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Introduction 
Chairwoman Bishop, Chairman O'Brien, and members of the committee, thank you for 
the opportunity to submit written testimony for today's hearing on behalf of the National 
Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center). We were invited to 
submit written testimony regarding the NGA Center Policy Academy on Safely Reducrng 
the Number of Children in Foster Care, in which Pennsylvania is a participant. 
Pennsylvania has begun implementing a comprehensive strategic plan for safely reducing 
the number of children in foster care that the NGA Center has supported. We were 
invited to explain the issue safe reduction, explain the Academy process, share some of 
the outcomes from the participating states and discuss Pennsylvania's participation. 

The NGA Center for Rest Practices, a 5010(3) subsidiary of NGA, helps governors and 
their key policy staff dcvelop and implement innovative solutions to challenges facing 
their states. Centei- staff identify emcrging issues, monitor and share best practices, 
publish issue briefs and governor's guides, organize and host retreats, summits and 
institutes, and provide customized technical assistance to governors' scnior policy 
advisors. 

Background and Problem 
There are currently about 496,000 children in the custody of state child welfare systems; 
on average, these children will remain in foster care Tor 2 % years with a 40 percent 
chance of experiencing three or more placements. In addition, more than 20,000 youth 
age out of the foster care system each year with little family or community support. 
Although foster care is an essential protection for some children, we know that removing 
a child from his or her family can have traumatic effects and that outcomes worsen the 
longer a child remains in foster care and the more place~nents a child experiences. Some 
children removed from their parents could remain at home if families had access to 
appropriate support services. 

Unfortunately, children and youth who spend time in foster care ai-e much more likely to 
have poor outcomes than their peers. Once in foster care, the trauma of maltreatment 
may be coinpounded by the trauma of separation from their siblings, relatives, friends, 
school, and neighborhood. While it is difficult to disentangle the impact of maltreatment 
rrom the experience of foster care itself, children who spcnd time in foster care often 
experience an increase in behavior problems and juvenile delinquency, which is 
exacerbated by the number of foster care placements they experience. Multiple 
placements can also disrupt schooling and lead to poor school performance. 

For those children who do not returned home or given a permanent home, and thus 
remain in the system until their eligibility ends, the outcomes are particularly negative. 
Sixty-five percent of youth who age out of foster care experi~nce seven or more school 
placements leading to great disiuption in their education and a poor likelihood of 
completion. Youth who remain in foster care until 18 are three times more likely than 



their peers to be out of work and school.' And these youth are twice as likely to be unable 
to pay their rent and four times as likely to be evicted when compared to their peers. 
There's also evidence that former foster care youth suffer post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) at rates twice as high as U.S. war veterans2. 

Concerns about these poor outcomes have prompted an array of national and state 
initiatives, including the initiatives we'll describe in this report on the Policy Academy to 
Safely Reduce the Number. of Children in Foster Caree. A number of states are increasing 
their efforts to address and prevent the problems families' face that bring children into 
carc. These problems include inadequate housing, substance abuse or mental health 
issues, andlor inability to care for children. For those children who do come into care, 
states are working to move them to permanency as quickly as possiblc-prinlarily 
through reunification; subsidized guardianship, or adoption. The strategies of the 
academy states are representative of the evidence based stl-ategies being uscd nationally 
to move towards reduction. Central to this work is the belief that there are too many 
children in foster care, and that the number of childreti in foster care can be significantly 
reduced whilc still ensuring that child safety remains foremost. 

Overview of the Policy Academy on Safe Reduction 
In April 2008, the NGA Center initiated the Policy Academy on Safely Redzrcing the 
Number. of Childr-en in Foster. Cave in parlnership with Casey Family Progranls in 
response to the knowledge that removal of a child from their home is very traumatic and 
that too many children spend too much time in the foster care system. The NGA Center 
academy also supports the national strategy of Casey Family Programs to safely reduce 
the number of children in foster care by 50 percent by 2020. Six states were selected to 
participate based on a competitive application process. Through the NGA Policy 
Academy, these six states-Pennsylvania, Arkansas, Florida, Ohio, Oregon, and South 
Carolina-have made targeted commitments to reduce the number of children in foster 
care by up to 50 percent and have been working toward these goals. 

The policy academy is an NGA Center model that assists states with broad systems 
change in an expedited time frame through facilitated strategic planning, peer-to-peer 
sharing, and access to national experts. States were selected through a highly competitive 
process based on the following criteria: clear definition of the problem or challenge; 
indication that the state is ready for change; articulated vision, outcomes, and possible 
stratcgics; breadth; depth, influence, and high-level commitment of the proposed state 
team; and data capacity. 

The NGA Center engages the selected states in an intensive 20-month proccss. It 
provides ongoing consultation to each state and hosts regular technical assistance calls 
The NGA Center also convened state teams during two Policy Academy meetings 

' M. Coumey and A. Dworsky, Midwesi Evaluation ofthe Adult Functionirlg of Fo,.mer Fosler Youth: 
Outcomes a! Age 19: Executive Sunzinavy (Chicago, Illinois: Chapin Hall Center for Children at the 
University of Chicago, 2005) 
' Institute for Research on Woman and Families. Ifealth Services fbv Childven in Fostev C a w  December 
1998 (2nd printing.) 



involving an interactive planning and policy development process. In addition, Center 
staff conducted site visits to assist states in moving their strategic plans fonvard. 

States participating in the academy are currently implementing their strategic plans and 
the NGA Center will pl-ovide ongoing support throughout 2009. It also will conduct a 
"Learning L a b  meeting in which academy states will participate in an intensive site visit 
in Los Angelcs, California. Los Angeles is a model for safe reduction and child welfare 
refoim. In addition, all academy states will participate in the Changing the Outcome: 
Achieving and Sustaining a Safe Reduction in Foster Care Policy Institute, where their 
successes will be highlighted and thcy will receive national recognition for their efforts. 

Academy State Progress 
Each academy state took an individual approach to the strategies developed to reach their 
overall reduction goals, based on what their data revealed as the key problem drivers in 
their child welfare system. 

Each state has developed strategies around supporting families so fewer children enter 
foster care, moving those children in foster care to permanency more quickly, and 
ensuring that children do not re-enter care. The participating states set overall goals to 
safely reduce the number of children in foster care by the following amounts: 

Arkansas - 20% by 201 1 
Florida - 50% by 2012 
Ohio - 25% by 2012 
Oregon - 20% by 2020 
Pennsylvania - 20% by 2010 
South Carolina - 20% by 2012 

A brief summary of each state's progress to date follows. 

In Arkansas, the team is focused on increasing the number of adoptions based on the high 
numbers of children who reinain in foster care for long periods of time. To accomplish 
this, the state is focusing on recruiting adoptive parents, conducting an extensive search 
to identify relatives to care for the children, and streamlining court processes. As a result 
of this focus, Arkansas has finalized 149 more adoptions to date in 2009 than it had in 
2008. 

Florida began its safe reduction efforts in 2006 when Governor Charlie Crist and foimer 
Secretary Bob Butterworth announced a focus on this area. Florida has more flexible 
funding resources than most other states because of a Title IV-E waiver that allows it to 
use federal funding for services beyond foster care payments and other maintenance. As 
part of its efforts, Florida is moving toward incentivizing localities for their good work 
and contracting based on good performance. In addition, the core Florida team identified 
the 100 children who had been in state care the longest and held case reviews to move 
these children to peimanency. The communication effoits in Florida have also been 
commendable: The state has created fact sheets, creatively engaged the community, and 
remained transparent with the media throughout these efforts. Florida has seen a 32 



percent statewide safe rcduction of the number of children in foster care since it began 
this effort. 

Ohio is focusing on increasing the capacity of its systems of care, including mental and 
physical health systems to support children and families so that they do not have to enter 
care. Often if a family is unable to locate services for their child's mental or physical 
health needs, the child will enter foster care to gain access to those services. In recent 
work, Ohio realized that 75 percent of the at-risk children served by systems of care did 
not have to enter foster care. The state also developed a new data system that is 
increasing accountability by providing a clear picture of the problem drivers for each 
county so that it can more effectively target its strategies. In addition, Ohio is piloting the 
altelnative response model in 10 counties, which supports alternatives to foster care 
placement by hclping identify children who can remain safely at home if their family 
receives the appropriate services. This model will be rolled out statewide in 2010. 

In Oregon, Governor Ted Kulongoski issued an Executive Order creating a Task Force 
on Disproportionality in Child Welfare to understand why children of color arc 
disproportionately represented in foster care in the state. This task force is analyzing 
disproporlionality and disparity in the Oregon child welfare system and making 
recommendations to address these findings. In addition, Oregoil has selected eight 
counties to develop their own community-oriented plans for safe reduction. This process 
is creating a community-based cffort that is supported by the state and led by a juvenile 
court judge. Oregon officially began focusing on safe reduction in September 2007 and 
has since seen a foster care reduction of 860 children, or 9 percent, in just less than 2 
years. 

South Carolina has taken a nlulti-pronged approach to its safe reduction effoits. In 
assessing its data, the state realized that many children were entering foster care because 
of lack of substance abuse and mental health services. The state child welfare leaders 
have worked on memorandums of undel-standing with other divisions in the states; such 
as mental health and substance abuse, to prioritize families with children at risk of 
entering child welfare. Thcy have also begun to implement family group decision 
making statewide, which is a strategy that empowers families to engage in treatment 
plans and leads to more timely and successful permancncy for a child in foster care. 

Pennsylvania's Plan and Successes 
Pennsylvania was selected for participation in the Policy Academy for several reasons. 
The state application denoted committed leadership and proposed a strong cross-system 
team. Pennsylvania was also already moving forward with efforts that aligned with this 
work, such as thc collaboration with the courts, integrated children's services planning, 
and the Goveinor's Commission on Children. In its application, Pennsylvania indicated 
readiness for change, knowledge of the key issues, and a clear vision and strategies. 

Pennsylvania has worked persistently and ambitiously since the beginning of the Policy 
Academy process to develop a comprehensive plan that focused on areas of concern such 
as children with long stays in foster care, high numbers of youth in congregate care, and 



high numbers of children entering care. After carehl consideration, the team focused on 
the followiilg goals: increasing safety; reducing the reliance on out-of-home care; 
improving permanency; and reducing the number of children coming back into foster 
care. These four goals are being accomplished by implementation of five major 
strategies: 

Structured decision making - Pennsylvania is implementing specialized tools 
that provide well-designed and structured case planning and review procedures 
for case management. The state is providing specialized training for case 
managel-s to use these tools to ensure that decisions are made based on a child's 
best interest. 
Family group decision making - Pennsylvania is also implementing family 
group decision making, a strategy that consists of regular team meetings run by an 
outside facilitator who brings in the child welfare system, family, relatives, a 
community representative, and any other parties involved in the family's child 
welfare casc. These meetings allow the family to truly engage in thcir 
pelmanency platlning and ongoing case decisions, leading to more timely 
permanency for children. 
Family finding - Pennsylvania is moving forward with the implementation of the 
family finding model statewide. This model offers methods and strategies to 
locate and engage relatives of children living in out-of-home care, with the goal of 
finding meaningful connections and possible placements for a child. Actively 
using this model leads to more timely permanency for children in foster care. 
Service array - Pennsylvania is working to improve the anay of services 
available to families in need, including mental health, substance abuse, housing 
support, and many others. Having a broad an-ay of services to support families' 
helps to ensure that children are not entering foster care unless their safety is at 
risk. 
Partnerships with the courts - Pennsylvania is building on the current court 
partnerships to ensure that the courts remain centrally involved in the state's safe 
reduction efforts. The court system plays a crucial role in both preventing 
children from being placed in foster care when appropriate and moving children 
to timely permanency. The court efforts include training judges, increasing the 
timeliness and elfectiveness of permanency planning hearings and much more. 

Pennsylvania has approached its work strategically by building on the positive work 
already underway and focusing on evidenced-based strategies that have worked 
successfully in other ~UI-isdictions. In addition, the Pennsylvania team quickly realized 
that to achieve their goal of a 20 percent reduction by 2010, the counties would have to 
be engaged in the efforts. 

Because of Pennsylvania's state-supervised, county-administered child welfare system 
structure, the academy team implemented these strategies within 16 pilot counties. These 
counties each developed their own plan, with support from the state, to move toward safe 
reduction under the guise of the larger state plan. Each member of the Pennsylvania state 
academy team is responsible for overseeing and supporting one to five of these counties. 
111 addition, state-level experts in areas related to this work have been tasked to consult 



with county teams. These cxperts are from areas such as cducation, the judicial system, 
mental health, juvenile justice, and many other systems and areas that cross over into 
child welfare. This process has been organized and successful thus far. NGA Center 
staff has visited Pennsylvania twice to work with the counties and will return in October 
for another meeting. 

Since the Pennsylvania team initiated this work with the counties in November 2008, the 
state has seen a safe reduction of 649 children in the foster care system3. This puts 
Pennsylvania at a 3.24 percent reduction, a great start to reaching the 20 percent by 2010 
goal. The keys to the Pennsylvania team's success appear to be its strong leadership, a 
committed and divcrse core team, the efforts of the participating pilot counties and the 
overall commitment to the goal of safe reduction and improved outcomes for children in 
foster care. 

The Pennsylvania team has been enormously engaged in thc Policy Academy and 
dedicated to improving outcomes for children in foster care. The team leadership has 
been strong and dependable, taking on much more than the othcr team members and 
leading by example. The planning and implementation process that Pennsylvania has 
followed makes it one of our leading states in these efforts. During other site visits and 
meetings where the academy has been discussed, we often share Pennsylvania as the 
example of good work in this area. 

Couclusiou 
The Policy Academy states have seen many challenges and successes since they began 
this work in May 2008. Pennsylvania has remained committed to this work and is seeing 
success in its efforts. The NGA Center looks forward to supporting the Pennsylvania 
team for the duration of 2009 as it strives to reach the state's goal of safely reducing the 
number of children in foster care by 20 percent by 2010. 

I want to thank Chainvoman Bishop and Chairman O'Brien for their time and energy 
focused on thc important issue of improving outcotnes for child in foster care through 
safe reduction. We invite any additional questions or follow up that you might have. 

'From Nov 1,2008 to June 1,2009 OCYF, DPW 


