
“Phase 2 – The Transition” 
Episode 13: Welcome to DCYF 

Heather Moss: Hello, everyone, this Heather Moss, deputy secretary of operations and infrastructure 
for the Department of Children, Youth, and Families. Welcome to episode 13 of the 
transition podcast. 

Ross Hunter: 13, really? 

Heather: Yes, you already are hearing it. I have a very special guest with me today, who's going to 
help me officially welcome you to DCYF. But before I introduce our guest, you already 
know who he is I think, I want to let you know that it's our last podcast before July 1st. 
So I hope that by the end of this you're feeling more prepared, comfortable and excited 
for the transition. Hopefully by now, well I know by now you've received an email with a 
welcome packet and if you're listening to this, I hope that means you've checked out our 
transition resource page. 

 So if you're new to the podcast, please go through the archives of this series. There's a 
lot of information from the various teams that will be joining us and about the programs 
that already exist in DCYF right now. After we talk here with Ross, I'm going to be 
sharing with you some plans for the podcast post July 1st. But first, let me introduce 
Ross Hunter, secretary of the Department of Children, Youth and Families. Hi, Ross. 

Ross: Hi, how are you? 

Heather: This is so fun and not a little bit weird, right? 

Ross: It's a very small box. 

Heather: It's great to finally have you here in the booth with me or in the box. I've had most of 
DCYF's leadership team here and I know a lot of incoming staff, especially those who 
have been with DSHS for a long time, are excited to hear from you and think about what 
this next chapter brings for them in their careers. So let's just start off, I have a few 
questions I want to ask you. Why don't you begin by discussing your priorities and your 
vision for the Department of Children, Youth, and Families? 

Ross: Okay, so when I started, it was really clear that there were some stuff that we really 
needed to focus on right away, getting done to make sure that the agency was really 
functional. In child welfare, this was stuff around staffing, we have some of the same 
issues in JR, with staffing to meet federal prison rape elimination act requirements. We 
had some failures in how we manage our placement array with behavioral 
rehabilitation, the visitations. There's just stuff that needs to be fixed and we wanted to 
get those things really fixed. 

 We wanted to focus on expansions and key programs, like our preschool program. We 
really want to focus on improving the culture, so that this is really a better place to work 
and you've got a question about that coming up because of course you told me what the 



questions are in advance. And I also now, we're just now getting to the point where we 
can really stop and take a look and say, "We need to focus on strategy and how do we 
actually want to improve outcomes for kids in the long run?" 

Heather: Great, that's really exciting to hear from you and as you already mentioned we've talked 
about mission vision and values of DCYF on this podcast. But people are still wondering 
about culture and it's kind of a squishy thing, this idea of culture. How would you 
describe DCYF's culture and what some of your ideas are to cultivate culture, maybe 
kind of what's the culture we want to get to? 

Ross: So you can't change culture by saying out loud, "Do blue culture or red culture or 
something." You can change the behavior of the system and that's what we're going to 
do. We're changing the behavior in some of the management structures, where we are 
doing investigations differently. We're trying to make DCYF be a place where you want 
to come to work in the morning. We do really hard work, we work with children who are 
really challenged, who have a lot of behavioral challenges. Some of them at the very 
extreme end, in JR, where are dangerous. We have kids who have had an enormous 
amount of trauma, no one takes these jobs because they want to make a bazillion 
dollars, you could go into investment banking- 

Heather: Or Microsoft. 

Ross: Yeah, or Microsoft, but we're here now because we actually want to improve outcomes 
for kids and I need to make this be an environment where you're supported in that and 
where it feels like management is supporting you and that everyone else is supporting 
you as well. We don't want to live in sort of like the Mean Girls world from middle 
school. This needs to be a place where you come and you say, "They got my back." And 
that's sort of the core part of this and transparency, inclusion, these are really important 
issues. 

Heather: I'm really excited about this idea of how we come together and build a team for DCYF. 
So one of the questions that I've asked many of guests on this podcast in the recent days 
or over the last few weeks, is why now? Why are we creating DCYF now? And what is 
special about how we're creating this agency at this point in time? 

Ross: Okay, so there were a bunch of people involved in creating the agency. The governor, 
the legislature, a number of stakeholders and we were in the middle of doing that, or I 
was at least on the blue ribbon commission, trying to figure out why. And I'd say there 
were whole bunch of issues that are still relevant. One is that DSHS is really big and 
really hard to manage and was very impersonal and having a place where we're actually 
a reasonable size, we can be more nimble, was important to a lot of people, was 
important to the legislature. I think the issues that got me were when I first saw the 
chart that showed the overlapping clientele between these 40% of the kids in JR have 
been foster kids, 28% of the kids in the typical preschool classroom, in a headstart 
classroom are involved in the child welfare system. These are all the same kids, and 
we've got to do a coordinated strategy on how to respond to them. This gives us the 
ability to really do that and I think it's exciting. 



Heather: I'm going to go off script for just a minute because you've talked a little bit about culture 
and now we're talking about why DCYF and why now? And the important the work that 
the staff do, what I've learned over time too is that we need to do a better job on how 
we support staff. Can you talk a little bit about what your thoughts are around how we 
do more of that? 

Ross: So a lot of the people who come to work here have a real deep, personal reason for why 
they do that. Sometimes they'll come to work, they'll be triggered, sometimes their past 
will rise up when they'll see a situation that was similar to one that maybe they went 
through or you walk into a situation that is really hard to process. We need to have 
supervision, there's a bunch of ways people talk about it in the literature but reflective 
supervision is one way to do it. Where we want to help people understand what's going 
on out in the world and that their role in actually making it better and improving the life 
future of these kids that we work with. And we can't do that unless we've got the 
support from management and from each other. To do the work you have to have a 
place of strength inside you to do the work. 

Heather: And really recognizing how we support individuals who are feeling that secondary 
trauma and- 

Ross: This is hard, this is hard and we have to recognize that and we have to be supportive. 

Heather: So thanks for that, that other question I wanted to ask you about, just a couple left. One 
is about legislative sessions. So we just went through our first legislative session and had 
some wins and had some losses. Do you want to give us some summaries of what you 
saw coming out of that and what it means for us moving forward? 

Ross: One, I have to apologize for my long history in the legislature, I had no idea that we 
were so needy, but now I have new perspective on this and that's the last time I'll tell 
that joke. We asked for a bunch of really basic structural fixes in the system. We came 
in, I heard over and over again about caseload, caseload in JR, caseload in child welfare, 
that this had to be addressed. 

 We made some progress in doing that, JR continues to see a declining number of kids 
which affects it, even with that, we got an increase in staff and as the kid population 
grows, as we expand our purview to age 25, we'll be able to grow with that. That was an 
important move, we fixed some important parts of the, we call the placement array in 
child welfare, where we really did not have enough spaces for kids with really hard 
behavioral health needs, to be in group homes. We got a 45% rate increase out of the 
legislature, which is almost unheard of. They also made a pretty deep structural change 
in how state agencies and counties can use detention for kids who haven't committed a 
crime. 

 The easiest part of this to say is we should not put people in juvenile detention because 
they're skipping school. We should figure out how to get them to be in school rather 
than in car theft school. That goes to us though, when we've got foster kids on the run, 
juvenile detention is bad for them. But we're super worried about them and trying to 



figure out a way to get them to stand still long enough to get some therapy, is a hard 
challenge. That's a bill they spent a lot of time arguing about and we have a lot of work 
to do in the next couple of years to make that work. 

Heather: And I remember we going to some increases in our childcare subsidy. 

Ross: We did. 

Heather: Subsidy rates, ECEAP expanded. 

Ross: Lots of rate increases, ECEAP expansion's a big deal. Their legislature is really starting to 
think about the cliff effect in childcare in particular, where if you're really poor, you can 
get pretty high quality childcare and then if you actually work for living, you can't afford 
it. You can't afford to go to work because you can't afford to pay for childcare. And then 
if you're really rich, you can buy really good childcare and we need to figure out how to 
deal with that cliff and the legislature's starting to struggle with it. 

Heather: Yeah, that's exciting, I think they've assigned us with some tasks that will help us move 
that policy forward. Okay, so last question, I know that you recently recorded a video 
with Secretary Cheryl Strange about how we at DCYF and staff at DSHS need to move 
forward after July 1st. Do you want to give us a preview of what you're talking about 
there, what we should expect? 

Ross: Yes, this is the same video that Cheryl and I recorded last year, though we know each 
other better now, so it's a little bit funnier, which is, if you are sharing data with 
somebody in another agency on June 30th, you should still be able to share that data on 
July 1st. If you are confused and think that the law now says you can't do that, please 
talk to somebody before because we really work these issues all out, and we think we 
have it all under control. 

 Please don't just cut something off because we have kids in 24/7 facilities that we are 
super worried about, we will deal with those privacy issues. If you have a serious 
concern, raise the issue but don't change your behavior. That's a much more explicit 
version of what we said in the video, is let's make sure we have a smooth transition, 
particularly when we have kids in our care 24/7. 

Heather: All right, very good, we look forward to seeing it. So any final thoughts from you? 

Ross: I'm excited, it's really the first time we'll be able to stop thinking about tracking people's 
leave and making sure payroll all happens and really start to think about how do we 
improve outcomes for kids? How do we get the kids in our care launched into the 
world? If you're a parent, you know you got this goal of getting your kids to not live in 
your basement, and we should sort of think about that. Our basement's at DOC and we 
don't want our kids to be at DOC and there's an enormous number of them that wind up 
there, and we can make that better. I'm excited about the future. 



Heather: There's a lot of potential for sure. Thanks, Ross for joining me. Okay, that was great. I 
am so happy that we got to, over these last 13 podcasts, bring a bunch of different 
people to you, so that you could hear directly from them what they're thinking about 
this transition and the opportunities in this new agency. So soon you're going to be 
receiving information about the July 1st launch. We know not everyone can be here at 
headquarters for the kickoff, but we do plan on getting it live streamed and available for 
you on the first official day with DCYF. So please look out for that and as you know, 
there's a third part to this transition. 

 It's probably too soon to say that, but it really involves the next many months and 
maybe even years and that's what's going to be important about shaping who we are as 
an agency and how we better serve our children, youth and families. That third part of 
the transition includes things like standing up all of the various services and products 
we've been buying back from DSHS, continuing to develop our policies and procedures, 
working on that culture that Ross and many other of guests have talked about, 
consolidating offices and really furthering our branding and our identity as an agency. So 
a lot of exciting work to come and I'm just so excited that we're all together, doing this 
work. One of the things that we plan on doing to continue this type of communication, 
is using a podcast like this. 

 It won't be named the same, we won't be doing transition any more, and it will cover 
new material and it might even be recorded somewhere other than this booth. We 
might take it on the road, who knows? So the point is, I think this is a fun new way to 
communicate with staff and I hope it's been educational, interesting and effective at 
reaching all of you, especially those of you who are out in the field or in facilities and 
find it's easier to pull up an audio file. So thanks for being a part of this and for joining 
DCYF and I really want to take time to thank all of you for doing your part in preparing 
for a smooth transition. See you soon. 

 


