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Using Evidence to Support Practice Change

Initiatives - Case Resolution Meetings

This article describes one approach to reducing length of stay for children

in foster care through a joint initiative with the courts and the child welfare
agency in Washington State. As part of our mission at Partners for Our Chil-
dren, we strive to bring evidence to practice to help inform decision making
on behalf of Washington State’s most vulnerable children and families. We
work with the Children’s Administration (CA) and other system partners to
develop practice initiatives. We also help to evaluate these efforts by looking
at outcomes for children and families.

Some children in Washington wait a
long time for permanency

On any given day in Washington State, roughly 11,000
children are involved in the child welfare system (WA
State DSHS, 2010). Reunification with biological parents
is the preferred permanency option whenever it is safe

tion and the Juvenile Court have a vested interest in
safely expediting permanency for all children in care,
particularly for those who have been in care the longest.

POC's approach in working with the field includes:

and in the best interests of the child. In fact, reunifi- 1. Using timely data to understand local practice
cation is a primary goal of the child welfare system. and to help identify areas for improvement.
Extended time in foster care can negatively impact a
S . J . yimp . 2. Supporting local leaders and decision makers
child’s overall sense of belonging, identity formation, . . .
. . in child welfare communities to translate the
and emotional well-being (Mallon & Leashore, 2002). . . . .
. . data into meaningful and actionable practice
The passage of the Adoption and Safe Families Act of . "
1997 (ASFA) increases the need to move children to Improvements.
permanency. The Act provides funding for time-limited 3. Partnering with change agents at the local
reunification services and allows for the termination of level.
parental rights for children in foster care for 15 of the 4 g ) o o )
most recent 22 months (Wulczyn, 2004). However, a 10 ’ dUP P or.tl:g P ra;tlcedlnltlatl;e; t :t ;reljw-
year study of reunification in Washington State from ence-informed and owned by the field.
1998-2008, found reunification rates vary from region 5. Providing technical assistance to design fea-

to region, and county to county (Partners for Our
Children, 2009). In several regions in Washington State,
a delayed time to reunification or other permanency
options has resulted in a sizable group of children who
have been in foster care for over 15 months, many for
much longer periods of time (Partners for Our Children,
2009). In light of this, both the Children’s Administra-

sible evaluation processes that help the field to
understand and measure the extent to which
the practice improvement is having its intend-
ed effect.
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Local change agents take action and
develop new approach to reducing
length of stay

The reunification study showed several counties in
Washington with longer times to reunification. With
the support of the University of Washington School of
Law’s Court Improvement Training Academy (CITA) a
“Table of 10” formed in counties identified as having
long length of stays. These multidisciplinary groups
decided to focus on children in care for over 15 months.

POC's initial reunification analysis showed variation

in time to reunification by county and suggested that
responsibility for the variation in times to permanency
should be shared by the entire dependency system, in-
cluding both the courts and CA. Child welfare field pro-
fessionals from the two counties came forward with a
cross-sector approach to helping more children achieve
permanency through a unique practice innovation: a
Case Resolution Meeting (CRM). A CRM is a forum to
bring key players in a case — including legal parties —
together to identify barriers to permanency for children
who had been in care longer than 15 months and to
brainstorm pathways to permanency for these children.

Supporting the development of evi-
dence-informed practice initiatives

The CRM builds on the approach of the Georgia Per-
manency Round Tables but with a few key differences.
Permanency round table members think creatively and
to contribute to the development of an effective per-
manency action plan (Morgan, 2009).

The collaborative CRM is facilitated by an Assistant At-
torney General in each county and is supported by both
the Children’s Administration and juvenile court. Oth-
ers involved in the case such as birth parents, children
(as appropriate), attorneys, Children’s Administration
staff and other parties deemed appropriate to the case
are also asked to attend. This collaborative effort takes
a problem-solving approach to address the barriers and
brainstorm possible solutions to help achieve perma-
nency for this group of children. Similar to the Round
Tables, new ideas are considered as well as ideas that
were tried in the past. Each meeting is scheduled for
one hour and may take slightly less or more than that
depending on the complexity of the case and whether
or not it is a sibling group. Meetings are scheduled

for one day per month on the same afternoon as the
families’ Permanency Planning meetings in order to
make the best use of available time. Cases in which an

A Table of 10 is an innovative training concept de-
signed to maximize the desire to link results-based
outcomes with training (Court Improvement Train-
ing Academy, 2009). Each Table of 10 consists of 10
or so individuals who are viewed as being leaders
in a particular county’s child welfare legal system.
These individuals could be judicial officers, lawyers,
GALs, CASAs, social workers, service providers, or
any other person who is viewed in the community
as a leader in the field. Table of 10 members choose
a single data point in the dependency process to fo-
cus improvement efforts by developing objectives,
goals and implementation strategies.

For more information on Tables of 10, contact Tim
Jaasko-Fisher, Assistant Director of the Court Im-
provement Training Academy, at tjfisher@uw.edu

“Agreed Order” for moving forward cannot be reached,
are followed-up on in court.

Evaluation design and support

POC conducted a formative evaluation of the early stage
of this initiative as a preliminary step to more rigorous
evaluation efforts. The evaluation identified a number of
strengths and opportunities to improve the CRM process.
CRM strengths that were articulated by stakeholders
included:

e CRMs provided an opportunity for professionals to
take a fresh look at old cases.

e  Children’s Administration area leaders attended
the meetings, which allowed for the decisions to be
made on the spot.

e There was a time and space for collaborative versus
adversarial conversations, which helped to improve
case coordination.

Opportunities for improvement included:

e Ascreening process is needed to ensure that cases
that can benefit from the CRM process the most are
included, particularly cases that have not seen any
movement in a long time or for which the factors
leading to delay are not well understood

e Support is needed to schedule the meetings and
invite participants

e There is a need for additional assistant attorney
general time and high-level Children’s Administration
staff time to attend the meetings.
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Overall focus on permanency, which is important to

all stakeholders at the table, has fostered collabora-
tion and mutual problem solving. Participants felt it
was vital to have decision makers at the table that
could support decision making and provide access to
resources. Frequently, permanency plans for children
were given renewed attention, and CRMs provided an
opportunity to develop out-of-the box ideas to moving
the case forward. Having a team of professionals along
with birth parents, as appropriate, around a table to
focus on permanency was considered to be a good use
of everyone's time, regardless of the outcome.

The evaluation found that stakeholders in each of the
involved counties felt that the CRM is a useful process
that was both “fierce and focused” on permanency

for children in long term care. Opportunities for more
rigorous outcome evaluation may evolve if the practice
is expanded allowing for a more systematic referral of
cases to CRMs. Stakeholders are currently working to
develop a screening tool that will help to ensure that
cases best suited to this process will be identified and
included. System stakeholders continue to meet regu-
larly through the “Tables of 10” and other collaborative
meetings and remain committed to permanency for
this group of children in long term care. They hope to
secure funding in the near future to continue to refine
this innovative practice.

For more information about this project, please contact
Laura Orlando at /aura.orlando@partnersforourchil-
dren.org
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What Stakeholders Said About CRMs

“CRMs created a neutral place to talk about things
and work things out, instead of in a court room.”

“The big difference in these meetings is that they
have a collaborative feel to them for everyone in-
volved. We collaborate, but usually it's done when
the parents are not around like in court in the hall-
way between meetings. Parents get to see this in the
context of the meeting, it’s more collegial.”
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