Focus Group Script – Session 1: Outcomes

I.       Welcome and purpose of the group discussion

As you have heard in today’s presentation and discussion, there are ongoing efforts by the Department and the Court to set goals, measure outcomes, and improve services for children and families involved in the child welfare system. The state is required by the federal government to submit the Child and Family Service Plan, which is updated annually with ongoing efforts and activities conducted by the Court and the Department. In addition, there are changes occurring in the way that child welfare services are defined and delivered. The next hour’s discussion will provide you with the opportunity to comment and make recommendations about the current system (what works and what needs to be improved), as well as what can be done in the future to better serve children and families.

Information from this discussion today will be summarized and provided to the Department of Human Services and the Court to help in their planning of services for children and families, and to provide feedback about the Child and Family Service Plan. 

II.      Structure of the focus group

· SPPG Staff – taking notes.  

· Use of a script for consistency across this and other focus groups. There is not a right or wrong response to the questions we ask. We’re only interested in what you THINK about the issues we raise. The script is made up of a series of statements that we believe to be true, with some explanation about why we want to talk about them. Each statement is followed by a set of questions we want you to respond to.

· Actual structure – 3 premises

· Premises – set parameters of discussion.  It helps all of us get on the same page so to speak. Then we have some follow-up questions.

· Please BRIEFLY respond to the question – and try not to react to what the person before you said. You’ll likely hear things you agree with, and things you disagree with. That’s fine.  

III.    Rules for the session

· Everyone will participate, and no one will dominate

· Be prepared I will call on folks

· If you truly do not have anything to say, then you may pass.

· Please be brief in your comments

· If I cut you off, please don’t consider me rude. Just trying to move things along. In the same vein, take time to freely express yourself. Like I said if we are falling behind schedule, I’ll move us along it’s my job.

· Session will be limited to 1 hour.  

· Notes taken on laptop.

· Non-attributable comments. We are not interested in who said what, just what is said.

· Any questions?

IV. Questions

1. Safety

We will review the three child and family outcomes that are measured as part of the Child and Family Service Plan. The first outcome that is measured is Safety. The federal government and the state has said that children should be, first and foremost, protected from abuse and neglect, and they should also be safely maintained in their homes whenever possible and appropriate. The next couple of questions will ask for your input about the state’s efforts to meet those goals. 

a. To avoid a child being removed from the parent, what services could be provided to ensure the safety of the children in the home?

b. What practices are effective in preventing a child being re-abused? 

2. Permanency

Permanency goals are set for children in the child welfare system. The goals are different for every child, and may include a stable foster care placement, reunification with family, a guardianship, permanent placement with relatives, and/or adoption. The state attempts to maintain family relationships through visits with parents and siblings, foster care placements close to home, and keeping children with their siblings whenever possible. The following questions relate to how the state can ensure stable living situations and connections with family while involved in the child welfare system. 

a. What standards or outcomes should be set to best promote stable, permanent living situations for children? How should these measures be connected to provider contracts or reimbursement?

b. There is an overrepresentation of minority children and families in the child welfare system. What can the Department, courts, providers and communities, etc. do to decrease this overrepresentation?

c. In the Iowa Foster Family Interest Survey (2004-2005), 63% of potential foster parents said they would be unwilling to take a placement of a child with behavioral concerns. What can the state do to recruit foster families who are willing to serve the more difficult-to-serve children in foster care? 

d. What can be done to increase parents and siblings visiting with children placed in foster care?

e. What practices can help children remain in stable living arrangements after discharge from foster care? 

· What practices can assist the placement of children close to their birth parents or their own communities?

· What practices can assist placement of brothers and sisters together?

3. Child and Family Well-Being

According to the Child and Family Service Plan, Iowa will ensure that families will have increased ability to provide for their children’s needs; children will receive appropriate services to meet their educational needs; and children will receive services to meet their physical and mental health needs. The next several questions will attempt to get a better understanding from you about how Iowa is supporting the health and well-being of children and families in the child welfare system. 

a. How can DHS ensure that services provided:

· Meet the individual needs of children that are served at home or in foster care?
· Are individualized to support the needs of the parents and foster parents?
b. How should the state ensure that parents and children are playing a significant role in the case planning process?
c. The Department of Human Services and the Court are making efforts to involve all partners, including the child and family, in planning a collaborative approach to services. For example, the Court has very recently implemented the “one judge, one family” approach to working with children and their families. Family team meetings are used more widely now, which involves a meeting of a child’s entire team, including all people involved in that child’s life. Are you aware of these efforts? How can the state support collaboration that improves the health and well-being of children and families?

4. Closing Question

Show of hands please - Who has been involved in or interacted with the child welfare system over the last five years?. . . ten years?. . . more than ten years? You’ve seen a lot of changes over the course of many years. Can you identify some changes that have been positive? Negative?

