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General Foster Care &
Adoption Links

For more information on foster care
or adoption, check out these web-
sites:

Adoption financial assistance infor-
mation:  www.adopting.org

Court Appointed Special Advo-
cates:  www.nationalCASA.org

National Adoption Exchange:
www.adoptex.org

Information on adoption, foster
care, grandparents, and relatives
raising relatives:
www.connectforkids.org

Publications regarding foster care,
adoption and children with special
needs:  www.arvinpublications.com

Information Websites

Additional National
Data & Policy
Information

Need more information?  Try these
links to other data and policy
sources nationwide:

Administration for Children and
Families:  http://www.acf.gov

American Public Human Services
Association (formerly American
Public Welfare Association):  http://
www.aphsa.org

Children Welfare League of
America:  http://www.cwla.org

Children’s Defense Fund:  http://
www.childrensdefense.org

Children’s Law Center:  http://
www.childrenslawcenter.org

National Clearinghouse on Child
Abuse and Neglect: Information:
http://www.calib.com/nccanch
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In the children’s words:

“All I ask is to put my brothers and
sisters together…”

“Not having to move around
so much…”

“Somebody to stand around and talk
to if you’re having trouble with

something…”

“People I can trust and depend on…”

“It would just be real sad if you didn’t
have a family…”
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Permanency—when children know they’re home—is, along with child safe-
ty and well-being, one of the primary goals of the child welfare system. But
the rising numbers of children in foster care throughout the 1980s and
1990s revealed that the system was failing to achieve this key objective.
More than a half a million U.S. children are in foster care. National data
show that only about half are being reunited with their families and fewer
than one in 10 are being adopted. Thousands of children linger in foster
care, some staying with relatively stable foster families and others moving
from placement to placement. Others end up in jail, other institutions, or
simply disappear.

The problem of children who languish in foster care is a “national tragedy”
that the W. K. Kellogg Foundation sought to address with its $42 million
Families for Kids initiative. Over six years and at 11 sites across the coun-
try, social workers, public officials, community leaders, and children’s ad-
vocates worked together to find “a nurturing, permanent family for every
child.”  In this report, we share what we learned from this ambitious un-
dertaking.

We started at the beginning, by taking a fresh look at such basic concepts
as “family,” “community,” and “permanency” and by examining relation-
ships across public and private agencies, local and state governments, the
courts, and scores of stakeholders. We gained valuable insights about our
community roles and the work needed to raise awareness of children in
care. Perhaps most importantly, we began to see what a “model” child wel-
fare system would look like.

As we show in the following pages, finding more permanent families for
kids in foster care depends on educating community leaders about perma-
nency needs, implementing open and consumer-friendly processes within
foster care agencies, and on developing strategies that make legal proceed-
ings more effective, fair, and timely. In this report, we share the stories of
many creative approaches to building coalitions, creating change, and
achieving permanency. Although much has been accomplished, we caution
that victory not be declared too soon. It is challenging to keep the focus on
permanency and the momentum for change as progress is made and other
issues compete for attention. Continued efforts are essential to achieving
the system change necessary for all the nation’s foster children and youth
to live in permanent families that offer them security and love.

Foreword

The problem of children
who languish in foster care
is a “national tragedy” that

the W. K. Kellogg
Foundation sought to

address with its $42 million
Families for Kids initiative.
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Families for Kids began when the
W. K. Kellogg Foundation con-
vened a forum of adoption experts
in 1991. They discussed the need
for two fundamental reforms:

• To embrace children who are
in foster care.

• To change systems that dump
children into long-term foster
care arrangements.

To engineer the reforms, the W. K.
Kellogg Foundation devised five
general strategies:

• To provide comprehensive
support to families.

• To provide a coordinated as-
sessment to families to deter-
mine needs and plans.

• To provide a consistent
(single) caseworker or case
work team to families.

• To provide one stable foster
home for every child.

• To find a permanent, nurtur-
ing family for children within
one year.

The W. K. Kellogg Foundation
selected 19 communities to partici-
pate in a “community visioning”
process to explore how to reform
the child welfare system to focus on
permanency. Each of these commu-
nities received initial funding of
$100,000, with the expectation that
some would later receive multi-year
grants to implement system re-

I: Background

forms. During 1993-94, delegates
and representatives of the 19 sites
worked within their communities
and attended quarterly, national
networking meetings. They worked
with experts concerning issues of
policy, program evaluation, family
preservation, and funding.  And
they rethought definitions of “fami-
ly,” “permanent placement,” “wait-
ing children,” “stakeholders,” and
other elements of permanency.

Participants learned to suspend
their allegiance to current systems
of adoption and prepare for a fresh
start. Most important of all, they
began to accept a fundamental per-
spective:  to see the issue of perma-
nency “through the eyes of a child.”
This focus became the mechanism
connecting each site to the whole,
and it infused the achievements of
all sites with common integrity.

Eventually, 11 communities under-
took the project from visioning to
the end of full funding. Each re-
ceived Foundation grants ranging
from $1 to $4 million for the three-
year period, with transitional grants
to help some communities continue
activities while funding streams
were developed or redirected. The
11 communities represented the full
range of child welfare experience
and structure. The following table
shows communities and the context
in which they participated in Fami-
lies for Kids.

Participants learned to
suspend their allegiance to
current systems of adoption

and prepare for a fresh start.
Most important of all, they

began to accept a
fundamental perspective: to
see the issue of permanency

“through the eyes of a child.”
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Location Grantee Target Population Child Welfare
State Structure

Pima County, Arizona’s Children 1,285 children in care State-administered
Arizona Association  in 1995; 700 for over a year

Kansas The Villages, Inc. 673 children available State-administered
(statewide) for adoption

Massachusetts Children’s Services 12,463 children in out-of- State-administered
(statewide) of Roxbury home placement; 7,603

for more than a year

Kent County, The Grand Rapids 565 children in care; 269 State-supervised,
Michigan Foundation for more than a year county-administered

Mississippi Mississippi Children’s 3,169 children in care State-administered
(statewide) Home Society and in 1992; 2,100 for more

Family Service than a year
Association

Montana Montana Adoption 1,630 children in out-of- State-administered
(statewide) Resource Center, Inc./ home placement; 284

Montana Department available for adoption
of Public Health and
Human Services

New York, Administration for 6,500 children in care State-supervised,
New York Children’s Services waiting for adoption county-administered

North Carolina North Carolina 11,470 children in custody State-supervised,
(8 counties) Division of Social or placement in state county-administered

Services

Ohio Summit County 22,000 in care in state; State-supervised,
(9 counties) Children’s Services 4,300 in care for more county-administered

than a year

South Carolina Department of Social 8,728 in care; 4,736 in the State-administered
(statewide) Services/United Way system for a year

of South Carolina

Washington Children’s Home 11,000 children in care; more State-administered
(statewide) Society of Washington/ than half for longer than a year;

Department of Social 1,557 children available for
and Health Services adoption
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The landscapes of the 11 sites
ranged significantly.  The New
York City site encompassed more
than 40,000 children in
out-of-home care—more than in
most states.  In North Carolina, the
state social services agency imple-
mented reform efforts through eight
county departments.  In Ohio, the
initiative involved a collaboration of
nine counties in the northeast cor-
ner of the state; these included rural
counties, mid-sized urban industrial
and suburban counties, and Cuya-
hoga County, which encompasses
the city of Cleveland.

Six grants involved statewide ef-
forts; two entailed single counties in
the state:  Pima County, Arizona,
which includes the city of Tucson
as well as a large rural area; and
Kent County, Michigan, which
includes the city of Grand Rapids.

In all locations, children of color
were significantly over-represented
in the ranks of abused and neglect-
ed children removed from the home
and/or waiting for permanent, sta-

ble placement with families.  In
New York City, Kent, Michigan,
and in Mississippi, children of color
comprised the majority of the foster
care caseloads. In South Carolina,
where only a third of the popula-
tion is African American, the per-
centage of black children in the
child welfare system was 60%. In
Montana, 50% of the children in
the system were Native American.

Many of the FFK communities
used the grant both to launch re-
forms and to attract additional
funding. In North Carolina and
South Carolina, for example, the
grant was used to leverage federal
Title IV-E funds and to integrate
the activities of the initiative into
the public child welfare system as a
whole. In Massachusetts, the grant
supported the development and
demonstration of successful change
strategies that attracted additional
state funding. In Kansas, the FFK
initiative helped drive the state’s
decision to privatize the child adop-
tion component of the state’s child
welfare services.

In all locations, children of
color were significantly

over-represented in the ranks
of abused and neglected

children removed from the
home and/or waiting for

permanent, stable placement
with families.

Foster children are just like luggage. Everyone passes them
around, uses them, and then throws them away unless you find
someone in the system to really care [and] a new family to love

and take care of you.

—Darnell, age 14
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The community-based visioning
activities of Families for Kids,
which took place during 1993-94,
represented the first steps toward
translating the urgency of the per-
manency problem into real agendas
for change.

Visioning comprised several activi-
ties:

• Developing a mission or vision
for permanency

• Bringing together a leadership
team

• Involving stakeholders

• Asking what is not working
and seeking solutions

• Gathering information and
using data

• Raising community awareness

• Securing commitments for
action.

Once again, a key perspective was
to view each plan through the eyes
of a child. This approach acknowl-
edged that the best interest of the
child is the best motivating factor
for reform, and it provided com-
mon ground for all participants.
They learned to ask:  Is this making
things easier or better for the adults
in the system or is it changing the
lives of children?  How would this
policy, law, practice, decision, or
change look through the eyes of a
child?  Through this lens, policy
changes gained shape and action.

Each of the 19 sites performing
visioning activities explored the
value of mission or vision state-
ments for their work. The sites were
asked to articulate their goals, pro-
cedures, and values. North Caroli-
na’s vision statement linked its local
wishes with the goals of the national
initiative with the following lan-
guage:

“Communities have the respon-
sibility to support families, and
families have their responsibility
to support children.  Every child
needs and deserves a lifelong
family relationship which pro-
motes a sense of mutual belong-
ing that is legally secure. The
mission of the Families for Kids
Initiative is to quickly facilitate
the achievement of this goal for
all children in North Carolina.”

Leadership Teams

All of the FFK sites recognized that
consumers and advocates of foster
care had rarely been equal partici-
pants in planning processes for re-
form within child welfare programs.
To address this problem, the partic-
ipants put together leadership teams
of 8 to 50 people.  The teams were
strands of expertise within each
working community.  For example,
the nine regions of Ohio’s Families
for Kids assembled a planning team
consisting of a cross-section of
leaders from child welfare, court,

II: The Beginning—Visioning

Each of the 19 sites
performing visioning

activities explored the value
of mission or vision

statements for their work.
The sites were asked to
articulate their goals,
procedures and values.
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mental health, alcohol and drug
systems, communities of faith, fos-
ter and adoptive parents, tribal and
racial and ethnic communities, and
at-large community representatives.
From this pool emerged county
“oversight committees” whose com-
position varied to reflect their com-
munities.

North Carolina’s FFK put together
a statewide steering committee sup-
ported by county committees whose
members brought different perspec-
tives from within and without the
child welfare system.  The county
teams, appointed specifically not to
over-represent “professionals” at the
expense of family and community
members, were especially creative
throughout the project.

With leadership teams in place, the
sites began to explore how to get
the project’s message out. In order
to involve people and hear their
perspectives, participants visited
homes, hosted events in churches
and other settings, met on the Indi-
an reservations, asked questions (see
box), and listened to the answers.

• Who are the children who are
stuck in the system without
permanency?

• What is permanence?

• What are the barriers to per-
manency?

• What are the solutions for
permanency?

Some examples of this outreach are:

• South Carolina’s statewide
effort, which took its visioning
show on the road.  In 1994, it
hosted 52 town meetings to
gain citizen input into what
changes were needed in the
child welfare system.  Project
staff also interviewed 200 spe-
cial needs adoptive families
and set up several focus groups
of African American families,
guardians ad litem, birth fami-
lies, and foster families.  State
employees completed 6,500
interviews and surveys, and
500 foster and adoptive chil-
dren were invited to 23 sites
across the state to voice their
opinions about the needs of
the foster care system.

• Kent County’s discussions
with adoptive parents, foster
parents, and persons who had
been denied foster or adoptive
placements.  Representatives
of the Michigan project talked
with child welfare profession-
als and civic leaders. Most
importantly, they talked with
children waiting for perma-
nent families.

• Washington’s and Montana’s
work to engage the tribes, as
Indian children were over-
represented in the foster care
populations of both states.
Montana project participants
learned that their initial esti-
mation of the Native Ameri-
can share of the foster popula-
tion was not 25% but 50%—

With leadership teams in
place, the sites began to
explore how to get the

project’s message out. In
order to involve people and

hear their perspectives,
participants visited homes,
hosted events in churches
and other settings, met on
the Indian reservations,

asked questions, and
listened to the answers.
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compared with 10% of the
children in the general popula-
tion being Native American.
Tribal Council members in
the state were consulted and
invited to the leadership team,
whose membership was altered
based on this discovery. In
Montana, the FFK Project
Management Team provided a
forum to discuss Native Amer-
ican customs, beliefs, and tra-
ditions related to permanency,
a process that caused signifi-
cant improvement in the state/
tribal relationship and a more
culturally responsive definition
of permanency.

• South Carolina FFK’s retreat
for 25 lawyers and judges and
25 key members of the state’s
child welfare community.
Participants described the set-
ting as “electric.” All invitees
attended, and they worked
within the meetings longer
than anyone had anticipated
or scheduled. Out of the re-
treat arose the model for a
“Bench/Bar Committee” to
pursue the amelioration of
children’s treatment in the
legal system; the committee’s
work was eventually taken
over by the Children’s Law
Office at the University of
South Carolina, and it led to
sweeping changes in state child
welfare policies.

Community Buy-in

Several sites developed traveling
exhibits and events to keep the fo-
cus on the children. In Pima Coun-
ty, Arizona’s FFK art exhibit, “I
Have a Voice,” children wrote sto-
ries and produced art work to de-
scribe their experiences and express
their feelings about having a family
to call their own. Their work was
displayed in the state capitol during
the legislative session and elsewhere
in the state to build awareness and
momentum for change.

As well as raising the profile of the
community-based efforts and assist-
ing in outreach, these events func-
tioned as visioning tools to bring
community members into the ini-
tiative and to seal their commit-
ment to achieving change.

The “buy-in” began as groups wres-
tled with the questions raised by the
visioning process and as they devel-
oped answers that were appropriate
for the children of their communi-
ties.  In Kent, Michigan, these ques-
tions spawned the “Family and
Community Compact,” whose
overarching goal was to achieve
measurable results for displaced
children while recognizing the con-
nections of children, their families,
and their communities.

Buy-in from leaders was necessary
but not sufficient to create needed
changes.  Another fundamental
tenet of the vision formulated by
the sites was the necessity of “bot-
tom up” strategies. Leaders in each

The “buy-in” began as
groups wrestled with the
questions raised by the

visioning process and as they
developed answers that were

appropriate for the
children of their
communities.
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community agreed that policies
arise locally.  North Carolina called
this approach “support from be-
low,” and it mobilized information
phone lines at its state Department
of Social Services to encourage
communities directly to join the
FFK effort. The agency, in turn,
issued a “Challenge for Children”
to mobilize participants to achieve
the five FFK goals. Every social
worker, supervisor, and administra-
tor was invited to sign the Chal-
lenge and join the effort to make
the goals reality. The results were
revolutionary. By making individu-
al commitments, thinking and ac-
tions change. This translated into
changes in systemic thinking and
action. Each person who signed the
Challenge later received an individ-
ual congratulations and apprecia-
tion from division directors and
special recognition by Families for
Kids staff.

The Challenge also provided lever-
age to encourage counties and legis-
lators to take action on priorities
and to listen to families and other
players in the system.  In effect,
buy-in from the top amounted to
ratification of efforts by line staff to
formulate and risk alternatives.

Early in the FFK Initiative, each site
had to answer what “permanency”
meant for children in the commu-
nity. For many in the field, perma-
nency was often another term for
“adoption.”  As the FFK sites tried
to reach consensus on permanency
within their own initiatives, they
used a child-centered—“through

the eyes of a child”—approach with
heightened sensitivity to cultural
issues.  Sites did not always agree on
the definition of permanency, but
they did agree on permanency op-
tions:  stabilizing and strengthening
families so that a child never has to
be removed from the home, volun-
tary placement with relatives or kin
without court intervention, reunifi-
cation, legal custody or guardian-
ship with relatives or kin, or adop-
tion. Special attention was paid to
defining permanency in culturally
appropriate terms for all children
and families. The Native American
tribes engaged in defining what
permanency meant based on their
culture.  Michigan’s FFK initiative
took the same approach with the
African American community.

Although some sites have continued
to view long-term foster care and/or
independent living as permanency
options based on federal interpreta-
tions, the North Carolina FFK re-
jected both these approaches as
permanency options.  Today in
North Carolina, permanency means
“a lasting, nurturing relationship
with at least one adult that is char-
acterized by mutual commitment
and that is legally secure.”  In Mas-
sachusetts, permanency is “the
highest emotional and physical care
for a child that can be achieved.”
Despite the differences in the ways
each community crafted its defini-
tion of permanency, all addressed
the central question, “Does this
child know she has a family to call
his or her own?”

John P.
Kotter’s eight
steps to
transforming
organizations:
1) Establishing a sense of
urgency—Examining market
and competitive realities.
Identifying and discussing
crises, potential crises, or
major opportunities.

2) Forming a powerful guid-
ing coalition—Assembling a
group with enough power to
lead the change effort.
Encouraging the group to
work together as a team.

3) Creating a vision—Help-
ing direct the change effort.
Developing strategies for
achieving that vision.

4) Communicating the
vision—Using every vehicle
possible to communicate the
new vision and strategies.
Teaching new behaviors by
the example of the guiding
coalition.
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Of the 19 communities performing
the visioning work, the Foundation
in 1994 chose 11 for three-year
grants to promote system change.
As the evaluation of the initiative
shows, real gains were made in such
areas as increasing adoption rates,
achieving greater agency account-
ability, and making foster children
visible in their communities. To
achieve these successes, the project
sites had to re-energize the local
child welfare systems. The transi-
tion from visioning to creating and
sustaining change was daunting,
because it confronted barriers to
moving beyond the ways things had
“always been done.” Project partici-
pants across the sites encountered
the stark realties of working with
complex bureaucracies.

As plans came together in the 11
communities, it was an exciting and
energizing time. Creation of the
envisioned reforms, on the other
hand, promised to be hard work.
The Families for Kids plans were
comprehensive, including changes
in all areas of child welfare from
policy to practice and affecting
scores of individuals at multiple
systems and agencies. Initial plans
had to be adjusted for unforeseen
circumstances, such as accommo-
dating political agendas, changes in
personnel, or negative stories in the
news media.  Flexibility was crucial
not only to implementing the re-
form agendas but also to sustaining

them over time.  The key to staying
on course was to remember to see
change through the eyes of a child.

Leading Change

Implementing the reform agenda
also required strong, committed
leadership. To “lead change,”
project participants were guided in
part by the work of Harvard Uni-
versity Leadership Professor John P.
Kotter* , who devised eight general
steps to transforming organizations.
Through the visioning exercises, the
initiative already had undertaken
three of the steps:  establishing a
sense of urgency, creating a vision,
and beginning to form coalitions. It
was now time to communicate the
vision, empower others to act on
the vision, achieve short-term wins,
consolidate improvements, and
institutionalize new approaches.

To form guiding coalitions, Kotter
identifies two necessary actions:  to
identify top-level leaders as champi-
ons of the cause; and to ensure di-
verse leadership. Participants
learned to select leaders from across
systems and functions and to in-
clude representation from commu-
nities of faith and across tribal, ra-
cial, and ethnic groups.

* Leading Change:  Why Transfor-
mation Efforts Fail, Harvard Busi-
ness School, March-April 1995

III:  Creating and Sustaining Change 5) Empowering others to
act on the vision—Getting
rid of obstacles to change.
Changing systems or
structures that seriously
undermine the vision.
Encouraging risk-taking and
non-traditional ideas,
activities, and actions.

6) Planning for an creating
shorter-term wins—Plan-
ning for visible performance
improvements.  Creating
those improvements.
Recognizing and rewarding
employees involved in the
improvements.

7) Consolidating improve-
ments and producing still
more change—Using
increased credibility to change
systems, structures, and
policies that don’t fit the
vision. Reinvigorating the
process with new projects,
themes, and change agents.

8) Institutionalizing new
approaches—Articulating
the connections between the
new behaviors and corporate
success.  Developing the
means to ensure leadership
developments and succession.



16

The reform efforts needed champi-
ons to share their messages of re-
form at the highest levels of govern-
ment and within the communities
and individuals affected by the pro-
posed changes.  These champions
would engage policy makers and
power brokers throughout the child
welfare system to see the system
anew, through the eyes of the child.
This effort would create “internal
champions,” who would reduce
resistance to change, even among
such conservative environments as
legal systems.

The guiding coalitions, with repre-
sentatives at all levels of the child
welfare system, proved to be exceed-
ingly important.  In particular,
mid-managers were essential to de-
velopment and implementation of
the reforms because they were posi-
tioned to work with supervisors of
programs as well as staff. Sites that
did not include mid-managers in
their planning and implementation
learned that they had to garner their
support before reforms could move
forward.

Informal leaders from within faith,
racial, ethnic, and community
groups, and foster and adoptive
parents and children, also were key
to the success of advocacy efforts.
These advocates, who had local
credibility, were able to promote
the importance of permanency for
children with elected officials and
administrators. The Mississippi
FFK reached out to churches to
advocate for system improvement,
inform lawmakers about particular

issues, and train “resource families”
in congregations to do family men-
toring and serve on assessment
teams.

Another key element of the change
process was empowerment of peo-
ple taking on new roles and respon-
sibilities. Line workers, community
members, and foster parents and
children were asked to deal with
macro-level issues, to become advo-
cates, and to serve as change agents.
Concerned foster parents, who had
often supported one another,
moved on to forming advocacy
groups and speaking publicly about
concerns of children in the system.
Some sites developed programs and
activities that provided foster youth
with opportunities to tell their own
stories.

The formal leaders were asked to
change their roles as well.  They
were expected to listen to children
and families and share responsibility
with them. The processes needed
transformational leaders:  those who
could move beyond their comfort
zones.  Over time, agency execu-
tives got a clearer picture of the
challenges of foster parenting, while
foster parents gained new insights
into the multiple layers and issues
involved in the placement of chil-
dren.

The process required philosophical
changes about achieving permanen-
cy in each child’s life.  It also re-
quired concrete data about the bar-
riers to permanency and what was
needed to overcome these barriers.

Informal leaders from
within faith, racial, ethnic,

and community groups,
and foster and adoptive

parents and children, also
were key to the success of

advocacy efforts.
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Data gathering and tracking
progress, as described in the next
section, were essential to supporting
and sustaining change.

Communicating
Success

Another necessary element was
communication at every level. Dur-
ing the visioning stage, project par-
ticipants identified lack of commu-
nication and knowledge regarding
the foster care system and the chil-
dren within it as one of the major
challenges the FFK initiatives faced.
Project participants recognized that
reporting on problems with the old
way of doing business, and commu-
nicating the success of every new
approach, would be invaluable.

Communication strategies used
through the course of the initiative
included regular meetings with
stakeholder groups, presentations at
conferences and other training ven-
ues regarding the progress of the
initiatives, and sharing of model
programs. Progress reports and
newsletters were widely distributed.
Specific activities and strategies
were developed to communicate to
groups that were often out of the
child welfare loop.  Outreach to
communities of faith, racial and
ethnic groups, and business leaders
was given a high priority. Ohio’s
Child Watch gave each leader an
identity as a foster child and a gar-
bage sack of belongings, then
brought them by trolley car to visit
group homes, foster homes, and the

county Department of Human Ser-
vices. At each stop, participants lost
an item from the garbage bag, dem-
onstrating the losses children suffer
from each move. All participants
learned more about experiences of
children in the system.

Sites also used traditional commu-
nications strategies such as agency
newsletters and “placed” newspaper
articles and TV news features.
These efforts helped to heighten the
awareness of the plight of the chil-
dren in care, to spotlight the perma-
nency issue, to call attention to in-
dividual children who had been lost
in a mass of numbers, and to help
recruit foster and adoptive parents.
They also helped disseminate news
of the success of the FFK initiatives,
which in turn helped to keep the
vision alive and preserve commit-
ment to reform.

Consistent with Kotter’s steps,
communication activities helped
project participants celebrate the
small wins at each site.  Project par-
ticipants knew that, because of the
sweeping changes that were neces-
sary to achieve the overall goals of
Families for Kids, full attainment of
goals would require long-term ef-
fort. Therefore outcome measures
were needed that indicated progress
toward overall goals.

Such short-term successes included
media recruitment campaigns re-
sulting in scores of families applying
to foster or adopt children, state
policies that incorporated FFK

During the visioning stage,
project participants
identified lack of

communication and
knowledge regarding the
foster care system and the

children within it as one of
the major challenges the
FFK initiatives faced.
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Initiative outcomes, and more
adoptive placements of children.
The North Carolina FFK delivered
balloons and a door banner to each
caseworker when a child was per-
manently placed. In Washington,
FFK distributed posters saying
thanks and listing the first name of
each child adopted in the prior year.
Credit, ownership, and responsibili-
ty was shared widely to help sustain
commitment to the initiative.

To keep moving forward, sites
brought in new change agents, such
as new members of oversight groups
and new service providers. At some
sites, these changes were necessitat-
ed by personnel changes that were
inevitable during implementation
of reform efforts.  At each site, par-
ticipants worked to reinforce the
initiative vision for old members
and to energize and bring new
members into the fold.

Sustaining Reform

Planning for the integration of
model programs and service provi-
sion into everyday practice is essen-
tial if changes are to be sustained.
This was done by demonstrating
the worthiness of the change to staff
and service providers, sharing the
results, reporting on the success,
and helping to solve problems. Ef-
fective integration required that
project participants make a distinc-
tion between sustaining the FFK
initiative or its model programs and
sustaining change.  This became
increasingly difficult as the initiative

progressed and sites faced closing
down model programs and releasing
staff.

At some sites, new programs or
approaches were continued as part
of long-term reform.  In Kansas, for
example, a permanent change was
implemented to require contractual
arrangements with private agencies.
In Kansas, FFK outcomes have
been incorporated into the language
of the privatized welfare service
contracts; permanence, family sup-
ports, single case manager, uniform
assessments, and minimizing the
number of out-of-home placements
are included in the expectations
that the state places on its contrac-
tors and that they, in turn, place on
subcontractors.

Several sites experimented with new
methods of recruiting foster and
adoptive parents and these methods
eventually became part of public
agencies’ recruitment practices.

Another crucial component of sus-
taining reform is acknowledging the
importance of the political environ-
ment without becoming too closely
aligned with any political party or
person.  Politically neutral reform is
absolutely essential if the reform is
to endure beyond a given term of
the Legislature or governing admin-
istration.

This issue reinforces the importance
of continually identifying and re-
cruiting new power brokers as they
emerge and re-enforcing the vision.

Another crucial
component of sustaining
reform is acknowledging

the importance of the
political environment
without becoming too

closely aligned with any
political party or person.
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Project participants learned to work
not just with the powers that be,
but also with the cause itself. They
learned to determine when to join
forces and compromise and when to
stand tough on the permanency
issue.  Those who embraced the
notion that the well-being of chil-
dren is paramount to the optimal
functioning of child welfare often
found that policy makers began to
focus their attention and resources
on school achievement or health
care to the exclusion of permanen-
cy. Likewise, those who joined forc-
es with advocates promoting better
support for foster care providers—a
position that is undeniably consis-
tent with the FFK support of per-
manency for children—sometimes
found the best interest of the child

can be lost in policies that focus on
providers.  Again the FFK change
agents had to be vigilant in looking
at systems of care through the eyes
of the child.

Many changes achieved in the
course of the initiative have been
solidified and integrated into every-
day practice. Other reforms are still
in the philosophical or earliest stag-
es of development and will require
further nurturing before they affect
the lives of children.  The FFK ini-
tiative has taught that the key to
sustaining change in every commu-
nity is to maintain the perspective
of children in care. Without that
perspective, permanency for every
child will remain only a dream.

Project participants learned
to work not just with the
powers that be, but also

with the cause itself. They
learned to determine when

to join forces and
compromise and when to

stand tough on the
permanency issue.

Going from home to home gave us the feeling of imprisonment,
the feeling of being trapped in the system forever.  A fear of no
family, real love, or success ran through our minds constantly.

Being adopted changed all those feelings for us forever.

—Trina, age 15
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Across the 11 Families for Kids
sites, participants gained tremen-
dous respect for the value, impor-
tance, and power of data. Accurate
and timely data are crucial to sys-
tem improvement and change.

Project participants used data to
heighten awareness of the challeng-
es and successes of the change pro-
cess, to provide accountability and
dispel myths, to build momentum
and consensus for continued change
efforts, and to build understanding
within communities and inform
practice and public policy.

The following are important appli-
cations of data from the FFK sites.

1. To improve practice, policy,
and accountability.  North
Carolina FFK developed state-
wide performance measures
directly related to the out-
comes of stable placement,
achieving permanency in one
year, and preventing children
from reentering the foster care
system.  Comparison data
were provided to different
counties to help them gauge
their performance and that of
the state. The Kent County,
Michigan, child welfare system
was one of the first in the na-
tion to develop a management
system that measures perma-
nency among the public and
private agencies as well as judi-

cial performance. By compar-
ing data, practitioners can ask
what is unique about what
that group is doing to get bet-
ter results.

2. To help create a sense of ur-
gency that leads to specific
solutions. The Washington
State FFK used research find-
ings to examine subsets of
children in out-of-home place-
ment and to inform change in
public policy and practice.
Data showed infants entering
out-of -home placement in
greater numbers and staying
longer than children of other
ages.  Judges, social workers,
and attorneys were surprised
and alarmed by these analyses.
The Attorney General initiated
an audit of all termination of
parental rights cases to learn
what her office could do to
reduce the time children wait
between legal actions. Identify-
ing key issues and strategies for
change has resulted in shorter
timelines to adoption.

3. To show results and lead to
solutions.  Data can help poli-
cy makers ask the right ques-
tions about the steps needed to
achieve permanency for chil-
dren in care. The Pima Coun-
ty FFK tracks its target popu-
lation with data from the FFK
database on a quarterly basis.

IV:  Data and Accountability

Accurate and timely data
are crucial to system

improvement and change.
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This allows the FFK director
and the site steering commit-
tee to monitor children along
their paths to permanency.
The data reported are relative-
ly simple:  gender, age, race
and ethnicity, special needs,
length of time in foster care,
legal status, and case plan goals
and milestones. The reports
identify progress and barriers
for individual and groupings
of children.  Accurate data
have focused discussions and
led to targeted solutions and
improved outcomes for all
children.

4. To set goals and objectives on
a continuous basis, making
adjustments and sustaining
change. Kansas FFK uses data
to target some adoptive family
recruitment activities.  Pro-
gram staff are notified when a
child’s case plan is changed to
include adoption as an option.
This information is used to
target recruitment and public
information activities.  The
Kansas initiative also uses data
to help develop its family sup-
port services network.  Data
that show the frequency of and
the nature of calls requesting
assistance are used to identify
needed services.

 Kansas FFK program staff
are notified when a child’s

case plan is changed to
 include adoption as an

option.  This information is
used to target recruitment
and public information

 activities.

I remember feeling so angry that I ever had to go through what
I did, and that there were other children still suffering and

nobody was doing anything about it.

—Cassandra, age 18
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Once initiative sites committed
themselves to achieving and sustain-
ing reforms, they faced a common
problem:  the backlog of children
who had been in foster care for
years. The initiative brought inten-
sive scrutiny concerning which fos-
ter children needed permanent
adoptive homes, and perhaps more
importantly, why these children
had waited so long.

 From such analyses, project partici-
pants developed targeted, site-spe-
cific strategies to reduce the backlog
of children in the child welfare sys-
tem.  These backlog reduction strat-
egies were among the most success-
ful features of Families for Kids.

The backlog proved more difficult
to address than many sites antici-
pated, in part because systemic
knowledge of the status of waiting
foster children was difficult to ob-
tain. Moreover, definitions and data
differed for each of the sites.

To tackle the backlog, each FFK
site needed to determine which
foster children would become part
of its target population. A frequent
question was whether to include
new children into the target popula-
tion as the initiative matured.  Each
site struggled to achieve consensus
on definitions and data require-
ments.

Targeting Efforts

Some of this work had been per-
formed during the visioning stage,
when project participants defined
characteristics of children in the
target population. All sites acknowl-
edged that children of color are
over-represented in the child wel-
fare system, and they were included
in their target populations.  Some
sites developed specific strategies to
address the needs of children of
color. Kent, Michigan, implement-
ed a Family Conferencing program;
South Carolina worked through the
local African American Adoption
Center; and the Mississippi FFK
tried church-based recruitment.

Issues related to target populations
also included placement of older
youth and children who were mem-
bers of sibling groups and of chil-
dren who had waited considerable
periods for placement. Strategies to
address these issues showed up in
recruitment campaigns designed to
increase public awareness of these
waiting children in nearly all of the
sites.  Pima County, Arizona, Kan-
sas, Ohio, South Carolina, and
New York all showed improved
adoption recruitment by targeting
outreach efforts to communities
most likely to respond to appeals.

The focus on target populations led
sites to question their standard defi-

V: Addressing the Backlog

Once initiative sites
committed themselves to
achieving and sustaining

reforms, they faced a
common problem: the

backlog of children who had
been in foster care for years.
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nitions of children needing services.
For example, defining children by
their type of permanent plan (e.g.,
“adoption” or “long term foster
care”) or other benchmarks estab-
lished for the child (e.g., “termina-
tion of parental rights”) was initially
common among the sites.  As states
increased their knowledge of how to
focus efforts on sustainable reform,
most FFK sites eventually adopted
new definitions for “waiting chil-
dren.” These included length of
time that each child had been in
foster care (e.g., in care more than
12 months).

In the course of backlog reduction,
program staff learned that many
children had been excluded by earli-
er, narrower definitions.  Over the
course of the initiative, most sites
adopted flexible definitions of
which children in foster care should
become a part of target populations.

To reduce the backlog of waiting
children, agencies and staff needed
to know the status of each and ev-
ery child in their target populations
and to assure that someone took
responsibility for helping that child
find an adoptive or permanent
home. To accomplish this, FFK
sites identified all children who met
agreed-upon criteria by name.  Data
collection problems at some sites
created a barrier to this straightfor-
ward effort.

South Carolina’s FFK overcame the
“identity” problem by requiring
that each supervisor and worker
assess every child in the caseload

and develop an individual plan to
achieve permanency. Included in
this review was identification of any
barriers preventing permanency.
Staff first attempted to overcome
barriers at the local level, and if this
were not possible, the problems
were reported to management
teams and administrative personnel
to resolve.  Barriers that were re-
solved for one child helped provide
staff guidance to address problems
for children who might have similar
barriers moving toward permanen-
cy.  A feedback loop established
through statewide and regional FFK
teams assured that this information
would be disseminated to line staff.

Quantifying Progress

Sites tracked and recorded progress
in achieving permanency for their
target populations, combining this
activity when possible with the im-
plementation of federally subsidized
automated State Administered
Child Welfare Information Systems
(SACWIS). FFK sites were expected
to develop their own management
data and tracking systems.  Exam-
ples of these data elements are “chil-
dren with the termination of paren-
tal rights [TPR] complaint filed by
the attorney,” “children with TPR
service satisfied by attorney,” or
“children with TPR court date set
by the Family Court.”

These process data helped sites to
manage their reform strategies, im-
prove communication about strate-
gies and progress, and increase ac-
countability.  It was surprising to

Over the course of the
 initiative, most sites

adopted flexible definitions
of which children in foster

care should become a part of
target populations.
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some of the directors that the FFK
data elements continued to be col-
lected by foster care and adoption
units even after benchmarks estab-
lished for these data elements were
achieved.  Staff developed an appre-
ciation of the power of data to help
children in their caseloads find per-
manent families.  Several FFK di-
rectors noted that the tracking data
helped social workers manage active
cases, helped managers to identify
systemic barriers to permanency,
and motivate additional change for
waiting children.

The SACWIS were designed for
program accountability and in most
states, at least initially, did not pro-
vide individual caseworkers or su-
pervisors the level of detailed infor-
mation needed to clear their back-
logs and begin to implement re-
forms.  The FFK data tracking ef-
forts focused on day-to-day man-
agement and providing information
to local staff in real time; SACWIS
generated program accountability
data upon which all child welfare
organizations must rely for funding
and policy purposes.

Using both FFK tracking data and
SACWIS, caseworkers saw for the
first time how data could help tar-
get problems in their state systems.
Staff were committed to assuring
that data were collected in a timely
way.

The FFK sites developed the capaci-
ty to use data to move the backlog
reduction reforms in other ways.

Data were made available in most
states to inform the courts, attor-
neys, and the larger child welfare
systems of the need for close collab-
oration if backlog reduction reforms
were to be successful.

Strategies for Success

The initiative goals of streamlining
the foster care and adoption systems
drew considerable field resistance.
Line staff and experienced supervi-
sors worried that quality casework
could not be conducted in the time
allowed by the initiative.  At the
same time, line staff, supervisors
and other stakeholders could not
contend that it was quality case-
work to have children in the foster
care system for years.  This tension
gradually abated as FFK sites expe-
rienced success in placing children
who had been in foster care for long
periods of time in adoptive homes.
FFK program staff were pleased,
overall, to find that adoption dis-
ruptions did not increase as a result
of FFK work to eliminate backlogs.
South Carolina, whose Legislature
in 1996 implemented particularly
rigorous reforms, has not seen an
increase in disruptions.

Some of the sites’ special strategies
for eliminating backlogs deserve
special mention:

• Pima County, Arizona, and
Kent County, Michigan, de-
veloped cross-functional teams
that improved assessment,
planning, and coordination of
services on behalf of the child.

The initiative goals of
streamlining the foster care
and adoption systems drew
considerable field resistance.
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• Massachusetts and Pima
County, Arizona, were among
the sites that provided flexible
permanency family support
funds that became powerful
tools for removing barriers for
specific children. Vouchers
might be used to purchase
additional beds or to cover
legal fees for completing
guardianship.

• Massachusetts embarked on
“Get on Board for Permanen-
cy,” a journey that brought
community and business part-
ners increased awareness and
strengthened the effort to find
each child a loving family.
Escorted by the state police, a
bus load of participants and
business leaders wound its way
from city to city, with speeches
by local and state officials at
each stop and with food and
entertainment supplied by
local businesses. Individuals
signed pledges describing spe-
cific steps they would take to
help foster children and youth.

• The Pima County, Arizona,
FFK renewed efforts to devel-
op life books for all foster chil-
dren in its target population,
which led to improved assess-
ments.

• Managers were held account-
able for each child in the target
populations of some jurisdic-
tions, including Massachusetts
and South Carolina.

• Most sites implemented spe-
cial adoption recruitment to
targeted families interested in
adopting children of color.

• Kansas, Washington, and
Pima County, Arizona, made
significant improvements in
recruitment by tracking fami-
lies from the first telephone
call, through the licensing
process, to placement of chil-
dren.

• South Carolina streamlined its
TPR process by recruiting and
hiring second- and third-year
law students as law clerks to
work directly with state attor-
neys, supervisors, and social
work staff, and by hiring spe-
cial TPR attorneys to handle
the legal backlog that delayed
adoptive placements of foster
children.

• North Carolina established
flexible grants to county De-
partment of Social Services
offices to encourage local re-
forms.

• New York City increased the
number of adoptions and sig-
nificantly decreased timelines
by streamlining the adoption
process. It eliminated the de-
lays caused by case transfer,
keeping case responsibility
with the same case planner
until the adoption was com-
plete, and adding an expeditor
to complete the adoption
packet paperwork.

Managers were held
accountable for each child
in the target populations of

some jurisdictions,
 including Massachusetts

and South Carolina.
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FFK strategies to eliminate the
backlog point up the importance of
working with children already
caught up in the foster care system
at the same time that other pro-
grams address ways to keep children
safe in their own homes or in
homes of relatives.  FFK sites found
that children who are waiting in
foster care have significant barriers
that prevent their placement in
adoptive or other permanent
homes, and these require complex
analysis, persistence, good commu-
nication, and strong visioning to
overcome.

Backlog reduction is an essential
element of larger system reform:

• Every child who finds an
adoptive family or other legal
family benefits from the stabil-
ity and nurturing that comes
from a permanent home.

• If successfully implemented,
the backlog reduction strate-
gies may dramatically lower
foster care caseloads across the
country. When children do
not stay in foster care more
than 12 months following
TPR, caseloads can be re-
duced.

• The data that emerged from
the FFK sites helped judges,
social workers, administrators,
legislators, attorneys, and
judges to reach faster consen-
sus on the core issues and
needed solutions.  This is the
point at which dramatic re-
forms can be implemented.
When successes are recognized
and celebrated and used as
leverage for further system
change—one worker, one
judge, one child at a time—
common interests are served
and turf issues take on a sec-
ondary importance.

Efforts to eliminate the backlogs
across FFK sites raise questions
about the welfare of foster and
adoptive children and how their
foster and adoptive families are
served by the child welfare system.
Such questions include how to keep
children in their own homes (and
avoid long spells in care and prob-
lems with reunification), and how
to provide the complex supports
required by families who adopt
children with special needs. How
do we realign our programs, service
delivery, and allocation of resourc-
es—both personnel and fiscal—to
serve children and youth better?

Based in part on the specific experi-
ences of the FFK sites, a model sys-
tem of child welfare can be devel-
oped that would address all the
needs of children and families.

Efforts to eliminate the
backlogs across FFK sites
raise questions about the

welfare of foster and
adoptive children and how
their foster and adoptive
families are served by the

child welfare system.
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As project participants worked to
reduce the backlog, they saw in
these children’s lives the effects of
earlier decisions and ineffective
planning.  FFK participants began
to develop and promote strategies
to change the trajectory of cases at
earlier decision points, with the
goals of reducing lengths of stay in
care and securing permanency out-
comes.

This section provides a brief outline
of this collective wisdom, a Perma-
nency Model.  It is not meant to be
comprehensive—entire books have
been written on some of the ele-
ments of this model.  In some cases,
FFK participants have not imple-
mented these approaches themselves
but consider them to be promising.

The model makes certain key as-
sumptions:  child welfare and court
caseloads must be reasonable to
provide quality services; services
must be accessible, front-loaded,
and balanced to support all possible
permanent outcomes; and perma-
nency must be achieved in a timely
manner.

The Permanency Model is orga-
nized by decision points in the pro-
gression of each case.  Grouped at
each decision point are strategies to
affect the length of stay in care and
eventual outcome.  The progression
begins with court and child welfare
services and assessments—work that
must be done collaboratively and in

consultation with other systems that
affect children and families, regard-
ing issues such as mental health,
schools, substance abuse, and do-
mestic violence.  The model then
progresses to a focus on family re-
sources and community support.  It
recognizes the need for involvement
of the broader, non-government
community.  The entire Permanen-
cy Model as a whole serves one pur-
pose:  to ensure that children have
families to call their own and that
the families have the support they
need to keep their commitment.

This section describes the various
decision points in the Permanency
Model.  This information also is
presented as a two-page matrix at
the end of this discussion.

Decision Point:
Referral and
Investigation

Permanency starts with efforts to
prevent placement and to preserve
the child’s connections to family,
community, or tribe.  The emphasis
at this decision point and through-
out the Permanency Model is to
involve the extended family (and
tribe) in decision-making.  Case
planning should extend to other
significant persons in the child’s
life, sometimes referred to as fictive
kin:  a pastor, godparent, day care
provider, neighbor, etc.  Significant
effort to divert initial placement

VI:  A Model System of Permanency

This section provides a brief
outline of this

collective wisdom, a
Permanency Model.  It is

not meant to be
comprehensive—entire

books have been written on
some of the elements of this

 model.
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would inevitably reduce the dispro-
portionality of children of color
throughout our child welfare sys-
tem.

Strategies within Referral and Inves-
tigation include:

Assessment and Service
Elements

• Safety/Risk assessment:  Most
states are using assessment
tools to rate safety and risk
factors during initial intake
and investigate child abuse and
neglect complaints.  But
screening for substance abuse
problems is often not done.
In Kent, Michigan, FFK par-
ticipants found delays in
achieving permanency due to
parents’ substance abuse prob-
lems discovered after initial
assessment.  They trained
workers to include indicators
of substance abuse issues in
their initial family assessments
and found that a higher pro-
portion of parents received
timely treatment.

• Alternative response system for
low-risk Child Protective
Services:  When cases are iden-
tified as low-risk in the assess-
ment process, families are re-
ferred to private agencies for
family support services and
counseling.

• Family conferences:  Although
these programs may differ
across systems, all accept a
broad definition of family that
may include teachers and

friends.  They also acknowl-
edge that families and commu-
nities want the opportunity to
resolve problems and make
decisions and that most fami-
lies can care for their own chil-
dren with community support.
The Kent (Michigan) County
Family and Community
Compact emphasizes families
having the necessary informa-
tion to make decisions.  Fami-
lies completed care and protec-
tion agreements and were as-
sisted in accessing support
services.

• Continuity in social work team:
In North Carolina FFK, social
work teams improved overall
knowledge of the continuum
of child welfare services and
helped to provide consistent
casework for families.

• In-home services:  Counseling,
crisis intervention, parent edu-
cation, teaching of basic
homemaker skills, and other
services are provided in the
home with the goal of keeping
the family unit intact.

• Reasonable efforts to prevent
placement:  In North Carolina,
counties worked to divert
placements through the use of
“pre-petition staffings” that
provided services other than
just placement.  They included
family members, kin, and oth-
er agencies’ representatives, a
process that evolved to incor-
porate the family group con-
ferencing model.

A principle of family
conferences is that they

acknowledge that families
and communities want the

 opportunity to resolve
 problems and make

decisions and that most
families can care for their

own children with
 community support.
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Decision Point:  Out-of-
home Placement

Upon making the decision to place,
the crucial task is to locate and
match placement resources that
promote the best interests of the
children.  The timing is critical to
engage parents and family and ini-
tiate services immediately.

Assessment and Service
Elements

• Ascertain Native heritage:  Ask
the parents and other relatives
about Native heritage and
contacting tribes.  Washington
State has a letter that is auto-
matically generated to the tribe
if a possible tribal connection
is entered into the manage-
ment information system.

• Conduct active outreach to lo-
cate family:  Extend relative
searches to other public agency
data systems, i.e., unemploy-
ment compensation.

• Secure neighborhood/schools/
community placements:  Secure
placements within the same
school or neighborhood, as has
been developed successfully by
the Annie E. Casey Founda-
tion Family to Family Project.

• Use provisional foster home
license:  Seek out adults who
are close to the child, such as
godparents, teachers, and child
care providers.  Use provision-
al or temporary foster home
licenses to expedite the place-
ment.

• Address paternity issues:  At the
first court hearing, the judge
asks the mother (if present) to
identify the legal, alleged, or
putative father(s).  Identifying
the father and early involve-
ment of non-custodial parents
in the process may open a
whole family of resources and
avoids the delays caused by
sequential work with one par-
ent at a time.

• Foster parent and birth parent
partnership:  Each child needs
for the adults affecting his or
her future (foster parent, birth
parent and social worker) to
know each other, have mutual
regard, and plan together.  In
many cases, foster parents can
be coaches, mentors, and
cheerleaders for the birth par-
ents in reunification or other
permanency plans.

• Substance abuse treatment and
residential placement:  Make
this option available to parents
in treatment for alcohol and
other drugs to live with their
children when appropriate.

• Support for parent/child visita-
tion:  When visitation is writ-
ten into case plans, parents are
more likely to visit their chil-
dren.  Visitation is a good pre-
dictor for reunification, and it
clarifies parental ambivalence.
Visitation plans need clear,
specific court orders regarding
responsibilities such as trans-
portation and meeting time-
lines.  Washington State con-
tracts for supervised visitation

When visitation is written
into case plans, parents are

more likely to visit their
children. Visitation is a

good predictor for
reunification, and it

clarifies parental
ambivalence.
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and the transportation of chil-
dren.  Visits are scheduled
frequently and regularly, and
the person supervising visits
provides behavioral notes to
the social worker and the par-
ent.

• Reasonable efforts to reunify:
Reunification is assisted by:
services for parents that are
readily available, such as drug
treatment within 12 to 24
hours; services that are accessi-
ble, such as information and
referral services on data bases
or co-located in a court house;
and services that are appropri-
ate and culturally sensitive.  It
is important to report effec-
tiveness and outcome measures
by diagnosis, gender, and race
and ethnicity.

Court and Legal Elements
• Use of initial court hearings:

Promote permanence planning
from Day One by forcing or
reinforcing initial activities
regarding relative search, pa-
ternity, and Native heritage.
The Pima County FFK re-
quires that the Preliminary
Protective Hearing be held
within five business days of a
dependency petition filing.
On the day of the hearing, all
parties and their attorneys are
required to participate in a
pre-hearing conference to seek
agreement on child placement
services, visitation, and the
allegations of the petition.
Any unresolved issues go be-
fore the Court.

• Court-appointed special advo-
cates/guardians ad litem (CASA/
GAL):  Representation is ap-
pointed by the Court for every
child until the permanent plan
is legally finalized.

Decision Point:
Concurrent Plan and
Dependency

If family reunification is not immi-
nent, it is important to assess the
risk of the child languishing in fos-
ter care and to decide whether a
plan should be developed as an al-
ternative to family reunification.
Services need to be appropriate and
focused on resolving the problems
and supporting timely decision-
making.

Assessment and Service
Elements

• Concurrent planning assessment:
These are intended to facilitate
decision-making and propel
permanency planning early in
the life of a case.  If aggravated
circumstances are present,
expedited TPR is considered.
Washington State is increasing
the use of prognostic staffings,
which are usually held be-
tween 30-90 days from place-
ment.  For guarded prognoses,
workers ask whether there
should be an alternate perma-
nency plan and whether the
child is in a potentially perma-
nent home.  Native heritage
and relative placements are
again assessed.

If family reunification is not
imminent, it is important to

assess the risk of the child
languishing in foster care
and to decide whether a

plan should be developed as
an alternative to family

 reunification.
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• Plan A/Plan B:  Alternate
(back up) plans for permanen-
cy that are made explicit, with
full disclosure to parents and
to the child as age-appropriate.
Plan A is family reunification
and Plan B is the backup plan
in case Plan A is not success-
ful.

• Discuss relinquishment with
parents:  Parents are told up-
front what the permanency
options are.  Programs using
concurrent planning have not-
ed an increase in voluntary
relinquishments.  If it becomes
evident to the parents that
they are not able to complete
the service plan, they have the
option to decide to be proac-
tive by making a plan for their
children to remain with the
permanency family.

• Permanency families:  These
may be relatives or foster fami-
lies who commit to be the
permanent family if the child
cannot be reunified.  They
know the birth parents and
exchange information about
how the children are doing.
They may be mentors for the
birth parents.  Many states are
specifically recruiting for this
role.  Families making this
commitment need support
throughout the process.  States
implementing this approach
successfully have often first
lowered these caseloads, in
order to provide the needed
support.

• Comprehensive child assessment:
It is important to collect infor-
mation regarding the child’s
behavioral, medical, and devel-
opmental ability.  The Medic-
aid Early and Periodic Screen-
ing, Diagnosis and Treatment
(EPSDT) screening and Nurs-
ing Child Assessment Satellite
Training (NCAST) scales are
useful tools for child and pa-
rental assessment.

• Child health and education
passport:  This is a computer-
ized report that compiles im-
munization records, medica-
tions, health issues, and some
educational records, copies of
which are given to the foster
parent at the time of place-
ment.

• Wrap-around services:  Flexible
funding to arrange for the
services or goods needed to
stabilize placement, to move
toward permanency, or sup-
port family reunification.

• Continuum of placement
options:  These include inten-
sive services and involve the
family.

• Family conferences:  These may
be convened at any decision
point in the case with different
purposes.  If the case prognosis
is guarded and the child is not
with a relative or with some-
one who could make a lifelong
commitment, the family may
be called upon again for place-
ment options.  If reunification

Permanency families may
be relatives or foster

families who commit to be
the permanent family if the

child cannot be
reunified.  They know the
birth parents and exchange
information about how the

children are doing. They
may be mentors for the

birth parents.
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is imminent, the family
conference may focus on pro-
viding necessary support.

• Reasonable efforts to reunify:
Intensive services and assis-
tance with obtaining appropri-
ate services for parents is a
high priority at this point in
the case plan.  Reunification
requires transition plans and
in-home support for the fami-
ly, after the children have been
returned home.

Court and Legal Elements
• Pre-trial conferences:  These are

used prior to dependency ac-
tions, with special focus on
reducing continuances.  Stu-
dent interns have been used to
contact parties prior to the
scheduled conference.

• Mediation of dependencies:
This is another approach for
settling issues outside of the
adversarial setting of the
Court.  In Massachusetts, the
Family Consultation Team
meets individually with the
caseworker, birth parents, and
significant others to address
areas of concern (safety, sup-
port, continuity of relation-
ships, permanence) and to
develop a concurrent plan
(Plan A/Plan B).  The mediat-
ed plan resolves disagreements
in the area of placement, visi-
tation, services for parents,
services for the child, and deci-
sions about returning home.

• Unified Family Court (UFC):
This approach is designed for

families being seen by multiple
judges on different court is-
sues, such as divorce, custody,
juvenile delinquency, depen-
dency, and domestic violence.
The UFCs vary in their com-
ponents, but all seek to identi-
fy, streamline, and coordinate
family cases that would best be
served by a single judicial of-
ficer providing oversight and
case management.  Common
elements are a case data and
management system, training
for judges, alternative dispute
resolution options, and an
information and referral data
base.  Some jurisdictions even
provide a drop-in child care
center.

• Continuity in judicial oversight:
Michigan and Pima County
are among the sites using the
One Judge for One Family
approach, which follows cases
with a clear interest and ac-
countability for a successful
outcome.

Decision Point:
Permanency Plan
Reviewed and
Termination of
Parental Rights

Historically, this is a point in the
case plan where work bogs down.
Plan A/Plan B must narrow to one
permanency plan.  Even when re-
unification is not possible, it can be
difficult to decide when it is time to
proceed with TPR, and there are
often delays in the process of

The Unified Family Courts
vary in their components,

but all seek to identify,
streamline, and coordinate
family cases that would best

be served by a single
judicial officer

providing oversight and case
management.
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being matched with another
teen.

• Family conferences if not perma-
nent family:  This approach
may again be appropriate, es-
pecially if there has not been
one prior to this.  Massachu-
setts broadens the concept
with their Community of Care
recruitment model.  This in-
volves a thorough review of
the case file and an exploration
of past and present networks
of personal connections (both
related and non-related).  The
purpose is to identify individu-
als interested in being a re-
source for permanency.  The
process seeks to eliminate bar-
riers that a potential perma-
nent family may face and to
seek practical solutions, such
as providing vouchers for addi-
tional bedroom furniture or
minor renovations.

• Reasonable efforts to find a per-
manent family:  These are now
required by law and must be
documented.  Adequate staff-
ing is necessary, as is the belief
that there are families for all
children.  Adults often will
commit to being an advocate
mentor or to be the family
with whom a child can spend
holidays or weekend visits.

Court and Legal Elements
• Court case management and

efficiencies:  The courts have a
major impact on whether a
case bogs down or is expedit-
ed.  The national Model

achieving TPR.  The Adoption and
Safe Families Act (ASFA) guidelines
do not permit slow-down at this
point, and states are struggling to
streamline processes effectively
while respecting the rights of all
parties.

Assessment and Service
Elements

• Interdisciplinary staffings focus-
ing on permanency planning:
These often resolve an im-
passe.  Cross-functional teams
were established in Pima
County, Arizona, to assess
children with the adoption
plans who had been in care
longer than two years.  Ethni-
cally diverse teams of public
and private social workers with
different program specialties
identified barriers, sought so-
lutions, and provided continu-
ing advocacy for children.
They also gathered data and
worked to remove systemic
barriers.

• Child-specific family recruit-
ment:  This has many ap-
proaches and is a necessary
element for children who
reach this point without a per-
manent family.  In Trumbull
County, Ohio, a teenage girl
was supported in writing a
letter to her community news-
paper, describing herself and
asking for a family.  Three
families responded—one be-
came the adoptive family, one
has a mentoring relationship
with the girl, and the third is

Child-specific recruitment
has many approaches and is

a necessary element for
children who reach this

point without a permanent
family.
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Court Project sites, sponsored
by the National Council of
Juvenile and Family Court
Judges, use centralized data
collection, one judge per case,
improved case scheduling,
shorter time frames for re-
views, limits on continuances,
and designation of juvenile
court as a priority court.  So-
cial worker-attorney teams
help develop sound legal plans.
Opportunities for co-training,
joint staffing, and consistency
in legal representation help
foster close working relation-
ships.

• Pre-trial conferences:  These
provide an opportunity to
resolve contested issues so that
only unresolved issues are
brought before the court.  The
conferences also may prompt
voluntary relinquishment prior
to the trial date.

• Use of paralegals:  Paralegal
professionals, lay clerks and
law student interns, are re-
searching and preparing court
documents, thus freeing attor-
neys for trial work.

Decision Point:
Permanency Outcome
Finalized

The finalization of the permanent
plan may occur at any point in the
timeline.  Family reunification or
permanent relative placement may
take place early and avoid TPR.
When TPR does occur, there has
often been a reduction of energy

and resources to complete the per-
manent plan, as though TPR were
the “finish line.” Delays in adoption
legalization after TPR have been
extended for years in many states.

Assessment and Service
Elements

• Assess legal permanency options:
In addition to early discus-
sions, when appropriate, about
voluntary relinquishment, it is
important to discuss legal op-
tions with the alternate family
(relatives or foster parents).  A
simple matrix can be devel-
oped showing legal options for
guardianship, permanent cus-
tody, adoption, etc., and how
they vary regarding financial
support, liability, and deci-
sion-making.  In Washington
State, a Permanency Option
Seminar is held for foster par-
ents and relatives who have a
child in their homes for longer
than nine months.

• Permanency mediation:  Based
on the work of Jeanne Etter,
this approach is being used
widely.  The Massachusetts
FFK uses Cooperative Adop-
tion Planning with the follow-
ing steps:  individual work
with birth parents to explore
readiness for full-time parent-
ing; mediator involvement
with birth parents (if reunifica-
tion occurs, the process ends
here); if using an alternative
plan, individual work with
permanent parents; facilitation

 In addition to early
discussions, when

appropriate, about
voluntary relinquishment, it
is important to discuss legal
options with the alternate
family (relatives or foster

 parents).
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of relationship of birth and
permanent parents; Coopera-
tive Permanency Agreement
that usually results in a coop-
erative, open adoption or
guardianship; and cooperation
with attorneys to finalize a
permanent plan.  Although
called adoption planning, in a
significant percentage of the
cases, the children returned to
their birth families.

• Streamline paperwork:  The
initial foster home license or
relative family assessment may
serve as the basis for an adop-
tive home study update rather
than starting over.  CASA pro-
grams in Washington State are
piloting a program in which
the CASA stays on the case
until the permanent plan is
legalized.  CASAs may help
prepare a child’s lifebook or to
gather and record medical
history.

• Expedite processes:  Interstate
Compact Placement of Chil-
dren (ICPC) assessment and
FBI fingerprint reports re-
quires continued federal and
interstate collaboration and
the belief that there is great
urgency to achieve permanen-
cy for these children.

Court and Legal Elements
• Expedite appeals:  These have

resulted from specific court
rules to prioritize TPR cases
along with criminal cases in
state appellate courts.

• Broaden the use of legal options:
Develop many forms of guard-
ianships and use open adop-
tion agreements to ensure that
individualized permanency
plans meet the needs of all
parties.  Some states have
dropped long term foster care
agreements as permanency
options, while others retain
them because foster parents
may be committed to raising a
child but have concerns about
liability issues associated with
particularly destructive or ag-
gressive behavior.  Permanent
foster care agreements become
part of the court order al-
though they are subject to
revision upon request of the
parties.  The permanent custo-
dy order is a recent variation
of an Oregon statute that pro-
vides non-revocable custody
for relatives without TPR or
adoption.  Open adoption
agreements have a long infor-
mal history and now have legal
basis in 11 states.

Permanent Family Support
Adoption is a lifelong process and
commitment.  Families considering
making commitment plans should
think about what support they will
need to meet the challenge of rais-
ing a particular child.  It is impor-
tant that states look at the financial
incentives and support structures
for adoption, guardianship, and
long-term foster care.  This section
looks at sources of support from
agencies for adoptive parents and
guardians.

Adoption is a lifelong
process and commitment.

Families considering
making commitment plans
should think about what
support they will need to

meet the challenge of raising
a particular child.
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• Financial assistance:  This var-
ies greatly from state to state
and according to which per-
manency option is chosen.
Adoption subsidies may act as
disincentives for adoptions of
special needs children if they
provide significantly less re-
sources than those the foster
parents receive for that child’s
care.  Recent federal Title IV-
E waivers for subsidized guard-
ianships equalize the resources
available to guardians and to
relatives who adopt.

• Information and referral sys-
tems:  Easy access can be pro-
vided through 1-800 numbers
and through web sites.  Infor-
mation is usually targeted to
adoptive parents, but these
sources may also serve guard-
ians.

• Specialized provider training:
This addresses the unique
needs of adoptive families.  In
Kansas, this support is provid-
ed free-of-charge, with an in-
troductory training and more
advanced clinical components
for family service professionals
and primarily mental health
professionals.  Clinicians tak-
ing advantage of the training
are listed in the state’s infor-
mation and referral data base.

• Respite care:  This service may
be made more accessible when
providers are listed under in-
formation and referral data
bases.

• Home-based services:  These
may be financed with federal
Family Preservation funds.
Provider training with sensitiv-
ity to adoption issues enhances
the value of these services.

• Support groups/retreats:  Suc-
cessful groups are usually time-
limited and have specific goals,
such as providing parents with
concrete techniques to deal
with emotional and behavioral
issues.  Weekend retreats for
children/youth balance fun
activities with discussions of
difficult emotional issues.

• Advocacy and coaches:  These
post-permanency programs
provide experienced family
advocates to help parents lo-
cate services and coach them
to advocate for their children
in school and other settings.

• Facilitate open adoption agree-
ments:  Agencies keep records
of current addresses and serve
as intermediaries for the ex-
change of letters and presents
and also may facilitate visita-
tion.

Family Resource
Development and
Community Support

Up to this point, the Permanency
Model has described the compo-
nents that need to be in place
among child welfare professionals
and the courts to work effectively
with children and their families.
When a child is not able to return

When a child is not able to
return to his birth parents,

all the professional efficiency
and case movement is useless

unless the child has an
alternate family making a
permanent commitment

 to him.
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to his birth parents, all the profes-
sional efficiency and case movement
is useless unless the child has an
alternate family making a perma-
nent commitment to him.

 For this reason, the model places
special emphasis on working to
develop family and community
resources.

Customer-friendly service
Make prospective parents feel val-
ued from their first call to an agen-
cy and through every step of the
process.  Be prepared for timely
responses to potential foster and
adoptive parents or volunteers, and
be ready to match them with a pro-
gram or agency.  Following are
some strategies known to be help-
ful.

• Recruitment

- Direct mail:  Ohio FFK
employed marketing princi-
ples and developed research-
based profiles of current
foster and adoptive parents.
These profiles included life-
style interest and purchase
behavior of parents.  A na-
tional consumer targeting
system identified areas to
receive a direct mail package
regarding fostering and
adoption.  The package
included a postage-paid
reply card and a 1-800
number to respond; most
inquirers used the reply
card.

- Treasure book:  Montana
used a photo-listing service

of children available for
adoption and circulated the
information throughout the
state.  In addition to being a
successful recruitment strat-
egy, the approach has in-
creased public awareness of
the need to find permanent
homes for children in the
state’s system.  Wendy’s
Restaurants featured the
Treasure Book number on
placemats.

- Computerized photo listing:
Kansas FFK manages a cata-
logue of child profiles that
social workers and recruiters
can access and sort for in-
formation about children of
certain age groups and char-
acteristics.

- Parent to Parent recruiters:
Experienced, outgoing fos-
ter and adoptive parents are
provided a modest stipend
to conduct grassroots ef-
forts, e.g., church presenta-
tions, grocery store notices,
and booths at community
events.  These foster parents
are proving to be the single
most effective recruitment
method.

• Buddy system with applicants:
Foster or adoptive parents
serve as guides to potential
parents by calling and encour-
aging the applicants and
answering their questions.
Provide a toll-free number for
inquiries.

Customer-friendly service
means that prospective

parents feel valued from
their first call to an agency
and through every step of

the process.
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• Joint foster-adoptive pre-service
training:  Provide one training
series that meets the needs of
foster and adoptive parents for
licensing and adoption prepa-
ration.

• Combined family homestudy:
Use a single process that serves
the requirements for foster
care licensing and adoptive
home study.

Community Involvement
People are willing to help children
languishing in foster care if they
know about this hidden problem.
Children in foster care or alumni
and their families are the best
spokespersons.  They can commu-
nicate both stories and data about
youth who have been in foster care.
They can help community mem-
bers to know children in the system
by conveying their needs and expe-
riences through quotes, panel pre-
sentations, data, and photos.

The Massachusetts Waiting Wall is
one example of a successful effort to
remind the community that each
child waiting for permanency has a
face, and each face has a name.  The
display created a wall of the first
names of thousands of children and
their time waiting for adoptions as
messengers to speak out about the
need for adoptive families.

When people are made aware of
these children, they want to know
what can they do to make a differ-
ence.  Some strategies to increase
awareness, action, and advocacy:

• Awareness campaign:

- Messages:  Statements and
data that are compelling
and understandable should
be tested with focus groups
that reflect target audiences.
Messages can then be tai-
lored for prospective par-
ents, policy makers, busi-
ness leaders, or specific
communities.

- Media campaigns:  Public
service announcements,
billboards, and print, televi-
sion, and radio spots are
useful in “softening the
ground” for recruiting par-
ents and volunteers.  They
are most effective when
linked with face-to-face
recruitment efforts.

- Making children visible:
Television and newspaper
“Waiting Child” features
profiling individual children
increase awareness, build
interest in the issues, and
help recruit families for
individual children.

- Youth Speak Out Team:
Several FFK sites recruited
and coordinated presenta-
tions with pools of 20-40
youth and young adults.  It
is important to prepare the
youth, moderate the ques-
tions from the audience,
and debrief with the youth
after presentations.  Youth
can challenge and compel
the system to change more
radically than any other
voices.

The Massachusetts Waiting
Wall is one example of a
successful effort to remind
the community that each

child waiting for
permanency has a face, and

each face has a name.
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• Ways to help:  Develop menus
with a variety of options for
individuals, businesses, and
organizations to volunteer
time, contribute goods and
services, and provide financial
support.  In Washington State,
the foster parent recruitment
office designed a bookmarker
that describes ways to help
children in foster care.  By
calling a toll-free number,
individual interests are
matched with organizations
such as CASA or Big Brothers,
and callers receive information
about being foster parents.

- Churches and other reli-
gious organizations can be
successful partners in raising
community awareness, in-
volvement, and advocacy.
One successful method is to
ask the congregation to
work as a team to recruit
and support a foster fami-
ly—for example, one person
will baby-sit and others will
provide school supplies or
transportation to children
for therapy visits.

- Guardian Angels is a corpo-
rate/employee program that
matches companies up with
the children in foster care

social work units.  Employ-
ees help the children by
raising money or goods,
giving birthday presents, or
providing funds for normal
childhood activities such as
music lessons, sports teams,
and field trips.

- Volunteers developed inde-
pendent non-profit commu-
nity programs in Washing-
ton and Arizona that seek
donations to provide the
childhood enrichments that
children in foster care often
lack such as summer camps,
tutoring, and participation
in sports teams.

• Advocacy:  Community repre-
sentatives and family members
are valuable partners in engag-
ing policy makers and the
broader public in caring for
the children and families
served by the child welfare
system.  This work includes
testifying at legislative hearings
and public forums, where par-
ents share their personal stories
and family photos shows; and
inviting community members
to serve on committees to de-
velop policy and to advise de-
cision-making in case plan-
ning.

Churches and other
religious organizations can

be successful partners in
raising community

awareness, involvement,
and advocacy.

I’m not sure my mom knows I love her. I came to her when I was 6,
and for the past 12 years, she has taken care of me as only a mother
could. I had a lot of problems when I arrived and was a very diffi-

cult child. But my Mom never gave up on me.

—Melanie, age 18
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Decision
Points

Assessment/
Services

Court/Legal

Community/
Family

Model System for Permanency

Referral
Investigation

• Safety/Risk
assessment

• Alternative
response system for
low-risk CPS

• Family conferences
to avert placement

• Continuity in social
work team

• In-home services

• Reasonable efforts
to prevent child
abuse/neglect and
placement

Out of Home
Placement

• Placement Assessment
-Ascertain Native Heritage
-Extended relative searches
-Neighborhood/schools/
 community placements

• Provisional foster home
 license

• Address paternity issues
 (shelter hearing)

• Foster parent/birth parent
partnership

• Substance abuse treatment
and residential placement

• Support for parent/child
visitation

• Reasonable efforts to reunify:
services—available,
accessible, appropriate

• Use of initial court hearing
• CASA/GAL representation

for child through finalization
of plan

Concurrent Plan and
Dependency Established

30-90 days

• Concurrent Planning
Assessment

• Plan A/Plan B
• Discuss relinquishment

 with parents
• Permanency families
• Comprehensive child

  assessment

• Child health & education
passport

• Wrap-around services

• Continuum of placement
options

• Family conference to identify
permanent family/support
reunification

• Reasonable efforts to reunify:
support for parents

• Pre-trial conferences
• Mediation of dependencies
• Unified Family Court
• Continuity in judicial

oversight

Customer-friendly service for prospective families:  ■  Recruitment campaigns
■  Buddy system with applicants   ■  Joint foster/adoptive pre-service training
■  Combined family homestudy
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Permanency Plan
Reviewed

by 12 months

• Interdisciplinary staffing
for permanency planning

• Child-specific family
recruitment if no
identified permanent
family

• Family conference if no
identified permanent
family

• Court case management
and efficiencies

TPR
by 15-22
months

Plan Finalized
0-24 months

• Assess legal
permanency
options

• Permanency
mediation

• Streamline paper-
work

• Expedite processes,
i.e., ICPC, FBI, fin-
gerprint checks, etc.

Post Legalization
(Adoption/Guardianship/

Kinship)

• Financial assistance

• Information and referral

• Specialized provider training

• Respite care

• Home-based services

• Support groups/retreats

• Advocacy/coaches

• Facilitate open adoption
agreements

• Expedited appeals
• Broad use of legal options

-Guardianship/permanent
-Foster care agreements
-Open adoption agreements

• Reasonable efforts to find a
permanent family

• Pre-trial
conference

• Use of
paralegals

Community Involvement:  ■  Awareness campaigns  ■  Data/stories – know who the kids are
■  Youth as spokespersons ■  Ways people and businesses can help
■  Advocacy and community oversight
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When the FFK project directors
decided to compile “lessons
learned” and ideas for a model sys-
tem for permanency, we also shared
our concerns for the future in child
welfare.  Some of today’s solutions
and emerging trends could be the
beginning of tomorrow’s problems.
Following are areas for national
discussion and critical thinking:

• The Adoption and Safe Fami-
lies Act (ASFA) requires faster
timelines.  How can one be
sure that the structure exists to
provide early services for par-
ents?  Will the new, rapid
timelines create more “legal
orphans”?

• How will new types of families
fare?  What is the experience
of children being adopted out
of their race?  Are there ade-
quate supports for permanent
families and support for kin-
ship families being diverted
from the child welfare system?

• What are the implications of
open adoption and shared
custody agreements?  How
should we facilitate and sup-
port such agreements?  How
should they look and what will
be their impact over time?

• How can we develop and
strengthen partnerships?  We
need to look for common
agendas and solutions for the

hard-to-serve families with
issues of mental health, sub-
stance abuse, domestic vio-
lence, developmental disabili-
ties, and public assistance.  For
example, the dialogue between
Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) and
child welfare has lead to new
approaches such as using
TANF funding for subsidized
guardianships in Arizona and
using TANF as a prevention
resource in Colorado.

• Confidentiality issues are
emerging.  Should dependency
courts be open?  How can the
public understand or support a
closed child welfare system?
How do we protect individual
privacy but involve their ex-
tended families and communi-
ties in helping to resolve the
problems?

• How do we incorporate new
financing structures?  There
are many experimental models
being tried with managed care,
privatization, and blended
funding.  How can we best
integrate these with practice
standards and permanency
outcomes?

• How can we achieve a perma-
nent family connection for
every child?  Can we create and
facilitate long-term connec-
tions for children or youth

VII: Considerations for the Future

Some of today’s solutions
and emerging trends could

be the beginning of
tomorrow’s problems.
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who need long-term residen-
tial care or soon will emanci-
pate?

• How can child welfare, which
has long focused on child safe-
ty and permanency, begin to
address complex issues related
to child well-being?  These
include education and the
health and mental health chal-
lenges exacerbated by child
abuse and neglect and out of
home placement.

• How do we work with con-
flicting expectations at the
field level between a growing
emphasis on foster care place-
ments with the child’s neigh-

borhood or school district and
the increasing growing empha-
sis on recruiting families via
the internet, kinship place-
ments out-of-state, and na-
tional adoption exchanges?

• How can we reduce the dis-
proportionate number of chil-
dren of color at each point in
the child welfare system?

• What can be done to revise the
trend of children needing fos-
ter and adoptive families ex-
ceeding the number of families
being recruited and willing to
come forward?  How can we
ensure that all children have
family connections?

How can we ensure that
all children have family

connections?

Anybody can live in a house, but not everybody has a home.

—Tina, age 12


