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Dear Honorable Members of the 30th Alaska State Legislature, 
 
I am pleased to send you an Executive Summary of the Office of Children’s Services 2017 Statewide 
Assessment. The 2017 Statewide Assessment is a comprehensive self-assessment of Alaska’s child welfare 
system and was completed by the Office of Children’s Services (OCS) as part of a federal requirement in 
anticipation of last week’s quality assurance on-site review conducted by the federal Administration for 
Children and Families (ACF).  
 
This Executive Summary provides a brief overview of the self-assessment. The full report, completed in 
partnership with many stakeholders, provides an in-depth preview of the agency’s strengths and weaknesses,  
and can be found on the Office of Children’s Services website.  
 
Alaska’s on-site review took place in the communities of Anchorage, Ketchikan and Fairbanks. Federal and 
state reviewers were paired together, and tasked with taking an in-depth look at a random sampling of cases. In 
addition to case reviews, issues related to the infrastructure of Alaska’s child welfare system were also 
examined. 
 
Although the on-site review concluded on Friday, May 26th, it actually signals the kick-off of a new round of 
program improvement efforts. Next, we wait for our federal partners to review all the collected information 
from the on-site review, along with the self-assessment results, to provide an objective interpretation on the 
overall functioning of Alaska’s child welfare system. These findings will be presented in a final report, 
expected within 90-days or less. That report will be publicly posted on the OCS website. In response to the 
report, OCS will develop a Program Improvement Plan in partnership with stakeholders and our federal 
partners to focus on those areas needing the most improvement. 
 
I think you will find this Executive Summary to be a transparent and clear depiction of the issues facing Alaska.  
I hope it will afford you as lawmakers the opportunity to think about statutory improvements that can be made 
as well. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me any time. 
 
Sincerely, 

C. Lawton  
Christy Lawton 
OCS Director  
(907) 465-3011 
Christy.Lawton@alaska.gov

http://dhss.alaska.gov/ocs/Documents/CFSR.pdf
mailto:Christy.Lawton@alaska.gov
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Child and Family Services Review 
2017 Statewide Assessment 

Executive Summary 
 

The Office of Children’s Services (OCS) recently completed a comprehensive 2017 Statewide Assessment 
of Alaska’s child welfare system.  The 2017 Statewide Assessment is a part of the federally-mandated 
Child and Family Services Review (CFSR), authorized by the 1994 Amendments to the Social Security Act.  
CFSRs are administered through the Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services.  Engaging in efforts aimed at compliance and adherence to 
outcome measures related to meeting CFSR national child welfare standards is directly tied to federal 
funding.   

The Child and Family Services Review is a two-phase process:  

· First, a statewide self-assessment is completed by staff of the Office of Children’s Services;  
· Second,  an onsite review is conducted which includes case record reviews, case-related 

interviews for the purpose of determining outcome performance, and  stakeholder interviews, 
to further inform the assessment of systemic factors in the state’s child welfare system.   

The self-assessment is the state’s opportunity to identify and reflect on strengths and areas of growth 
prior to the onsite review.  The onsite review occurred the week of May 22-26, 2017 at three OCS field 
offices in Anchorage, Fairbanks (to include interior rural cases) and Ketchikan (to include cases from 
Craig, Petersburg and Sitka).  Information from both the statewide assessment and the onsite review is 
used to determine whether the state is in substantial conformity with federally identified child welfare 
outcomes and systemic factors. 

The 2017 Statewide Assessment was completed in collaboration with many of the OCS internal and 
external stakeholders, including: 

· Alaska Tribes and Tribal organizations 
· Department of Law 
· Office of Public Advocacy 
· Alaska Citizens’ Review Panel 
· Alaska Court Improvement Project 
· University of Alaska, Anchorage; Child Welfare Academy 
· Alaska Public Defender Agency 
· Facing Foster Care in Alaska 
· OCS Regional  and Program Management staff 
· OCS Director’s Executive Team 

The self -assessment requires the state to conduct an internal self- examination of how the child welfare 
system is performing related to three expansive child and family outcome areas and seven systemic 
factors.  Each of the outcome areas and systemic factors have multiple indicators or items for which OCS 
collects data to measure and assess Alaska’s performance against national performance measures.  See 
Attachment A for the list and Alaska’s rating for each item. 

For purposes of assessing the state’s performance on child and family outcomes, Alaska relied heavily on 
data from the OCS Online Resources for Children in Alaska (ORCA) data system as well as the data 
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collected through routine quality assurance case reviews. OCS has an internal quality assurance unit, 
comprised of three staff whose primary function is to conduct case reviews in order to produce data to 
inform quality improvement initiatives.  Based on these data sets as well as interviews with key 
stakeholders, Alaska was able to determine its ranking for each of the items related to child and family 
safety, permanency and well-being outcomes as compared to national standards. Although Alaska did 
not meet the national performance standard on many items, it is demonstrating improvement, 
especially in the areas of child permanency and well-being.    

Summary of Child and Family Outcomes and Performance on National Standards 

Generally, Alaska’s highest ratings were around permanency outcomes related to maintaining and 
preserving family relationships for children after they are removed from home.  Alaska also performed 
well with respect to meeting children’s educational and physical needs. Alaska’s lowest ratings were 
related to timely initiation of investigations, and caseworker visits with children and parents.  Services to 
prevent removal or re-entry into foster care and address the mental/behavioral health needs of children 
were both rated at 74%. This may be tied to the lack of or accessibility of support services available to 
Alaska’s at-risk families. Safety management of children in out-of-home OCS placement improved from 
72.2 percent in 2016 to 93 percent in 2016.  

Possible factors to have influenced Alaska’s performance on child and family outcomes include:   

· Chronically high staff turnover is identified as a likely leading factor in the state’s inability to 
meet performance measures. In 2016, 34 percent of case carrying positions became vacant. This 
rate is consistent with historical norms; however the way this issue has been measured has 
changed over the years. The lack of a stable, experienced workforce presents numerous 
challenges in enabling OCS to achieve essential casework duties to support children and families 
involved in the child welfare system.  
 

· Chronically high caseloads are another factor that may contribute to poor performance 
outcomes. Alaska caseloads have exceeded the Child Welfare League of America’s (CWLA) 
recommended standard of 12 cases per worker for many years, and were 25 percent above the 
CWLA standard in 2016.  

o The number of Alaskan children in out-of-home care has grown from 1,899 children in 
2011 to 2,939 children 2016, an increase of 54.8 percent.  Growth has occurred in four 
of five regions with Anchorage leading at 51.6 percent growth over this time period.  
The Western region of Alaska saw no growth in child removals.  Conversely, the overall 
population for the state has experienced less than 1 percent growth over the same 
period. 
 

o OCS believes this growth is related to the growing opioid epidemic in Alaska.  With its 
accelerated debilitating effects on an individual’s functionality, families struggling with 
opioid addiction, including infants born with opioid withdrawal symptoms are reported 
to the agency, and often require expedited intervention.   

 
· A lack of substance abuse and mental health treatment services prevents families from 

accessing needed interventions in a timely fashion.  With alcohol abuse still a major factor and 
Alaska’s growing opioid crisis, the need for more treatment services is well documented.   
Similarly, culturally appropriate in-home support services and crisis intervention services are 
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very limited in our state. This makes the ability to support families at risk of having their children 
removed a significant challenge.   

 

The final section of the 2017 Statewide Assessment focuses on the assessment of the systemic factors 
related to Alaska’s child welfare system.  The information used to measure these factors was largely 
based on data from stakeholder surveys and interviews. 

Systemic Factors include the following focus areas: 

· Statewide Information System 
· Case Review System 
· Quality Assurance System 
· Staff and Provider Training 
· Service Array and Resource Development 
· Agency Responsiveness to the Community 
· Foster and Adoptive Parent Licensing, Recruitment, and Retention  

Summary of Systemic Factors and Performance on National Standards 

Alaska is meeting national standards for approximately one-half of the components that comprise the 
measures for the systemic factors. Those areas in which Alaska is achieving success include its electronic 
case file and data base system (ORCA), components of the staff and provider training programs, foster 
care licensing systems, the agency’s response to the community and the continuous quality 
improvement system.  The area identified as needing the most improvement included service array and 
resource development.  

The 2017 Statewide Assessment and the CFSR Onsite Review together will determine the areas of focus 
for the division’s two-year Performance Improvement Plan.  Alaska looks forward to the culmination of 
this review in the continuing efforts to improve the outcomes for children and families statewide.  
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Attachment A 
  
CFSR Item and Outcome Summary 

Performance Item or Outcome 

State Assessment 
Strength (S) or Area 
Needing 
Improvement (ANI) 

Performance Ratings 
 

  
S ANI 

State 
Performanc

e Rating 

National 
Performance 

Rating 
Safety 
Outcome 1 

Children are, first and foremost, protected from abuse and neglect. 

Item 1 
Timeliness of Initiating 
Investigations of Reports of 
Child Maltreatment 

 X 56.8% 95% or more 

Safety 
Outcome 2 Children are safely maintained in their homes whenever possible and appropriate. 

Item 2 

Services to Family to Protect 
Child(ren) in the Home and 
Prevent Removal or Re-Entry 
Into Foster Care 

 X 74% 95% or more 

Item 3 Risk and Safety Assessment and 
Management  X 

60% 95% or more 
Permanency 
Outcome 1 Children have permanency and stability in their living situations. 

Item 4 Stability of Foster Care 
Placement  X 

89% 95% or more 

Item 5 Permanency Goal for Child  X 
89% 95%  or more 

Item 6 

Achieving Reunification, 
Guardianship, Adoption, or 
Other Planned Permanent Living 
Arrangement 

 X 69% 95% or more 

Permanency 
Outcome 2 

The continuity of family relationships and connections is preserved for children. 

Item 7 Placement With Siblings  X 90% 95% or more 

Item 8 Visiting With Parents and 
Siblings in Foster Care  X 

84% 95% or more 

Item 9 Preserving Connections  X 94% 95% or more 

Item 10 Relative Placement X  95% 95% or more 

Item 11 Relationship of Child in Care 
With Parents  X 

79% 95% or more 
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 CFSR Item and Outcome Summary Continued 

Performance Item or Outcome 

State Assessment 
Strength or Area 
Needing Improvement 

Performance Ratings 
 

  
S ANI 

State 
Performance 

Rating 

National 
Performance 

Rating 

Well-Being 
Outcome 1 Families have enhanced capacity to provide for their children's needs. 

 

Item 12 Needs and Services of Child, 
Parents, and Foster Parents  X 61% 95% or more 

Item 12A Needs Assessment and 
Services to Children  X 83% 95% or more 

Item 12B Needs Assessment and 
Services to Parents  X 67% 95% or more 

Item 12C Needs Assessment and 
Services to Foster Parents  X 79% 95% or more 

Item 13 
Child and Family 
Involvement in Case 
Planning 

 X 60% 95% or more 

Item 14 Caseworker Visits With 
Child  X 48% 95% or more 

Item 15 Caseworker Visits With 
Parents  X 21% 95% or more 

Well-Being 
Outcome 2 Children receive appropriate services to meet their educational needs. 

Item 16 Educational Needs of the 
Child  X 94% 95% or more 

Well-Being 
Outcome 3 Children receive adequate services to meet their physical and mental health needs. 

Item 17 Physical Health of the Child  X 94% 95% or more 

Item 18 Mental/Behavioral Health of 
the Child  X 74% 95% or more 
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Systemic Factors: Performance Item or Outcome 
 

State Assessment Strength or 
Area Needing Improvement 

Systemic 
Factor and 
Item 

 
 Strength ANI 

A Statewide Information System 

Item 19 

How well is the statewide information system functioning 
statewide to ensure that, at a minimum, the state can readily 
identify the status, demographic characteristics, location, and 
goals for the placement of every child who is (or within the 
immediately preceding 12 months, has been) in foster care? 

X  

B Case Review System 

Item 20 

Written Case Plan: How well is the case review system 
functioning statewide to ensure that each child has a written 
case plan that is developed jointly with the child’s parent(s) 
and includes the required provisions? 

 X 

Item 21 

Periodic Reviews:  How well is the case review system 
functioning statewide to ensure that a periodic review for 
each child occurs no less frequently than once every 6 
months, either by a court or by administrative review? 

X  

Item 22 

Permanency Hearings: How well is the case review system 
functioning statewide to ensure that, for each child, a 
permanency hearing in a qualified court or administrative 
body occurs no later than 12 months from the date the child 
entered foster care and no less frequently than every 12 
months thereafter? 

X  

Item 23 

Termination of Parental Rights: How well is the case 
review system functioning statewide to ensure that the filing 
of termination of parental rights (TPR) proceedings occurs in 
accordance with required provisions? 

 X 

Item 24 

Notice of Hearings and Reviews to Caregivers: How well is 
the case review system functioning statewide to ensure that 
foster parents, pre-adoptive parents, and relative caregivers 
of children in foster care are notified of, and have a right to 
be heard in, any review or hearing held with respect to the 
child?  

 X 

C Quality Assurance System 

Item 25 

How well is the quality assurance system functioning 
statewide to ensure that it is (1) operating in the jurisdictions 
where the services included in the CFSP are provided, (2) 
has standards to evaluate the quality of services (including 
standards to ensure that children in foster care are provided 
quality services that protect their health and safety), (3) 
identifies strengths and needs of the service delivery system, 
(4) provides relevant reports, and (5) evaluates implemented 
program improvement measures? 

 X 



 

         2017 OCS Statewide Assessment                                                                                                                          P a g e  | 9 
 

Systemic Factors: Performance Item or Outcome 
 

State Assessment Strength or 
Area Needing Improvement 

Systemic 
Factor and 
Item 

 Strength ANI 

D Staff and Provider Training 

Item 26 

Initial Staff Training: How well is the staff and provider 
training system functioning statewide to ensure that initial 
training is provided to all staff who deliver services pursuant 
to the CFSP that includes the basic skills and knowledge 
required for their positions? 

X  

Item 27 

Ongoing Staff Training: How well is the staff and provider 
training system functioning statewide to ensure that ongoing 
training is provided for staff that addresses the skills and 
knowledge needed to carry out their duties with regard to the 
services included in the CFSP? 

 X 

Item 28 

Foster and Adoptive Parent Training: How well is the staff 
and provider training system functioning to ensure that 
training is occurring statewide for current or prospective 
foster parents, adoptive parents, and staff of state licensed or 
approved facilities (that care for children receiving foster 
care or adoption assistance under title IV-E) that addresses 
the skills and knowledge base needed to carry out their 
duties with regard to foster and adopted children? 

X  

E Service Array and Resource Development 

Item 29 

Array of Services: How well is the service array and 
resource development system functioning to ensure that the 
following array of services is accessible in all political 
jurisdictions covered by the CFSP? 

 X 

Item 30 

Individualizing Services: How well is the service array and 
resource development system functioning statewide to 
ensure that the services in item 29 can be individualized to 
meet the unique needs of children and families served by the 
agency? 

 X 

F Agency Responsiveness to the Community 

Item 31 

State Engagement and Consultation With Stakeholders 
Pursuant to CFSP and APSR: How well is the agency 
responsiveness to the community system functioning 
statewide to ensure that in implementing the provisions of 
the CFSP and developing related APSRs, the state engages 
in ongoing consultation with Tribal representatives, 
consumers, service providers, foster care providers, the 
juvenile court, and other public and private child- and 
family-serving agencies and includes the major concerns of 
these representatives in the goals, objectives, and annual 
updates of the CFSP? 

X  
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Systemic Factors: Performance Item or Outcome 
 

State Assessment Strength or 
Area Needing Improvement 

Systemic 
Factor and 
Item 

 Strength ANI 

Item 32 

Coordination of CFSP Services With Other Federal 
Programs: How well is the agency responsiveness to the 
community system functioning statewide to ensure that the 
state’s services under the CFSP are coordinated with services 
or benefits of other federal or federally assisted programs 
serving the same population? 

X  

G Foster and Adoptive Parent Licensing, Recruitment, and Retention 

Item 33 

Standards Apply Equally: How well is the foster and 
adoptive parent licensing, recruitment, and retention system 
functioning statewide to ensure that state standards are 
applied to all licensed or approved foster family homes or 
child care institutions receiving title IV-B or IV-E funds? 

X  

Item 34 

Requirements for Criminal Background Checks: How well 
is the foster and adoptive parent licensing, recruitment, and 
retention system functioning statewide to ensure that the 
state complies with federal requirements for criminal 
background clearances as related to licensing or approving 
foster care and adoptive placements, and has in place a case 
planning process that includes provisions for addressing the 
safety of foster care and adoptive placements for children? 

X  

Item 35 

Diligent Recruitment of Foster and Adoptive Homes: How 
well is the foster and adoptive parent licensing, recruitment, 
and retention system functioning to ensure that the process 
for ensuring the diligent recruitment of potential foster and 
adoptive families who reflect the ethnic and racial diversity 
of children in the state for whom foster and adoptive homes 
are needed is occurring statewide? 

X  

Item 36 

State Use of Cross-Jurisdictional Resources for Permanent 
Placements: How well is the foster and adoptive parent 
licensing, recruitment, and retention system functioning to 
ensure that the process for ensuring the effective use of 
cross-jurisdictional resources to facilitate timely adoptive or 
permanent placements for waiting children is occurring 
statewide? 

 X 

 

 

 




