STEPS TO UNDERSTANDING COMPOSITES

Note to State administrators and staff:  This document is intended as a beginning guide for understanding your State’s performance on the composites.  The goal is to give you a general framework so that you can identify areas where you may have further questions that can be addressed by the National Resource Center for Child Welfare Data and Technology (NRCCWDT).  The website address for the NRCCWDT is http://www.nrccwdt.org.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR STATE COMPOSITE SCORE

· Step 1:  What does my overall composite score mean?  Look at your overall composite score and ranking on the Data Profile.  The composite score tells you if you meet the national standard.  The rank order score tells you how your State performed relative to the other States.  That is, the rank order score tells you how many States performed below your performance level.

· Step 2:  Where does the composite score come from?  The composite score comes from the performance of all of the counties in the State that had data for each of the individual measures included in the composite.  (For information about the methodology, you may want to review the Methodological Appendix to the Federal Register Announcement.  This also is posted on the NRCCWDT website.)  A county would be excluded from the calculation of a score for a composite if it did not have data for the denominator for any of the individual measures included in the composite.  For example, if a county did not have any children exiting to adoption in the target year, that county would not have data for measure C2.1 – the percent of adoptions that occurred in less than 24 months from the time of the child’s removal from home, or measure C2.2 – the median length of stay in foster care of children adopted.  Therefore, that county would not be included in the calculation of Composite 2- Timeliness of Adoptions.    

· Step 3:  What is an individual measure?  An individual measure is a specific statement that addresses a desired outcome within a given composite.  For example, within composite 1, there are two individual measures that assess the percentage of reunifications occurring in less than 12 months (Measure C1.1 and Measure C1.3).  These measures reflect the importance of ensuring concerted efforts are being made to achieve reunifications in this timeframe.     
· Step 4:  What is a component?  Composites 1, 2, and 3 incorporate two or more components. Composite 4 has only one component and therefore, the component and the composite are the same.  A component was formed when the results of the statistical analyses found that some of the individual measures in the composite were highly related to each other and not as highly related to other measures included in the analyses.  The statistical analyses also found that each component was about equal with respect to its relevance to the overall composite.  Therefore, each component is of equal importance to understanding performance on the overall composite and contributes an equal amount to the composite score.  For example, Composite 1:  Timeliness and permanency of reunification incorporates two components.  Component A focuses on timeliness of reunification, and Component B focuses on permanency by assessing the rate of re-entry of children in to foster care.  Both contribute equally to the overall composite score and therefore both are equally important to consider in understanding your State’s performance with regard to Composite 1.   Each component includes one or more individual measures.

· Step 5:  How do I make sense of performance on a component?  For each composite, look at your performance on the individual measures in the components.  This is provided in the data profile for the overall State performance on a given individual measure.  You can get an idea of the level of your State’s performance on each measure by comparing it to the score that was at the 75th percentile of performance for all States in the target year that the standards were established (i.e., FY 2004).  If performance on any of the measures in a particular component is below the 75th percentile, improvement may be needed in the area addressed by the component.

· Step 6:  What do I do once I have made these comparisons?  Remember that the measures that comprise a particular component are together because they are highly correlated with one another.  For example, the three key measures that make up component A (Timeliness of Reunification) are together in that component because the analysis performed found that they were highly related to one another.  Consequently, a change in one is likely to result in a change in the other.  For example, if the State increases the percentage of reunifications that occur within 12 months of a child’s entry into foster care, then it is highly likely that there also will be a decrease in the median number of months to reunification.  It also is likely that there will be an increase in the percent of children entering foster care who are reunified within 12 months, since they will be part of the exit cohort as well. Therefore, in understanding your performance, it is most useful to consider the individual measures within a particular component as a whole or as “unit.”  If, for example, your data indicate that you need to improve your performance on the component of timeliness of reunification, because the measures are linked statistically, the most effective approach would be to focus on improving the general timeliness of reunification, rather than trying to focus on changing any one individual measure within the component.

· Step 7:  How do I explain this to staff and stakeholders?  The following is an example of how you might explain your performance on a particular composite to staff and stakeholders.  This example provides “made-up” data for a State.

1.   Our score for composite 1, timeliness and permanency of reunification is 120.9.  This score is higher than the scores of 35 of the 45 States included in the initial composite analyses.  However, the score does not meet the national standard of 122.6 or higher and therefore, this composite will need to be considered in the State’s program improvement plan.  For this composite, States are evaluated in two broad areas:  the timeliness of reunification, and the permanency of reunification.

2.    For timeliness of reunification, our performance on the individual measures was as follows:  

(a) 67.4 percent of reunifications occurred within 12 months of entry into foster care.  The 75th percentile for this measure in FY 2004 (the data year on which the national standards were established) was 75.2 percent.   


(b) The median time in foster care prior to reunification was 9.0 months.  The 75th percentile for this measure (going in the desired direction with the highest performance represented by the fewest months in foster care) in FY 2004 was 5.4 months.
(c) 44.1 percent of the children entering foster care for the first time were reunified within 12 months.  The 75th percentile for this measure in FY 2004 was 48.4 months.  

These data indicate that our performance on all of these measures, when compared to performance of other States, was not in the top 25 percent nationally.  This suggests that timeliness of reunification is an area requiring further examination with regard to our Statewide Assessment or Program Improvement Plan.    

3.  There is only one measure assessing permanency of reunification.  This measure focuses on re-entry into foster care.  Our data show that 9.4 percent of the children exiting foster care re-entered within 12 months of the time of discharge.  The 75th percentile for this measure in FY 2004 (going in the desired direction with the highest performance represented by the lowest percentage of re-entries) was 9.9 percent.  This suggests that our performance with regard to re-entry is in the top 25 percent of all of the States.

4.  Conclusions:  It appears that the issue for further analysis and program improvement concerns increasing the timeliness of reunification while maintaining our successful performance with regard to children re-entering foster care.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR COUNTY-LEVEL PERFORMANCE 

· Step 1:  How can I use composite information program and policy decision making? One advantage of the CFSR composite approach is that you can see how each of the counties in your State performed on each of the individual measures, components, and composites.  You can use this information to make program and policy decisions targeting the areas needing improvement that are identified in composite information.   

· Step 2:  Where do I find the information about county performance?  The National Resource Center on Child Welfare Data and Technology has a website that provides the tools relevant to both understanding and calculating the CFSR data indicators.  One of these tools is the computational spreadsheet.  This is linked to the syntax that you can run to generate your performance on each of the measures.   A computational spreadsheet can be generated for each of the CFSR composites. The following steps can be followed while looking at your computational spreadsheet.

· Step 3:  What information is provided in the first column of the spreadsheet?  The first column of the computational spreadsheet lists all of your State’s counties that were included in the analysis by FIPS code. If you do not know the FIPS codes that correspond to the counties in your State, you can locate that information at the following website:  http://www.itl.nist.gov/fipspubs/co-codes/states.htm.  When you look at the FIPS codes, you may see a number that looks different than the other numbers and that does not correspond to any county in your State.  This FIPS code was assigned when small counties were combined into a single unit for purposes of the data analyses.  Counties that served less than 50 children in foster care during all of FY 2004 were combined with other counties in the State until the number 50 was reached.  This was done because many counties that serve such small numbers of children would not have data for all of the measures in a given composite.  By combining them, we increased the probability of including the children served in those counties in the overall composite analyses.  You also will be provided with the specific counties that were combined or “rolled up” and with the data on individual measures for those counties.  However, whatever data are available for the specific “rolled up” counties should be interpreted with caution because of the extremely small numbers.  For example, a small county may have 100 percent (or 0 percent) of adoptions occurring within 24 months, but only one child was adopted in the county during that year.  More detailed information on the “roll-up” process is provided in the Methodological Appendix to the Federal Register Announcement, which is posted on the NRCCWDT website.  
· Step 4: What important information is available from the computational spreadsheet?   The second column provides information regarding the performance of each county on the first measure in the composite.  (Note that this information is given in decimal format and will need to be multiplied by 100 to get the actual percentage.  For example, .7962 should be interpreted as 79.6 percent.  However, a new version of the spreadsheet, which we are working on now, provides the data in percentages for the relevant measures. )  The third column provides information about performance on that measure in what is called a “Standard Score” format.  This is a score that has been transformed mathematically to a scale in which the mean and median are both zero, and the individual score is determined by its deviation from the mean/median. As you look at the spreadsheet, you will see an alternating pattern of actual score and standard score repeated for all of the individual measures within the composite.  Other information also is available in the spreadsheet, but these two pieces of information for each county are particularly critical for planning and decision-making.  In fact, it may be useful to pull this information out of the spreadsheet and create a separate table so that it is easier to read.

· Step 5:  Why is information about actual performance important?  Information about a county’s actual performance (i.e. percentage or number of months) on each measure is important because it can tell you how counties in your State are performing relative to one another.  You can identify those counties that are performing at different levels and make decisions based on that information.  

· Step 6:  Why is information about standard score performance important?  Information about a county’s standard score also is important.  It is not necessary to understand all of the mathematical details about the standard score, but it is important to know that if there is a minus sign (-) before the standard score, then the county’s performance is below the mean/median for all of the counties in the nation included in the analysis in FY 2004 (the year that the national standards were established).  If the standard score is positive, then the county performance is above the mean/median.  (Because these are standard scores, they follow what is called a “normal distribution,” which means that the mean and median are always equal and they are always zero).  This information is important because it links each county’s performance to the data used to establish the national standard and therefore to the scaled score for the national standard.  It also is important because if you just look at the actual scores across counties (as opposed to the standard scores), you know how the counties are performing relative to each other, but not how they are performing relative to other counties in the country.  Therefore, although the standard score format looks “odd” and may be daunting because of its complex statistical properties, it provides you with immediate information.   You can just run down the list of counties and identify all of those counties with a minus sign in front of the score.  That is a quick way to find those counties that may need further attention with regard to a particular measure.  It is important to note that a positive standard score does not necessarily mean that the county is performing at the highest levels, only that it is above the mean/median for the nation.  Those counties performing above the mean/median also may need attention, depending upon how much above the mean/median their performance is.  You can ascertain that by looking at the 75th percentile for each individual measure, which is provided in the State Data Profile.  Standard score information is particularly important when you look at the component scores.  The standard score for the component tells you each county is performing relative to other counties with regard to each component.

· Step 7:  How can I use this information to understand performance on individual measures?  By looking at the standard scores, you can see immediately what counties are performing above or below the mean/median on each of the measures and on each component.  This gives you the first indication of variation in performance across counties.  You know that counties that have a minus sign in front of their standard score are performing below the mean/median on a given measure and attention is needed to learn why.  For example, is it a data issue? Is it a practice issue? Is it both?  Then, you can look at those counties whose performance on a particular measure is above the national mean/median for all counties, and then compare actual performance—that is, percentages or number of months—for those counties to identify those that are performing at higher levels (i.e., they are around the 75th percentile).  Note that for four of the individual measures (C1.2, C1.4, C2.2, and C3.3), the 25th percentile is provided in the spreadsheet rather than the 75th percentile.  This is because for these measures, a lower score represents higher performance.  In the calculation of the composite score, the standard score for these measures is multiplied by -1 so that all measures are going in the same direction.  The standard score shown on the spreadsheet reflects that direction.  

· Step 8:  How can I use this information to understand performance on the components and composites?  The spreadsheet also provides information on the performance of each county on each of the components within a composite.  This is probably the most critical information for understanding county performance.  This information is calculated using the standard scores.  Component information is very important because it tells you the general areas where you need to improve performance.  Again, you can use the standard score to identify those counties that are experiencing difficulties with a particular component.  Remember that components contribute equally to a composite score, so improving one component will result in an overall improvement in the composite score.  The county composite score tells you how the county performed relative to all other counties in the nation that were included in the composite in FY 2004.  However, it does not give you as much information as the component scores with regard to planning for program improvement.  
NOTE:  The final step in the Children’s Bureau’s calculation of a State’s composite score involves taking into account the number of children served in foster care in each county during the State’s CFSR 12-month target period.  This is intended to ensure that the contribution of a given county to the overall State score is proportional to the size of the county’s foster care population.  To do this, the composite score for each county is multiplied by the number of children served in foster care in that county during the target period.  This is shown in the spreadsheet.  These results are then summed across counties and divided by the total number of children served in those counties in the 12-month target period.  The result of this calculation is the State composite score.   It is important to note that the weighting by county foster care population is not relevant to understanding the performance of a particular county.  It is only relevant to the calculation of the State composite score.  The important information pertaining to county performance can be found in the component scores and the “unweighted” composite scores.
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