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URGENT/TIME SENSITIVE                          Mar. 31, 2014 
 
Attention: 
Governor Bill Haslam 
1st Floor, State Capitol 
Nashville, TN 37243    
 
Tennessee Attorney General 
Robert Cooper Jr. 
PO Box 20207 
Nashville, TN 37202-0207 
 
Department of Children's Services 
Commissioner James Henry 
Cordell Hull Building, 7th Floor 
Nashville, TN 37243 
 
Dear Sirs: 
 
As a collective group of professional psychologists and mental health professionals from across the country, we are 
writing to make sure you understand the grave injustice that occurred to 9-year-old Sonya Hodgin and the magnitude of 
the emotional abuse bestowed on this innocent child by the state of Tennessee. Perhaps you are aware of Sonya’s 
background and the circumstances surrounding her case. It is obvious that the professionals involved in this case do not 
understand the psychological trauma forced upon this child by the Tennessee judicial and child protection systems – the 
very systems put in place to protect children from harm. Following is additional information about Sonya’s story, the 
psychological impact and our recommendation for correcting this appalling situation. 

Background 

At the request of DCS, Sonya was placed with David and Kim Hodgin of Dickson, Tenn. as a foster child. After several 
months, DCS came back to the Hodgins and recommended they file to adopt Sonya. They loved Sonya as their own 
child and at a very young age, Sonya considered them her Mommy and Daddy.  They were and are in every way - her 
parents. 
 
Meanwhile, Sonya's biological father, deemed by the Department of Justice as a “violent career criminal,” was in prison 
serving a 15-year sentence for three counts of felony robbery and possession of a firearm by a felon. Prior to this 
sentence, her birth father, John McCaul, had served other sentences. His criminal history is extensive. 
 
As you know, in Tenn. when a child is under 8 years old and a parent is sentenced to 10 or more years in jail, parental 
rights are automatically terminated [Tenn. Adoption Code Chapter 36-1-113 (6)]. This would apply to Sonya. 
 
The Hodgins adopted Sonya while he was in prison. Her birth mother had voluntarily terminated her rights. However, 
when her biological father cooperated with a murder investigation from behind prison walls, his sentence was reduced 
from 15 years to 7.5 years. At this point, Sonya had been in foster care and with the Hodgins for several years! She was 
bonded to her family and thriving. However in 2009, your Court of Appeals overturned the adoption because of a 
technicality. 
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The Hodgins, who had raised and provided for Sonya went from being foster parents at the request of DCS, to adoptive 
parents and back to foster parents. At this point, Sonya was now 5½ years old! Report after report from DCS 
acknowledged that Sonya was best served in the Hodgin’s home. 
 
The Hodgins continued doing everything asked of them by DCS and their attorney in order to provide Sonya a 
permanent home. They continued to fight for permanency for this child. Then in Nov. 2012, when Sonya was 8½ years 
old, her birth father was released from prison and on Jan. 29, 2014 she was forcefully removed from the arms of her 
parents and sent to live with a man who had not financially or emotionally supported Sonya nearly her entire childhood. 
She begged him not to take her. She pleaded with him not to take her from her family. He ignored her pleas. DCS and 
the state of Tennessee completely ignored her pleas. 
 
She was forced by DCS to spend the night in a hotel room with a complete stranger and the following day, flown to 
Nebraska where she has been ever since. Communication with her parents has been cut off since shortly after, despite 
her pleas to come home.   
 
What type of precedent are we setting for other children in foster care and/or adoptive placements? Are these children 
really expected to sit around and languish in the system while biological parents serve prison terms for violent crimes, 
only to be pulled away from the very people the child considers family? 

Psychological Aspects and Impact: 

As a collective group of psychologists and mental health professionals, we are extremely concerned about the 
irreparable emotional damage this legal decision has and will continue to cause Sonya. Developmental research is very 
clear regarding the deep psychological and neurological damage that is likely to occur when a child who is securely 
attached to her caregivers has that essential attachment severed. 
 
Attachment starts with the emotional bond that occurs between infant and caregiver(s). John Bowlby, a leading expert 
on attachment has stated "the initial relationship between self and others serves as blueprints for all future 
relationships." (Ainsworth, M. and Bowlby, J. 1965 & Bowlby, 1975). Attachment between a child and primary caregivers 
creates a template for all the child’s relationships as they mature. A healthy attachment, that is ‘ongoing’ with the primary 
caregivers markedly aids a child in becoming aware of their emotions, helps them soothe themselves when upset and 
allows them to be resilient from stressful situations. The key concept is that a positive attachment is formed in the first 
few years of life and then maintained as the child develops and matures. Attachment f igures cannot be replaced! 
 
When secure attachment is severed, a child may become embroiled in a variety of negative responses, including distress, 
anger, rage, fear, shame, and humiliation (Tomkins 1991, 1992). Children are particularly sensitive to the effects of 
uncontrollable trauma (van der Kolk, 1987). One factor known to decrease the impact of traumatic separation is the 
existence of a good social support network, and lack of social support magnifies the response to trauma (van der Kolk, 
1987). Sonya has suffered from double jeopardy, as the trauma itself involves living with essentially a stranger and the 
dissolution of her entire social network. 
 
Children do not transfer their attachment from one or more caregivers to new caregivers, particularly when the change in 
caregivers is abrupt and severe. Attachment is a deeply emotional and neurologically motivated and determined process 
that affects the deepest expression of emotions and relatedness throughout the life span. As long as Sonya is not with 
the family who raised her, there will be no “getting over” the extreme trauma that she has experienced. 
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Conclusions: 

Every day Sonya is away from the Hodgins the likelihood of numerous severe problematic mental health outcomes 
increases. The trauma she will have to live with and reconcile, should she not be returned to the parents who raised 
her, cannot and will not be offset by living with a biological parent. The selfish desire of the biological father to choose 
now to raise her after serving a multi-year prison sentence should not supersede Sonya’s long-term psychological health 
and her right to protect the permanency she had with the Hodgins. 
 
We urge you to help bring Sonya Hodgin back home to her family in Tennessee. It is clearly in Sonya's 
best interest to remain with the parents she grew up with, where she will continue to be loved and cherished. Please 
help reverse this decision and bring Sonya back to her rightful home. Time is of the essence. We believe that significant 
psychological damage is being done to this innocent child every day she is away from her parents. 
 
Thank you for your concern and time in this most urgent matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Bonnie F. Cleaveland, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Jill A. Kuhn, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Fort Collins, CO 

 
Pamelyn M. MacDonald, Ph.D. 
Developmental Psychologist 
Lawrence, KS 
 

Jennifer Harned Adams, Ph.D. 
Licensed Psychologist 
Denver, CO 

Andrew Tomarken, Ph.D. 
Chair, Department of Psychology 
Vanderbilt University 
Nashville, TN 
 
Allison Allen, Ph.D.  
Clinical Psychologist 
Washburn, WI 
 

Alan F Bachrach, MD, Ph.D. 
Board Certified in Neurology  
Licensed Clinical Psychologist in TN 
Nashville, TN  
 
Robert S. Stephens, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Blacksburg, VA 

Leena Batra, Ph.D. 
Licensed Psychologist 
Austin, TX 
 

Linda Odom, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Nashville, TN 

Ann M. Becker-Schutte, Ph.D. 
Licensed Counseling Psychologist 
Kansas City, MO 
 

Misty Hook, Ph.D. 
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 
Allen, TX 
 

Kristine Brady, Ph.D. 
Licensed Psychologist 
Encinitas, CA 
 

Michael A. Kollar, Ed.D. 
Counseling Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
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Joshua D. Brown, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Carla Kmett Danielson, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Associate Professor of Psychiatry 
Charleston, SC 
 

Kathryn M. Bugbee, Ph.D. 
Licensed Psychologist 
Red Lion, PA 
 

Tara Louchery, Psy.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Hagerstown, MD 
 

Joshua Chinitz, Ph.D. 
Clinical and Community Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Linda Leftwich, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Hendersonville, TN  

 
Lisa Curtin, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Boone, NC 
 

Denise Martz, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Boone, NC 
 

Katherine A. DeLaune, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Houston, TX 

Sara G. Mattis, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Winchester, MA 

 
Patrick M. Duffy Jr., Psy.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 

Deborah Marcet, Psy.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Melanie Duncan, Ph.D. 
Developmental Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 

Cori Ann Ramirez, Ph.D. 
Licensed Psychologist 
Fort Collins, CO 
 

Steven R. Gale, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Fort Collins, CO 
 

Jennifer Ritchie-Goodline, Psy.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Centennial, CO 

Gene J. Sausser, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 

Laura A. Schleifer, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist  
Montreal, Quebec, Canada  
 

Lubna Somjee, Ph.D. 
Clinical and Health Psychologist 
Poughkeepsie, NY 
 

Jennifer White-Baughan Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
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Jane Zazzaro, Psy.D. 
Counseling Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 
Julia Noland, Ph.D. 
Research Assistant 
Professor of Developmental Psychology 
Nashville, TN 
 
Susan Haggerty, M.S. 
Newport, VA 
 
Cynthia Cupit Swenson, Ph.D. 
Professor and Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 
William Kee, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 
Milt Lowder, Ph.D. 
Licensed Psychologist 
Greenville, SC 

Elizabeth J. Santa Ana, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor 
Medical University of South Carolina 
Charleston, SC 
 
Kerry Lassiter, Ph.D. 
Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 
Eve Spratt, MD, MSCR 
Professor of Pediatrics and Psychiatry 
Division of Developmental Psychiatry 
Medical University of South Carolina 
Charleston, SC 
 
Jack W. Finney, Ph.D. 
Child Psychology Professor 
Blacksburg, VA 
  
Laura Butler Peirano 
Volunteer Guardian ad Litem  
Masters in Psychology-Clinical Counseling 
Charleston, SC 

 
Thomas H. Ollendick, Ph.D. 
University Distinguished Professor 
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 
Blacksburg, VA 
 

 
Elissa J. Brown, Ph.D. 
Psychologist 
Larchmont, NY 

Maureen Porter Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Jeannine Monnier, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 
 

John Mulkeen Ed. D. 
Counseling Psychologist 
Murrells Inlet, SC 

Julia Fisher, Ph.D. 
Research Psychologist 
Hartsville, SC 
 

Stephanie Baffone, LPCMH, NCC  
Licensed & Board Certified Counselor of  
Mental Health  
Newark, DE 

Jennifer Warthen, MSW, LISW-CP 
Clinical Social Worker 
Child and Family Therapist 
Charleston, SC 
 

Rhonda Kalil, MD 
Psychiatrist 
Charleston, SC 

Dianne Tennyson 
Registered Art Therapist 
Mount Pleasant, SC 
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Sarah B. Stevens, Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Sean A. Homsher, M.S.Ed. 
Adolescent Therapist/Counselor 
Doylestown, PA 
 

Rhonda C. Cunningham, Ph.D.  
Licensed Clinical Psychologist  
Director of Medical Education in Psychiatry 
Meharry Medical College 
Nashville, TN  
 

Fred L. Alberts, Jr., Ph.D., ABPP 
Board Certified, Clinical Child and Adolescent 
Psychologist 
Tampa, FL 

Scott C. Shaffer, Ph.D., ABPP 
Clinical Psychologist 
Beaufort, SC 

Marsha F. Kite, MS, CAI 
Wellness Services 
Charleston, SC 
 

Amanda D. Bell, M.Ed., LPC 
Simpsonville, SC  

Irene F. Smith, MS, LPC Retired 
Charleston, SC 
 

Nicole Logan M.Ed. 
School Counselor 
Mount Pleasant, SC 

KaShun Belton-White, MA, CACP 
Clinical Counselor 
Hartsville, SC 
 

Dinoca Ihrig, M.Ed. 
School Counselor 
Tri-County Counseling Association President 
Charleston, SC 

Howard Malpass 
Licensed Professional Counselor Supervisor 
Clinical Supervisor 
Hartsville, SC 
 

Rose Kiedrowski, MS 
Utica, NY 

Laura Long, MS, LMFT 
Greenville, SC 
 

Brooke Dooley, LPC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Owner, Charleston Counseling Center 
Mount Pleasant, SC 

Ciri Colee, LPC, CACII 
Adolescent Clinical Manager, Charleston Center 
Private Practitioner 
Charleston, SC 
 

Colleen S. Kowal, M.Ed.., LPC-I 
Therapist, School Counselor 
Hilton Head, SC  

Melissa DeWitt, Ed.S. 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Darlington, SC 
 

Lashaun Richardson, MSW, LMSW 
Hospice Social Worker 
Ridgeland, SC  

Jen Bennett, MA, LPC/I 
Clinical Mental Health Counselor 
Charleston, SC 
 

Rosalyn Kramer Monat-Haller, SC LISW-CP; SC LPC 
Summerville, SC 

Elisabeth Jordan 
Licensed Professional Counselor, Intern 
Certified School Counselor 
Camden, SC 
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Robert D. McMillan, M.B.A., BSSc 
Community Readiness Consultant 
North Charleston, SC 

Fran Burke, LISW-CP (S) 
Licensed Clinical Social Worker 
Goose Creek, SC 
 

Linda S. Myers, DCC, LPC/S  
Licensed Professional Counselor/ Supervisor 
Sumter SC 
 

Tracy Oliver, Ed.S. 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Columbia, SC 

Marty Spann, School Counselor 
Centennial Elementary School 
Dickson, TN 

Meredith Bledsoe, BSN RN 
School Nurse 
Dickson, TN 
 

Lisa E Wilson, LPC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Charleston, SC 

Shanella Kelly, Ed.S. 
Marriage & Family Therapist 
Charleston, SC 
 

Bobbie B. Lackey, MEd, EdS          
Associate Counselor 
Columbia, SC 

Karen Henson RN 
Clinical Nursing Coordinator 
Dickson, TN 
 

Faye W. Whittemore, MSW, LISW 
Summerville, SC 

Christopher Galton MS MFA LPC 
Myrtle Beach, SC 
 

Amber Sharkey, LMSW 
Summerville, SC 

Arlene Reid LISW-CP 
Bluffton, SC 
 

Dr. June P. Murray, LISW-CP 
Clinical Social Worker 
University Social Work Administrator and Faculty 
(Retired)  

Christopher DiPaul MA CAGS  
Licensed Educational Psychologist 3059 
Nationally Certified School Psychologist 
Long Beach, CA 
 

Rebecca Denslow, MSW, LISW-CP  
Mount Pleasant, SC 

Kathleen McGrogan, MA, LPC 
Georgetown, SC 
 

Karan Killoran, LCSW 
Clinical Social Worker 
Bluffton, SC 

Dan Miller, LMSW, HS-BCP, CART 
Mediator, Family Interventionist 
Adolescent Life Coach 
Charleston, SC 
 

J. Elizabeth McKinnon-Smith RN, LMSW 
Seabrook, SC 

Samantha Morris, BSW 
Charleston, SC 
 

Ryan E. Terrell, MA, LPC 
Child and Family Therapist 
Charleston, SC 

Erin Jones, MA 
Mental Health Therapist 
Charleston, SC 
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David Benrexi, MS Psychology 
Correctional Officer 
Summerville, SC 

Roxann A. Hassett, MEd, LPC, NCC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Mount Pleasant, SC 
 

Elizabeth Franchini, LPC, NCC, Certified Guidance 
Counselor and Adoptions Investigator 
Charleston, SC 
 

Susan M. Bulsza, MA, NCC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Myrtle Beach, SC 
 

Victoria Skinner, MA LPC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Goose Creek, SC 
 

Kathi Peddicord, MA 
Licensed Professional Counselor Intern 
Charleston, SC 
 

Mary Stewart Carpenter LPC/I 
Mount Pleasant, SC 

Gloria J. Burgess, LPC, LPCs  
Lexington, SC 
 

Wendy Davis, M.S. 
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist 
Columbia, SC 

Jeanne Malmgren, M.Ed.. 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Seneca, SC 
 

Mac Magee, LPC, LMSW 
Charleston, SC 

Pam Jobe, LBSW, LPCI, VSP 
Spartanburg, SC 
 

Andrea Thomas, LISW-CP  
Charleston, SC.  

Susan O. Patton, LISW-CP 
Hilton Head Island, SC 
 

Porcher Washington, M.A., CACII 
Charleston, SC 

Gary Kaufmann, Psy.D. 
Mount Pleasant, SC 
 

Doris B. Hammond, Ph.D.     
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Aiken, SC 
 

Ashley Gruber, LPCI 
Licensed Professional Counselor Intern 
Beaufort, SC 
 

Barbara Melton, M.Ed., LPC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Charleston, SC 
 

Yola Nolan Kohner, Ph.D. 
Beaufort, SC 

Allison Krauss-Randall, LCSW,  
Trauma and Attachment Child Therapist  
Wilmington, DE 
 

Diane Langston, MEd, LPC, NCC 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
Charleston, SC 

Tracey Cleantis, LMFT 
Pasadena, CA 

Norman L. Stephenson Ph.D. 
Nashville TN 
 

Matthew J. D’Ortona, Psy.D. 
Licensed Psychologist, 
Elmira, NY 
 

Karen Blackwell-Boyd, CC, M.Ed. 
Hartsville, SC 
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Denise Kelly, MA, CACII 
Rubicon Family Counseling Services 
Hartsville, SC 
 

Brenda K. Trent, M.A. LPC 
Easley, SC 

Christine Donavan 
PCI Certified Parent Coach 
Charleston, SC 
 

Kathryn K. VanKirk, Ph.D. 
Clinical Neuropsychologist 
Charleston, SC 

Phyllis Messier, MS BHT 
Community Mental Health Counselor 
Tucson, AZ  
 

Melissa Porter, PsyD/HSP 
Clinical Psychologist 
Nashville, TN 

Karen Perlmutter, LISW 
Clinical Social Worker 
Charleston, SC 
 

David L. Terrell, Ph.D. ABPP 
Clinical and Family Psychologist 
Nashville, TN  

Tammy J. Sheehan, MSW 
Lead Family Therapist  
Pittsburgh, PA 
 

Julia Tate, JD, LCSW 
Brentwood, TN 

James N. Kyne, Ph.D. 
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 
Nashville, TN 
 

William R. Gentry Jr., Ph.D. 
Clinical Psychologist 
Germantown, TN 

Bahr Weiss, Ph.D. 
Department of Psychology 
Vanderbilt University 
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 
Nashville, TN  
 

Guy Mittleman, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Dept. of Psychology 
The University of Memphis 
Memphis, TN 

Jenny Macfie, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor 
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 
Knoxville, TN 
 
And counting… 
 
 

Vivien A. Casagrande, Ph.D.  
Professor 
Nashville, TN 

Collectively, we respectful ly ask that you take the r ight and honorable action for Sonya .  
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