April 30, 2008 at 2:00pm at DHR Board Room

Present:  Michelle Barclay, Isabel Blanco, Tom Rawlings, Judge V. Tilley, Judge Teske, Eric John, Susan Denny, Melisa Carter, Beth Locker, Regina Roberts, Tracy Fava, Bill Stanton, County Directors and DFCS Regional Representatives.  

Opening by Bill Stanton:

He works with the Children’s Bureau as a consultant, working specifically with Courts and Child Welfare in the United States.   He has worked closely with the Arizona Child Improvement Project and foster care review board.  Worked 22 years in Supreme Court and was registered lobbyist with the court.

His current role is with CFSR and court system.  During this round of CFSR he said the emphasis is on court and agency collaboration.  He said as the child welfare cases go through system if the agency and court system don’t collaborate the cases tend to get stalled when the outcomes are not as good as they ought to be.  He was here to be a facilitator of discussion.   He will share some basic information and data.  

· Hear feedback from county reviews done by the GA CIP

· Discuss the role of court in CFSR 

· Then talk about what we can do next 

Georgia has to address their own issues, because the Feds can not help fix our problems from the outside, can only advise and counsel.  This information GA is not to say that doing anything bad, but to address improvements.   Some of Georgia’s data looked very good.  

When the CFSR was done in GA, fourteen out of 40 cases were adoption cases.   The benefit of reviewing adoption cases is that you can look at the beginning to the end.  This gives a broad spectrum of what is happing in the State, which helpful to moving forward and in identifying barriers.  
Item 9 – Of the 14 adoption files reviewed, 5 of the 14 cases were rated as a strength, which means that the reviewers determined that the State had made diligent efforts to make finalize adoptions timely manner.

In the other cases which were not rated as strength, they found incorrect birth certificates for child , delays in getting signed adoption orders from the Judge, TPR’s  (reasons:  attorneys not filing , the courts not ruling timely, the lack of effort to locate a potential adoptive resources, continuances, transportation of parents to court, lack of public notification.)  However you look at the state assessment, you see a more systemic pattern of delay.  That said, the last 3 years have seen some improvement with few adoption disruptions, better post adoptive services, adoptive payments and reports of the  agency experience being positive for adoptive parents.  So, some of the base line questions we want to ask are: “Are there similarities in court reviews and the CFSR findings are there or not?  What are the strengths:?  Then we want to hear from you. 

MB:  Gave overview of the federally funded Court Improvement Project (CIP), has existed for about 12 years.  We were involved in the first CFSR and the PIP but now more so, because our federal funding has increased and were are trying to work with DFCS to improve the outcomes for children in our state.  A few people from our staff go out to review cases.  We try and focus on the court side of the permanency composites from the CFSR.  Composites are a way to provide a more comprehensive view these measures (includes a combination of measures, weighted and then put together).  GA met the federal targets with the state data for permanency composite 1 (reunification) and 4 (placement stability).  Georgia did not meet the federal targets for permanency composite 2 (adoptions) and 3 (achieving permanency for children in foster care for long periods of time).  

Robert Grayson and I talked about with a few other people to see what we can do on the court side to take a look at these things and what the courts are doing to contribute to the permanency composites 2 and 3 being off target.  We thought it would be to look at the counties that show the best and worst of these particular composites (top ten from either end of the spectrum).  We picked the same period of time used by the CFSR and pulled a random list of adoption files, all children adopted between 2004 and 200 and looked backward.  Some of these children were in foster care a very long time before they were adopted in the above time period.  We also looked at a random sample of children in foster care over 24 months from this period of time. 
We only looked at court files which do not have as much information as DFCS files.  MB thinks that we should go to the ten best.  Still seeking the answer to what is the common thread in these counties, what should we target for improvement.  Three counties were picked and E & R either did recent reviews or will be doing them soon looking for the same similarities.  
Reviews: Look at Adoptions only  (changed to also looking at kids over 24 months after Sumter).  

Sumter:  Took a snap shop 2004 – 2006 kids in care.  

BS _ These cases were randomly pulled.
MB _ The time of children in care are long in the cases we read were long and we talked with Judge about it.  She was appointed in 2001.  They could see that a lot of work/documentation improved over time (since her appointment).  The court orders could use some improvement, they were pretty conclusionary.  (ie-reasonable efforts made because DFCS said reasonable efforts were made).   Reasonable efforts and contrary to the welfare findings were addressed in about 2 sentences in most of the early orders; the orders showed more conclusion than statements of facts. But this improved as we went on.  However, broad authority seemed to be given to DFCS in the early part of these cases, without a lot of court oversight. MB stated she does not know if this contributed to longer adoptions. Part of the problem is that they did not have judges focused on Juvenile court during a portion time. 

BS_asked MB where this review form (instrument) came from.  
MB_the form came from an instrument given to GA CIP from the ABA (who also credited the NCJFCJ). The form that ABA started that we tweaked for GA law. Focus of the instruments is on timeliness of hearings and due process (notice, appointment of attorneys).  
Back to the Sumter review, nne issue noted in the review is that DFCS extended custody for one child, when the mother left the state for a year.  DFCS filed for non-reunification.  Then Mom came back and DFCS switched the plan back to reunification again, even tho, it was pretty clear from the file that there was a willing relative available to adopt at the time. Didn’t understand why DFCS didn’t go straight to TPR when Mom went to Las Vegas for a year.  And why the switch back to reunification?  And why did the judge grant the switch? Probably more information in DFCS file but court file didn’t have enough info to explain why…..would really help if the court orders were stronger.  
Judge Tilley_Stated that this may have come on the heels of a similar DeKalb out Case. DFCS froze in TPR in these cases for a while.  

Sumter DFCS_There was a time that it was thought by case workers that you had to file non-reunification, a double hearing of the same thing, but I think that is worked through now. It was out there 

BS_Was it confusion on court or agency part?
DFCS_I think it was both sides

MC_stated that legal standards have now changed
IB_Did you see that as a pattern in other case, at that time? 
MB_I saw it in three cases.  
Sumter DFCS_DFCS Sumter, had so many Case workers turnover for a long period of time.   New RDT person is so helpful to push cases along.  
MB_The Judge was trying to clean up all 24 cases.  She was writing letters about the lack of action and she was sending the letter to the SAAG, with many people cc’d.  It is an uncomfortable position for a judge, she could worry that a potential ethics case against her.  (MB passed around the Letter).  The judge really pushing for a better agency representative.    We really need quality assurance on the SAAGs in house in order to make sure that a judge does not get into this position. 
DFCS_Other things that slow down adoptions are the lack of court orders, lack of necessary legal documents.  These things are important to moving these cases.  That throws us off and moving kids off to adoption

RG_Need to look compensation for SAGGs too.  SAAGs can do so much to help here, go hand in hand.

Judge Tilley_stated that she has pushed her review dates from three to two months to try to push those cases through. Special needs assessment, or home assessment cases take a long time for completion.  She asked the question what judges should expect from the department as a time frame when toward adoption what can I expect in reference to time frame, she asked IB 

IB_stated that it depends on the child and the needs or assessments.  There are so many factors that come to play.

Debra Lookabill_said that they are trying to come up with a system that everyone would know what is need to move forward in adoption cases.  Looking for more staff to acquire the move this forward/documentation. We are hiring new staff to handle these cases As was said, we have staff coming in a there is a lot of turnover
IB_I don’t always like to blame things on staff turnover because we have management in place that should be overseeing that work.  I think that the judges’ question is important, “how long” does something linger before someone other than me ask, but me, the question, where is this going?  We need some clarity around the outcomes we have worked on for the last two years.  
I also think that establishing more clear measures as to where kids in the case load are.  I think that GA Shines will help to fix this even more than what we have done without it.  I think that turnover is more than people leaving, it is establishing an atmosphere, where people are able to work with purpose and that they are contributing, that there jobs are meaningful.  Something else what we have been working on was a necessary change in management in Sumter. Let make a note that there needed to a change in leadership.  We did this.  The community has to also buy in to make a difference, I think that a community needs to buy in a community director and believe in that person.  Sometimes this isn’t easy especially when a person has been in place for a very long time.  
IB_Was there anything in the case that we can look at the end or later part of the cases?

MB_The ones that were old there was no relative searches, I know that the law was not in place.  The cases where kids were moved later, say 2006, a family tree document appeared, which looked really cool, very well filled out, and you could see the entire family on this tree.  I mentioned to the judge that this was something new you were doing.  It would be great to take this document a step further, continue the documentation to know whether these people have been contacted as a potential placement or potential resource.   To have this information on one form in the file could really more help.   I don’t know if poor relative documentation contributes to longer adoptions, but it is the law and we need improvement.  
Sumter DFCS_I think that is a problem and also for the relatives that show up late.   I think also in the earlier cases, we may have been removing kids unnecessarily. The other thing that you mentioned earlier is the inconclusive evidence.  There was a practice in 2003 that you basically go in and take them out.  The judge today is now asking the case workers did you make a diligent search?
IB _We have to make a diligent search for father’s family too, been just looking at the mother side predominantly in the past.  We have been talking about this a lot. Many people care if Dad is not present.  What evidence of any concurrent planning did you find?  Sounds like we were doing things serially in Sumter.  We tend to wait for something to happen then react.  

BS_Searching for fathers is an issue nationwide. Stated that there is a national emphasis is to locate fathers and DC and Arizona are looking at having concurrent plans.

RG_This is the single most common issue that I have seen – we do not look for fathers.  We wait to TPR to look for him.

TR_Has written policy changed?  Written policy was that you don’t place with punitive relatives.  I haven’t seen any changes in policy.  I think that there still might be CW that have been out here for such a long time that still have that attitude that “we don’t place with punitive relatives.”.  In there eyes it is not really changed.  
DFCS:  We have to legitimize before we can place with a father or father’s relative.

TR_this may not be necessary.  Might want to revisit this.  

RG_We may have a conflict between policy and law on this issue. 

DFCS WR_To answer IB’s question about concurrent planning.  There may have had concurrent plan in the form of a piece of paper, not a real action plan.    That are being implemented that is child specific. Now we have more concurrent planning now. Getting all the documents together so we can move promptly if child has a TPR. However, 97% of Sumter children in care for over 24 months.  We have shut the front door, bringing children in only when absolutely necessary.  But our reviews on the children in care now will take a lot of work with individualized plans to get our older children’s cases moved.  But yes concurrent planning will be helpful for the newer cases.   
IB_We have currently a project in place where we are looking at children who are in care 24 months or longer, over 3000 cases.  We are staffing the oldest 1000 case. We had to restart the cases.   They have become stale.  We had accepted a certain life for these children.  And this work will hopefully help our staff seek ways to prevent letting this happen again.  
BS_Nationally, there is a focus on concurrent planning.  Some judges don’t believe that we can not do concurrent planning.  We are talking to judges around the country about this. Arizona and Washington are on project on concurrent planning.

IB_ask the question is true that Judges don’t accept concurrent plans.  She said that we know that some judges are not comfortable with concurrent plans in some cases, but we (DFCS) have to show it benefits also. We have to show the benefits of concurrent planning.  We need to own and promote that discussion.  
JT_Those steps just discussed (getting the certified birth certificate, starting the life history, etc..) are great steps that I would fully support being made.  It is the move to the pre-adoptive home that is concerning to the court.  That is such a huge step, but if concurrent means all those other steps can be done then all good…those are things that you (DFCS) can do on the fly without the judge’s approval……and I would like those steps in writing for myself.   
BS_There are examples of Intensive Detailed Checklists are needed to make sure that everything is done to move a case toward adoption.  Some states will not allow the case to go forward without all things done on the Checklist.

Hard to hear the tape of the discussion around this… Someone stated that Treatment providers need to be vested into reunification
MB_Time to move on to Gwinnett.   Continued talking about Sumtner. She stated that the case plans did change much went on toward the end of the case, stayed the same for many years.  But did see improvement at the end of these cases, around 2006.  Another problem noted is problem noticed lack of fathers being involved and meaningfully found.  For one case, early in the case father denied being father, at TPR time, he submitted to DNA test, was not the father and search had to begin again.  
Danette_Fulton Cty – she noted that Case workers, need to understand the process.  They don’t understand the process how we combine process, with task, with the out come.  We need our case managers to understand the process, the task and the desired outcome.  Otherwise, staff will not connect the dots.  
IB_Agree with you.  Family engagement work has demonstrated this importance of not just focusing on tasks….

TR_They are getting the message that we need to look for Fathers.  DFCS need to put in policy how long you going to give for a relative search.  There should be a time limit.  
BS_I hear what you are saying but I think that there is a delicate balance on that issue.  Many relatives find out about the case who didn’t know about the child’s situation and they would be really good placements.  

Dannette_I agree need to be cautious about that sort of policy.  Families aren’t always honest with us and so we wouldn’t want to deny a child a suitable relative placement bc of a policy.  

TR_but the problem with lack of time line is that parents get 2 bites of apple….they hold info about relatives back…so if I fail I’ll bring in relative X to get child.

VT_How about judicial oversight to address this?  I am dealing with a case like this  now…and will make a decision based on the best interest of the child.  But now I want to welcomed Judge Teske’, as new CJCJ  President
RG_Plus, our statute says that we have to consider relatives first but we don’t have to place children with relatives, still a best interest standard.  

Sumter DFCS_Judge Lisa Jones came to our DFCS office and it was very helpful about what is expected and needed in court.  I think this is a good idea.  

MC_I really think your SAAG should be the one to broker that relationship.  Your SAAGs need to help you prepare for court, for what is expected, our legal standards, etc… They should be preparing you for court.  We need a closer relationships between SAAG and agency across the state.

MB_Clarke Cty DFCS director asked his SAAGs to help them and they are doing so.  Motions are filed, TPR paperwork is being done and is helpful.  The SAAGs in Clarke Cty are coming to offices 2 days a week.  
IB_We are feeling more empowered to demand more of the SAAGs.

BL_ DFCS can use the court to get more information on relatives.  Judge Tilley will put the parents under oath to tell of all relatives.   Also, do you have information on DNA tests policy re a national level?  (asking Bill Stanton).

BS_I’ll check and get back to you.  

RG_Talked about history of where the GA child welfare system and where it is today….it has become very apparent that we need a strong overseer of the system and the juvenile judge is that person.  

MB_lets switch to talking about Gwinnett

RG and MB_In summary, we talked to the chief judge briefly, the files were a lot harder files to read, missing a lot of information, didn’t flow chronoglically in time, could not find the 72 hour hearing order, missing dates in certain cases.  We did see one judge one family, saw some delay in timeliness of hearings (biggest delay btwn probable cause and adj hearing).  Permanency hearings looked rather rote, no really meaningful questioning of permanency plan, at least according to the orders read.  Looked like that there was appointed representation for all parties from the very beginning.  Other numbers looked basically good except for adoptions.  Everyone was represented by legal counsel.  Judge Rodatus, he said it was b/c he had adoption worker that had an aversion to adoption.  
RG_once we got to TPR, we finally saw documentation of relative searches.  

MB_Again, that info might be in the DFCS file, but it needs to be the court file too.  

RG_one child’s name was changed in a legitimation action, but then child’s name didn’t change in the file as the case moved forward, it was ignored.   Also, not good documentation that the child was adopted tho we knew the child was adopted from the DFCS records. Need more uniformity.

Gwinnett DFCS-hard to hear audio file…Gwinnett Regional director agreed that adoption unit was not working well.  Also, brought up the fact that the child attorney GALs are too close to the court.  Need more independence, separation.  

MB_tough issue.  Fulton was sued over that issue among others and now they have new office with complete separation.  The counties pay all the bills for those attorneys so it is a tough issue to address at a statewide level.  
Gwinnett DFCS_we need more explanation and focus on the “whys” of this work.   
BL_One of the things that we have noted in places where we have done summits and those counties that are meeting national adoption standards they have a single person assigned to adoptions and they handle paperwork, devoted to, developing resources.  We cannot say that this is what has made it effective, but it looks promising.  
BS_I think you might gain something from looking at the top ten to see what they are doing, What are their SAAG’s doing, relative searches, look at 3 – 4 counties.  Have a meeting with a combination of those folks.  

MB_before we switch gears to a summary, lets talk about Polk County.  Turning to Polk representatives, your summary your SAAG is amazing re documentation.  ( SAAG named Crane), we have copies of your orders from the cases reviewed.  It is probably time to revamp our court model orders and these orders are good examples.  Documentation for reasonable efforts were impressive.  Tough cases, tough facts in the random chosen Polk cases which was troubling…could it be that you have a tougher population that the rest of the state?  Does Polk need more resources than average?

Other things about process…..relative search documentation was not in the files.  We did see CCFA recommendations in the files either.  Good documentation of parent representation.  Easy files to read.  Very few placement changes.  Great scheduling orders.  Changes mangers were consistent.  Loved the written and closing statements, was great to see .  There was a missing piece for fathers.  Permanency hearings were not happening within a year from removal.  4 to 7 cases needed to be refilled.  Need to look at this….way too much work.   Need to make the time frames for filing a motion for extension hearing.  
RG_need to look at whose responsibility it is do this…keeping track of the dates.  Casemanager has to notify SAAG that order is about to expire.  

Bill Stanton’s Summary

SAAG seems to be an issue, depending upon where you are in the state

Get with top performing on others how to improve.
Files – Court File different DFCS file might want to look at to see…might want to align the file reviews.  DFCS and court together.  
Adoption Checklist – The more detail helpful, specifically for concurrent planning purposes
Relative – Fathers identification

Concurrent Planning – need training and include providers
Case Workers-Understanding the process as well as the tasks….don’t allow just task focus.  
TPR Issue – backlog ( while you want to stick 1 child 1 judge ), but can you try an experiment with floating retired judges in other states approach this matter?
Notifying the next hearing – Scheduling orders work nicely.  Another state, has the CASA program developing calendars and giving it to parents, 

Clearly most of these changes are going to occur at the local level…. go back to each county, to address these issues

SAAG’s –they have to have a stake in this, bringing them to the table. They may not know the effects that they are having in theses cases.
TR:  Danger of beating the dead horse. We have to change the structure of SAAG representation.  May well.  I think we need to have some in-house quality assurance attorneys of the SAAG’s, ride them.  The structure that we have is not conducive to assuring quality representation in the county. 

RG:  These attorneys have to adjust to the economics of the work.  

3 Next Steps

Susan D.

· Bringing together the three or four counties that are doing well with adoptions and synergize 

· Continuing the cross-training of SAAG’s, CASA’s and Guardians Ad Litem 

· Bring together a pool of people to monitor the way that we are currently engaging our SAAG’s and monitoring and holding them accountable. 

Bill Stanton: If there is any information that you need to know, let Michelle or Isabel know and he will forward any information that he has.

