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About the Office of Children's Ombudsman
MISSION
Helping to improve Michigan's child welfare system through
awareness, advocacy, public education, review, and
recommendation.

VISION

To advocate for children by transforming the office to better
accomplish influence within Michigan's child welfare system.

VALUES
•

Function as an independent and impartial agency while maintaining
confidentiality accomplished through credible review processes.

•

Continue to foster an organization that promotes diversity, equity, and
inclusion, internally, externally, and within the child welfare system.

The Office of Children's Ombudsman (OCO) is an autonomous agency created to advocate for
effective change in policy, procedure, and legislation; to educate the public; and to review the
actions of the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS), child placing
agencies, and/or child caring institutions. To be autonomous from MDHHS, the OCO was
placed under the Michigan Department of Technology, Management & Budget (DTMB).

Authority
The Children's Ombudsman has the authority to investigate administrative actions of child
protective services, foster care programs and agencies, adoption services, and juvenile justice
programs.
After an investigation, the Children's Ombudsman may make a finding and a recommendation
to the agency it investigated. The goal of the ombudsman is to formally or informally influence
policy and rule changes for the betterment of all children involved with the child welfare
system.
As required by law the ombudsman provides the agency it investigated the opportunity to
respond to the findings and recommendations. The responding agency has the ability to agree
or disagree with the findings and recommendations.
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Key Goals
⇒ To conduct independent, impartial investigations.
⇒ To make impactful recommendations in order to change and/or update statute, policy, or
administrative rules that have a positive impact on the child welfare system.
⇒ To promote transparency in the child welfare system.

•

Empowerment through knowledge: If you have general questions about the child
welfare system in Michigan, we may be able to assist you in providing insight.

•

If you believe that your experience with Michigan's child welfare system (child
protective services, foster care, adoption, and/or juvenile justice) can highlight a
system-wide issue or deficiency or can be used as a case sample to improve the child
welfare system as a whole, please contact our office or file an online complaint.

•

The OCO may be able to use your experience to highlight areas where the ombudsman
can make recommendations for change to improve the child welfare system.

Phone: 517-241-0400

Office of Children's Ombudsman

1-800-642-4326

PO BOX 30026
Lansing, Ml 48909

Website: www.michigan.gov/oco

The OCO is made up of 12 staff members with experience in the child welfare system, the legal
system, and law enforcement.
Ryan Speidel- Interim Children's Ombudsman

Scott Clements- Investigator

Suzanna Shkreli- Interim Deputy Director

Toni Dennis- Investigator

Tobin Miller- Chief Investigator

Chris Kilmer- Investigator

Brooke Brantley-Gilbert- Investigator

Pamela Bryant- Analyst

Tiffany Jackson- Investigator

Michelle Brandel- Lead Analyst

Paula Cunningham- Investigator

Becky Taylor- Senior Executive Management
Assistant
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Message from the Children's Ombudsman
Fiscal year 2020 saw a host of changes for the OCO. We
delivered a new records management system, began a new
approach to the way we conduct investigations, and continued
our critical work amid the global COVID-19 pandemic. The shift
to working remotely from our homes was nearly seamless, and
I am proud of the fact that we were one of the first state
agencies to allow its employees to work remotely in an effort to
keep our staff safe.
In addition to a work-from-home adjustment, the OCO staff has met new demands placed on us,
both statutorily and with internal policies. One of those changes included the OCO releasing its
first ever finding and recommendation. Prior to recent changes in law that took place in
October 2020, the OCO lacked the ability to share with the public the good work our staff does.
The OCO's records have always been and remain very confidential in nature. We now have the
responsibility of publishing the ombudsman's findings and recommendations. Findings and
recommendations are the ombudsman's instrument, a flag to raise, if you will, shining a light on
areas the ombudsman believes requires change. These findings and recommendations are often
the culmination of a thorough, fact-driven investigation and team work. We are hopeful that our
published reports can start discussions on systemic trends, issues, and barriers that remain in
place, which slow the progress of Michigan's child welfare system and to also highlight areas
where MDHHS does great work.
I have met with many of our complainants over the past year and consider this one of the most
important aspects of the Children's Ombudsman. It is vital that members of the public who reach
out to the OCO are heard, so that our office can do whatever necessary to be a voice for
children from within state government. Our staff and I could not be prouder to be that voice for
our most vulnerable population. This past year has been the honor of my lifetime to serve as
your Children's Ombudsman.
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Overview of the Intake Process

The OCO receives inquiries and complaints from the general public by phone and through an
online complaint system. An OCO intake analyst speaks to each complainant by phone to
obtain a detailed understanding of the complainant's concerns. The analyst may refer a
complainant to another agency that is better able to address some or all of the complainant's
concerns.
If the OCO has authority to address a complainant's concerns, an intake analyst conducts a
preliminary investigation by analyzing case file information in MDHHS's computer database,
the Michigan Statewide Automated Child Welfare Information System (MiSACWIS). If the
preliminary investigation reveals that an agency involved in the case did not comply with
applicable law or policy, or if it appears that OCO intervention may assist with keeping a child
safe or improving their well-being, the OCO may open a full investigation of the complaint. If
the complaint does not fall within these broad parameters, the OCO may close the complaint
after the preliminary investigation. Complaint dispositions are reviewed by a chief investigator
and deputy director and approved by the ombudsman. The ombudsman notifies all
complainants in writing of the disposition of their complaint. Complainants identified in section
5 of the Children's Ombudsman Act may speak with the Ombudsman about the disposition of
their complaint.
The OCO is also required to investigate child welfare cases involving a child who has died.
The OCO receives an automated alert whenever Child Protective Services (CPS) centralized
intake processes a complaint involving a deceased child. An OCO intake analyst conducts a
preliminary investigation of all automated alerts. If the preliminary investigation reveals that the
child's death may have involved child abuse or neglect, and the child's family was involved in
the child welfare system during the preceding two years, the OCO must open a full
investigation of the case. As with complaints from the general public, dispositions of
automated alerts are reviewed by a chief investigator and deputy director and approved by the
ombudsman.
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Fiscal Year Highlights
Total Complaints

In FY 2020, the OCO received
839 total complaints between
two databases.
These complaints included
both child death alerts and
complaints from the public.
Figure 1 shows a comparison
of the complaints received
from FYs 2020, 2019 and
2018.

FY2020

FY 2019

FY 2018

Figure 1

The OCO received a total of 484 complaints from the public that resulted in information referrals
or preliminary investigations. The OCO provided information or referred a public complainant on
250 of the complaints. A preliminary investigation was completed on 234 of the complaints. The
OCO opened 31 complaints for full investigation.
Figure 2 below shows the breakdown of the public complaints received by the OCO for FY 2020.

Overview of Public Complaints

■ Closed a fter preliminary
investigation

ffi-itH

■ Full investigation opened
Information/referrals

Figure 2
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In some cases, the OCO can attempt to mediate resolutions through informal channels. Our
intake staff and investigators are always looking for avenues in which we can efficiently
communicate resolutions to keep children safe. The informal channels of resolution allow the OCO
to be nimble and act in real time to help keep children safe.
Below are a few examples of what the OCO has done this past year to help resolve our
complainant's concerns without a formal finding and recommendation from the ombudsman.
Case #1:
A relative contacted our office with concerns that the agency was not appropriately investigating
allegations of both domestic violence and maltreatment. The relative stated they had contacted
MDHHS Centralized Intake on two occasions, but one of the complaints was not assigned for
investigation. The OCO preliminary investigation showed that the allegations of domestic violence
had been assigned for investigation, but the allegations involving maltreatment were not supplied
to the CPS investigator and were not addressed. The OCO contacted MDHHS Centralized Intake,
making a complaint regarding the maltreatment allegations that were not addressed. In
response, MDHHS assigned the maltreatment allegations to a CPS worker to conduct the
investigation addressing our complainant's concerns.
Case #2:
Concerns were brought to the attention of the OCO that the medical needs of a medically fragile
child were not being met and that these concerns were not being addressed in a current CPS
investigation. The OCO investigated these concerns and spoke to the supervisor on the active
CPS case. It was determined that even if the current CPS case was not assigned a CPS
investigation per se, prevention services would be put in the home. This was done to ensure the
child's medical needs were being met. As a result of the OCO intervention, services were placed
in the home to assist the family with the needs of the medically fragile child.
13
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In 2020, MDHHS's Office of Workforce Development and Training (OWDT) updated it's lesson
plans to reflect the policy changes recommended by the OCO and collaborated with the CPS
Centralized Intake to further improve lesson plans concerning CPS intake and investigation.
OWDT also provided one-on-one support for field staff who could benefit from the additional
training opportunities.
In 2020, MDHHS also Partnered with the newly formed Michigan University Consortium, led by
Wayne State University, Michigan State University, University of Michigan and Western Michigan
University, and made up of multiple other schools that offer curriculum related to child welfare.
The partnership will work to redesign child welfare training for the state of Michigan.
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