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Executive Summary  

 
The "Safe Space" initiative, led by Vicky Owens, Shari Benyousky, Nichole Fifer, and Mary Lepird from 
the Kosciusko Leadership Academy, addresses the critical need for a secure and neutral environment for 
foster children to have supervised visits with their biological parents in Kosciusko County.  
 
Problem & Solution: The current practice of conducting supervised visits in public spaces exposes 
children and parents to judgment and discomfort. The solution is to establish safe spaces that prioritize 
privacy, comfort, and family interaction during these visits.  
 
Inspiration: The initiative was inspired by the challenges faced by foster families during supervised visits 
in public settings, which often hinder the reunification process and all parties’ emotional well-being.  
 
Research: Extensive research, including interviews with foster parents and collaboration with 
organizations like Bowen Center, The Cooper House in Noblesville, Mission Point Church, and other 
potential partners from Kosciusko County, provided insights into the need for safe spaces and what they 
could provide.  
 
Solution Partners: Key partners such as Bowen Center and various churches and nonprofits around 
Kosciusko County have committed to providing safe spaces, demonstrating strong community support 
for the initiative.  
 
Conclusion: The initiative's success lies in providing multiple safe space options, ensuring a warm and 
nurturing environment for supervised visits. Bowen Center's commitment to utilizing these spaces 
further strengthens the project's impact on fostering family reunification.  
 
Grant Request: As a bonus for our partners in this project, we request funding to offer Safe Space 
locations a mobile cart loaded with puzzles, games, books, and cleaning supplies to aid parents and 
caseworkers with the reunification efforts.  
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The Safe Space Initiative   

The Problem:   
Kosciusko County Courts require reunification visits between biological parents who have been 
separated from their children and are in foster care. Kosciusko County does not have spaces where 
these visits can occur in a safe and comfortable place conducive to reunification. These visits can be 
emotionally challenging and stressful for the children and their parents. 

The Solution:  
A neutral and secure environment with a homelike atmosphere would provide a better experience for 
all parties involved and help ease the transition for children who are often caught in difficult family 
situations. We must prioritize these vulnerable children's well-being and safety and create a supportive 
and nurturing community for them by providing a safe location to build a family relationship. 

Inspiration Background:   
Imagine your children have been placed in foster care by the court and you are working to regain 
custody. Supervised visits are ordered so that you can display your increased level of parenting skills. 
Your home is not an option, because the children were removed. You’re working on the issue of 
remedying problems and learning new skills, but it takes time. In the meantime, supervised visits are 
ordered by the courts. Where do these visits take place? In Kosciusko County, visits often happen in the 
public’s eye in places like the library, a park, or the McDonald's play place. As your child plays, you 
notice that people are watching, judging you, and wondering why you are being observed. These public 
locations limit your actions with your child and make you feel like you are on display for all to see. This is 
what a supervised visit looks and feels like in Kosciusko County. One group member, Vicky Owens, works 
in this field. She sees families struggle during visits with judgments and accusations from the public. This 
made her think about the ineffectiveness of the system. 
 
As a KLA group, we all took the initiative to speak with some foster parents. It was apparent that they 
too feel that the supervised visits are not an ideal situation and do not represent or encourage 
reunification. Families meet with their kids, so that checks the legal box, but are they effective 
meetings? The visit is observed by an individual caseworker and others in these shared environments. 
As a parent how does that make you feel to have every move, action and conversation being watched 
and documented? How can you, as a parent, interact with your child/children and show your parenting 
skills knowing this is happening? 

What is Reunification? 

In foster care, reunification refers to the process by which a child who has been placed in foster care is 
returned to their biological parents or primary caregivers. The primary objective of the foster care 
system is always to ensure the safety and well-being of the child.  
Reunification offers the following benefits:   

• Improved outcomes for the child, including safety, security, and stability, pave the way for 
futures in which children and their parents can thrive.  

• A positive impact on parents, since foster care reunification means parents can get the 
assistance they need to care for their children and lead productive lives.  

• Allows the child to be raised by their parents and grow up surrounded by their birth family 
eliminating the child’s question about their identity (Bergren, 2024). 

• Prevents further grief and trauma that is caused from being removed and separated from their 
home (Bergren, 2024) 
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Research  

Kosciusko County Numbers:  

The Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) 2022 data (see Appendix A) states they have served a 
significant number of children in Kosciusko County. The numbers are staggering, with 143 children being 
served, 690 visits conducted, and 395 team meetings held by the end of 2022. It's commendable that 
most families (75%) saw reunification, while 10% were adopted, 12% were placed in guardianship/3rd 
party, and 2% aged out (CASA, 2024). These numbers prove that there is hope for reunification. Why not 
try to increase those numbers by pushing our community to work together and provide a more neutral 
and secure environment with a homelike atmosphere to build a family bond between the foster child 
and their biological parents? 

We heard and listened to the need, took charge of the situation, and made it our mission to find a 
neutral and secure safe space for these vulnerable children and their parents. We knew that we couldn't 
wait for someone else to do it for us, so we hit the ground running and put in the effort to identify 
multiple options for safe spaces. Our story resonated with organizations and businesses. We first visited 
The Cooper House in Noblesville, Indiana, which is actively performing our vision successfully. Then, we 
met with five individuals to start our journey and fulfill our mission here in Kosciusko County. 

Model 

“The Cooper House”- Noblesville Visit 

  
Image 1 – Brooke and Kyle Howe Founders of the Cooper House in Noblesville with the word FOREVER 
meaning forever home (Howe & Howe, 2019). 

Brooke and Kyle Howe founded "The Cooper House" (see Appendices B & C) in January 2019 to provide 
support and guidance to foster parents and children in Noblesville, Indiana. They started their foster 
care journey in 2017 and established a strong relationship with their foster children's biological parents, 
which inspired their vision. They realized that many parents lacked the necessary support and guidance 
to overcome their challenges and achieve success. Therefore, they decided to create a safe and 
welcoming place where everyone involved in foster care could feel loved, seen, heard, and chosen 
(Howe & Howe, 2019). 
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Since its establishment, The Cooper House has served 371 households and 691 children (Howe & Howe, 
2019). Our KLA group traveled to Noblesville and spent the day observing and learning from the Howes 
on Thursday, January 11, 2024.  

Solution Partners for Kosciusko County:  

Interview 1 – Kearstin Criswell Mission Point Coordinator  
 
After learning from our Cooper House visit, we clarified that our goal is to implement The Cooper 
House's mission by collaborating with various businesses in Kosciusko County to provide a homelike 
space for foster families to use during their reunification journey. We needed to reach out to multiple 
businesses in Kosciusko County to start our journey and find those who are passionate about our 
mission. We reached out to Kearstin Criswell from Mission Point church, who informed us about several 
support groups and committees working towards assisting foster families and reunification. 
 
Kearstin Criswell, Mission Coordinator at Mission Point Church, is actively involved in the Christian 
Alliance for Orphans (CAFO) committee, which aims to inspire and equip to care for orphaned and 
vulnerable children (Louder, 2024). She informed us about support groups and committees working 
towards a similar mission. Kearstin is a foster parent who has a goal to reunify foster children with their 
biological parents. Kearstin said, “Our kids have a long list of needs, but it all comes down to building 
relationships with kids, parents, and schools. Being a foster parent and being involved in our community 
I see that many families don’t have the support systems we take for granted” (Criswell, 2024). 
  
Kearstin also mentioned Lost Sparrows, A mission-driven organization that advocates for the worth and 
potential of every child and empowers families, caregivers, and communities to protect vulnerable 
children (1Eighty Digital, 2024). Additionally, she informed us about Another Plate at the Table, yet 
another group working towards supporting foster families. Our interview with Kearstin was full of 
informative information to get us started on our successful journey and our first potential commitment 
to a safe space. 

Interview 2 – Eric Lane, Fellowship Missions  
  
Our second meeting was with Eric Lane from Fellowship Missions. Eric’s nonprofit recently purchased a 
location at 109 E Market St Warsaw, where they will open “The Gathering Place.” Right away, Eric saw 
our mission and was on board to sign a memorandum of understanding (MOU) (see Appendix D), 
committing to offer space at his new location once renovated and open. Eric reviewed the layout plans 
with us, which showed a lounge area, multiple meeting rooms, a small kitchen, and two bathrooms. He 
mentioned a room for discrete visits with a small play area available for visits between foster children 
and their biological parent(s). The Gathering Place will be a warm and welcoming environment that will 
provide an excellent opportunity to work towards building reunification. 

Interview 3 – Department of Child Services DCS  
  
It was essential to gather information and data about the foster care system to help us understand the 
children and families' needs. The Department of Child Services (DCS) is a key entity that provides 
valuable insight into the number of children in the foster system and the frequency of visits they receive. 
We met with Sara Cole, Local Office Director and Chayse Thompson, Supervisor at DCS, to learn more 
about the organization. In this meeting, we discovered Kosciusko had approximately 86 Children in Need 
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of Service (CHINS) and 31 Informal Adjustments (IA) currently in the system. Approximately 60 of those 
children under 11 years of age receive three supervised visits per week, and children over 11 have one 
supervised visit per week. DCS stated that once the child/children are removed from the home, it is 
Bowen Center’s responsibility to schedule and arrange supervised visits that correspond with the child 
and parents' schedules.  

Interview 4 – Jessica Mikesell and Mike Murphy of Bowen Center  
 
After meeting with DCS, we met with Jessica Mikesell and Mike Murphy from the Bowen Center. Our 
meeting was very informative and eye-opening. They provided firsthand information about the 
requirements for supervised visits. They shared some documentation (see Appendix E) showing the 
court/DCS supervised visitation rules used during a supervised visitation. They also gave us access to the 
document used by the observer.  
 
Jessica says that Bowen Center supervised visits are scheduled as late as 5 pm on weekdays and 7 pm on 
weekends. It's worth noting that approximately 37 weekly visits are conducted between the foster 
children and their biological parent(s), with 20 of them taking place at the Bowen Center in an office-like 
setting.   
 
It's clear that safe spaces, large and small, are needed to help regain privacy and encourage interaction 
between the children and parent(s). Jessica and Mike's firsthand account emphasized the importance of 
having a safe space for supervised visits. It's crucial to ensure that the children and parent(s) have a 
comfortable and non-threatening environment to interact, and Bowen Center agreed to utilize the safe 
space locations that we provide to them.  

Interview 5 – Amanda Clark, Branches Vineyard  
  
The involvement of Branches Vineyard church in the foster community is commendable. They have 
opened their doors for supervised visits, providing a safe and nurturing environment for parents and 
foster children to bond and strengthen their relationship. The church's indoor gymnasium, complete 
with a basketball hoop and a seating area, along with two rooms, a kitchen, and an outdoor playground, 
offer endless possibilities for interaction and growth. It's heartening to hear that Amanda Clark was 
receptive to our project and signed an MOU (see Appendix F) committing to the use of their facility. 
With Branches Vineyard's support, families seeking reunification can take a step forward towards 
rebuilding their lives.  

Interview 6 – Chris Frank, Country Bible Church  
  
We identified a significant need for a secure location in northern Kosciusko. We contacted Chris Frank at 
Country Bible Church, located in North Webster, Indiana, to address this issue. Chris welcomed us with 
open arms and enthusiastically provided a safe and homey environment. He offered the parsonage on 
their property as a space where foster children and their biological parents could have supervised visits. 
The parsonage, has a kitchen, living room, bedrooms, and a bathroom, providing a comfortable 
environment for parents to interact with their children, play games, bake cookies, or even enjoy outdoor 
activities on the play structure. Chris signed a MOU (see appendix G) committing to providing a secure 
space to facilitate future supervised visits. 
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Interview 7 – Greg Demopoulos, Warsaw Community Church  
  
Greg Demopoulos, a member of the Warsaw Community Church, has shown incredible commitment to 
making a difference in Kosciusko County. After hearing about our mission to create a safe space for 
foster children to have supervised visits with their biological parents, Greg offered his support by 
providing two spacious rooms equipped with bathroom facilities, a comfortable seating area, and a 
kitchen (see Appendix H). This generous act will impact the Kosciusko Community foster children and 
their families. It's inspiring to see individuals like Greg willing to go above and beyond to support their 
community and make a positive change.  

Interview 8 – Tonya Blanchard, Animal Welfare League  
  
Tonya Blanchard, Executive Director of the Kosciusko Animal Welfare League, approached us after 
learning about our project. She expressed interest in providing families a calming, fun, and therapeutic 
space. Tonya proposed that supervised visits could be conducted in their board space, a safe and 
enjoyable meeting area. If the families desired, Tonya could bring in a pet for the children to cuddle 
with, providing them with a fun way to interact with each other and work towards the reunification 
process. 

Conclusion:  

After conducting extensive research and speaking with various stakeholders, it is clear that a safe place 
for foster kids to have supervised visits with their biological parents is necessary in Kosciusko County. 
Such a place would ensure that the children are not exposed to any distractions or that the biological 
parents are not being judged during the visits. By providing a safe and comfortable environment for 
these visits, we can help children maintain and/or develop positive relationships with their biological 
parent(s) while learning to interact as a family. Without such a space, the emotional and psychological 
well-being of those foster children and the biological parent(s) can be severely impacted.  

With six different locations (see Appendices I-L) spread throughout the county, there are neutral and 
secure environments now available where participants of supervised visits can feel welcomed and 
comfortable. These vulnerable children and their parents can start their journey of rebuilding their 
relationships.  

Bowen Center has agreed to be the entity that receives all the Safe Space information collated to show 
location, amenities, and information relevant to scheduling a reunification visit. Appendix M presents a 
current list of locations, addresses, contact information, and other relevant details.  

To continue our mission, our team's proposal (see Appendix N) to allocate the Northenor Award funds 
will go to purchasing and supplying a game cart to some of our safe place locations. Providing a sturdy 
mobile cart stocked with games, puzzles, coloring activities, and cleaning supplies (see Appendix O for 
an example) will foster interaction and strengthen relationships between foster children and their 
biological parents. This initiative will have a remarkable impact on their overall well-being. 
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Future KLA White Paper Ideas:  
 
The information garnered through this project and the head start achieved presents a wealth of 
possibilities for future Kosciusko Leadership groups. The need for additional safe spaces in our 
community is imperative, as is the availability of locations for emergency removals by DCS. The project's 
potential to meet these needs is significant, and the success can inspire other Kosciusko Leadership 
groups to pursue similar initiatives. We discovered that there are many other locations in Kosciusko 
County that are willing to lend their support and open their doors to provide safe spaces. 
Another option for a future KLA group would be to collaborate with Bowen and develop an online 
scheduling system that includes the available safe spaces to provide a more convenient and efficient 
scheduling system for supervised visits. 
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Appendix H– Pictures of safe space rooms and café area at Warsaw Community Church  
 
Room 52 located in lower level: 35’ x 35’  

 

(Photo provided by Pastor Greg Demopoulos at Warsaw Community Church)   
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Room located middle level with bathroom:  20’ x 21  

  

(Photo provided by Pastor Greg Demopoulos at Warsaw Community Church)  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



27 | P a g e  
 

 Café/ Lounge area  

 

(Photo provided by Pastor Greg Demopoulos at Warsaw Community Church)  
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APPENDIX I - Mission Point Building 1003 Presidential Dr. Winona Lake   

 

(Photo provided by Nichole Fifer)  
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APPENDIX J –Reservable Board Room at the Animal Welfare League. 

       
(Photo provided by Shari Benyousky)  
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APPENDIX K- Country Bible Church, North Webster Indiana 

 
 

 
(Photos provided by Pastor Chris Frank) 
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APPENDIX L- Branches Vineyard Church, Warsaw 

 
 

 
(Photos provided by Mary Lepird)  
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APPENDIX N– GRANT PROPOSAL FOR SAFE SPACE GROUP  

Mobile Carts for Safe Space Project for Parent Reunification with Child(ren) in Foster Care  
We propose the implementation of mobile carts at the following Safe Space Locations to support parents 
in their reunification process with their children in foster care. These carts will serve as a vital resource, 
providing essential cleaning supplies, educational games, and puzzles to enhance family bonding during 
supervised visits. The mobile aspect of the carts allows easy storage in a closet during periods when the 
space is used in other ways.  
 
The Parent Reunification Support Program aims to create a nurturing environment for parents and 
children during their reunification journey. By equipping social workers and visitation supervisors with 
mobile carts, we can facilitate meaningful interactions and promote positive parenting experiences.  
 
Budget Allocation Mobile Carts (Qty: 5):  

• Sturdy, lightweight carts with ample storage compartments  

• Customizable to accommodate cleaning supplies, games, and puzzles.  

• Cost per cart: $200  

• Total cost: $1000  
 

Implementation Timeline:  
Procurement and Assembly (Month 1):  

• Purchase mobile carts and assemble them.  

• Train staff in cart usage and maintenance.  
Rollout and Feedback Collection (Months 2-3):  

• Deploy carts during supervised visits.  

• Gather feedback from parents, social workers, and supervisors.  
Evaluation and Adjustment (Month 4):  

• Assess the impact of mobile carts on parent-child interactions.  

• Make necessary adjustments based on feedback.  
 
Budget Justification:  
The requested $1000 will cover the purchase of five mobile carts. These carts will be strategically placed in 
visitation rooms across our foster care centers. We believe this investment will significantly contribute to 
successful reunification outcomes.  
 
Conclusion:  
By providing mobile carts, we empower parents, strengthen family bonds, and create a supportive 
environment for reunification. We appreciate your consideration of this grant proposal and its potential 
impact on the lives of vulnerable families.  
Thank you for your support.  
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