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Good afternoon Senator Claxton, Representative Meyer, and distinguished members of the Committee. My name is Debra Dunlap, and I am co-chair of the Maine Child Welfare Advisory Panel. I’m here today to provide an overview of the Panel’s 2021 Annual Report that was issued in January of this year. 


Panel Overview

CITIZEN REVIEW PANELS MEMBERS SCHEDULE
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I’ll start with a brief overview of the Panel and then review the recommendations in the report. 

The Maine Child Welfare Advisory Panel (also referred to as MCWAP) is one of Maine’s three Citizen Review Panels for child welfare. Citizen Review Panels are federally mandated groups of professionals and private citizens who are responsible for determining whether state and local agencies are effectively discharging child protective and child welfare responsibilities, and making recommendations for system improvement. In Maine, the other two Citizen Review Panels are the Justice for Children Task Force and the Child Death and Serious Injury Review Panel. Each of the three citizen review panels has a different focus area. The Maine Child Welfare Advisory Panel reviews the functions and practices of the child welfare system in broadest terms, and all of our meetings are open to the public. The Justice for Children Task Force focuses on how the judicial system is serving children and families, and their meetings are also open to the public. The Child Death and Serious Injury Review Panel reviews individual cases of child maltreatment and as a result has the highest standards of confidentiality. In contrast, all minutes from MCWAP are available on the website, and anyone can attend a meeting by contacting the Panel Coordinator for a meeting link.

MCWAP members are volunteer, private citizens and professionals who have expertise in the prevention and treatment of child abuse and neglect, or personal experience with the child welfare system. The Panel works to maintain a broad and diverse representation including, but not limited to, community-based support services; foster, adoptive and kinship parents; domestic violence professionals; courts; disabilities specialists; legislators; family attorneys, medical professionals; sexual assault services; tribal representatives; and members of the community at large. The Panel had parent representatives with personal experience of child protective services for many years and for the first six months of 2021, but they were unable to continue participating after the Parents as Partners program ended in June. The Panel is working to fill this essential role, as well as the roles for law enforcement, substance use treatment and recovery, and teachers, which were not represented during 2021. You can see find more information about Panel members and a complete list on pages 3, 23, and 24 of the report. 

The Panel has 24 voting members. Office of Child and Family Services staff serve on the Panel as non-voting members. OCFS employs a Panel Coordinator position that provides coordination and task management assistance to the Panel (and also to Child Death and Serious Injury Review Panel). The Associate Director of Child Welfare attends all MCWAP meetings. The OCFS Director, Communications and Compliance Manager, and Child Welfare Project Manager also participate in Panel meetings as needed. 

The Panel schedules ten meetings per year, from September through June, and the Executive Committee meets over the summer as needed. In 2021, the Panel held all ten meetings over a virtual platform, including a full-day planning retreat in September. All MCWAP meetings are co-chaired and facilitated by two citizen members of the Panel. This is a change that was made this year as part of ongoing efforts to ensure the independence of the Panel.  





Federal Mandates

- Examine the policies, procedures, and practices of state and local child
protection agencies, and evaluate the extent to which the agencies are
effectively discharging their child protection responsibilities

= Provide for public outreach and comment to assess the impact of current
procedures and practices upon children and families in the community

= Review and evaluate State investigative, administrative, and both civil and
criminal judicial handling of cases of child abuse and neglect

= Make policy and training recommendations

= Prepare an annual report complete with a summary of activities and
recommendations for the improvement of the child protective services system
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The federal Child Abuse Protection and Treatment Act  and the Children’s Justice Act require all states to establish Citizen Review Panels. MCWAP fulfills requirements from both mandates that instruct the panel to: 
Examine the policies, procedures, and practices of state and local child protection agencies, and evaluate the extent to which the agencies are effectively discharging their child protection responsibilities
Provide for public outreach and comment to assess the impact of current procedures and practices upon children and families in the community
Review and evaluate State investigative, administrative, and civil and criminal judicial handling of cases of child abuse and neglect
Make policy and training recommendations
Prepare an annual report complete with a summary of activities and recommendations for the improvement of the child protective services system




* Panel Development

* Citizen Engagement

* Parent Experience

* Communication and Coordination

2021 Activities

* Policy Review
* Trainings
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The Panel’s primary focus areas in 2021 were continued clarification of the Panel as a separate entity from the Office of Child and Family Services, and improving processes for citizen engagement and feedback. 

Panel Development: The Panel continued to receive technical assistance from the Capacity Building Center for States. This helped inform a restructure of the Panel’s Executive Committee to establish two citizen co-chairs and have the Associate Director of Child Welfare assume a liaison role that is more consistent with non-voting status. The Center for States also helped clarify the Panel’s process in response to legislative and media requests, including the Government Oversight Committee and Office of Program Evaluation and Government Accountability. MCWAP also helped establish quarterly collaboration meetings among the chairs of all three citizen review panels, to coordinate high-level focus areas and recommendations for systems improvements. 

Citizen Engagement: The focus of the Panel’s third annual full-day planning retreat in September was citizen engagement. Panel members identified the need to elevate this priority after the loss of all parent and family representatives on the Panel.

Parent Experience: Surveys of parents who have been involved with the child welfare system were distributed and analyzed for the second time in the fall of 2021, and a summary of results will be available on the Panel website within the next week. The Panel has also been assessing the Department’s ability to effectively engage the fathers of children involved in child welfare since 2020 and has developed father listening sessions that will be held this year.  

Communication and Coordination: A subcommittee has been focused on identifying gaps and strategies that can improve sharing of health, developmental, and educational information for children and youth in care with their providers and caregivers. This group has been reviewing the implementation of the new Child Welfare Information System to explore functions in the system that can provide updated information for caregivers, providers, parents, and older youth who may be navigating their own health care providers.

Policy Review: In January 2021, the Panel met with OCFS Policy and Training leaders and developed a process for Panel members to review proposed child welfare policies and provide feedback to the Department prior to implementation. A list of the policies that Panel members had the opportunity to review and comment on is on page 7 of the report. 

And finally, Training: In response to practice gaps identified through previous Panel reviews, a subcommittee began providing training for all professionals connected to the child welfare system on the dynamics that are present in cases involving domestic abuse and violence, and the challenges that are involved when a protective custody case intersects with or is resolved through a family matters case. This training series will continue this year.




Panel Recommendations

2021 Annual Report
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I’m going to move now into the recommendations for improvement of the child welfare system that are outlined in the 2021 Report. These recommendations were presented by member groups for consideration by the full Panel and were approved by majority vote. There is a wide range of content expertise across our Panel members. If you have questions about specific recommendations that I can’t answer, I can get the information from the Panel members who developed the recommendations. Some of your colleagues have been incorporating these recommendations into legislation, so as I review, I will also note where the Panel is aware of any legislation that incorporates the recommendations.


Recommendation: Family Team Meetings

OCFS should invest in Family Team Meetings as a framework for coordination
and communication between child welfare and community providers. This
should include designated staff to provide skilled meeting facilitation,
investing in ongoing training and coaching for all OCFS caseworkers and
supervisors, and providing training to educate and engage community
providers in the Family Team Meeting model and promote best practices in

team decision making.
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You can find the detailed background of this recommendation on Page 12 of the report. 

This recommendation was made in response to many evaluations that have emphasized the need to improve communication and coordination between child welfare case and the community providers that serve the same families. These evaluations include the OPEGA Brief in 2018, MCWAP Provider Survey results in 2018 and 2021, and the 2021 report by Casey Family Programs. Family Team Meetings were introduced in Maine during previous child welfare system reforms, and are a nationally-recognized framework to support communication and coordination practices. Parent and provider feedback have continued to indicate a need to improve uniformity and consistency in Family Team Meetings across cases and regions. 

The Panel is not aware of any current legislation that incorporates this recommendation.



Recommendation: Parent and Youth Engagement

OCFS should identify and invest in programs that support parent and youth
engagement in the child welfare process and in quality improvement efforts,
including membership on citizen review panels, by June 30, 2022, and

provide the Panel with status updates at least every six months.
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This recommendation was made in response to the state ending investment in the Parent Partner program in June, and Panel members’ concerns that this was evidence of a decreased commitment to including individuals with lived experience in service delivery and systems improvements. OCFS has provided support and partnership to the Youth Leadership Advisory Team (YLAT) since 1998 and had developed and invested in the Parents as Partners program since 2007. Parent Partners supported parents to successfully engage with the child welfare system, trained all new child protective caseworkers, and served on numerous state advisory panels, including this Panel and the Justice for Children Taskforce. While state investment in YLAT has continued, from July until present, OCFS has not been investing in any initiatives to engage parents with lived experience in child welfare service delivery and improvement. 

The Panel is not aware of any legislation that is related to this recommendation. OCFS has reported working with The Cutler Institute/Muskie Team to establish two new parent positions in the child welfare policy and training team. Panel members remain concerned that there are no immediate plans for these positions to provide direct support to families who are navigating the child welfare system. The original timeline that was reported for implementation of these positions has passed. The Governor’s budget for child welfare includes these positions. You can find detailed background on this recommendation on Page 13 of the report. 



Recommendation: Domestic Abuse and Violence Response

By December 31, 2022, OCFS should update its domestic abuse and violence
response policies and practices to prioritize efforts to decrease children from
being removed, or threatened to be removed, from non-offending parents
for “failure to protect” the child from exposure to domestic violence

committed against the non-offending parent by the offending parent.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
This recommendation seeks to ensure that non-offending parents are not held responsible for the abuse committed against them. While recognizing that decisions need to be balanced against child safety, the Panel noted these policy and practice standards have been recommended by experts in the field of child welfare for more than twenty years.  

As part of this recommendation, the Panel has also requested a report from the Department regarding domestic violence intervention program referrals. Responses to the Panel’s 2021 Provider Feedback survey identified holding perpetrators of domestic violence accountable for their own behavior as either a problem that continues to hinder the system’s response to maltreated children, or the most important change to make to improve the response. You can find more detailed background information on this recommendation on page 14 of the report. The Panel is not aware of any legislation related to this this recommendation. 





Recommendation: Discretionary Funds

By December 2022, the Maine Legislature should provide funding to OCFS to
implement a pilot process whereby assessment caseworkers and/or
designated external community partners have discretion to authorize up to
$1,000 per family to help cover expenses identified as necessary to help the
family meet the needs of their child(ren) and/or the expectations of the
Department. This flexible cash assistance should be provided to families at
risk of having their children removed (any family for whom OCFS has an open

assessment).
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This recommendation was also in response to the 2021 Provider Survey that identified a critical need for better access to practical resources for families. Providers noted that for many families, the stress of trying to meet basic needs interferes with their ability to attend to other concerns that may be driving their involvement with child welfare. Access to resources during the assessment phase of department engagement can help create timelier stability for families in crisis. 

The Panel has recommended these discretionary funds should be highly flexible and accessible, with the only criteria being that they are used to help cover expenses that are necessary to help the family meet the needs of their child(ren). 

More details of this recommendation can be found on page 15 of the report. LD 393 includes a response to this recommendation. While LD 1850 is still taking shape, discretionary funds were included in the former Wraparound Maine initiative. 


Recommendation: Legal Representation

By December 2022, Maine should provide adequate funding to the Maine
Commission on Indigent Legal Services (MCILS) to create a pilot program in a
selected region to provide legal advice and representation to all families as

soon as the Office of Child and Family Services opens an assessment.
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Under the current system, a low-income family is only provided with counsel after a child has been removed. During the assessment period of child protective cases, families are reliant on individual caseworkers for information on what to expect, their rights and responsibilities, and the State’s obligations and limitations. This recommendation is a response to the Panel’s 2021 Parent Survey, where only 15.5% of respondents answered “Yes” to the question of whether caseworkers helped them understand what to expect in the child protective process. The Panel is recommending a pilot to provide legal representation during the assessment phase of child protection to ensure families receive useful and understandable information at this critical point in the case process. Similar programs have been successful in other states. LD 1824 is a response to this recommendation. More information on this recommendation can be found on Page 16 of the report. 


Recommendation: Guardians Ad Litem

By December 2022, in partnership with interested community stakeholders,
the Guardian ad Litem review board and the Maine Judicial Branch should
bring forward a proposal to better support guardians ad litem in developing
their skills and expertise, and to bring a higher level of substantive oversight
of their work. This process should include recommended mechanisms and
metrics for identifying appropriate mentors within Maine’s guardian ad litem
community, opportunity for case consultation by guardians ad litem with

their peers, and a process for periodic case review.
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In 2006, OPEGA issued a report to the Maine Legislature’s Government Oversight Committee that concluded judges could not be confident that they were receiving complete and accurate information from GALs, and GALs were not reliably providing well considered recommendations. Although some reforms have been enacted since that time, this topic was raised again during  community stakeholder listening sessions that OCFS hosted in 2020. The Panel has reviewed and discussed information that has indicated this continues to be a problem that is negatively impacting families. The Panel has recommended the Legislature fund this work and support the process, including any needed statute or rules changes, and Panel members are committed to engaging in this work. The Panel is not aware of any legislation that responds to this recommendation. More information can be found on Page 16, and this is the last recommendation in the 2021 report.




* Improving Citizen Feedback Processes
 Studying Caregiver Information Practices
* Reviewing Panel Process Outcomes

2022 Priorities

* Reviewing Recommendations Outcomes
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I’ll close by reviewing some of the Panel’s priorities for this year. You can find more details about this in the Looking Ahead section of the report that begins on Page 10.
The Panel is committed to continuing to improve citizen feedback processes. This includes a study of the frequency and methods of feedback that is being gathered from parents, youth, and families to inform child welfare practice and system improvements. It also includes engaging the services of an evaluator to bolster the content and process of the Panel’s triennial Parent and Provider Surveys. 
The Panel will examine the manner and content of information that is provided to parents involved in child welfare about their rights and responsibilities, and what to expect as their case moves through the system. The Panel will use this information to recommend more effective ways to inform, communicate with, and engage parents. 
Finally, each year, the Panel identifies strategic goals for Panel improvement and also makes recommendations to OCFS and the broader child welfare system. There is currently no formal practice for monitoring or assessing progress on the Panel’s strategic goals or the outcomes from child welfare system recommendations. The Panel is in the process of establishing an annual schedule to review progress on recommendations made by the Panel to OCFS and the broader child welfare system, and to assess progress on all Panel tasks. 

I would like to thank the Committee for the invitation to present the Panel’s report today, and would be happy to answer any questions. 
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