
standards that became part of my own professional code of ethics—how to assess
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for strengths and risks using an approach that is child-centered and safety-centered.
They demonstrated for me how a system can support children and their families for
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services which can leave a child without a safety net. I have never collectively
thanked them for the tremendous impact that they had on my career, my aspirations,
and the way that I approach fatal child maltreatment. So, thank you, to each of
you—my sincerest gratitude. I must extend a special thank you to Sandra Hodge,
who not only planted a seed that led to my interest in child welfare outcomes, but
laid a massive oak tree at my feet. More than a decade has passed since she left the
child welfare field and she still asks the most important questions of any child welfare practitioner I know. As I noted in my dedication to this book, my professional
interests and this book are because of her.
My colleague, Dr. Melinda Gushwa, at Simmons College, has been a constant
source of support for me in my work on fatal child maltreatment. With decades of
applied social work experience under her belt as a child welfare worker, trainer,
medical social worker, clinician, and more, she provides useful insight and role
models how practitioners use evidence to inform their approach to working with
families. She has walked me through cases, helped me to better understand the
systems that support children, listened to my endless concerns about how to balance strengths and risks in child welfare practice, and commiserated with me
about children who have needlessly died. It was Melinda who developed the idea
of using a “fatality lens,” when working with families—a notion that might prevent high risk situations from resulting in death and simultaneously offer more
protection for all children. Thank you, Melinda. I look forward to our continued
collaborations.
Next, I thank Dr. Dana Mohler-Faria, the recent president of Bridgewater State
University in Bridgewater, Massachusetts. He is responsible for the development of
the Presidential Fellows Program at this teaching-intensive university, in which
each year, one or two faculty are given a year’s release from teaching and campus
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2011 academic year, Dr. Mohler-Faria, gave me, an untenured faculty member, the
opportunity of a lifetime by selecting me as the Presidential Fellow for our institution. This granted me an entire academic year, at full salary, to spend at the Family
Research Laboratory at the University of New Hampshire, to focus on the study of
fatal child maltreatment. It was during this time that I conducted my research on the
intersection of fatal child maltreatment and the child welfare system, and identified
the need for a book that would examine the policy, programmatic, and other professional responses to fatal child maltreatment. This opportunity was a pivotal experience in my career and laid the foundation for this book.
I am lucky to have been associated with the Family Research Laboratory and the
Crimes Against Children Research Center at the University of New Hampshire
since 2002. The weekly research seminars in which one scholar’s work in-progress
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