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Reference Examples for Statewide Assessments
EXAMPLE 1

[Arizona Statewide Assessment, Safety Outcome 1, Item 1]
Item 1:  Timeliness of initiating investigations of report of child maltreatment.  How effective is the agency in responding to incoming reports of child maltreatment in a timely manner?

Policy Description

State policy requires an initial response within two hours for high risk reports, 48 hours for moderate risk reports, 72 hours for low risk reports, and seven consecutive days for potential risk reports.  CPS may respond within a mitigated response timeframe if law enforcement or other emergency personnel is with the child victim and confirms the child’s safety.  Mitigated response times are 24 hours for high risk, 72 hours for moderate risk, and 72 hours excluding weekends and holidays for low risk reports.  Initial response is defined as an action to determine the child is currently safe, such as face to face contact with the child or a home visit to attempt to see the child.   

Joint investigations with law enforcement are required when the report or the investigation indicates that the child is or may be a victim of an extremely serious conduct allegation, which if deemed true would constitute a felony.  Protocols for conducting joint investigations have been established with municipal or county law enforcement agencies throughout the state.  The Child Abuse Hotline identifies reports that may require a joint investigation, and notifies law enforcement.  CPS and law enforcement determine the necessity and ability to conduct a joint response within the specified timeframes.  A joint response may not be required if the child is currently safe, such as in a hospital setting or when the alleged perpetrator has been arrested 

State policy requires that the child victim and all siblings and other children living in the home be interviewed or observed prior to closing the investigation or transferring the case to ongoing services, unless a child can not be seen despite reasonable efforts to locate.
Measures of Effectiveness

Practice Improvement Case Review data indicates that Statewide, more than 80% of children are seen prior to investigation closure or transfer to ongoing.  All children who were the subject of the report were seen in 81% of the reports reviewed in the quarter ending June 2004, and in 85% of the reports reviewed in calendar years 2005 and 2006.  District performance ranged from 68% in District 3 to 97% in District 2, with all Districts performing at or above 80% except District 3.  In some of the 15% of investigations where a child was not seen, reasonable efforts were made to see the child but the child was not located or was out of the area and not available for contact.  Generally it is a sibling who is not seen, rather than the alleged victim.

The state has made progress in the timeliness of initial response to investigations.  A timely initial response by CPS, law enforcement or other emergency personnel was confirmed in 65% of the reports reviewed during the Practice Improvement Case Review in the quarter ending June 2004, 71% of investigations reviewed in 2005, and 72% of those reviewed in 2006.  Districts 1 and 4, which were the last to be reviewed in 2006, had a timely response to 80% and 87% of investigations, suggesting the rate of improvement increased in the latter part of 2006.

Data from the State’s Business Intelligence Dashboard provides a more precise description of the State’s performance than elements VIII, IX, and X in the CFSR Data Profile.  This Dashboard provides data on report response beginning with January 2004, and indicates improvement in timeliness of response.  This data provides the percentage of reports to which Child Protective Services responded timely, either as the initial responder or within the mitigated timeframe if law enforcement or other emergency personnel made the initial response.  In some cases where CPS responded late, the child was seen and confirmed to be safe by law enforcement or other emergency personnel within the required initial response timeframe.  Statewide, CHILDS data indicates the rate of timely response by CPS was 64% in calendar year (CY) 2004, 65% in CY 2005, 73% in CY 2006, and 76% in January, 2007.  

Dashboard data indicates that high and potential risk reports are much more likely to have a timely response by CPS than moderate and low risk reports.  The on-time CPS response rate for potential and high risk reports increased from approximately 72% in CY 2004, to 81% in January 2007.  The on-time response rates for moderate and low risk reports also increased more than 10% since CY 2004, reaching approximately 75% in January 2007.  It is probable that the two hour timeframe on high risk reports is more frequently met because these children are often reported to be currently unsafe and in need of immediate protection.  Conversely, potential risk reports have a seven day response timeframe, which provides flexibility to manage workload and achieve a timely response.  The two and three day response timeframe for moderate and low risk reports provide less flexibility, and these reports do not have the same urgency as high risk reports.

Dashboard data indicates significant differences between districts’ rate of timely CPS response.  From February 2006 through January 2007, District 2 consistently had a timely response rate well below all other districts.  District 1 remained slightly below the four smaller districts, with a timely response rate fluctuating between roughly 70% and 80%.  The four smaller districts have remained clustered together, with timely response rates primarily between 80% and 90%.

Timely CPS Response Rates by District
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There are some limitations to the data on timely response.  For example, the data does not account for the length of a delay, which could be minutes, hours, days, or weeks.  Furthermore, field supervisors consulted for this assessment indicated that they are unable to correct response data once it has been saved in CHILDS.  Sometimes they learn that law enforcement responded within the initial response time, thereby mitigating the required CPS response time, but this was not documented in CHILDS.  Once the CPS response has been entered as the initial response, the supervisor can not enter the earlier response by law enforcement.

Factors Affecting Performance

The Division believes the improved timely response rates are the result of the following system improvements:

· CHILDS was revised in December 2006 to allow more accurate recording of the date and time the report was received by the field unit and assigned for investigation.  Other modifications allow the CPS Specialist to document complete information on the date, time, and person who made the initial response; and the date and time of response by a CPS Specialist if the initial response was made by law enforcement or other emergency personnel. 

· State policy was clarified and distributed to all staff to confirm the definition of an initial response, and that a CPS Specialist must respond within the mitigated response time whenever an initial response is made by law enforcement or other emergency personnel.   

· The Business Intelligence Dashboard became available to supervisors and administrators in 2006.  The dashboard provides data, updated weekly, on the number or reports for investigation assigned to each district, unit, and CPS Specialist; and the percentage of investigations that have a timely CPS response documented in CHILDS.  The Dashboard uses a yellow, red, and green stoplight symbol to give supervisors a quick visual indication of reports requiring response and the unit’s current and recent performance rates.  This tool allows supervisors and administrators to monitor the frequency and documentation of timely CPS response, and manage staff resources to ensure timely response.

· Protocols for conducting joint investigations have been established with municipal or county law enforcement agencies throughout the state.  Training regarding joint investigation policy has been provided at the CPS unit level.  In addition, child advocacy centers with co-located CPS staff and law enforcement increase the ability to coordinate response times.

· Staff and stakeholders identified the following as factors affecting the Division’s ability to respond timely to reports of maltreatment:

· Stakeholders report that timely response improves when units have experienced supervisors who are knowledgeable about investigative policy and procedures, consider staff workload and ability when assigning reports for investigation, and provide sound guidance to new workers.
· Staff vacancies and turnover hinder supervisors’ ability to assign reports immediately.  This has a particularly negative impact in areas with a high volume of reports and high rates of turnover and vacancy.  Practice Improvement Case Reviews have found that some reports with late response were not assigned to a CPS Specialist until after the initial response time had passed, presumably because no CPS Specialist was available to respond.  To address report volume and vacancy issues, the Division uses roving staff in some Districts, and temporary assistance from Central Office staff and others who are not permanently assigned to investigation positions.  However, these methods may be difficult to maintain since the staff can spend much time away from home.  Furthermore, there is a concern that the roving staff do not have the same knowledge of the community as local staff.  Stipends for investigative staff were implemented in 2006 to improve recruitment and retention of CPS Specialists who conduct investigations.

· Maricopa County has an After Hours Unit to respond to reports on nights and weekends, and sometimes respond to an overflow of reports from the week.  Other districts rely on regular staff to be on stand-by on nights and weekends, which may impact retention and the ability to respond timely to the reports received after hours.  However, after hour units like Maricopa County’s may not be feasible in rural areas due to low volume of reports.  In addition, travel distance in rural areas can occasionally exceed the allotted timeframes in high priority cases.

· Emphasis on joint investigation protocols has lead some staff to believe they can not respond to serious reports unless jointly with law enforcement.  When law enforcement does not have sufficient resources to respond right away, the CPS Specialist may delay response beyond the established timeframes.  Many counties use Advocacy Centers, such as Maricopa County’s ChildHelp, for conducting interviews and/or obtaining medical examinations, and involving law enforcement as necessary.  Law enforcement are co-located at these sites, which increases timeliness in conducting interviews and facilitates decision making regarding actions to ensure child safety.

· In some cases, jurisdiction issues involving Native American children or families living on reservations, military bases, or a bordering State require resolution before an initial response can be made.  At times these are not resolved before the initial response time has passed.  Stakeholders reported that the CHILDS automated system and development of ICWA units has improved the identification of Native American children, notification to the tribe, and thereby timely response and coordination with CPS on reports involving Indian children.  However, stakeholders report service coordination and inter-agency collaboration should be a focus of continual improvement, and staff would benefit from additional training on Native American culture and Division policy and procedures regarding Indian children.  Stakeholders also needs to reduce tribal social service agency vacancies, better coordinate services to families moving back and forth from the reservation, and share more information on families with prior involvement with the tribe or state.

· Report volume may be related to the Division’s ability to respond timely.  Within the 13 months of December 2005 through January 2007; June, July, and December had the first, second, and third lowest volume of CPS reports, and June and July 2006 had the first and third highest timely response rates.  December 2006 had the lowest number of reports yet only the sixth highest response rate, but this may be due to staff taking annual leave.  March 2006 had the highest volume of reports and the lowest rate of timely response.  The correlation is not always as clear as these months, but there is indication of a relationship between report volume and timeliness of response.  The number of reports meeting the criteria for CPS investigation has recently decreased, but communications identified as “actions” take significant staff time and are not included in the number of reports for investigation.   Actions include communications such as that a child being released from detention and the parent is unable come get the child or can not be reached.  Although Arizona is the fastest growing State in the nation, which is likely to increase reports, the Division is hopeful that increased in-home services and specialized in-home staff will reduce the number of repeat reports, and therefore the overall volume of reports for investigation.  

· Stakeholders noted that Arizona law allows for the Division to receive reports of potential maltreatment (risk).  Because Arizona does not have a differential response system, the Division may be responding to a broader range of situations that other State’s child protection agencies.  These reports constitute a significant volume of work for the Division, and may hinder the agency’s ability to respond on time to higher risk reports.

· Stakeholders suggested that the districts review and analyze the current methods for report assignment, i.e. volume of reports by zip code or geographic area.   

· Stakeholders recommended ongoing training of mandated reporters on reporting requirements.  Reports and action requests are sometimes made on situations that could have been addressed in another manner. The CPS Hotline number and information on how and when to make a report are widely distributed, but more detailed training by CPS staff has slowed or ended in many areas due to shortage of staff, other priorities, and reductions in the  Division’s Speakers Bureau.  Therefore, the agencies community education efforts may encourage people to make reports rather than consider other resources or methods to meet the families’ needs.

· Staff and stakeholders discussed the possibility of a relationship between timeliness of initial response and quality of assessment.  Data does suggest this is an area worthy of exploration.  According to the Business Intelligence Dashboard Data District 2 consistently has a much lower on-time response rate than the rest of the State.  However, 97% of this District’s investigations reviewed in 2006 included in-person contact with all the involved children and 89% of District 2’s  cases were rated strength on provision of pre-placement preventive services, by far the highest in the State.

EXAMPLE 2
[New Mexico Statewide Assessment:  Permanency Outcome 1, Item 5]
A.  Permanency Outcome 1: Children have permanency and stability in their living situations.
1.
Data Summary

The Statewide Assessment Team (SAT) reviewed the overall permanency composites as well as item-by-item data. New Mexico exceeds the standards for permanency composites two (timeliness of adoptions) and three (permanency for children and youth in foster care for long periods of time). New Mexico does not meet the standards for timeliness and permanency of reunification (composite one) or placement stability (composite four). Exploring these data, it was obvious that we are below the median on three of the four reunification time measures that make up composite one and all three placement measures that make up composite four. The SAT essentially concluded that there are a myriad of reasons for these performance measures, including resources within the Agency (caseloads, vacancies, turnover) and external to the Agency (service array, timing of court hearings, and availability of foster homes of sufficient variety). 

New Mexico notes that ACF calculates the measures in Component A of Permanency Composite 1 and measure 1 in Permanency Composite 4 to exclude children who were in custody for less than 8 days.  As a significant number of children a reunified in less than 8 days (over 40% of the children who enter care), Component A does not represent a complete picture of children’s experiences in New Mexico.  

Item 5 examines foster care re-entries.  The ACF Data Profile showed that this is the one measure where New Mexico performance was better than the national median (though not at the 75th percentile). The national median is 15.0% and New Mexico is noted at 12.1% for the 12-month period ending March 31, 2006. Data derived from FACTS show 13.5% of children re-entering within 12 months of the prior episode. Information from the Quality Assurance data shows that foster care re-entry was noted as a strength 90% of the cases reviewed in 2006 and in 85% of the cases reviewed in 2005. This item was also a strength in Round One. From these data, it was concluded that permanency of reunification is less of an issue than timeliness.  

2.  Stakeholder Assessment

The SAT reviewed the extensive data available to inform this outcome and identified a number of concerns. These SAT maintain that parents need to be engaged much earlier in the process. Parents need to be informed as to what is expected of them from early on and periodically throughout the case. Effective family engagement, especially through facilitated and mediated processes, needs to be broadly promoted. Everyone’s roles in promoting the success of the parent should be identified and understood.    Early engagement would impact all CFSR outcomes and this could be addressed in the PIP.

SAT reported that there should be more frequent caseworker visits with biological parents. Workers should constantly engage parents in framing and revising the treatment plan and constantly check on progress and compliance with the treatment plan. Workers should try harder to accommodate parents’ work schedules, limited transportation, and other needs. This could be looked at further in the on-site review or through training and other remedial efforts through the PIP.                 
Visitation between children and parents must be promoted, and the Best Practice Bulletin  on the topic is an asset. The SAT noted that some parents barely show up to child/parent visits, while others are motivated and work really hard to follow visitation plans. Visitation guidelines need to be followed, and visitation must regularly occur before reunification. It must be clear that visitation is for the children and is not to be used as a reward or punishment for the parent. 

Transition home plans should be the norm when reunification is the goal. The Best Practice Bulletin on this topic needs to be broadly promoted. 

These issues need to be understood in the context of available resources and workload/caseload demands. The impact of a 30% increase in caseloads since Round One on this permanency outcome should be further explored in the on-site review. 

SAT concur that children and families would benefit from more frequent court review and more intense oversight.  Judges and attorneys could be calling/requesting status conferences. Courts need to insist that all assessments are done by the adjudication or initial judicial review. Judges need to emphasize the importance of following the treatment plan and clearly explain to parents what is expected of them. This should be taken to CIP or perhaps become the subject of a Best Practice Bulletin. 

SAT affirmed repeatedly that services must be more broadly available. The availability of services varies tremendously from one geographic location to another within the State. The on-site review should examine how lack of services and/or access to services has impacted placement stability across all lengths of time in care and any differences in rural versus urban areas of the State.

SAT also recommended that there be more options for placement. They noted that finding the initial placement is often challenging, given that most of the children coming into care do so on a law enforcement emergency hold, and such children are unknown to the Agency. The initial placement is often based on available space and frequently ends up as temporary. New Mexico should consider using emergency placements/assessment homes. The child welfare system should actually expand and refine our recruitment to include several types of homes: Emergency, Concurrent, Relative, Longer-term, Respite, Treatment Foster Care, etc. The SAT would like to see this issue addressed in the PIP. 

CYFD needs to provide children and youth with as much information as possible to explain the reason for their foster care placement. The Agency needs to provide an explanation of the temporary nature of the initial placement, especially for those children who come in on an emergency police hold; this could help identify alternative placement resources and/or minimize the trauma of a subsequent move. 

The child welfare system has to work on making each placement as positive as possible and minimizing placement moves. Ice Breakers, done in Bernalillo County and elsewhere have shown promise.  Ice Breakers are facilitated meetings between the child’s parents and the foster care provider designed to share information about the child’s routine, likes, and dislikes, and to provide the foundation for co-parenting between the parent and the foster parent.  

Team Decision Making™, as implemented in accordance with the Casey trademark in Bernalillo County, is being used to prevent entry and re-entry into foster care and to promote placement stability. The on-site review should look at whether the Team Decision Making process can, in fact, effectively and positively impact permanency and stability outcomes for children.

SAT concur that open adoptions is a promising practice and should be promoted. Currently, the practice of open adoption varies statewide, and there may be a need to create more uniformity. Open adoptions mediation of the contact agreement is a positive aspect of the process. There could also be more resources for relinquishment counseling. SAT recommends more training for everyone in the system on open adoptions and mediated Contact Agreements. A Best Practices Bulletin should be produced for these purposes. 

Judges are deeply concerned about re-entry, which they attribute primarily to substance abuse issues. They commented that ASFA time frames are short when respondents are dealing with methamphetamines and other substance abuse issues. Not only are typical treatment and recovery times longer than ASFA timeframes, but barriers are created by the inability to find services and quickly access them. Waiting lists are too long (three to four months in some places) and cutbacks in services are unacceptable. This is a major issue because so many children and youth come into care with substance abuse as a primary factor contributing to the abuse/neglect. Family Drug Courts have been helpful but now that TANF-supported treatment is not available, they have less impact. Substance abuse experts argue that 90 days or other time-limited substance abuse treatment is inadequate and that it takes 18 months to 2 years to be effective. While the Court is taking on larger roles in terms of setting expectations for parental compliance with treatment plans, being able to access treatment soon enough and long enough is out of the courts’ control; this complex situation definitely hinders the Agency’s efforts to assure permanency.  

While the Judges support the idea that community-based treatment is preferable when appropriate, they are concerned that there are not enough community-based treatment resources. Courts are dealing with crisis situations that need an immediate response. Children and families cannot afford treatment failures in community-based settings. They are also concerned that child welfare system is not getting timely and quality assessments and as a result, we often overlook significant mental health needs.  

Regarding the use of Planned Permanent Living Arrangement (PPLA), Judges noted that this must be linked with something concrete, like Semi-Independent Living. They want “real plans” and note that sometimes it seems like PPLA is established when CYFD cannot figure out what to do with a youth. In these instances, it is imperative to hear from the youth. 

Judges, like the SAT, also felt that for some cases, there is too much time between hearings. Since Judges can dictate when hearings happen, they can use this authority to compel more frequent checks on the progress of a given case towards permanency. The idea of Benchmark Hearings to check on transition, as described in the Best Practice Bulletin, is appealing to Judges.  

Another concern expressed by these Judges relates to a shortage of Respondent Attorneys, GALs, and Youth Attorneys in many areas of the State. They attribute the problem primarily to inadequate compensation and secondarily to insurance and liability issues. They recommend that more be done through the Administrative Office of the Courts and the CIP to increase compensation. 

Judges recommend that GALs, Youth Attorneys, and CASAs have more input on placement decisions. They recommend that Team Decision Making and Best Interest Placement meetings include these attorneys and advocates. These persons are sometimes more consistent in the life of the child than caseworkers because of turnover in CYFD.

Tribal stakeholders prefer guardianship placements, due to cultural restrictions that often prevail regarding termination of parental rights. ASFA and IV-E funding do not take this into consideration. This is a cultural issue that deserves recognition, especially since New Mexico’s IV-E Waiver allowing subsidized guardianship for Native American children and youth has ended.  In previous years, if a Native American child was in custody someone from the Tribe attended all staffings, hearings, meetings to represent and assist the family. That practice needs to be resurrected to ensure due process for parents, perhaps as a PIP strategy. 

Participants in the Native American focus group felt that the CFSR On-Site Review Instrument lacks focus on ICWA issues and that all Tribes should get involved in pushing for change at the national level. They reported that this has been heretofore attempted, but they felt no changes to the instrument were made. 

Youth would like to see a better way to match foster youth with foster placements, especially for older youth. A process should be developed to include youth meeting with prospective families prior to placement, so that they could “interview” one another.  

Youth also suggested that placement TDMs need to happen with all placement decisions and need to always involve the young person. When there are difficulties in placements, the assumption is usually that the young person is misbehaving and the typical response is to move the youth. This does not teach problem solving; this does not recognize that all young people, foster or not, sometimes act up and act out. 
Several youth noted that their current or former foster parents were well trained. These youth were aware of the training requirements and classes that the foster parents needed to take. Other youth did not have a favorable impression of foster parents. They report that many foster parents are “in it for the money,” even though they know that foster care payments are low. They report that more foster parent training is needed. They also said that more foster homes should be recruited.

Several youth reported frequent contact with their workers as well as their dislike when workers change. Youth want to feel supported by their workers; they want them to be advocates for them. 

Many youth reported that they participate in their case planning with their workers and their attorneys. Youth reported they attend Judicial Review hearings and other hearings related to their cases. Youth felt that the system could be made better if they were given more information about what was happening in their cases and what was happening with their parents.  

Foster parents are concerned about their roles and relationships in the system. They believe they are underutilized and undervalued and should have more rights for the care of children in their homes.

More availability of respite care could dramatically impact placement changes. There should also be more support for foster parents who have problem children in their homes who are disruptive and causing family conflict. Without needed support many foster parents feel they have no choice but to ask to have these children moved. Factors impacting placement stability should be examined in the PIP. 

Foster parents think that community behavioral health providers need to be better educated and experienced regarding the needs of children in the protective services system, the effects of child abuse and neglect on development, best treatment methods, etc; foster parents need to be engaged and involved in more community networking. 

2.  Composite Evaluation- Permanency Composite 1

For Permanency Composite 1 - Timeliness and Permanency of Reunification, the National standard is 122.6 and New Mexico’s score is 109.0, meaning New Mexico did not meet the standard. There are two components to this composite: Component A - Timeliness of Reunification; and Component B - Permanency of Reunification. The federal methodology used to calculate Permanency Composite 1 does not adequately represent reunification efforts in New Mexico, as children in foster care less than eight days have been excluded.  In New Mexico approximately 44% of the children entering foster care are reunified in less than eight days. This is attributed to law enforcement having the ability to place children into foster care.  Given the federal methodology used, a complete picture of New Mexico’s child welfare efforts is not represented. The measures making up all of the components, along with the national medians and New Mexico scores, are found in the ACF data profile. 
Data on the various measures that make up components and composites for counties were provided to the Statewide Assessment Team. Data on overall child counts, foster care counts, and adoption counts were also provided as were point-in-time data (July 2006) on children in foster care by gender, age, and ethnicity.
Item 5. How effective is the child welfare system in preventing multiple entries of children into foster care?
a. What do policy and procedure require?

Permanency Planning Policy and procedures identify the activities CYFD will carry out to ensure that children have a safe and permanent placement. Specifically:

· CYFD is required to develop and update assessment and treatment plans describing services to be offered to prevent removal or to reunify the family. 

· CYFD provides or arranges for services to “effect the changes necessary to reunify the family,” utilize safety and risk assessments and reassessments to determine the need for continued services, and involve the parent(s) in developing individualized treatment plans and requires monthly face-to-face contact with both parents. 

· CYFD arranges for visitation between the child and his/her parents and includes trial home visits.
b. What do the data show? 

ACF Data Profile (Composite 1, Component B, Measure C1-4) includes information on re-entry. The measure is “of all children discharged from foster care to reunification in the 12-month period prior to the one shown, what percent re-entered foster care in less than 12 months from the date of discharge?” The national median is 15.0% and New Mexico is noted at 12.1% for the 12 month period ending March 31, 2006; 9.6% for FFY 2005; and 13.1% for FFY 2004. 

FACTS data (Report 0907) for September 1, 2005 through August 31, 2006 include 2104 cases and show 82.6% of children entering care for the first time; 13.5% re-entering within 12 months of the prior episode; and 3.8% re-entering more than 12 months after prior episode. These data are broken down by county, gender, race, and ethnicity in tables provided to the SAT. 
Quality Assurance data available for calendar years 2006 and 2005 show some improvement in item strength. Foster care re-entry was noted as a strength in 90% of the cases reviewed in 2006 and in 85% of the cases reviewed in 2005. The 2006 review included 131 cases; the 2005 review included 144 cases. Variable numbers of cases are “not applicable” on various items. (Overall, Permanency Outcome One was rated as 48% substantially achieved in 2006 and 50% in 2005; 51% partially achieved in 2006 and 46% in 2005; and 1% not achieved in 2006 and 4% in 2005.)

c. Where was the child welfare system in Round One of the CFSR?

New Mexico's foster care re-entry rate (within 12 months of a prior foster care episode) was 7.2% (national standard was 8.6%). Foster care re-entries were also determined a strength in the onsite review process (100%), and in stakeholder interviews. Concerns were about children returned home who re-enter foster care later, due to their parent's substance abuse. Concern about substance abuse issues were noted as a common problem across the State, as were service disruptions when children are reunified.

d. What changes in performance and practice have been made since Round One? Overall, what are the strengths and promising practices that the child welfare system has demonstrated?
CYFD has conducted staff training related to re-entry as well as developed visitation practice standards. Team Decision Making meetings are held prior to returning a child home, and there is use of trial home visitation and transition home plans. There is more involvement of foster parents, and there are several access and visitation programs. In Bernalillo County, there are six-month aftercare plans, and in all counties, there are safety plans. In some counties, there are domestic violence advocates, wrap-around services, mediated open adoptions, and in-home services.

e. What are the casework practices, resource issues, and barriers that affect the child welfare system’s overall performance? 

Substance abuse by parents continues to be viewed as a significant barrier. Persistent poverty and limited financial assistance are also confounding factors. With increasing caseloads, vacancies, and turnover, there is a need for more permanency workers. Also, there are limited resources for families in many areas of the State, especially substance abuse treatment, including aftercare. Some people maintain that ASFA timelines are somewhat inconsistent with the time needed for substance abuse treatment and recovery. On a related note, there is some difference of opinion within the child welfare system about the necessity of abstinence versus harm reduction. Finally, there is some concern that insufficient post-adoption services contribute to re-entries. 

EXAMPLE 3
[Vermont Statewide Assessment: Permanency Outcome 1, Item 6]

Item 6: Stability of foster care placement. How effective is the agency in providing placement stability for children in foster care?
Policy No. 94, Placing Children and Youth, outlines practice expectations that social workers provide information, support, and continuity of services to a child and a resource family, including safety planning and necessary information updates. 

Policy No. 96, Permanency Foster Homes, provides guidance on when and what considerations should be made in making a decision to place a child or youth into a permanent home.

In the last CFSR in 73% of cases reviewed this area were identified as a strength. In 27% of cases, this was an area that was identified as needing improvement, with a need for more comprehensive and timely assessments, additional support to foster parents, particularly those with older youth, and a need to increase engagement between the social worker, foster parents and the youth in their home.  Vermont did not meet the national standard for placement stability, and the state engaged in program improvement.

In spite of substantial progress made during the PIP, children in DCF custody still move too much. We’ve implemented a comprehensive screening process to help inform placement decisions, identify appropriate services for children and families and identify any additional evaluations/assessments children and families may need. 

While the intent of the screening process was to integrate the information gathered from the screening tools into the case plan, staff feedback indicates we are not fully utilizing the assessment information in case planning.  Our Child Welfare Training Partnership has designed a practice strategy training to help with this issue.   

Vermont data reflects that we are significantly below the national standard set for the first round of CFSR at 89%. This data, which is tracked by our quarterly outcome reports, is our measure of effectiveness. 

	Placement Stability (first 12 months of care)

	FY 2004
	FY 2005
	2006 to date

	71.7%
	70.3%
	70.9%


Vermont’s Data Profile also shows that we experience considerable challenges in this area; we do not come close to the national median in the measures below. 

	Measure
	FY 2004
	FY 2005

	Measure C4 - 1) Two or fewer placement settings for children in care for less than 12 months. [No Standard; FY 04 national median  83.3%]
	65.0%
	63.3%

	Measure C4 - 2) Two or fewer placement settings for children in care for 12 to 24 months. [No Standard; FY 04 national median = 59.9%]
	36.9%
	39.7%

	Measure C4 - 3) Two or fewer placement settings for children in care for 24+ months. [No Standard; FY 04 national median = 33.9%]
	24.4%
	19.8%


Because this issue is so pressing, and has such negative consequences for children, we prioritized this issue for stakeholder input.  Input from multiple written surveys, the Resource Coordinator’s focus group, the Supervisors meeting and Vermont Children’s Forum Dialogue on the Child Welfare System reflects that there are four major reasons perceived for multiple moves:

· Challenges to appropriately matching children with available resources.

· Lack of support and focused training for foster parents who foster youth with challenging behaviors. 

· The lack of skills and/or willingness on the part of all parties to work through challenging issues.

A closer analysis, based on children in placement on 12/31/06 (and excluding children with length of stays of less than 8 days) shows the relationship between length of stay and placement stability.  (Source:  Division Quarterly Management Reports)

	
	
	# Placements
	

	Length of Stay
	Data
	1-2
	3
	4
	5+
	total

	0-12 mos.
	number
	386
	96
	43
	38
	563

	 
	percent
	69%
	17%
	8%
	7%
	100%

	12-24 mos.
	number
	179
	70
	42
	94
	385

	 
	percent
	46%
	18%
	11%
	24%
	100%

	24+ mos.
	number
	119
	61
	69
	293
	542

	 
	percent
	22%
	11%
	13%
	54%
	100%

	Total number
	 
	684
	227
	154
	425
	1490

	Total percent
	 
	46%
	15%
	10%
	29%
	100%


The table above indicates that we could have achieved one less placement for children in custody on 12/31/06; we would have exceeded or been very close to the national median, as seen below.  This is encouraging, as we move into program improvement.  

	Length of Stay

in Foster Care
	National

median
	Vermont children with

3 or fewer

placements

	0-12 months
	83.3%
	86%

	12-24 months
	59.9%
	65%

	Over 24 months
	33.9%
	33%


Clearly, our demographics affect our success in this area.  The following table shows placement stability by age group, for children who were in custody on 12/31/06.

	Age and Length of Stay
	% with two or 

fewer placements
	National 

Median 

(for all ages)

	Age 0-5
	
	

	0-12 months
	86.22%
	83.3%

	12-24 months
	70.87%
	59.9%

	Over 24 months
	53.33%
	33.9%

	Age 6-11
	
	

	0-12 months
	76.36%
	83.3%

	12-24 months
	53.03%
	59.9%

	Over 24 months
	21.50%
	33.9%

	Age 12-17
	
	

	0-12 months
	51.75%
	83.3%

	12-24 months
	28.13%
	59.9%

	Over 24 months
	13.04%
	33.9%


Older youth simply stay longer, decreasing the likelihood of placement stability.

	Age
	Data
	LOS

0-12 mos.
	LOS

12-24 mos.
	LOS 

24+ mos.
	Total

	0-5
	Number
	196
	127
	75
	398

	 
	Percent
	49.25%
	31.91%
	18.84%
	100.00%

	6-11
	Number
	110
	66
	214
	390

	 
	Percent
	28.21%
	16.92%
	54.87%
	100.00%

	12-17
	Number
	257
	192
	253
	702

	 
	Percent
	36.61%
	27.35%
	36.04%
	100.00%

	Total Number
	563
	385
	542
	1490

	Total Percent
	37.79%
	25.84%
	36.38%
	100.00%


Vermont’s CFSR data profile provides data on all children in custody, and date on a first time entry cohort for FFY 2005, which again indicates that children who have been in care for a shorter time experience greater placement stability

	Number of Placements
	All Children

(Point-in-time)
	Entry Cohort

	One
	18.8%
	29.0%

	Two
	22.3%
	36.3%

	Three
	14.4%
	17.2%

	Four
	10.4%
	8.0%

	Five
	7.7%
	3.8%

	Six or More
	26.4%
	5.7%


We believe that we have some small amount of data quality issues related to counting of short-term hospitalizations in our placement count.

Placement stability is a critical permanency measure for our children. It does not operate separately from the permanency issues.  During 2006, we initiated a Permanency for Youth initiative.  We held two permanency convenings.  We had training for managers, supervisors and social workers on family finding techniques. We are beginning to re-vitalize family group conferencing and other affirmative strategies to engage the extended family. We required districts to submit a plan to increase permanency for older and long-staying youth.   We believe that this focus will have a positive impact on placement stability.  In addition, we are in the process of evaluating how best to spend our contract dollars to support placement stability. 

The Vermont Foster and Adoptive Parent Association, the Vermont Coalition of Residential Providers and the Child Welfare Training Partnership are important partners for us in this endeavor.
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