	Independent Living Community Review


The Community Review of Child Welfare Services Independent Living Program was conducted February 26 and 27, 2002.  The review panel included Mr. Jim Robinson, Ms. Sidney Schiller and Dr. Marta Sotomayor.

This report is divided into the following four parts:
1. Program Description

2. Review Process

3. Summary of Findings, which summarizes the reviewers’ findings about the program’s performance in each reviewed area.  This part also includes recommendations and suggestions for improvements.

4. Review Scale with Results and Comments that includes a description of the areas reviewed and the review scale, and the review areas with the panel’s results, comments and scoring.

Program Description
The Independent Living Program assists youth ages 14 and older in foster care to make the transition from foster care to independent living.  The program does this by providing personal, financial and emotional support.  Each teen with a plan of independent living must have a life skill’s assessment.  The program uses the Independent Living Assessment for Life Skills developed by the Daniel Memorial Institute, Inc.

The youth also need to enter into a service agreement with the program, which indicates goals to be worked on and life skill areas which need further training and support.  The Independent Living Program offers an 11-week Life Skills classes that include topics such as job hunting, money management, housing, leisure, health, human sexuality and substance abuse prevention.  Clients with an independent living plan take this course through their social worker’s referral.

Some Independent Living clients between the ages of 18 and 21 may begin to live semi-independently with the program’s support.  These clients receive a stipend toward living expenses.  Clients must be in school and working and meet the service agreement responsibilities toward self-sufficiency. 
Direct service funds are also available to assist clients in fulfilling their Independent Living Plan.  These funds can be used for transportation, education and employment, special medical needs and workshops and/or courses.
Review Process

To gather their findings, the panel met initially with the Social Services Officer and the Manager of Child Welfare Services (CWS) to obtain an overview of CWS and the Independent Living Program.  They also discussed the program’s outcome measures with an Accountability and Customer Services staff member.  During the review, the panel was introduced to Independent Living staff members and saw a Power Point presentation of services.  Panel members spoke with the Administrator about the program’s infrastructure and to the Independent Living Supervisor about the program’s clinical aspects.  The Program Coordinator talked about Life Skills classes and the program’s history.  A tour of CWS offices were given where the panel had the opportunity to speak with various Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) staff members who each described their work with the Independent Living Program.  Staff they met included the Ombudsperson who is the liaison with the school system, the Supervisor of Placement and Foster Care Parents, a clinical nurse and a financial management staff person. 
A foster care social worker who has Independent Living cases presented a case and the program’s three social workers individually presented cases to the panel.  The reviewers also interviewed two clients and met with two of the Independent Living Program’s partners.  They spoke with a Montgomery College admissions representative and also, staff and an Independent Living client from Footprints, a residential community in Prince Georges County.
To assist the panel with their findings the following documents were reviewed:

· Program Self-Assessment

· Standardized Assessment Tool

· Quarterly Reports

· Information about the Independent Living Program

· Program Brochures

· Program Guidelines and Procedures
· Eligibility Requirements for Foster Care

· Application Forms

· Customer Satisfaction Survey

· Program Evaluations

· Sample of Staff Evaluation Form

· Business Cards 

· Program and Service Area Organizational Charts
· Position Descriptions

· Program Budget

· Diagram of Child Welfare Case Flow

· Information from Life Skills Classes

· The Daniel Memorial Institute, Inc. Independent Living Assessment for Life Skills

· Fair Hearing Procedures

· Independent Living Service Plan

· Independent Living Service Agreement

· Strengths/Needs Assessment Form

· Information about Children in Foster Care Age 14-21

· Maryland Independent Living Youth Advisory Board Application 

· Request for Independent Living Stipend

· Individual Spending Plan for Independent Living Preparation

· Montgomery College Admission Information

· Information about Footprints 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

Summary 

Aspects of the Program that are Highly Commendable

· The program staff, at all levels, are clear about the goals of the program and how the outcomes contribute to the larger vision of a safe, healthy and self-sufficient community.
· Accountability via a quality data collection system, tracking how monies are spent collectively and individually and adherence to all Federal, State and County requirements.
· Key results desired are clearly documented through program packets, assessment tools, evaluation forms and client service agreements.

· The partnership with the Maryland College Tuition Waiver Program and the specific liaison with the Montgomery College admission personnel.
· A specifically assigned staff person from the child welfare staff has the role/position of ombudsperson to the school system.
· Private sector involvement/partnership with a major retailer (the GAP) and the Marriott Corporation for job placement.
· The Program Coordinator who makes use of partnership relationships at all levels of government—per the publication titled “Frequently Asked Questions” (Feb. 2000) prepared by the National Foster Care Awareness Project.

· A staff position within CWS to specifically assist with access to medical and dental services for all child and youth cases.

· The program’s partnership with the Developmental Disabilities Administration.

Meeting Expectations

· Identification of unmet needs such as vocational training within the community for young adults who have already completed high school.  Also, the need to extend the Medicaid waiver for the former Independent Living population to age 25.
· Assistance from partnership agencies and Independent Living resources.
· Participation in state sponsored activities for youth such as the Youth Advisory Board, teen conferences, etc. with representation from the Independent Living population. 
· Good follow-through on referrals to the court for CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates) appointees.
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further

· Measurements of outcomes are lacking, collectively for minimum outcome measures.

· Program should use the Daniel Memorial Assessment Tool and Independent Living Life Skills Client Evaluation for improved reporting of short-term outcomes.

· Data collection reports on short-term outcomes at the time Independent Living cases are closed should be done.

· Data collection for charting results and/or measuring long-term outcomes is needed.

· Unfortunately, outcomes are set forth in verbal descriptions rather than comprehensive data, which can be tracked and monitored over time.

Suggestions for Improvement

· When a case is closed, a system for collective reporting purposes should be a requirement. 

· Minimum data such as age, sex, educational attainment, employment, financial dependency, non-marital childbirth, incarceration and substance abuse should be collected.

· The Daniel Memorial Assessment tool presently completed for each youth in the Independent Living Program can be used as a before and after assessment.  This tool can be used as a case is closing.  A similar use can be made of the Independent Living Skills client evaluation form.

· Mentoring relationships are viewed as a significant strategy toward reaching program goals.  Using CASA involvement could prove helpful to expansion of the CASA program.

· Tracking youth after they exit from care is extremely difficult and therefore, measuring long-term outcomes is limited.  A few key results may be partially measurable by the following:

1. Previous foster care adults who are users (or non-users) of programs such as Temporary Cash Assistance, CWS, Employment Initiative Program, Working Parents Assistance program, etc.

2. For the Maryland Tuition Waiver Program, tracking will need to be non-duplicative so names will be important not just numbers per year.

Additional Comments and Recommendations 

Visibility of several Montgomery County youths and more than one person at the state sponsored Independent Living conferences in state and out-of-state is important.  Although this effort is a major time commitment, the benefits derived form the various funding sources sponsoring these efforts are important.

SECTION II:  PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

Summary

Aspects of the Program that are Highly Commendable

· The seamless service integration of other CWS programs with the Independent Living Program works well.
· Program staff does an outstanding job accessing community resources to assist clients. 

· Staff is caring and thoughtful.

· The Life Skills instructor is creative and committed to the classes.
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further

· The Independent Living Program is a necessary and creative concept.  The program seems to be achieving remarkable results as it delivers the required services to consumer/clients.  However, the data on results is limited.

· Program needs a systematic collection and analysis of data on every facet of the Independent Living Program.

Suggestions for Improvement

Former clients of the Independent Living Program could assist with the Life Skills classes.

Additional Comments and Recommendations

The Independent Living Program is one of the more innovative programs created during recent decades, in service to young people in the foster care system.  A great surprise is that there is not more attention given to the program and the youth served.  The program has many attractive features and an unquestionably broad-based capacity to serve the needs of persons who could benefit most from the services provided.

One interesting facet of the program for the reviewer who focused on this section is that it is not better known in the general population.  It could be easily be better known to the advantage of DHHS, generally, and CWS in particular.  Independent Living preparation, designed to prepare youth for a productive and independent life, would find favor among many persons in the community.

These assumptions are predicated upon the fact that the program is good and effective, especially cost-effective, assuming that efficiency is one test to be applied in rational decision making about the program.  A review of the Independent Living Program was approached with the consumer/client in mind, in part for the purpose of reviewing program data in order to understand as much as possible for critical analysis.

Expectations for learning about Independent Living Programs as a part of this community review were dependent on the accessibility and quality of data from programs.  Without good and reliable data, the best analysis will be useless.  Discussion of individual cases is important but not an adequate substitute for good and reliable data.

Additionally, due to confidentiality, the opportunities to interview customers/clients in the program were limited.  Most of the descriptions of activities within the program came from administrators, managers and other staff, which is a perfectly legitimate source for information on the internal workings of the program.  However, it was difficult to demonstrate and document the fact of consumer satisfaction with the services delivered without it being validated by additional customers interviewed.  Because of this, the findings in behalf of customers in this section may not be as thorough and comprehensive.
SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

Summary

Aspects of the Program that are Highly Commendable

· The resources available through the County are many and strong.  Despite the size of the departments, the internal coordination and administration is good to excellent.

· The program’s administrator is new and seems quite dedicated to the program. 

· Program has a highly trained experienced staff that are well qualified.

Ways in which the Program Is Meeting Expectations

· Workers are encouraged to seek supports within and outside government structure to meet program goals.

· Training and conferences are available to staff and staff can choose to attend.  Ongoing staff training and is required to maintain professional licenses and certification.

Aspects of the Program that Need to Be Developed Further

· Clear delineation of the use of the non-profit community support safety nets.

· Lack of administrative support was mentioned as a barrier to the collection and entry of data.

Suggestions for Improvement

Greater involvement of the non-profit sector is needed.  Seek developing network of minority/Latino focused organizations.

Additional Comments and Recommendations

· Program needs transportation services and administrative support.

· DHHS is working on a data collection system.

REVIEW SCALE WITH RESULTS AND COMMENTS
Areas for Review and Rating Scale

The panel rated the program in the following areas:  

Section I—Achieving Outcomes, which includes Developing Key Results, Charting Results and Creating and Nurturing Partnerships.

Section II—Providing Customer Service, which includes Identifying, Responding to and Anticipating and Evaluating the Needs of Customers.

Section III—Building an Effective Infrastructure, which includes Supporting Outcomes through Personnel, Budget and Technology and Training.

The panel used the Community Review tool to guide their findings, which consisted of the following five point Likert scale:  

Not Meeting


    Meeting


                 Highly 

     
Expectations


  Expectations

        
Commendable


   1

       2


3

      4

        5

The panel used the following definitions of the rating scale for the Independent Living review:

Highly Commendable

· There is evidence of exceptional performance.
Meeting Expectations

· Expectations are being met by the contract, agency’s goals or the panel’s own reasonable presumptions.
· There is evidence neither showing exceptional performance nor evidence showing failure to perform.
· If panel finds a mix of evidence showing both excellence and poor aspects of performance, they might place a program in this category.
· The panel viewed the category as positive performance.
Not Meeting Expectations

· There is evidence that performance is falling short of expectations.

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

	
	Score

	A.  Developing Key Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Supporting community wide outcomes 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Able to describe the key result
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	3. Able to describe how key result was determined
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	4. Using research to achieve results
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Clearly articulating the key result in program descriptions and publications 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	
	
	5
	

	Subtotal =  25 out of a possible 25
	

	Comments:
· The population group targeted by the program faces different challenges and it is not easy to determine what makes a difference.  Traditional strategies such as foster homes, family reunification and independent living are used, which are based on “practice wisdom” rather than systematic research.

· Cases presented indicated good to excellent outcomes.  However, it was not always clear what the reasons were for such positive outcomes.  The strength and value of the customer; the way the customer and staff worked together and the consistency and continuity of the assigned social worker were pointed out and evident.  An assessment of family strengths and other factors were not always clear.


	
	Score

	B. Charting Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Identify program/outcome measures
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Identifying measures of client well-being
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	3. Ensuring that program measures are moving in the right direction
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	4. Measuring information concerning outcomes for individuals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Using a standardized assessment tool to measure success
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	6. Gathering information concerning collective success of the program
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	7. Using information about progress toward key results to clarify strategy in reports
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	8. Incorporating information about progress toward program key results in reports outside DHHS
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	9. Identifying targets for all program measures
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	10. Comparing the program/results trends with other communities, the state or the nation
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	6
	2
	
	2
	

	Subtotal =  28 out of a possible 50
	

	Comments on Charting Results:

· The Life Skills classes could offer an excellent opportunity to gather data particularly since one gets the impression that they are quite successful. 
· While caseloads are high and the unit is small, the reviewers did not get a sense of how the program charts results on a consistent, systematic way.


	
	Score

	C. Creating and Nurturing

      Partnerships
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Establishing relationships (other parts of DHHS)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Establishing relationships (other parts of county government)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Establishing relationships (other agencies outside of government)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Identifying additional partnerships
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	
	4
	
	

	Subtotal =  16 out of a possible 20
	


SECTION II. PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

	
	Score

	A. Identifying the Needs of Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Identifying primary and secondary customers
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Aware of how customers come into the program
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Using explanations of eligibility criteria that are clear 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Maintaining information in a variety of formats and languages
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Delivering services in a sensitive manner in terms of cultural diversity
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Maintaining information about the program via translation services
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Knowledgeable about how to provide materials for customers with specific needs
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Identifying needs of customers on an individual basis
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	9. Employing a positive tone
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	10. Ensuring that customers understand access and intake process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	11. Encouraging staff to make a concentrated effort to please customers
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	11
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  33 out of a possible 55
	


	
	Score

	B. Responding to the Needs of 

     Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Offering services consistent with goals 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Offering services that are readily available
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Easily accessible by phone, fax, e-mail
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Accessible by TTY, use of the Maryland Relay Service and other assistive devices
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Delivering services in comfortable facilities that are accessible to people with disabilities
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Maintaining a waiting list 
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	7. Documenting the need for services even if there is no waiting list
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Attempting to meet the needs of customers on the waiting list
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	9. Referring customers to appropriate services if the program cannot provide the requested service
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	10. Demonstrating that staff work well together to serve customers
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	8
	
	
	2

	Subtotal =  24 out of a possible 40*
	

	Possible score reduced from 50 to 40 because the program does not have a waiting list (items#6 and #8)
	


	
	Score

	C. Anticipating and Evaluating the

     Needs of the Customer
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Able to demonstrate and document an awareness of customer satisfaction
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Using Information to Improve customer service
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Using Information to assess impact of services
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Handling complaints/disputes through a clear written process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Offering a formal mechanism to make changes in the program based on lessons learned through the dispute process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	5
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  15 out of a possible 25
	

	Comments:
· The program follows written procedures when a client requests a hearing.


SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

	
	Score

	A. Supporting Outcomes through

Personnel
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has staff and appropriate resources to support program goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Program utilizes management techniques to ensure that staff are effectively working to meet goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Program has staff that is well-matched to program needs
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Program has staff and others that see their jobs in terms of supporting program goals
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Program has job descriptions and evaluations for each staff person.
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	6. Program has job descriptions that reflect the individual’s role in achieving program goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	7. Program has performance evaluations that are conducted on a regular basis
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	8. Program has performance evaluations based on employee’s contribution toward meeting program goals 
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	9. Program utilizes volunteers, consultants or has training opportunities for students?
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	10. Program ensures that volunteers and consultants have an understanding of their role in supporting program goals
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	Frequencies
	
	
	
	4
	3
	3

	Subtotal =  31 out of a possible 35*
	

	*Possible score reduced from 50 to 35 because items #8, #9 and #10 were not observed.
	


	
	Score

	B. Supporting Outcomes through 

      Budget
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Budget reflects and supports program goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Budget addresses all of the significant needs of the program 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Budget incorporates a process so that program needs not reflected in the budget are addressed in other ways
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Budget incorporates a process that includes a recommendation from customers/advocates of the  program 
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	1
	
	3
	
	

	Subtotal =   14  out of a possible 20
	


	
	Score

	C. Supporting Outcomes through 

Technology and Training
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has appropriate and sufficient technology to support its work 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Program has technology available for work “in the field”
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Program has staff that understand how technology can help them achieve goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Program is exploring ways to use technology to make its work more effective 
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	5. Program identifies training resources needed
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Program makes use of County or other training resources
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	1
	2
	2
	1

	Subtotal =   17 out of a possible 25*
	

	*Possible score reduced from 30 to 25 because item #4 was not observed.
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