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The Child and Family Service Reviews (CFSR) conducted by the Department of
Health and Human Services are a critical step towards improving the nation’s child welfare
services. However, although the federal emphasis on outcomes has helped to accelerate state
interest in performance measurement, both the federal effort to measure performance and
states’ efforts to understand performance have been hampered by the limitations of the

measurement methods used.

In March 2000, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS)
finalized the regulations establishing the Child and Family Services State Reviews (CFSR)
mandated by the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997. Although the federal CFSR holds
states accountable for achieving quantifiable outcomes through their child welfare systems
for the first time, federal efforts to monitor state performance rigorously date as far back as
the “427 Reviews” initiated after Congress passed the Adoption Assistance and Child
Welfare Act of 1980. The 427 Reviews tended to emphasize process measures rather than
specific outcomes. The newer standards required as part of the Adoption and Safe Families
Act are now focused more squarely on performance measured in terms directly related to the
experience of children who are served by child welfare agencies (Courtney, Needell, &

Wulczyn, 2004).

Through each state review, DHHS staff assesses the performance of states in
operating child protection and child welfare programs. States that are found deficient in any
outcome must commit to a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) that will improve outcomes

during a 2-year period. If a state fails to improve, DHHS will impose fiscal sanctions.

The purpose of this paper is to show how policymakers in the New York State Office
of Children and Family Services (OCFS) responded to the basic requirements of the CFSR
but implemented a more productive, alternative approach to performance measurement for

three of the six outcome domains: time to reunification, time to adoption, and likelihood of



reentry.’ In this paper, we give an overview of the deficiencies in the federal measures for
these three outcomes, describe the alternative measures Chapin Hall formulated in
partnership with state policymakers, describe the key reports used to date to implement the

project, and discuss the results to date.
The three national standards for which OCFS developed alternative measures are:

Length of time to achieve reunification—A state meets the national standard if, of
all children who were reunified with their parents or caretakers during the year under
review, 76.2 percent or more of these children were reunified in less than 12 months

from the time of the latest removal from home.

Length of time to achieve adoption--A state meets the national standard if, of all
children who were adopted during the year under review, 32 percent or more of these
children were adopted in less than 24 months from the time of the latest removal from

home.

Foster care reentries--A state meets the national standard if, of all children who
entered foster care during the year under review, 8.6 percent or fewer reentered foster

care within 12 months of a prior episode.

Since the promulgation of the CFSR standards, child welfare experts in public
agencies and academic institutions have documented that these measurements can produce an
inaccurate picture of changes in performance over time. Although the standards are intended
to track improvements in performance, for many states--like New York, these CFSR

standards could show performance deteriorating when performance is actually improving.

! The remaining three outcome domains in the CESR are recurrence of maltreatment,
incidence of child abuse and/or neglect in foster care, and the stability of foster care
placements.



Two critical problems arise from the use of exit cohorts to judge the outcomes of time
to reunification and adoption. First, the CFSR measures do not measure the likelihood that
children in one state or another will be discharged to reunification or adoption within a
certain time period. To measure the likelihood of an exit like reunification, the measure
would have to use all children as the reference group, not just the children who exited to
reunification. The current measures omit the potentially large group of children who have

not exited, and thus fail to provide a comprehensive measure of these outcomes.

Second, exit cohorts do not accurately measure change over time. Policy and
programmatic changes intended to reduce a backlog of cases that have been in foster care for
a long time can actually increase the length of time to reunification or adoption among
discharge cohorts. This occurs because the cohorts exiting foster care after this
programmatic shift takes place will contain a higher concentration of children who have
stayed in foster care a long time. Thus, while the state is improving performance, it would
appear that performance had gotten worse. Furthermore, the use of exit cohorts creates a
disincentive to decrease length of stay for children who have been in foster care for more

than a year or two.

With regard to the reentry outcome standard, there are two serious issues. First, the
federal standard provides an incomplete view of the likelihood of reentry because it is not
based on a longitudinal view of reentries at the individual level. The measure is influenced
by the number of first admissions because it measures reentries as a proportion of all
admissions. As a result, a reentry rate measured in this way would go up if the number of
first admissions was decreasing, even if the county's actual reentry rate from prior years'
admission groups was the same or lower. Second, the federal standard is not connected
directly with the reunification standard. As states are working to reduce length of stay in
foster care, it is important to ensure that the number of failed reunifications does not go up.
As a result, the frequency of reentry should be evaluated for the group of children who were
discharged to reunification as a result of the state's efforts to meet the targets for permanent

exits.



Finally, none of these three federal measures accounts for the effect of changes in
case mix, or historical patterns of admissions and discharges over time. The average length
of stay for all children in foster care can increase or decrease as a result of changes in case
mix, not because a child welfare agency has changed its practice. For example, if very young
children represent a higher proportion of children being admitted to foster care in 1999 than
in 1998, average length of stay in foster care for all children admitted will likely increase.
This is because children admitted under the age of 1 tend to stay in foster care longer than

older children.

NYS Office of Children and Family Services Performance Improvement Project

Federal DHHS staff conducted the review of NYS OCFS’ child welfare programs in
2001. Like many state child welfare agencies, OCFS’ programs failed to meet the national
standards for the length of time to achieve reunification and the length of time to achieve
adoption. As part of the CFSR process, OCFS was required to develop a “Performance

Improvement Plan” (PIP) for improving performance over the next 2 years.

Because OCFS does not provide child welfare services directly, responsibility for
improving child welfare outcomes had to be passed on to county child welfare agencies.
Cognizant of the deficiencies in these three federal measures, OCFS staff decided to adopt
alternative performance measures for the state and counties that would more accurately
reflect changes in these child welfare outcomes as counties worked to improve performance.
These measures, along with the remaining three federal measures, have become the basis for

a statewide performance improvement project begun in January 2003.

Using available administrative data resources, Chapin Hall developed for OCFS
alternative measures for time to reunification, time to adoption, and likelihood of reentlry.2

The methodology for evaluating the length of time to adoption and reunification measured

? Chapin Hall created the longitudinal data file that is the basis for the baseline estimation
and performance measurement from OCFS’s existing administrative database, Child Care
Review Service (CCRS).



the number of care days of foster care used during the 2-year period and the proportion of

children who exited to reunification or adoption by the end of the 2-year period. These

measures were designed to provide an unbiased view of performance changes during the

required 2-year period for performance improvements. OCFS chose the 2-year period from

January 1, 2003 to December 31, 2004 for the project.

The design of the alternative measures incorporated the following concepts and

decisions:

1.

2.

Performance had to be evaluated during a 2-year window. That is, each county
should receive a goal at the beginning of the 2-year period, and county activity during
the 2-year window to reach that goal should be measurable at the end of the 2 years.
Counties should not be penalized for or benefit from activity before the 2-year

window.

Work with children in care at the beginning of the period (January 1, 2003) as well as
work with children placed in foster care during the period should be measured.

Counties should focus on changing outcomes for both groups.

Historical performance would provide the best source for baseline expectations from
which each county would be expected to improve. Each county’s individual
historical performance was analyzed, so that rather than being asked to reach a region
or statewide milestone, each county was being asked to improve from its current level

of performance.

For setting baselines and tracking performance, children would be divided into groups
or strata that tended to experience different lengths of stay. With these strata, OCFS
could get a close as possible to an “apples to apples” comparison when comparing the
present to the past. With separate estimates for these mutually exclusive groups, the

methodology was designed to accommodate basic changes in a county’s case mix



over time. These groups were also intended to focus each county’s efforts on

reducing length of stay in developmentally relevant ways.

5. Both exits and care days would be measured to account for length of stay and the type
of exit. Reunification or discharge to a relative, adoption, and other, non-permanent
exits would be measured separately. However, OCFS staff did not want separate
improvement goals for adoption and reunification/relative exits. Rather, OCFS staff
wanted counties to improve the number and timing of exits to permanent families,
leaving the balance between reunification, relative and adoption exits unspecified.
Other exits (predominantly running away and reaching majority) would be part of the

performance report, but no separate goal for reducing other exits would be assigned.

6. Reentry would be evaluated for the same population that was discharged to

reunification or a relative.

When finalized, the alternative measures for all counties except New York City had the
following strata:
2003 Admission Population - Three Strata
=  Placed in foster care under the age of 1

=  Placed in foster care between the ages of 1 and 13
=  Placed in foster care between the ages of 14 and 20

January 1, 2003 In-Care Population - Four Strata

=  Began spell in progress under the age of 1

= Began spell in progress b/t ages 1 and 13, in care for less than 2 years
=  Began spell in progress b/t ages 1 and 13, in care for 2 or more years
=  Began spell in progress b/t ages 14 and 20

The New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) had a much larger
population in foster care that had additional characteristics associated with the likelihood of
discharge during the 2-year window. ACS had more children who had been placed as
infants, more children who had been in foster care for more than 2 years, and more children

placed with relatives licensed as foster parents (kinship care). The alternative measures for



ACS included the following strata:
2003 Admission Population - Four Strata

=  Placed in foster care (excluding kinship) under the age of 1

=  Placed in foster care (excluding kinship) between the ages of 1 and 13

=  Placed in kinship foster care from under 1 to 13

=  Placed in foster care (all placement types) between the ages of 14 and 20
January 1, 2003 In-Care Population - Seven Strata

=  Began spell in progress under the age of 1, in care for less than 2 years
=  Began spell in progress under the age of 1, in care for 2-3 years

=  Began spell in progress under the age of 1, in care for 4 or more years
=  Began spell in progress b/t ages 1 and 13, in care for less than 2 years
=  Began spell in progress b/t ages 1 and 13, in care for 2-3 years

=  Began spell in progress b/t ages 1 and 13, in care for 4 or more years

=  Began spell in progress b/t ages 14 and 20

Other case mix characteristics influence the timing of exit from foster care, and some
of these characteristics were available in CCRS, such as permanency planning goal.
However, the utility of additional strata would decline as the numbers of children in each
group decreased and the burden of tracking additional strata increased. These strata were
selected as the ones that maximized the accuracy of the baselines and provided clinical

coherence.

Chapin Hall calculated historical baselines for each stratum for each county using the
experience of 1999 and 2000 admission and in-care populations during a 2-year window.
Chapin Hall and OCFS staff analyzed the experience of five historical populations before
deciding to use the two most recent populations for the baselines. Then, OCFS assigned
targets for improvement. OCFES decided to assess performance separately for the admission
and in-care populations. However, within those two populations, OCFS decided to track
performance across all permanent exits and all strata. So, each county agency was asked to
increase the percent of permanent exits -- reunification with family or relative and adoption --
by 10 percent of the historical exit rate and to decrease care day utilization by 5 percent of
the historical care day utilization. (Additional details about the methodology are provided in

the next section.)



The design of the performance improvement measures was not appropriate for some
New York State county child welfare agencies that served few children in foster care. For
these counties, any summary information about outcomes for small numbers of children
would vary too much from year to year to provide a reasonable baseline for performance.
However, OCFS did not exclude any counties from the project because the reports would
nevertheless provide a useful basis for a more detailed evaluation of what happened in the

past and what happened during the performance period.

Reports Used to Implement the Performance Improvement Project

This section provides a description of the key report used to communicate both the
details of the methodology and performance targets. In addition, this section includes a

performance report for a sample county for the first 6 months of the 2-year period.

In the Baseline Exits and Care Day Summary report, county staff found historical
performance summarized by exit type and average care day utilization for each stratum. This
report reveals the different experiences of groups of children depending on whether they
were in their care already or were coming into care. It also shows the variation in
experiences based on the age when children were placed and how long children had been in
care. In addition, the report provides counts of children in each stratum for their current in-
care population and estimated counts of admissions for children who would be placed in the
coming year. Finally, this report makes it possible for county staff to observe how this

information was combined to assign targets for improvement.

Table 1 shows the Baseline Exits and Care Day Summary report for a sample
county.” The bolded boxes contain the information for expected performance across the
whole population. For this county, if historical performance with each of the stratum were
repeated, we would expect 56 percent of the in-care population to have exited to reunification
or adoption by the end of 2 years — 39 percent to reunification and 17 percent to adoption.
We would expect this group to spend an average of 427 days in foster care during this period.

For the admission group, we would expect 60 percent of children to exit to a permanent

3 The sample county is a combination of several upstate New York counties.
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family by the end of the 2-year window, with almost all the children being reunified with
their family or a relative. We would expect this group to spend an average of 302 days in

foster care during this period.



Table 1
OCFS Performance Improvement Project
Alternative Permanency Measures Performance Report
Baseline Exits and Care Day Summary

Baseline Exit Percentages — In-Care Population as of January 1, 2003

Baseline Expected Status Permanent Exits
As of Dec. 31, 2004 Breakdown
Percent Percent Percent Number (Average)

Starting Permanent Other Still Percent Percent of Foster
County In Care Population, January 1, 2003 Population Exits Exits In Care | Reunification Adoption Care Days
Child began spell in progress on Jan. 1 when child
was...
Under 1 years old 189 65% 2% 33% 18% 47% 90,153 (477)
B/t ages 1 and 13, in care for less than 2 yrs 403 59% 8% 33% 53% 6% 175,708 ( 436)
B/t ages 1 and 13, in care for 2 or more yrs 458 43% 14% 44% 18% 25% 229,916 (502)
B/t ages 14 and 17 291 67% 23% 9% 67% 0% 77,115 (265)
All children in care on January 1, 2003 1341 56% 12% 32% 39% 17% 572,892 (427)

10 % Increase in Proportion of Exits 62% 5% Decrease in Days] 544,247 (406)
Difference 6% Difference] -28,645 (-21)

Baseline Exit Percentages -- Admissions between January 1, 2003 and December 31, 2003

Baseline Expected Status Permanent Exits
As of Dec. 31, 2003 Breakdown
Percent Percent Percent Number (Average)

County Admissions between Starting Permanent Other Still Percent Percent of Foster

Jan. 1 and Dec. 31, 2003 Population Exits Exits In Care | Reunification Adoption Care Days
Began spell under 1 years old 96 52% 2% 46% 45% 7% 32,256 (336)
Began spell b/t ages 1 and 13 466 57% 8% 36% 56% 1% 142,596 ( 306)
Began spell b/t ages 14 and 17 286 68% 15% 16% 68% 0% 81,510 ( 285)
All admitted between Jan. 1, 2003 & Dec. 31, 2003 848 60% 10% 30% 59% 1% 256,362 (302)
10 % Increase in Proportion of Exits 66% 5% Decrease in Days] 243,544 (287)
Difference 6% Difference] -12,818 (-15)

Source of Data: New York State Office of Children and Family Services, Child Care Review Service, December 31, 2003

This report is intended for use by the New York State Office of Children and Family Services, local district child welfare officials, contract agencies, and court officials
responsible for delivering child welfare services in New York State. The algorithms and processes used to produce these reports are protected by copyrights held by the Chapin
Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago.
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The Baseline Exits and Care Day Summary report contained the goals that OCFS
asked each county to achieve.* The bolded boxes on Table 1 show that, during the next 2
years, the sample county’s goal was to increase the percent of permanent exits from the
population in care on January 1, 2003 by 6 percent (10% of the baseline exits) and to increase
the percent of permanent exits from the population admitted during 2003 by 6 percent (again,
10% of the baseline exits). At the same time, the county’s goal was to decrease the average
number of days used by the in-care and admissions population by 21 days and 15 days,
respectively. Counties could achieve both of these results — increasing permanent exits and
decreasing care days — by discharging children more quickly to permanent exits than they
had in the past. In addition, counties could increase the percent of children exiting to
reunification and adoption by reducing the number of children who ran away or reached

majority in foster care.

Finally, the Baseline Exits and Care Day Summary report showed that overall
performance was made up of different outcomes for children sharing certain characteristics.
For example, for the group of children that was in care at the beginning of the performance
period (January 1, 2003) who had been placed in foster care between the ages of 1 and 13,
the sample county could expect that 44 percent would still be in care at the end of the 2-year
period, the highest percentage of any group. Not surprisingly, this group would also use the

most care days on average — 502 days during the period.

The illustration of strata-specific differences in this report has two purposes. First, it
shows counties why stratification is important for predicting overall performance. For
example, if a county’s 1999 and 2000 in-care populations included more children who were
in care for more than 2 years, a baseline figure calculated from these historical groups would
be too low for the current in-care population. Second, it was intended to give county staff
ideas about where to target their efforts to improve performance. For example, if the sample
county staff wanted to focus on the largest group — children in care who were admitted
between the ages of 1 and 13 who had been in care for more than 2 years, they would

probably need to develop strategies for expediting both reunification and adoption.

* OCFS staff has encouraged counties to meet their goals, but decided not to attach explicit
rewards or sanctions to the results of this initial project.



To help counties track performance relative to the baseline and expected
performance, Chapin Hall and OCFS planned to provide an interim report for each
county that would be available at 6-, 12-, and 18-month intervals. Because the timing of
expected exits and care day utilization would not be evenly distributed during the 2 years,
Chapin Hall used historical data to estimate the proportion of exits and care days that
would be used during each 6-month interval. Chapin Hall calculated and used two sets of

proportions by strata, one for all upstate counties combined and one for New York City.

Unfortunately, counties would not receive the performance report for the first 6
months of the period (January-June 2003) until June 2004. Data entry into the statewide
data system (CCRS) lags several months behind, so Chapin Hall could not generate an
accurate picture of performance for a 6-month period until an additional 6 months had
passed. OCFS staff also spent additional time to incorporate these performance data into

larger reports to the counties.

Table 2 shows one page of a performance report for the in-care population for the
same sample county shown in Table 1, for the first 6 months of the performance period.
It reflects a current draft of the version of the report that NYS counties received in
September 2004. The table shows the page that reports data for the entire in-care
population. Counties will also receive the same report for each stratum. The original
performance report for the first 6-month period included data for the targets but not data
for the baselines. Although counties could easily calculate the baselines from the targets,

OCFS decided to revise the reports to include baseline figures.

In the first section of Table 2, baseline and expected performance for the 2-year
period is repeated for the in-care population. In addition, baseline and expected
performance is shown denominated in numbers of children as well as the proportion of
the total population. This county is expected to increase the number of permanent exits
from this population from 751 to 831 during the 2-year window. This county is also

expected to use a total of 544,247 days for this group.

The second section of Table 2 reports expected and actual performance during the

first 6 months of the performance improvement period. The agency had discharged 282
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children from the group in care on January 1, 2003. This number exceeds the baseline
number but is 13 short of the target. In percent terms, this county discharged 21 percent
of the in-care population so far to a permanent family, 1 percent above the baseline and 1
percent below the target. The care day figures to date tell a somewhat different story.
The county had delivered only slightly fewer days than the historical baselines predicted
and had delivered 8,525 more days than the target. These care day data probably indicate
that the timing of the additional discharges was close enough to the end of the 6-month
period that the county did not save many care days. These data could also indicate that
the county did not achieve baseline discharges more quickly in these first 6 months.
Counties will receive reports in identical format for each stratum, allowing staff to
analyze whether performance to date is the same or different for subgroups of children in

the in-care population.
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Table 2
OCFS Performance Improvement Project
Alternative Permanency Measures Performance Report
Children In Care On January 1, 2003: Performance as of 6/30/03

All Strata
Permanent Exits Breakdown

Other
Total Number of Children: 1341 Permanent Exits Reunified Adopted Exits
Summary of Two Year Performance Expectations
Baseline # of Exits Over Two Years 751 523 228 161
Total Expected # of Exits Over Two Years 831 577 255 161
Baseline Exits Over Two Years as a % of Total Children 56% 39% 17% 12%
Total Expected Exits Over Two Years as % of Total Children 62% 43% 19% 12%
Baseline # of Days Used Over Two Years 572,892
Total Expected # of Days Used Over Two Years 544,247
Performance Summary as of 6/30/03
Baseline # of Exits as of 6/30/03 268
Expected # of Exits as of 6/30/03 295
Observed # of Exits as of 6/30/03 282 188 94 80
Difference, # Observed-Expected -13
Baseline Exits as of 6/30/03 as % of Total Children 20%
Expected Exits as of 6/30/03 as % of Total Children 22%
Observed Exits as of 6/30/03 as % of Total Children 21% 14% 7% 6%
Difference, Observed-Expected -1%
Baseline # of Days as of 6/30/03 200,512
Expected # of Days as of 6/30/03 190,486
Observed # of Days as of 6/30/03 199,011
Difference, Observed-Expected 8,525

Source of Data: New York State Office of Children and Family Services, Child Care Review Service, December 31, 2003

This report is intended for use by the New York State Office of Children and Family Services, local district child welfare officials, contract

agencies, and court officials responsible for delivering child welfare services in New York State. The algorithms and processes used to produce these reports are
protected by copyrights held by the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago.
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Figures 1 and 2 depict the path of performance relative to the assigned targets for
exits and care days for the sample county. These figures also provided counties with the
12- and 18-month interim targets for exits and care days. For example, staff in the
sample county could see in Figure 2 that they were expected to use just over 60 percent

of the care days in the first year of the project.

Figure 1
Expected vs. Observed Percent of Permanent Exits from
Population of Children in Care on January 1, 2003, Over 2 Years
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Figure 2
Expected and Observed Number of Care Days Used as a % of Total Care Days
for Population of Children in Care on January 1, 2003, Over 2 Years
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Discussion

The OCFS performance improvement project is an example of an information-
driven child welfare reform effort with a robust methodology for tracking results over
time. The performance improvement project assigns counties goals to achieve that can be
measured and understood at the end of the project. It focuses attention on both children
in care at the start of the reform as well as children who will enter once the reform has
begun. At the same time, it incorporates information about the different expected
outcomes for these two groups. Within these two groups, it provides the opportunity to
understand how reform efforts affect children differently depending on the age they

experience foster care and the length of time they experience foster care.

Many aspects of the New York State measures could be profitably incorporated
into a revised CFSR. At a minimum, the implementation of the CFSR should empower
states like New York to incorporate more accurate measurement methods into their CFSR

Performance Improvement Plans.
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Once the 2-year cycle concludes, it will be important to remember that the
implementation of this methodology in New York State could reasonably be considered a
pilot. This is due to several factors. First, county staff were introduced to the
performance project and received their baselines and targets just after the performance
period had begun (January 2003). As a result, county staff would not have had time to
absorb the performance targets, plan, and implement significant program improvements
prior to the start of the two-year period. Second, like many child welfare administrators
across the country, many state and county administrators in New York State were
unfamiliar with working effectively with system-level information about their child
welfare programs. Many of the ideas embedded in the performance measures were new.
For example, the value of making distinctions between an “in-care” and an admission
population was a new idea, as well as the utility of grouping a caseload into mutually

exclusive strata.

Third, information to evaluate interim county performance has essentially not
been available during the project. If interim data had been available soon after the end of
each 6-month period, county staff may have been motivated to change course or step up
reform efforts. Lags in data entry prevented the use of statewide data system for accurate
performance reports until at least 6 months after the end of the period. Because of this
known inability to use the statewide data system for delivering timely information,
county staff were encouraged to track their performance internally with a simple
spreadsheet, recording entry and exit dates and exit type information for children they
showed in care on January 1, 2003 and children admitted during 2003. Although some
county staff may have taken this advice, county staff generally did not have the expertise

with or the confidence for working data in this way.

Now that OCFS and county staff are familiar with the measurement methodology,
it is likely that the performance improvement project could be productively re-intialized

for a new 2-year (or longer) period.
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