Providing Coordinated Technical Assistance to Improve Placement Stability in Florida
Coordinated technical assistance can be defined as a process of bringing together two or more National Resource Centers (NRCs) 
 for a defined goal, project and/or period of time to support a state in analyzing and solving issues that impact multiple departments, program areas, regions and/or contracting partners. This process is initiated by a State’s request for technical assistance. 

A single NRC can deliver many technical assistance and training services needed by the State(s) efficiently.  However, when there is much interdependency between programs and entities, it may be efficient and effective for NRCs to combine their resources to provide interdisciplinary and/or cross-functional help to State(s).  In addition, States are required to build collaborative competencies and the NRCs are in an excellent position to model this work. By working together with the State the NRCs are able to create synergy, where the whole is greater than the sum of the individual parts.

An Example from Florida

As a result of Florida’s concern about declining performance on placement stability, a formal request was made to AdoptUsKids, the NRC for Data and Technology, the NRC for Family Centered Practice and Permanency Planning and the NRC for Organizational Improvement to assist in developing a comprehensive, coordinated technical assistance plan for placement stability. The State requested and received approval for coordinated technical assistance from the DHHS Regional Office.
In November 2005, staff from the National Resource Centers conducted an on-site meeting with the State to develop a coordinated technical assistance plan.  This meeting included: 

1. Discussion of critical elements leading to placement stability and possible factors in Florida’s community based system of care that may be supporting and/or impeding placement stability.

2. Exploration of current available data and identification of other data needed.
3. Development of a preliminary technical assistance plan and recommendations for next steps.

It was decided that the NRCs would partner with the State in conducting case reviews to gather additional information and data on placement stability. District 1 Area Office and its local Community Based Care Lead Agency (CBC) requested consideration of their District as a possible pilot. A case review process was developed and coordinated by the State, in consultation with the NRCs.


District 1 Pilot – Phase 1: During February of 2006 staff from the State Office, District 1, and the NRCs met to begin the case review process.  Each NRC assisted throughout the project in their area of expertise:

· AdoptUSKids – recruitment and retention of resource parents

· Family Centered Practice – placement stability

· Data and Technology – data issues

· Organizational Improvement – development and coordination of the process.

District 1 Pilot – Phase 2: During the last week in March, eight focus groups were held with over 200 stakeholders throughout District 1.  Appreciative Inquiry questioning techniques were used to identify what was working, as well as need for improvements. Groups were a representative cross-section of resource parents, front-line staff and administrators. In addition, individual interviews were conducted with key stakeholders during this period.

A summary account of findings from case reviews and comments from each of the focus groups and interviews was verbally reported to the District 1 Steering Committee during the on-site visit in March of 2006.  The District immediately began implementing changes which included changing placement procedures, adjusting roles and responsibilities, escalating retention and recruitment activities.

A written report related to focus group findings was submitted to the District in April with preliminary recommendations.  Additional recommendations were shared with District staff via teleconference. A final report was issued in May.  In addition, AdoptUsKids returned to assist the District in developing local recruitment and retention teams. As a result of the project, District 1 is reporting significant program improvements and outcomes that include: increased placement stability, improved processes and communication, increased retention and increased number of new foster family resources.

The State has developed a “Guide for (Data) Analysis of Placement Stability” for dissemination to other Districts and is exploring next steps for implementing lessons learned from the coordinated technical assistance experience, including developing the State’s internal capacity to provide coordinated TA to Districts and local CBCs.  


Critical Success Factors in Coordinated T/TA

	Defining Critical Success Factors 

Critical success factors (CSFs) define key areas of performance that are essential for the organization to accomplish its mission.  Managers implicitly know and consider these key areas when they set goals and as they direct operational activities and tasks that are important to achieving goals.  However, when these key areas of performance are made explicit, they provide a common point of reference for the entire organization.  Thus, any activity or initiative that the organization undertakes must ensure consistently high performance in these key areas; otherwise, the organization may not be able to achieve its goals and consequently may fail to accomplish its mission.




CSFs that led to the success of the recent Florida District 1 Coordinated NRC technical assistance project are summarized below.

Critical Success Factor – State, Regional and Local CBC (Community Based Care) Engagement
· Clear prioritization at the State level that this project was to address an urgent need to improve placement stability outcomes

· Assignment of key state leaders to direct and support the TA project

· Direct and active participation by responsible parties from all necessary levels of the State and District

· Participants treated this project as a high priority, developed a steering committee and made time available to participate in all phases of the project.
· They did what they said that they would do

· Analysis of data was ongoing and made available to provide facts to support actions at all stages

· A state level data expert was assigned to the project and was directly involved throughout the project

· Relevant data reports were timely, readable and comprehensible

· Non-defensive, visible, consistent support and an active role in communication by leadership and all stakeholders

· The local District and CBC volunteered for the project and invited the State level people and NRCs to come in to do the technical assistance

· Strong partnership between the District and CBC staffs

· Kick off, follow-up and project recommendations summary meetings were held with a Project Steering Committee where accountabilities, expectations, roles and responsibilities for each of the participants were enumerated 


Critical Success Factor – NRCs
· Shared commitment and sense of urgency 

· Shared responsibility and ownership for process and outcomes

· Free and open communication, sharing of all relevant data, methodologies and resources in real time

· Assignment of a project coordinator who coordinated agendas and led meetings

· Use of teleconferencing with call-in phone numbers

· On-site TA was done only when necessary, was well thought out in advance with clearly stated objectives

· Summary reports and recommendations were prepared and reviewed immediately following an action
 Critical Success Factor – Project/Process
· Limited size: The project’s scope and size was limited to one manageable pilot District, prior to taking findings statewide

· Unbiased analysis of the situation through case review, data analysis, individual stakeholder interviews and the use of  “appreciative inquiry” focus groups

· Project data system was able to show before and after status so results of the project could be tracked and reported
· Use of Appreciative Inquiry process for focus group meetings where questions were asked to capture lessons learned about what worked in the past and how could these successes be repeated
· Focus groups having cross-functional participation of case managers, administrators and resource parents all together to dialogue

· Focus group meetings were held in different locations that permitted easy access to all participants and held during different times of the day and evening so those who work different hours could attend

· A district wide Steering Committee and individual county recruitment & retention committees were established to take ownership of local change initiatives
Critical Success Factor – People: Attitude and Values
· Humility throughout the project- the state, local and CBC staff were open, ready to listen to stakeholders; the NRCs were invited guests of the State and District 1 and as such entered the process with great respect for the hard work already being done by the local area stakeholders; participants came first to listen with open minds and work as a team to formulate recommendations and plans
· Honor was shown the front line workers and resource parents 

· Sense of urgency - developed time phased recommendations, some which could have immediate impact and some which would require three or more months to implement.

· Spirit of teamwork and collaboration between the State, District and NRCs where working together everyone can achieve more
· Climate for change -  the time was right where stakeholders truly wanted to make improvements

· Feedback and recommendations were not held back. Information was shared freely

Some Potential Benefits of Coordinated T/TA for NRCs and States

A coordinated T/TA project involves substantial commitment of NRC and State resources.  It should not be undertaken lightly, but is very useful when system-wide change is needed. Benefits include:

· Minimizing and/or eliminating duplication of TA services

· Increasing opportunities for internal collaboration and problem-solving between departments, services and geographic areas within a state

· Providing a higher quality of services to more people

· Building organizational skills and commitment

· Exchanging promising practices and building body of knowledge and skills

· Deepening understanding of issues

· Strengthening and improving TA outcomes with State(s)

· Building quality of relationships at all levels between NRCs

· Providing access to a wider array of TA/Training, services and expertise delivered in a flexible manner
· Allowing for more effective use of limited resources
· Facilitating incremental improvement and sharing of child welfare reform methods and technology
Summary and Conclusion

Each NRC has its own priorities and areas of excellence, which makes each an outstanding resource with unique core competencies, areas of expertise and products.  The NRC(s) do, however, share a common purpose and that is to assist the State(s) to continuously improve their performance and outcomes in child welfare, so that children will be safe, healthy and live in stable families.  Therefore, coordinated technical assistance may be an excellent resource for states to use to address system-wide program improvements. 

Written by:
Judith & John McKenzie, Executive Consultants

AdoptUsKids

In collaboration with partnering NRCs and Florida State and Regional Staff
Attachment #1: Tips and Tools Appreciative Inquiry 

When conducting focus groups or interviews with stakeholders, try asking what is working so that you can do more of it. Here are some ideas adapted from the Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry by Sue Annis Hammond www.thinbook.com 

Some Assumptions of Appreciative Inquiry

· An organization (or system) is a mystery to be embraced, not a problem to be solved. 

· Change can occur by doing more of what works rather than dwelling on what is broken. 

· What we focus on becomes our reality therefore, seek to magnify something worthy. 

· It is important to value differences, as reality is created in the moment and there are multiple realities. 
· The language we use creates our reality. It sets a tone and frame of reference. 

· The act of asking questions of an organization or group influences the group in some way. 

How to do it

· Decide the topic. For example, successful recruitment efforts, successful retention efforts, partnering between the agency and resource parents, etc. 

· Create strengths-based questions to explore the topic. 
· Use a neutral facilitator and combine resource parents, staff, community members, etc. in group discussion, so they can hear one another's "different realities." 
· Determine the common themes and best stories that emerged. 

· Apply "what if" to all the common themes. Then write affirmative present tense statements incorporating the common themes. For example: What if our families have a pleasant experience every time they work with us? 
· Then, seek to focus on and reward those things that work to retain resource parents and create safety, permanency and well being for children. 

Some Sample Questions

· Describe an incident when you or someone you know went the extra mile to provide a parent with what they really wanted when they wanted it. What made it possible? 

· Describe your three most important wishes for retention of resource parents. 
· Describe a time when you were a part of or observed an extra-ordinary display of cooperation between resource parents and staff? What made that possible? 

· Describe a time when you were part of a team that had a high level of trust and respect among the members. How was trust and respect communicated?
· What was your role in achieving this?


Attachment #2: Training & Technical Assistance 

The National Resource Centers (NRCs) are funded by the Children's Bureau, within the Administration for Children and Families (ACF), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Each NRC provides onsite training and technical assistance to States, Tribes, and public child welfare agencies in the preparation and implementation of the Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) process. This document is designed to communicate to States the focus of each NRC and the training and technical assistance each provides. State and Tribal requests for training and technical assistance are made to Regional ACF offices. For a listing of Regional ACF offices and the States they serve, visit the ACF website at http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/oro
National Child Welfare Resource Center for Organizational Improvement - Offers technical assistance, training, teleconferences, and publications to assist States with the CFSRs, including strategic planning, quality improvement, evaluating outcomes, facilitating stakeholder involvement, and improving training and workforce development.

National Resource Center for Child Protective Services - Focuses on building State, local, and Tribal capacity through training and technical assistance in CPS, including meeting Federal requirements, strengthening programs, eligibility for the CAPTA grant, support to State Liaison Officers, and collaboration with other NRCs.

National Child Welfare Resource Center on Legal and Judicial Issues - Offers States assistance with their CFSRs, including collecting and analyzing data, legal and judicial issue analysis, promoting stakeholder involvement, action planning, and implementation of Program Improvement Plans.

National Resource Center for Family-Centered Practice and Permanency Planning - Provides training and technical assistance and information services to help States through all stages of the CFSRs, emphasizing family centered principles and practices and helping States build knowledge of foster care issues.

National Resource Center for Child Welfare Data and Technology - Addresses a broad range of program and technical issues (including Tribal and court child welfare issues) in assisting with the CFSR process, including training on data use and management, AFCARS assistance, coordinating peer consultation, and preparation and use of State Data Profiles.

National Child Welfare Resource Center for Adoption - Partners with States, Tribes, and other NRCs to offer support in all phases of the CFSR process, including analyzing adoption and permanency options, exploring systemic factors, increasing cultural competence, and promoting stakeholder involvement.

National Child Welfare Resource Center for Youth Development - Provides States with CFSR assistance, including promoting stakeholder involvement, technical assistance and training, and information services. Also offers States, Tribes, and other youth-serving organizations assistance in effectively implementing the Chafee Foster Care Independence and the Education and Training Voucher programs and supporting youth engagement in child welfare policy, planning, and program development.

The Collaboration to AdoptUsKids - Provides training and technical assistance to States and Tribes in connection with the CFSRs on issues that pertain to the development and implementation of quality recruitment and retention services for foster and adoptive families.


The National Resource Center listed below is co-sponsored by the Children's Bureau and the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.

National Center on Substance Abuse and Child Welfare - Works to develop knowledge and provide technical assistance to Federal, State, and local agencies and Tribes to improve outcomes for families with substance use disorders in the child welfare and family court systems.

The following two National Resource Centers were established to support statutorily mandated programs and provide services primarily to grantees.

National Abandoned Infants Assistance Resource Center - Works to enhance the quality of social and health services delivered to children who are abandoned or at risk of abandonment due to the presence of drugs and/or HIV in the family.

National Resource Center for Community-Based Child Abuse Prevention Programs - Offers knowledge and expertise in the implementation of family support strategies in a variety of settings and for many purposes. Provides CFSR assistance, including building networks, collecting data, and promoting stakeholder involvement.
� See attachment #2 for further information on the Children’s Bureau Technical Assistance Network of NRCs


� This definition was extracted from The Critical Success Factor Method: Establishing a Foundation for Enterprise Security Management by Richard A. Caralli, Carnegie Mellon SEI. A PDF of this document may be found at http://www.cert.org/archive/pdf/04tr010.pdf#search=%22critical%20success%20factors%22


� Appreciative Inquiry Tips and Tools is extracted from AdoptUsKids e-notes. Visit AdoptUsKids T&TA website at www.adoptex.org/adoptusa


� This  is an extraction from the Children’s Bureau website www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/tta/index.htm
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