Keeping A Collective Eye On The Prize:  
Kentucky’s Program Improvement Plan and Success

Announcer:  Kentucky is a place filled with a sense of wonder and a thirst for knowledge.  The beauty of our people and the majesty of our land and the strength of our collective spirit.  All of these things make Kentucky more than just a state …..it’s a state of mind.

From the mystic mountains of the east to the mighty Mississippi in the west Kentucky inspires us with its strength of community and kindness of spirit.  Kentucky has always been a place with a strong sense of family.  And our commitment to families is alive in our protection of our most fragile and valuable resources….our children.  In Kentucky it takes more than just a village to raise a child, it takes a network of committed partners, people who not only value the word of good but also who need to work daily in the trenches for the sake of the child.  The work is challenging and often heartbreaking but when you focus our collective eye on the prize the effort yields amazing results.  

Please join us as a few of Kentucky’s finest resources discuss our enduring partnerships, our strong commitment to family engagement and our ongoing quest to enhance knowledge through our application of data through to child welfare practice.
Hello, I am Kay Hoffman, Dean of the College of Social Work at the University of Kentucky here in Lexington, Kentucky.  Let me emphasize how important it is for the universities to be involved in uncovering the complexities of the situations that clients bring to public child welfare.  Here in Fayette County we have an inordinate amount of domestic violence. We have high rates of substance abuse. We have high rates of other kinds of violence in the families and we have lots of mental health issues.  It’s up to the universities to ferret out the place of those problems in a caseload really in a case that a child welfare worker holds.  So that the caseworker understands at a deep level that substance abuse can be a predictor in fact of not only child abuse but in the worst case of child fatalities.  It is absolutely essential that universities be a part of this mix and help everybody uncover the situations that people really have in their lives, I think it is an essential in public child welfare.
Tish Geftos (Seven Counties Services, Inc.):  The collaboration between the community mental health centers and the Cabinet in the state of Kentucky is a very good one.  Both agencies recognize the value in collaborating well together and working together for the benefit of our mutual clients.  It allows both agencies to meet the mission of our agencies and to really work hard for the joint clients that we have to propel them forward to a better place.  For instance, one of the things that have been happening recently is the Permanency Barriers Project which is an opportunity for the Cabinet and its community partners to collaborate to try to decrease the time of out of home placement for children.  Through this project the agencies have come together and shared ideas and thoughts again trying to work for the benefit of our mutual clients that we have.  With regards to substance abuse the Cabinet and the mental health centers both realize the devastating impact that substance abuse has on our mutual clients.  It affects ever aspect of a child’s life, it can affect parenting skills for the parents, it can affect the economic status and ability just to meet basic needs so the Cabinet and the community health centers really try to work together in terms of providing ample treatment opportunities as well as identifying other issues, other underlying issues once the substance abuse has been treated and taken care of.
John Burgess (Administrative Office of the Courts):  I believe the relationship between the Cabinet for Health and Family Services and the Administrative Office of the Courts and all courts throughout the state is excellent at this point and time.  I think there has been really two key things that have brought us together more:  one being the Child and Family Service Reviews along with the Program Improvement Plan that was developed in response to those reviews as well as the Court Improvement project and the development of it’s strategic plan and how those mirror each other and how we are able to work together on those two plans.  In Kentucky we are making a very diligent effort right now to expand our family court statewide.  In November of 2004 Kentucky voters overwhelmingly supported the expansion of family courts throughout the state.  As a result of that Chief Justice Joseph Lambert has made a top priority for him to do so.  We have the addition of eight new family courts this year which will bring the total up to Family Courts in 62 counties throughout the state and the state of Kentucky has 120 counties.  We are currently serving over half of Kentucky’s population.  One of the most important examples if not the most important example of the collaboration that is being currently demonstrated between the Administrative Office of the Courts, the Cabinet of Health and Family Services and other community service providers throughout the state is the actual outcome that these efforts are having on youth in Kentucky.  In Kentucky we are seeing a decrease in the average length of stay in foster care for kids, we are seeing an increase in the number of finalized adoptions, we are seeing a decrease in the number of placements that youth experience.  And all of these efforts are really helping children obtain permanency in the state.
Toya Nicholson (Fayette Service Region): The Family Team Meeting concept is a concept where we try to engage the families in the process of resolving issues that they may have and case planning.  That’s a process where we invite Community Partners that may have already been involved with the family that we feel may be important to assist the family in achieving their treatment goals.  The family also has an opportunity to invite the people that they have in their families such as their sisters and brother, their children, ministers and other people in their support network.  The object of the Family Team Meeting is to bring everybody together to develop a plan that is comprehensive and that puts everyone on the same page.  It also gives everyone at the table an assignment in a sense so that everyone leaves understanding and knowing what their role is in the process for this family.  Then the worker will use that information to kind of assist the family in knowing where they are, assessing where they are and assisting them in achieving their goals.
Angie Walz (KIPDA Jefferson Service Region):  The Diligent Recruitment process in Kentucky is centered around three different principles; that is keeping children together, sibling groups, we don’t want to separate them if at all possible; We like to keep children close to their family of origin, home and schools; And we also feel that all children deserve the right to live in a family based setting.

The demographic recruitment approach is where we look at the children in care currently and determine the needs of what homes we need to recruit for.  Our highest needs are that for teen homes, for minority children, for sibling groups-families  that will take large groups of siblings, and also for medically fragile children.  We also do geographic recruitment which involves looking at the areas of town that have the highest numbers of removal and then we concentrate our recruitment effort in those areas to hopefully boost the numbers of homes in that particular zip code or neighborhood.  The Resource Parent Concept in Kentucky is that of approving all families to foster or adopt.  The idea is behind that is that some children will become available for adoption even though they are placed in a foster home and hopefully that foster home if it is a good match between the parent and the child will just keep the child and adopt the child so that they have less moves.
Sarah Gibbs (Bluegrass Rural Service Region):  Since implementation of the Program Improvement Plan I feel that field staff and supervisors have really become an integral part of developing strategy to improve service provision.  Specifically we have reviewed foster care reentry in the Bluegrass Region and have seen a significant number of children that are reentering care are actually in our teen population.  So that presents real specific and interesting situations for us to meet some specific barriers that aren’t probably present in other cases.  When we identified some of the barriers we were facing regarding this teen population we sat down with members of our community mental health providers also our district and family court judges to get information and input from them and also try to identify solutions to those problems to reduce the number of foster care reentries in the future.  Hopefully when we are able to measure our success over the next year we will be able to share that with the rest of the state and implement some of those strategies across the state.
Announcer:  As you can see Kentucky is a place where we value the partnership between empirical analysis and human interaction.  We are at our strongest when we join hands in our struggle to enhance knowledge and eradicate abuse.  Kentucky’s eyes are focused and clear on the ultimate prize we seek.  A safe and loving home where every child can be free just to be a child.

