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CONTINUOUS QUALITY IMPROVEMENT (CQI) STRUCTURE 

Department Structure 

The creation of a QA structure in Alabama has been influenced by two factors: (1) a Consent Decree 

which required the Department to implement a QA system that included several specific components 

and functions of the system, and (2) the introduction of the federal CFSR. The State describes its system 

as (1) meeting the requirements of the Consent Decree, (2) consistent with the federal review process, 

and (3) flexible enough to meet the review needs the Department has for internal information. The 

structure has been in place for approximately 15 years.  

Alabama’s Quality Assurance Guide outlines the department structure: 

The Department’s QA system is comprised of the Office of Quality Assurance in the Family Services 

Division; a state QA Committee that includes representatives of the Department and stakeholders 

representing other interests and entities in the state; a QA coordinator in each county department; and 

a local QA Committee in each county consisting of representatives of the county department and 

community stakeholders.  Statewide QA review functions are performed by the Office of Quality 

Assurance in the State Department of Human Resources and the State QA Committee. These review 

functions are based on aggregate data and other information that reflect general functioning in key 

outcome and systemic areas.  County QA staff and Committees perform reviews of county performance 

and outcomes for the families who receive the Department’s services.  See the Quality Assurance Guide 

for more detailed descriptions of the functions of each QA entity. 

The Acting Manager of the State Office of QA oversees seven QA Consultants, who are located 

throughout the State. The Acting Manager is located in the Central Office and is supervised by the 

Deputy Director of the Family Services Division. 

The Office of QA operates on a three-year review schedule. Every three years, the Acting Manager 

creates a review schedule and submits it along with an estimated budget for travel expenses to the 

Finance Review Committee. Upon approval, QA-related travel expenses are funded.  
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Staff Qualifications and Responsibilities 

QA Consultants must have a Bachelor’s Degree, preferably in social work. It is preferred that all 

Consultants have child welfare experience and some experience working in the counties. The majority of 

current QA Consultants served as County QA Coordinators in the past. There is no requirement for the 

hiring of County QA Coordinators; these Coordinators are hired at the discretion of the County Directors.  

The Office of QA staff are primarily responsible for QA related activities, however all staff have an “other 

duties included” phrase in their job descriptions. Large counties have one QA Coordinator devoted to 

QA activities; small counties have .5 FTE QA Coordinators.  

Training 

The State QA Unit is available to provide training on the protocol process to County Coordinators and 

County QA Committees. They also offer a periodic adjunct reviewer training during which they ask 

County staff to attend a 2-day training on the review process. This training provides the State staff 

better opportunity to tap into a pool of individuals who may be able to assist with county reviews 

throughout the year.  

Additionally, the Office of QA sponsors meetings of County QA Coordinators for the purpose of 

providing T/TA in areas common to all counties. For example: 

 Instruction in data analysis and interpretation; 

 Guidance in organizing and maintaining county QA operations; 

 Supporting county QA Committees; 

 Internal tracking systems (e.g. ISPs, etc.); 

 Recruitment and retention of QA members; and 

 Training to increase capacity. 

 

State QA staff have opportunities to attend training throughout the year in the form of state 

conferences or meetings. New state QA staff are trained by their supervisor at the inception of their 

employment and receive continuous training as needs are identified or policies/protocols change. The 

state QA manager has opportunities to attend Federal conferences each year the latest being the Citizen 

Review Panel conference in Washington DC in April 2012.  

 

Committees 

The State’s Quality Assurance Guide outlines the role of the State QA Committee and the County QA 

Committees: 

 State QA Committee 

The State Quality Assurance Committee is an independent body of representatives whose functions 

include: monitoring outcomes and agency performance from a statewide perspective; serving as a link 

between the community and the State Department of Human Resources; facilitating the networking 
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among, county QA Committees; promoting an effective child welfare system that supports positive 

outcomes for children and families served by the Department; and, issuing reports as requested by the 

commissioner of DHR, as part of its citizen review panel responsibilities, or at the initiative of the 

Committee. The QA Committee meets on a quarterly basis.  

The Committee members are appointed by the director of the Family Services Division, in consultation 

with the commissioner of the Department of Human Resources, and include a broad spectrum of 

representatives of the child and family service delivery system. See the Quality Assurance Guide for a list 

of the sectors represented by Committee members and detailed information on nominations and term 

limits.  

The Committee’s authority is advisory to the State Department of Human Resources.  In this role, the 

Committee reviews data and other information related to child and family services, outcomes for 

children and families and the Department’s capacity to deliver services in a manner consistent with its 

mission and goals.  The Committee also serves the role of CAPTA Citizen’s Review Panel.  The State QA 

Committee does not engage in regular case reviews, as do the county QA Committees, but may 

participate in county reviews periodically as appropriate.  The Committee may also initiate studies of 

particular areas of interest or concern and, in doing so, may request assistance or information from 

county quality assurance Committees and state and county QA staff.  As needed, the Committee may 

issue reports of its activities or findings of studies and may recommend actions to the Department that 

reflect its findings or concerns.  The Committee may assist county QA Committees in carrying out their 

functions and may also provide assistance to the Department, upon request, in carrying out other 

quality assurance functions in the state. 

In regard to any case reviews conducted by members of the State QA Committee, the Alabama 

Legislature has passed a bill which provides immunity from liability for investigations and actions to 

members of multidisciplinary child protection and other case review teams. 

 County QA Committees 

Each county will have a county quality assurance Committee that is an independent group of 

representatives, whose functions include reviewing the performance and outcomes of child and family 

services within the county, providing the county with recommendations regarding service delivery, and 

serving as the local CAPTA citizens review panel. The county director appoints members of the county 

QA Committee. Although the number of members on Committees will vary significantly by the size of 

the county, most Committees will include approximately 15-20 members and include representatives of 

service consumers, service providers, other public and private agencies, allied professionals, the courts, 

and community stakeholders.  The composition of the Committee should represent the demographic 

diversity of the community in terms of race, ethnicity, rural/urban, and any other relevant groups within 

the county.  See the Quality Assurance Guide for more detailed information on the composition of the 

Committee, term limits and nominations. 

 

http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/ALQualityAssuranceGuideDecember2011.doc
http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/ALQualityAssuranceGuideDecember2011.doc


4 
 

The functions of the county QA Committee include the following: 

 Provide leadership for the Committee by electing officers and determining the Committee’s review 

agenda; 

 Hold regular, usually monthly, meetings; 

 Routinely review data related to the key indicators and functioning of the county Department’s child 

and family service programs; 

 Perform case reviews to determine the quality of services and outcomes; 

 Review satisfaction surveys and conduct stakeholder interviews to assess outcomes for children and 

families as well as systemic issues; 

 Pursue issues of local interest or concern, including special studies, most often resulting from the 

review of data or from other information that suggests a need for further inquiry by the Committee; 

 Advocate on behalf of the agency, consumers or providers on issues related to improving services, 

agency capacity or outcomes;  

 Participate in developing and approving reports of the Committee’s activities or findings; 

 Provide feedback to the county department on the results of all assessments; and 

 Appoint a representative to serve on any child death review Committee as needed in accordance 

with the Department’s child death review policy.  

Training is provided to State and County QA Committee members on an as-needed basis.  

CQI PLAN 

Expectations, Missions, and Objectives 

The State has a Quality Assurance Guide which serves as the Department’s policy on QA functions. The 

Guide is a primary source of information to County Departments of Human Resources and State and 

County QA Committees on the operation of QA functions.  

The Quality Assurance Guide outlines the mission of the State’s QA system: 

The QA system monitors, evaluates and provides feedback to the Department on the performance of 

the best practices in the service delivery system, and whether services provided are of sufficient 

intensity, scope and quality to meet the individual needs of children and their families.  The QA system is 

intended to support social workers, supervisors and management at every level within the Department, 

as well as to support the development, implementation and refinement of the service delivery system. 

Quality assurance provides more than an audit function.  In addition to examining and assessing the 

components of best case practice, QA identifies needs and recommends corrective actions necessary to 

improve services, capacity, outcomes and conformity with federal, state and departmental program 

requirements.  It also confirms strengths, identifies successful strategies, and recommends ways in 

which effective practice and/or system performance can be replicated and/or improved.  It helps 

identify and provide necessary training, consultation, and technical assistance to DHR staff as well as in  

reviewing for the implementation and effects of corrective actions where needed. 
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Alabama’s system is described as more compliance based, though the intention is to use the QA 

information to help improve the system as a whole.  

CQI Policies 

The Quality Assurance Guide is considered policy on all of the State QA functions. 

ELEMENTS OF THE CQI SYSTEM 

Qualitative Reviews 

The main elements of Alabama’s CQI system are Quality Service Reviews (QSRs) and County 

Improvement Plans (CIPs).  

Quality Service Reviews 

Each County QA Committee must complete a minimum number of QSRs each year as a part of the 

function of the committee with the number based on the size of the county.  Prior to committee 

members completing case reviews, a certified reviewer (someone who has completed the training 

process and has shadowed the review of a case) must train a prospective reviewer in the use of the 

protocol instrument.  After receiving protocol training, the prospective reviewer must “shadow” a 

reviewer in completing a review and the protocol instrument, and must then attend the presentation of 

the case to the Committee.  Following this, the individual may actively review cases for the county QA 

Committee. After completing the review, the entire protocol is given to the QA Coordinator.  The 

Alabama QSR Write-up is completed and forwarded to the Office of Quality Assurance after the case has 

been debriefed by the QA Committee.  It is the responsibility of the QA Coordinator to review the QSR 

write-up for completeness and correctness (including calculations for the overall ratings) prior to 

submitting it to the Office of Quality Assurance. See the Quality Assurance Guide (pg. 46) for more 

detailed information on the QSR process.  

The Office of QA, in collaboration with the county QA Committees, conducts onsite reviews in each of 

the 67 counties on a 3-year rotating basis. A random sample is taken from CPS and foster care cases. See 

the Quality Assurance Guide for more detailed information on the case selection process. Prior to an 

onsite review a staff person from the Office of Quality Assurance will be in contact with county 

management to discuss onsite review preparation issues. The county will be provided with specific 

information that will need to be submitted prior to the onsite review.  This information along with the 

county department’s QA report and a data profile will provide the information needed to develop a 

preliminary assessment of the current status of practice and system performance for the county 

department.   

While onsite team members will conduct QSRs using the Alabama QSR Protocol and interviews with 

community stakeholders to determine the current status of the county department’s practice and 

system performance (modifications to onsite review format may occur as needed to individualize the 

process to the county). Safety and permanency assessments and resource record reviews are also 

completed. The safety assessments use data from CAN and preventions from the last 12 months and 

http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/AlabamaQSRWriteupMarch282008.doc
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rate them on Best Practice Indicators in safety areas. The permanency assessments address data at the 

time of the onsite review as well as a review of randomly selected foster care cases with a focus on Best 

Practice Indicators in permanency areas.  The resource record reviews look at licensing components of 

foster homes in the county being reviewed.  Team members make a collective decision through a 

debriefing process on the status of each of the Best Practice Indicators, identifying strengths and needs 

and making recommendations on how case practice can be improved.  Each team member contributes 

to the comprehensive report provided to the county after each on-site review.   

County Improvement Plans 

The Quality Assurance Guide outlines the purpose of the CIP and its process: 

In order to assist counties in addressing areas where strengthening is needed identified during an onsite 

review, a follow-up and planning process has been established.  Generally within 30 days the county will 

receive a copy of the on-site review report. The areas identified during the onsite review that need 

strengthening will receive attention in terms of establishing county office strategies as to how these 

issues will be addressed.  Progress made thereafter by the county will help guide decisions on the timing 

of subsequent review activity, the necessity/frequency of county improvement plan updates and 

completion of the county improvement plan. The assigned consultant from the Office of Quality 

Assurance will assist/support the county in monitoring of the plan and in the decision to submit the plan 

as complete to the Family Services Division. See the Quality Assurance Guide (pg. 97) for more detailed 

information on the CIP process. 

Quantitative Data 

All data from State and County reviews is input into the State QA database. The Office of Data Analysis 

can run queries at the request of the State QA Unit. Ratings from the QSRs are also used to provide 

feedback on progress in the State’s PIP. The database is maintained specifically for State QA reviews, 

however County QA review data is also input into the database.  

USE OF DATA 

Reports  

Each county will report its improvement plan and progress in the Biannual Quality Assurance Report. 

The format is such that the biannual reports provide a comprehensive reflection of the quantitative, 

qualitative and stakeholder interview information.  

The data needed to address each best practice indicator can be found on BOE (the web based 

application - Business Objects Enterprise). The county should also make use of cases reviewed by the 

local QA Committee to address any indicator for which there is no comprehensive data. See the Quality 

Assurance Guide (pg. 83) for detailed instructions for the Biannual Report.  
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The Quality Assurance Guide describes the use of reports by the Counties and the Office of QA: 

 The reports will be used to monitor county improvement plans.  When the county reports 

completion of the CIP the Office of Quality Assurance will assess the outcomes based on data and 

case-reviews completed by the local QA Committee and make a recommendation to the director of 

Family Services; 

 The reports will be used by county departments and the Office of Quality Assurance to assess on-

going compliance with best practice principals and the policies and goals of the Department; 

 The reports will be used to help the county departments, county QA Committees, the State 

Department of Human Resources and the State QA Committee determine areas where technical 

assistance, resource development or program improvements are needed in order to improve the 

outcomes of services to children and families; 

 The reports will be used to inform the community, providers and others about the status of child 

and family services in the county, including best practices; and 

 In combination, the county reports will be used to inform the Department and other units of state 

government, the community and others about the status of child and family services in the county 

and the state. 

These reports are distributed to the State QA mailbox which includes the Office of QA staff and its Acting 

Manager. State QA Consultants review the reports and provide written feedback to the counties on how 

they may better utilize the reports. District Administrator Specialists who review County Directors also 

receive copies of the reports. Anyone from Central Office is able to request a copy if desired.  

Data Software 

Information is entered into and reports generated from a Quality Assurance Database which is an 

ACCESS database program. Only state level Quality Assurance consultants, the state office Data Analysis 

consultant and the Quality Assurance Manager are trained to enter and access data in this system. 

Plan Development and Training 

See Elements of the CQI System: County Improvement Plans for information on plan development. 

Information from the QSRs and QA activities is used to inform development of CFSP/APSRs, training and 

policies. Last year, information from the QSRs was used to identify topics for Permanency Conferences. 

QSR data also has been used recently to inform training needs for supervisors.  
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Systemic Issues 

The Quality Assurance Guide describes the use of data to address core systemic issues: 

In addition to reviewing for the outcomes of safety, permanency, and well-being, the quality assurance 

system will monitor a core set of systemic issues that affect the Department’s capacity to deliver 

services that lead to improved outcomes. The core issues are: community collaboration, service array 

and resource development, individualized service plans, quality assurance, supervision, staffing and 

caseloads, staff and provider training, and information system capacity. 

Further, County QA Committees may elect to examine systemic issues that pertain to their specific 

county.  Examples of possible county-specific issues that may be reviewed include the following: 

 Agency procedures, such as intake, on-call provisions, case transfers, etc. 

 Media issues and relationships in the county 

 Contracting or purchase of service issues 

 Impact of initiatives/projects 

 Relationship of agency mission to actual practice 

 

Much of the information used to evaluate the core systemic issues is qualitative, although there is 

quantitative information on which county departments need to report.  The Department’s BOE System 

can be accessed to gather any collected data to evaluate systemic issues.  The data needed for the 

systemic issues is identified in the respective section for that indicator in the Biannual Quality Assurance 

Report Summary Sheet. 

Tools to evaluate systemic issues include stakeholder interviews, satisfaction surveys and special 

studies.  Stakeholder interviews and satisfaction surveys are a consistent expectation of evaluation of 

systemic issues.  Special studies are designed to explore issues of particular concern that may be 

revealed through other areas of assessment. See the Quality Assurance Guide (pg. 29) for detailed 

information on stakeholder interviews, satisfaction surveys and special studies.  

Identifying and Correcting Data Quality Issues 

Prior to onsite reviews, the Office of Data Analysis provides the State QA Unit with data on the county 

which is entered into the pre-assessment. The county also provides data for the pre-assessment. The QA 

Unit works with the county to compare numbers and address any discrepancies in the data. This can be 

challenging at times because the Office of Data Analysis is utilizing quarterly data and the counties are 

presenting point in time data.  

Linking Data Sources 

Data is accessed through our standing Quality Assurance Database as well as information contained in 

our SACWIS system entered directly by county staff. 
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Collaborative Data Analysis Efforts 

Alabama’s QA structure does not collaborate with other groups or agencies in data analysis efforts.  

STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT 

Internal/External Stakeholders 

The Quality Assurance Guide describes the use of satisfaction surveys and stakeholder interviews by 

County QA systems: 

Satisfaction surveys are one tool for the evaluation of systemic performance and issues.  Surveys can be 

developed to target specific areas such as CAN assessments or ISPs or they may target specific groups 

such as foster parents or educators.  Generally surveys are designed to obtain information that is either 

outcome based (how well are the child and family being served) or on systemic issues (how the agency is 

collaborating with community partners).  Some surveys may be ongoing (e.g., after ISPs) while others 

may be periodic (e.g., annual surveys of foster parents).  Survey results should be shared with county QA 

Committees and any feedback provided by the Committee should be addressed.   

County QA Committees will interview stakeholders using the Stakeholder Interview Guide (see Quality 

Assurance Guide pg. 71) to gather information needed to explain the status of each outcome area and 

its impact on the children and families being served.  Interviewing stakeholders annually is an 

expectation of the County QA Committee.  The Biannual Quality Assurance Report will include a section 

where the information gathered from these interviews can be summarized in relation to each outcome 

area.  

Collaboration 

The State reports that they have strong collaboration with community partners. The State QA 

Committee membership represents a wide variety of community partners. The Department has recently 

been working closely with the Administrative Office of Courts on projects.  

Privatized Systems 

Private providers are represented on the local and State QA Committees. If a case is being reviewed that 

received services from a private provider, the private provider will be interviewed as part of the QSR 

process.  

FUTURE PLANS 

Alabama does not currently have any formal plans for improving or expanding their CQI system, 

however the State is continuously working to make their system more streamlined and effective in 

providing accurate feedback. 
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SUMMARY DOCUMENTS 
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Alabama QSR Write-up 

Alabama QSR Protocol 

Best Practice Indicators 

http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/ALQualityAssuranceGuideDecember2011.doc
http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/AlabamaQSRWriteupMarch282008.doc
http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/AlabamaQSRProtocol.pdf
http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/helpkids/CQIproj/ALBestPracticeIndicatorsJan2012.doc

