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Stakeholders consulted
Public Safety
City of Galena Police
State Troopers, Galena
School system
Delta School District
Galena School District
Fairbanks North Star Borough School District
Legal Community
Attorney General (AG) Office
Public Defender’s Office (PDA)
Office of Public Advocacy (OPA)
Guardians ad Litem
Service Providers
Stevie’s Place (Child Advocacy Center)
Foster parents
Alaska Native entities
Tanana Chief’s Conference (TCC)
Louden Tribal Council
The Panel reached out to several other partner agencies that either could not be reached
or were not available for a meeting.
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Site visits are an important part of the annual work load of Alaska’s Citizen Review Panel. Panel
members consult with staff at an OCS regional or field office and their local partner agencies to
assess various instrumental practice behaviors and institutional relationships. The Panel’s
consultations cover a broad range of topics, focusing on systemic issues and not on individual
strengths and weaknesses. Questions are often open-ended, and part of a free-flowing
unstructured conversation. All information shared with CRP is confidential and will be deidentified and summarized into a Trip Report. Trip reports are posted on the Panel’s website.

Office of Children Services (OCS) Northern Region is vast, and the nature of work varies depending
on the geographic location of the child and family. Observations contained in this report are limited
to the regional and field offices we visited, and also limited by the perspectives of those that the Panel
had an opportunity to meet. The consequences of endemic co-occurring problems of high caseloads
and high turnover at OCS is just as intense as it is elsewhere in the state. A senior manager noted: “If
you are overloaded, you don’t pay attention to your immediate situation, and you continue to make
mistakes. Everyone recognizes the extreme burden and stress faced by OCS workers, but little or
nothing is being done to address it.”
1

Key Observations:


Assessing workload: There seems to be considerable imbalance in how workload is assessed
and assigned among workers. Cases with families and children residing in Fairbanks and its
surrounding communities that are within the larger metropolitan area tend to be relatively
less time consuming, but with their own challenges. Cases served through the Delta Junction
field office often involve long commutes on road, often in dangerous driving conditions.
Galena’s office was closed as a result of the 2013 flood, and operations are now run from
Fairbanks. These cases share the same challenges as the Fairbanks Interior Rural field office,
with cases in remote communities that can only be reached by air. The three field offices –
Fairbanks North Star Borough (FNSB), Interior Rural, and Delta Junction – are vastly different
in many respects.



Relationships: NRO office has generally a positive reputation among its partners.
o

All stakeholders expressed solidarity with OCS and understood the heavy workloads
and impossible and difficult nature of the work. Everyone, including the OCS staff
seem to continue to find ways to collaborate and improve the quality of service to
children and families in need.

o

Tribal-OCS relationships in the region took a significantly positive turn with the
landmark Title IV-E maintenance agreement between OCS and TCC signed in October
2013. While this is very encouraging, the agreement is not operational yet, and few
stakeholders felt that it may have been signed prematurely. TCC is working through
several enhancements to its foster care licensing and placement mechanisms. On the
other hand, the Panel is aware of the outstanding legal battle in Minto, and the tension
among various stakeholders was palpable. Despite this, all stakeholders had positive
opinions of OCS.



Communication: Despite this positive reputation, communication between OCS workers and
their working partners in the community is clearly an area needing improvement. Many
stakeholders, including legal partners, foster parents, and tribal partners mentioned lack of
responsiveness and timely communication from OCS workers. This is probably a reflection of
the overburden mentioned by the senior management.



Public relations and image: While everyone acknowledged the difficult working conditions of
OCS workers, many partners expressed clear dissatisfaction and OCS senior management felt
that this is often a barrier for them to build relationships. In NRO, as in other parts of the
state, OCS needs to invest in a public relations campaign and improve systemic
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communications with partners across the state. Specifically, when major changes to OCS
practice model are proposed, it is important that stakeholders understand the reasons for it,
and be a part of the change.
o

The change from local to regional intake continues to be a problem, even after several
years of its introduction, with most partners uncertain of the results of their reports.

o

Most partners are cautious and uncertain about the proposed changes in
administrative review process. Many see these reviews as important meetings where
they get to meet other parties and get appraised on the progress in a case. OCS senior
managers are looking forward to this change and clarified that many of the current
functions of admin reviews are duplicative. Those that attended a review in the new
format remarked that they are relatively very short, as envisioned by OCS. The Panel
will examine this change in the process more closely through the year.

o

Foster parents are inadequately informed of the conditions and needs of the children
being placed with them.

1. Categories:
The Panel examines a specific set of categories on each site visit.
1.1. Organization structure, leadership, and staff:
The Northern Regional Office enjoys stable leadership. All stakeholders appreciated the stability,
direction, and leadership of the senior managers. The longevity of leadership seems to have had a
positive impact. In addition, the leadership’s understanding of the practice model, their knowledge
of the historic evolution of various components of the practice model, and their awareness of the
reasons for changes in practice model were very encouraging. They seem to have meaningful input
into the evolution of the state-wide practice model. Several instances of local adaptation of statewide
models demonstrate their proactive leadership.
While leadership within NRO is very encouraging, many opportunities exist to institutionalize a
network approach to leadership in the region. Agencies could establish common goals and work in
tandem towards that goal. We discovered a few opportunities:


The Public Defender’s office is open to hiring a social worker that understands the world of
child protection instead of hiring another attorney. They believe this may alleviate some of
the problems in communication and better enable them to be constructive partners. This
could be an additional opportunity for continued collaborative relationship between both
agencies.



TCC suggested that some of the OCS work could be contracted out to tribes. The Panel
suggested in the past that OCS should work towards a more institutionalized relationship
with tribes at the village level. OCS state office management reports that OCS is considering
increased contracting to tribes through compacts, and revamping how resources are
disbursed to serve communities.

ALASKA CITIZEN REVIEW PANEL

Page | 3

OCS Workers appreciated the leadership, but also expressed their inability to receive supervision and
consistent guidance at times. They recognize that supervisors and senior managers are overloaded
too. Concerns expressed by the workers that should be addressed by the leadership included:


Lack of consistency in supervision: Sometimes supervisors differ in how they interpret and
apply components of the practice model and related regulations. This can cause confusion for
a worker. We did not probe for specific examples.



Lack of legal support: While OCS workers are responsible for producing legal documents for
court, they do not feel supported in their efforts. The AG’s office represents the department
in court. However, social workers don’t always seem to understand this relationship and
often feel unsupported and insulted in court. Specifically, stakeholders mentioned how
judges sometimes are ruthless in their criticism, not recognizing the heavy burdens placed
on case workers.



Lack of recognition of the diversity in nature of casework: The three field offices we visited
differ vastly in the general context of their cases. This diversity must be recognized and
accounted for in evaluations and work assignment. We recognize the challenges NRO faces
with caseloads and turnover. However, workers feel helpless when large parts of their
workload is not acknowledged while considering assignments of cases. While OCS senior
management repeatedly assures that a methodology is followed in assessing workloads, we
found over the last several site visits across the state that workers consistently expressed the
same concern.



Worker safety: Workers are often attending to cases in potentially dangerous situations
without help from public safety. Much of the region does not have cell phone services and
satellite phones are in short supply. Consequently, workers find themselves in remote
communities with no way to be in contact with anyone that might be able to help them, and
they feel quite insecure.

1.2. Practice issues
As the senior manager’s quote suggests, staff morale has a high impact on the quality of their work
and has a clear impact on practice.
It is clear that workers across all units (licensing, intake, IA, FS), and supervisors are all carrying more
cases than is practical. While the nature of work differs by location of the child or family of a case, all
workers share the same high level of discomfort from the pressure of workload. This has recently
worsened with higher cases being reported, screened in, and substantiated/opened. Multiple
workers expressed that they are spending most of their time on paper work and travel and less on
serving children and families. Below are some issues that surfaced during our consultations:
Foster care licensing: Foster care licensing seems to have some problems that can cause considerable
uncertainty for foster parents. The licensing process was smooth for some and haphazard for others.
Most confusing was the unexplained delay in issuing a license when everything seems to have been
cleared. Foster parents find that the license gets issued as soon as there is a need for emergency
placement. In one foster parent’s words: “how can a license be issued in a couple of hours, when I
have been waiting for several months after I know everything was cleared?” We understand that
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workers are overburdened and sometimes do not finish the process unless there is a need to do so.
This deprives the foster parent time to prepare themselves and their family for a potential placement.
Intake: Widespread dissatisfaction continues with regional intake. Similar concerns were noticed in
previous site visits since this change was instituted. Local workers do not know if a report was made
until the report was screened in and assigned to them. Local reporters continue to feel uninformed if
a report was adequately addressed by the intake unit. The Panel recommended in 2014 and 2015
that reporters should be allowed to opt out of being informed on actions taken by the intake unit
instead of opting in to be informed. OCS state office reports that this along with several other changes
to intake policy are pending the hire of a new state-wide intake manager.
A related concern is the delay in assigning workers. We did not have a chance to meet the intake
supervisor. Delay in assigning cases to IA workers shortens their time for completing IA. This is more
taxing on higher priority cases where the timelines for IA are short, and on cases where IA workers
have to travel long distances to reach the child and the family.
Initial Assessment and Family Services: It is difficult to separate issues that surfaced with respect to
these two components of the OCS practice model. Therefore, we listed them all here.
The relatively recent shift in emphasis to child safety and to keep cases open as long as high risk is
identified according to the Future Risk of Abuse and Neglect (FRAN) assessment regardless of the
current safety according to the Impending Danger Assessment and Analysis (IDAA) instrument is
confounding many workers. While the senior management continues to find ways to clarify this,
workers and supervisors find it confusing. Much of this confusion seems to stem from the inherent
structure of FRAN. FRAN considers previous incidents in assessing future risk. While the worker is
aware of the improvements in family conditions and individual behavior, FRAN indicates in high risk,
thus forcing the case to be kept open. Supervisors and senior managers expressed a need to find ways
to restructure FRAN to allow closing appropriate cases.
All stakeholders, and most acutely, every foster parent we met with noted the severe lack of
communication from the OCS case workers. Everyone also noted that they completely understand
the challenging workloads of OCS workers, but felt some of the lapses were avoidable. Specifically,
informing the foster parents of the conditions and special needs of children before they are placed
with a foster family. Even if the OCS worker is not aware of all the conditions and special needs, foster
parents would like to know that they have all the information they could possibly have.
The field office in Delta Junction faces unique challenges and was staffed by just one supervisor and
one worker until less than two years ago. Since then a full-time SSA and a part-time intake worker
were assigned to the office. However, the part-time IA worker is unable to attend to his obligations
in Delta Junction and many IAs are still being conducted by the existing PSS. The workload on most
cases includes extensive travel by road, often in dangerous driving conditions. While risking life is a
serious concern common to all OCS workers across the state, the time spent in traveling must be
considered in assigning cases. This distortion in expectations also applies to work in the Fairbanks
Interior office. Flying in and out of villages can sometimes consume an entire day or more. OCS senior
managers both in the NRO and the state office mentioned a workload balancing tool employed for
the past several years to address this distortion. We also learned that a national IV-E expert is being
consulted.
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Provision of services to birth parents is a high concern. The division of labor between IA unit and the
Family Services unit is identified as a barrier for providing services to parents that are either willing
to accept services or clearly need services. IA workers are unwilling to provide services until a court
order is in place. Court timelines are long, and this forces the parents into a long waiting time with
little or no interaction with their child. Children of these parents are often in out-of-home placements,
away from them. This extended period of removal at the initial stages, seemingly a result of this long
waiting period for services, dampens the high levels of motivation to participate in services parents
may have had at the beginning of the removal period. Stakeholders noted that it is taking much longer
before a case plan is in place than in the past (prior to 2006). If a case moves to termination of
parental rights in 16 months, but the case plan is not in place until 4 months and providing treatment
services may be in the 6th month, parents barely have the required time to demonstrate any change
in their behavior or their family context. The voluntary services agreement offered by IA workers is
often unclear to parents. While the agreement may be to engage parents as soon as possible, parents
do not seem to perceive this as a beneficial thing and disengage from such “voluntary” participation.
With the threat of losing their children looming over the horizon, this agreement is least likely to be
perceived as voluntary, and needs reconsideration.
Stakeholders also noted that the number of supervised visits have increased in recent times. Since
OCS workers are overburdened, their lack of availability for supervised visits results in reduced
number of visits. This in turn reduces opportunities for birth parents to bond with their children and
work towards reunification. The Panel reported on several challenges concerning visitation in our
past site visits in other regions including availability of workers, availability of transport options,
scheduling visits to fit the schedules of all parties involved, and costs of transportation. While all
these challenges seem to be present in the NRO, an additional challenge mentioned by stakeholders
is the ability of OCS workers to ensure that parents actually show up for visits as planned. This is
aggravated by ineffectiveness of the “voluntary services agreement” and subsequent delays in case
plan preparation, which together seems to have a negative impact on the parent’s willingness to
engage in services.
Stakeholders the Panel met with desire electronic discovery. Currently the NRO provides discovery
through the AG’s office approximately every three months in each case. Each case may have multiple
children, and they are required to provide a copy of all proceedings in the case for each child. Most
documents are electronic. These are printed and delivered to the AG’s office for redacting some
information. These documents are then scanned to a disc to be delivered to other parties. This is a
cumbersome practice, consuming much time and resources.
TDMs were reported to be useful in the urban context, but not very instrumental in rural areas. The
challenges include communications, logistics, and cultural compatibility of the model. Instead, TDMs
in the rural areas are more informal. While this is workable, it does not seem structured.
Availability of services is a continuing challenge in the remote rural areas. While children and families
may need services and referrals may be made by the workers, simple lack of services is quite
challenging for all concerned.
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1.3. Relationships
NRO enjoys positive relationships with most partner agencies and other stakeholders. A
distinguishing factor is the pervasive sense of commitment to a team approach among all we
consulted. Everyone felt that they are in this together with OCS. They are concerned that cases were
much more litigious than they need to be and believe they are past that with recent changes in the
personnel in some of the partner agencies.


The legal community is undergoing a transition, with several simultaneous changes
happening over the last few years. Everyone agreed that the cases have become much more
litigious than they need to be.



Stakeholders pointed out that OCS workers do not always enter their Record of Contacts
(ROC) into ORCA and ensure these notes are delivered to all parties with adequate time for
review before a court date. Not doing so often leads to arguments in court and consumes
valuable time.



Changes in OCS practices, such as the recent change to the administrative review process
needs to be better communicated to all parties. While OCS personnel felt that this is a positive
change, most partners are cautious about this and are uncertain of its impact.



The Title IV-E maintenance agreement with TCC is a major positive step, but is yet to be
operationalized after more than two years since its was signed. TCC feels that OCS’ efforts to
recruit and retain foster homes needs more investment of time and resources. It is interesting
to note that all foster parents we met were motivated due to their own reasons, and none of
them mentioned responding to any recruitment effort.



Foster parents feel they could be better supported. Specifically, they need to receive all
pertinent information in time, about the children being placed with them. This allows them
to prepare themselves and their families for any potential changes in placement plans.



With the closure of Galena’s office, the community in general feels removed from OCS. All
stakeholders we met with acknowledged the positive relationship they had with the local
office, and they now feel neglected.

2. Recommendations
Recommendations below are divided into two groups. The first set of recommendations is for
immediate action. The second set is for long-term planned action. These recommendations are based
on observations during this site visit and are limited by the information gathered.
2.1. Recommended immediate action


OCS workers should be encouraged, mandated, and supported to keep up with
communication with all stakeholders.



A worker’s entire work, including in-home cases, out-of-home cases, home studies, IAs,
communication, travel, etc., must be considered while assessing workload and assigning
more cases. The Workload Balancing Tool mentioned by the leadership may need to be
reexamined.
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Intake unit needs to be encouraged to assign cases as quickly as practical to allow enough
time for an IA worker to adequately meet the deadlines on IAs.



Foster care licensing should be completed instead of waiting for an impending placement.



OCS workers must provide all the information they can to foster placement at all times about
the children placed with that parent. OCS workers need to assure foster parents that they are
partners in the process, and the worker is not passing on the burden while attending to other
cases.

2.2. Recommended action to be planned and implemented long term


FRAN needs to be reconsidered to allow closure of appropriate cases.



An appropriate method to assess workload needs to be devised to allow tracking of workload
in ORCA.



Galena’s office should be considered for reopening. Most community partners in Galena felt
it is beneficial to have an OCS office. As in Delta Junction, stakeholders in Galena felt much
more informed when they had a local office.



OCS should explore electronic discovery. The current methods are extremely time
consuming.



The division between IA and FS needs to be explored to ensure the availability of services to
birth parents in a way that they feel compelled, not coerced, to engage.

3. Northern Region Overview
This section gives a brief background of the region to help readers understand the context of this
report’s findings.
Figure 1: Northern Region (Regional office in Fairbanks with
3.1. Background
seven field offices –Galena was closed in 2013 due to flood)
The OCS Northern Region covers a
vast area of the state. The regional
office (NRO) is located in Fairbanks.
NRO oversees seven field offices –
Fairbank North Star Borough (FNSB),
Fairbanks Interior Rural (FIR), Delta
Junction, McGrath, Nome, Kotzebue,
and Barrow. Due to a severe flood in
2013 in Galena, OCS closed this office
and integrated staff to the Interior
Rural Office. All communities covered
by the FNSB and Delta Junction Field
Offices are connected by road, while
most of those covered by the Interior
Rural Field Office are not connected
to the road system. This visit covered
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FNSB, FIR, and Delta Junction field offices.
3.2. Population and Demographics
Table 1: Demographic details of the Northern Region
Field Office
Number of communities served
Total population (2014)
Total population under 19 (2010)
Borough & Census Areas (CA)
REAA (School Districts)

Legislative Districts (House)
Legislative Districts (Senate)
Public Safety (Police Departments)

Alaska Native Regional Non-Profit

Fairbanks
Interior Rural
35
6,245
1,837
Denali Borough;
Unorganized
Denali Borough
Alaska Gateway
Galena City
Nenana City
Tanana City
Yukon Flats
S, T
38, 39
State Troopers
City of Galena
VPSOs in various
communities
Copper River
Native
Association
(Cantwell only);
Tanana Chiefs
Conference

FNSB

Delta Junction

17
96,916
27,768
Fairbanks North
Star Borough
Fairbanks North
Star Borough

10
5,549
2,036
Unorganized
Alaska Gateway
Delta/Greely
Fairbanks North
Star Borough

A, B, C, S
A, C, T
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 38
1, 6, 39
State Troopers
State Troopers
City of Fairbanks VPSOs in various
City of North Pole communities
VPSOs in various
communities
Tanana Chiefs Conference

3.3. OCS Organizational Profile

Table 2 shows the number of positions (filled and vacant) in each of the field offices. The turnover
rate for the Northern Region as a whole is low when compared with other OCS regions. Not
considering transfers within OCS, NRO’s FY 2015 turnover rate 14%, second lowest among five
regions of OCS.

Table 2: Employment profile of Northern Region by field office

Protective Services Specialist (PSS) IV
Protective Services Specialist (PSS) I/II
Social Services Associates (SSA)
Office Assistant (OA)

Fairbanks
Interior Rural
1

FNSB
4

Delta
Junction
1

3.51

21

1.51

1
0

3 (1)2

1
0

1. One position is shared between Fairbanks Interior Rural and Delta Junction
2. Vacancies are indicated in parenthesis.
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3.4. Recent performance of regional and field offices
The OCS Quality Assurance (QA) unit tries to review every field office each year. The review follows
the federal Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) method consisting of a complex set of questions
covering distinct functional areas (items) classified into seven broad outcomes – 2 safety outcomes,
2 permanency outcomes, and 3 wellbeing outcomes (Table 3).
Table 3: Quality Assurance outcomes
Safety Outcome 1 (S 1)
Safety Outcome 2 (S 2)
Permanency Outcome 1 (P 1)
Permanency Outcome 2 (P 2)
Well Being Outcome 1 (WB 1)
Well Being Outcome 2 (WB 2)
Well Being Outcome 3 (WB 3)

Children are, first and foremost, protected from abuse and
neglect
Children are safely maintained in their homes whenever
possible and appropriate
Children have permanency and stability in their living situation
The continuity of family relationships and connection is
preserved for children
Families have enhanced capacity to provide for their children’s
needs
Children receive appropriate services to meet their educational
needs
Children receive adequate services to meet their physical and
mental health needs.

A small sample of cases served by the office under review are examined, and performance on each
outcome is reported along with challenges that need to be addressed. In response, leadership of the
field office (with support from the regional office) prepares a program improvement plan (PIP) to
address those challenges. QA reviews are internal reviews of OCS, and data presented here should be
used with caution. Given the small sample of cases, these reviews may not always reflect a
comprehensive picture and may not be representative of the office’s performance in general.
Figure 1: Percentage of cases meeting the standard on various outcomes in each field office in the
Northern Region
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%
Barrow

Delta

FNSB

Rurual
Interior

2015

2013

2015

2015

S1

S2
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Figure 2: Percentage of cases meeting the standard on various outcomes in the FNSB field office
over 9 most recent reviews
100%
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Figure 3: Percentage of cases meeting the standard on various outcomes in the Fairbanks Interior
Rural field office over 5 most recent reviews
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Figure 4: Percentage of cases meeting the standard on various outcomes in the Delta Junction
field office over 4 most recent reviews
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Alaska CRP uses QA reviews to better understand the challenges that each office faces, and in some
regions, to choose offices to visit. Figure 1 shows the performance of each field office on all seven
outcomes. Data from the most recent QA review for each field office was used.
All offices have challenges in more than one outcome area. However, Delta Junction, and Fairbanks
Rural seem to have most challenges. While Barrow also seems to have a relatively low performance
on many of the outcomes, the CRP visited Barrow in 2013-2014. Therefore, the Panel decided to visit
the Rural Interior (which is collocated with the FNSB and the Northern Regional Office) in Fairbanks.
The Panel also wanted to examine how Galena is faring in the wake of OCS closing its field office. A
closer examination of data available for FNSB, Fairbanks Rural Interior, and Delta Junction provides
some insignt into how these offices have been performing over time.
Most challenges for the FNSB office (based on the outcomes data presented in Figure 2) seem to have
been in minimizing risk for children in their homes and preventing removals (S 2); ensuring
permanency and stability in their placement once removed from home (P 1); and enhancing
capacities of parents to provide for their children (WB 1). Similarly, WB 1 also seems to be the most
challenging for Fairbanks Interior Rural field office (Figure 3) and Delta Junction field office (Figure
4). In addition, Fairbanks Interior Rural and Delta Junction have other challenges.
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