Focus Group Script – Session 2: Systemic Factors

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 doesn’t work), 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 are no right or wrong responses 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 nobody will dominate.

· Be prepared that 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. Case Review System

For this discussion, we will review three of the systemic factors that the state reports on in the Child and Family Service Plan. The first one is related to the way that case plans are developed and reviewed. The state’s goal is to ensure that each child has a written case plan that is developed jointly with the child’s parent(s). The federal and state government have set requirements guiding how often cases should be reviewed, and how quickly and often children in foster care should receive permanency hearings. The federal and state government also set goals to ensure that foster parents, pre-adoptive parents, and relative caregivers are notified and given an opportunity to participate in any reviews or hearings with respect to a child. The following questions relate to the State’s success in meeting its goals related to case reviews and permanency hearings. 

a. To what extent are permanency hearings and case reviews conducted in a timely manner?

· To what extent are the child, foster parents, preadoptive parents and relative caregivers notified and able to participate?  What could be done to improve the participation of the child, foster parents, preadoptive parents and relative caregivers?

b. Discuss the current process for termination of parental rights for children in foster care. Is it effective? How can the State improve the 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 serving children and families. For example, the Court has very recently implemented the “one judge, one family” approach. What are other ways the State can support collaboration that improves the permanency planning for children and families?

2. Service Array 

Another systemic factor that is assessed by the state and the federal government is the array of services available to children and families. This measurement relates to the ability of the system to provide services that meet the individualized needs of children and their families, and the accessibility of those services to anyone in any part of the state. The next several questions will help the Department as it implements changes to the child welfare system, and as the Department and the Court continue to assess whether child and family needs are being met in the current system. 

a. How can the state ensure that, at all levels, services are individualized or tailored to meet the unique needs of children and families? 

b. What would it take to provide a continuum of services and supports (safety, in-home services, relative placement, foster care, reunification, permanency, group care, transition, aftercare, etc.) to serve children and their families in their home community?

c. Are services accessible to families in all areas in the state? If not, where are the inequities and what can be done to address them?

d. What role should group care (institutional care) play in the child welfare array of services?

· What aftercare is needed for youth leaving group care?

3. Foster and Adoptive Home Licensing, Approval, and Recruitment

A third systemic factor that the state must report and measure is foster and adoptive home licensing and recruitment. The state has implemented standards for foster and adoptive families, including criminal background checks, as well as a process that addresses the safety of children placed in foster care or adoptive placements. The state sets as a goal to recruit foster and adoptive families that reflect the ethnic and racial diversity of children for whom foster and adoptive homes are needed. Finally, the state attempts to ensure timely adoptive or permanent placements for waiting children. The following questions will allow feedback on the state’s efforts to meet goals related to foster and adoptive family licensing and recruitment.

a. To what extent has the state ensured the diligent recruitment of potential foster and adoptive families that reflect the ethnic and racial diversity of children in the state for whom foster and adoptive homes are needed?  What might be done to improve the recruitment of foster and adoptive families that reflect the ethnic and racial diversity of children that need foster/adoptive placement?
b. To what extent is the state successful in retaining foster homes? What are successful supports available to foster homes to help keep them?

c. What else can be done to facilitate timely adoptive or permanent placements for children waiting for placement?

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?
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