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Stakeholders consulted
Public Safety
Anchorage Police Department, Crimes Against Children Unit
School system
Anchorage School District – Children in Transition Program
Legal Community
Attorney General (AG) Office
Public Defender’s Office (PDA)
Office of Public Advocacy (OPA)
Guardians ad Litem
Service Providers
Covenent House
AK CARES – Child Advocacy Center
Alaska Youth and Family Network
Foster Parents
Alaska Native entities
Cook Inlet Tribal Council, and other representatives from the region’s tribes.
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) Anchorage Region is unique in many ways. It has the largest
caseloads, most number of employees, and serves children and families from across the state. Owing
to its location in the state’s largest urban center where most other services are located, workers in
the Anchorage Region have many opportunities to work closely with most service providers and
partner agencies. In addition, the OCS state office has a substantial presence in Anchorage, and is
colocated with the ARO regional office. While these two are generally desirable for ARO, the Panel
finds it very challenging to separate ARO-specific issues during these discussions.
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Key Observations:


Workload: ARO frontline workers, as in other regions, are juggling impossible workloads.
This is an agency-wide issue and must be addressed in a more systematic way. While the
recent spike in children in out of home care is directly responsible for some of the increase in
workload, workers point to frequent changes in protocol, impossible prioritization, minimal
staff support, and lack of a supportive culture within the organization.



Relationships: ARO’s institutional relationships with all partner agencies seem generally
respectful and constructive, as they have been for several years. However, collective effort is
not always evident in addressing common challenges.
o

A challenge expressed during the Panel’s visit to the Northern Region during October
2015 is the lack of electronic discovery that results in consuming much time in
copying, redacting, scanning, and transferring files. While this may be an expensive
capital investment for multiple parties, the Public Defenders Office contrasts this with
the facility they enjoy working with the District Attorney’s (DA) Office. All discovery
from the DA’s office is electronic. This saves time and effort.

o

Professional roles of a OCS worker and the an Assistant Attorney General (AAG) on a
case do not seem to be clearly defined. This relationship is often primarily
characterized by most stakeholders as an attorney-client relationship. Over the last
two years, many stakeholders expressed much concern about the conflation of these
distinct professional outcomes and goals, and possible dilution of OCS case outcome
goals.



Foster care recruitment and training seems to be a severe challenge in the region. With the
recent increase in the number of children needing out-of-home placements, the lack of
available foster homes is acute. In addition, OCS staff mentioned the unpreparedness of some
of the foster parents.



Public relations and image: Public perceptions of OCS are a constant challenge across the
state. Nevertheless, many individual professional relationships are often successful. More
than one stakeholder agency expressed the immediate need for a strategic public relations
camapign to raise awareness and educate the public on the positive work of OCS. In addition
to this, specific suggestions include:
o

More timely communications from OCS case workers, as this has been a challenge for
most stakeholders

o

Tribal partners feel they are underutilized as cultural resources
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1. Categories:
The Panel examines a specific set of categories on each site visit.
1.1. Organization structure, leadership, and staff:
The ARO was in the throes of severe turnover among Protective Services Specialist (PSS I,II,III)
positions during the Panel’s last site visit to this region in October 2014. While this situation is
somewhat stable, the region is still facing many of the same challenges – turnover among frontline
workers, shortage of placement options for children in care, shortage of therapeutic foster homes,
and relationship challenges with partner agencies. Severe caseloads, and lack of enough service
providers are all taxing on workers. These factors also put severe strain on communications within
the regional office among managers, supervisors, and fronline workers. Specific observations
include:


A major change we noticed in the organization structure is the incorporation of the intake
unit from the Northern Region (NRO) into the Anchorage Region. The Panel gathered that the
NRO regional intake unit workers were integrated into the ARO regional intake, and are now
being supervised by the ARO regional intake supervisor. This move is expected to be
permanent, leading towards a central intake system as planned in the Child and Family
Services Plan (CFSP).



Several partners mentioned the difficulties they have with high turnover among frontline
workers. ARO suffered its most severe turnover among frontline workers during the summer
of 2014. Although the situation stabilized since then, turnover is no less of a challenge. More
than a quarter of their frontline staff changed in FY 2015.



Nonresponsiveness of OCS workers is a common concern across all partners. While all
partners acknowledge the difficult workloads of OCS workers, persistence of these challenges
over several years is of concern to most. Workers explain this as a matter of prioritization.
Essentially, everything that crosses their desk is a high priority and they find it impossible to
meet all the expectations.



While the frontline workers are the lifeline of the organization and the primary conduits of
service provision to children and families, they report that a staggering 80% of their time is
consumed in paperwork. If paperwork is a necessary evil of this job, one would expect them
to have tools to minimize their time away from children and families. The Panel understands
that workers are required to enter every proceeding in a case into the Online Resources for
Children in Alaska (ORCA), an online database for case management and reporting. However,
workers cannot access the system outside the OCS building. This may be due to security
reasons. However, OCS must explore ways to facilitate access outside the building if workers
are to accomplish all tasks on time and be available for children and families.



Training seems to be of particular challenge for specialized positions. Although the Child
Welfare Academy provides basic training to all frontline workers and some for supervisors,
specialized positions neither receive any special training nor are provided with resources to
obtain required training. Particularly, the Team Decision Making (TDM) coordinators do not
seem to have formal mechanisms or resources to obtain the required training. Considering

ALASKA CITIZEN REVIEW PANEL

Page | 3

the importnce of TDMs across the state, and the reliance of many parties on these meetings,
this is of particular concern. Frontline workers also mentioned the lack of training required
to address, or even recognize several mental health challenges among the clients they serve.


Some partners mentioned inconsistent practices among OCS workers, a possible product of
inconsistent supervision. In particular, not informing all parties of a potential TDM, not
notifying all parties of a change in placement of the child, birth parents often not being
informed of their options, etc., seem to be of high concern.



Relationship between OCS and the Attorney General’s (AG) office seems unclear and
confusing to some partners. This has been brought up to the Panel’s attention over the the
last couple of years during site visits to different regions. Section 4.1.E of the OCS Practice
Manual refers to this relationship. However, it is not clear or specific enough. The Panel
understands this to be a attorney-client relationship. In any individual case, OCS worker is
responsible for all decisions to ensure the health and safety of the child, and works towards
the goals as identified in the case plan. The attorney from the AG’s office represents the OCS
worker in court, and thus is responsible for the legal outcomes. Most concerns expressed by
stakeholders point to a possible conflation of professional duties with attorneys dictating or
demanding a specific case outcome that stands a chance of winning in court. Given the high
turnover among frontline workers at OCS, it is concievable that OCS workers either new to
their job or to the particular case may yield professional ground. The Panel does not have the
means to verify this at this time, but is concerned about the constant concern over the last
couple of years.



Team Decision Making (TDM) seems to need some clarification in its theory and practice.
Multiple stakeholders expressed concern that many decisions are made during the TDMs,
often in the absence of legal representation of the parties. OCS senior managers explained
that TDMs are non-legal family-oriented forums for collective and cooperative decisionmaking. These meetings are opportunities for families to resolve difficult situations with
some facilitation, without legal intervention. However, other stakeholders are concerned that
information revealed during TDMs are often used against the parents in court. Overall, there
seems to be a lack of communication, trust, and clear protocol in the practice of TDMs.



A variety of views were expressed with regards to ICWA. While some partners were
concerned with the lack of awareness or recognition of the importance of ICWA, others were
uncertain of OCS’ internal proceses with regards to compliance with ICWA. While this
concern existed for several years, the new Administrative Review Process brought it up anew,
with some hope that the ICWA coordinators at OCS may be more available for ICWA related
issues.

1.2. Practice issues
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
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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: Lack of foster homes is a state-wide concern. With the recent increase in the
number of children in out-of-home care, this concern is increasingly acute.
Several we spoke to expressed severe concern regarding recruitment and training of foster parents.
It is unclear how the licensing division connects with the intake, IA, and family services divisions in
ensuring that adequate numbers of foster placement options are available, and that data is
accessessible to workers in these three divisions in a timely fashion. Among the concerns expressed,
there is a severe lack of therapeutic foster homes; and available foster homes are not prepared to
receive older teenage children, or Alaska Native children.
Intake: Most recent departure of the intake supervisor from the NRO caused the ARO intake
supervisor to assume responsibility for the NRO intake unit. The Panel was informed that this will be
a permanent move towards centralizing intake as proposed in the Children and Family Services Plan.
The Panel, in several of its previous reports, noted the continuing concerns in other parts of the state
with respect to regional intake. That shift from a local intake to a regional intake significantly
impacted the experience of reporting of harm for many local communities, particularly law
enforcement agencies in remote communities. The current shift from regional to central may not
have a similar effect. However, the primary reasons for such a major shift needs to be evaluated. was
a fundamental change in how local communities interacted with OCS. With continuing concerns
regarding regional intake across the state, the Panel is concerned about this rapid move towards a
centralized intake. While consistency and efficiency are good reasons for such a move, it seems
important that OCS invest in a campaign to raise awareness among the larger community about this
impending move.
OCS workers expressed concern with the frequent changes in protocols. Specifically, they were
uncertain about the effectiveness of screening protocols to curb repeat maltreatment. ARO region
implements two models - 5X5 model, and High Risk Infant model. The 5X5 model requires an
allegation to be screened in for further investigation if the child was alleged to have been maltreated
at least five time prior to the current allegation. Similarly, High Risk Infant model requires that an
allegation against a child under one year of age be screened in if the infant was alleged to have been
maltreated at least thrice prior to the current report. These protocols do not differentiate if the prior
reports were screened out or the reasons for those reports to have been screened-out. This allows
duplicate reports, capricious reports, and other non-significant allegations to be counted, requiring
a worker to check on families without any explainable reason. While the intent of these protocols is
understood, practicing them creates challenges that the workers do not have ways or means to
resolve. These protocols need to be refined, with meaningful room for worker/supervisor judgement.
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.


Partners expressed concern with the new substantiation protocol implemented in early 2015
– specifically the definition of risk. Tribal partners expressed that if a case is screened out but
concerns persist, such cases should be referred to the Tribe.
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There is some concern on lack of training and sensitivity among workers towards issues of
domestic violence.



While a trauma screening tool exists, this is not used in practice. Long-term trauma among
maltreated children, and complex trauma among parents are both prevalent. Trauma
screening tools are used by several service providers. OCS claims to be a trauma-informed
organization. It is unclear how OCS can serve children and parents experiencing severe
trauma without screening for trauma.



While referrals to services are a normal part of the protocol on any case, partners desired
that OCS make the extra effort to ensure that the services were actually obtained or available.
Specifically, Tribal partners expressed some disappointment that they are not utilized as
cultural resources for cases involving Alaska Native children.



Stakeholders reported that permanency reports do not acknowledge any constructive efforts
by birth families. OCS’ own active efforts are often not documented.



Transportation of children waiting for foster care placements, or children in foster care
placements seems to be an issue of concern between the ARO and Anchorage School District
(ASD). The Panel reported during the last site visit to ARO that the Protective Services
Manager instituted the liaison program to ensure better partner relationships. However, this
does not seem to be the case with ASD. Data sharing agreement is unclear on the specific data
elements accessible to ASD.

1.3. Relationships
Most partners that ARO managers and staff work with have their state-wide offices in Anchorage.
This provides many opportunities for leadership level interactions. This also conflates the views of
partner agencies between ARO-specific issues and state-wide issues. This can be challenging for ARO
managers and supervisors. Some partners expressed their frustration with the pace of change at OCS.
They refer to a “good old boy network” that is resistent to change. The Panel believes this is not
specific to ARO region. Nonetheless, an important perception to be addressed.
Other specific observations include:


Tribal partners are most concerned about the lack of collaborative engagement in utilizing
them as cultural resources in cases involving Alaska Native children and families.



Changes in protocols such as substantiation protocol or administrative reviews are always
concerning to most partners and stakeholders. Due to lack of consistency across workers and
supervisors in masy aspects of OCS operations, most partners remain uncertain regarding
the manifestations of such system-wide changes in individual situations.



Communication is a perennial concern across all stakeholders. Lack of communication
directly impacts the public image of OCS as well as individual case outcomes. While the Panel
is aware of OCS’ efforts to improve public perceptions, persistence of this concern seems to
necessitate coordinated and strategic action at all levels of the agency.
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Recommendations

These recommendations are based on observations during this site visit and are limited by the
information gathered.


The protocols for screening need immediate attention. Workers seem confused about the
need to visit a family as a result of a report which would normally be screened out. Since the
popular perceptions of a visiting OCS worker are often negative, workers find this visit rather
difficult to explain to the parents.



A formal structure and training resources should be made available for specialized positions.
Specifically, training related to organizing and facilitating a TDM are not available, nor are
any resources to obtain such training.



Workers must be provided with facility to access ORCA beyond the OCS building in order for
them to access and update their case files. This is severely limiting their ability to spend time
with children and families.



ARO needs to spend dedicated time and resources in recruiting and training foster families,
specifically families for special needs children, Alaska Native children, and older teens.



Workload management has morphed into a severe challenge for workers. Prioritization is
impossible with everything being the highest priority. Strategy and tools must be devised for
better workload management.



The protocol of TDMs needs to be examined. Specifically, the role of legal representation
during TDMs seem to be a source of confusion and miscommunication.



Mutual roles of OCS workers and the attorneys from the AGs office must be clarified. This is a
complex issue that surfaced during the last few visits of the Panel across the state.
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Anchorage Region – Profile & Demographics

The Anchorage Region covers Alaska’s largest population center and Tyonek. With approximately
300,723 residents (Alaska Department of Labor estimates, 2013), Anchorage is home to nearly half
of the state’s population (735,601). The community of Tyonek, located across Cook Inlet from
Anchorage has a population of approximately 175 people and is not accessible by road. The
Anchorage Region includes the entirety of the Anchorage School District, and the Tyonek K-12 school
is within the Kenai Peninsula Borough School District.
Table 1: Demographic details of the Anchorage Region
Anchorage Field Office
2
300,723
84,261
Municipality of Anchorage,
Kenai Peninsula Borough
Anchorage School District,
Kenai Peninsula School District
Anchorage: 12-28;
Tyonek: 32
Anchorage: F, G, H, I J, K, L, M, N;
Tyonek: P
AK State Troopers,
Anchorage Police Department,
VPSO (Tyonek only)
Cook Inlet Tribal Council

Number of communities served
Total population (2014)
Total population under 19 (2010)
Borough & Census Areas (CA)
REAA
Legislative Districts (House)
Legislative Districts (Senate)
Public Safety
Alaska Native Regional Non-profit
3.1

Children Receiving Services

Figure 1: Cases and children in out of home placement in Anchorage Region (Dec 2014-Nov 2015)

OCS Out of Home Cases*
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400

OCS Out of Home Placement**

Source: OCS Statistical Information, http://dhss.alaska.gov/ocs/Pages/Statistics.
*A case is a household unit included in one or more Initial Assessment.
**Placing the child in the physical care of someone other than the child’s Caregiver.
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Record numbers of children are being placed in out of home care across the state. Figure 1 shows the
rise in number of cases (blue line) and the number of children (red line) in out-of-home care in the
Anchorage region during the 12-month period from Dec 2014 through November 2015. A case is a
family. Each family may have more than one child in an out-of-home placement. While the number
increased steadily over the 12-month period, they stabilitzed towards the end of 2015.
3.2

OCS Organizational Profile

ARO has most number of staff among all OCS regions. PSM II heads the regional operations. This
position is supported by three PSM I managers, each heading one of the three divisions:


Intake/Initial Assessment



Family Services/Team Decision/Family Contact/OTR



Family Services/Adoption/Administrative Revie/ICWA

Table 2 shows all positions as listed in the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) budget
documents, and non-vacant positions during the time of this visit. All positions except 10 Protective
Service Specialist (PSS) I/II/III positions are filled. OCS experiences most turover in the PSS I/II/III
positions across the state.
Table 2: Budgeted and filled positions in the Anchorage Regional Office as of January 16, 2016
Position
Protective Service Manager II
Protective Service Manager I
Protective Service Specialist IV
Protective Service Specialist I/II/III
Social Services Assistant I/II
Office Assistant
Mental Health Nurse IV
Mental Health Clinician III
Total
3.2.1

Budgeted
(OMB FY 2016)
1
3
17
84
16
4
1
1
127

Non-vacant during
the site visit
1
3
17
74
16
4
1
1
117

Turnover Rates

Figure 2 illustrates turnover rates for Anchorage as well as statewide totals for FY 14 and FY 15
among the PSS I/II/III positions. The blue columns are overall turnover rates; the orange column are
turnover rates that excludes transfers within the department. While transfers within the department
does not impact the overall workforce numbers for the organization, they may have an impact on
individual regional or field offices. Therefore, turnover including transfers is a more meaningful
number at a regional level,
ARO’s turnover among PSS I/II/III positions (blue bars) increased from 24% in FY 2014 to 26% in
FY 2015. These are frontline worker positions that perform several day-to-day duties on cases. These
are the positions with whom most children, parents, and other service providers interact.
Approximately a quarter of this workforce changes over every year, causing severe disruption in
services on many cases.
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Figure 2: Turnover rates among Protective Service Specialist I/II/III position: Anchorage Regional
Office and State-wide (FY 2014 and FY 2015)
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3.3
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Quality Assurance Data

The OCS Quality Assurance (QA) unit tries to review every field and regional 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. As noted below the functional
areas or items were altered in March 2015 with 4 removed and 3 combined into one for a total of 18
items compared to the pre-March 2015 set of 23.
A small sample of cases served by the office under review are examined and rated on each of the
items. Performance on each outcome area is reported in terms of percentage of the sample of cases
meeting the expected standard on a subset of items that represent that outcome. Each item is
assessed using a set of questions pertaining to various decisions and actions in the case. These QA
reviews are used by senior management to identify areas for improvement. Each regional or field
office is encouraged to prepare a program improvement plan (PIP) in response to the QA review.
Given the small sample of cases, these reviews may not always reflect a comprehensive picture, and
may not be representative of the regions’ performance in general.
3.3.1

Regional QA Summary by outcome:

ARO is the most reviewed office among OCS regions. Data from nine reviews since March 2012 were
provided to the Panel, and summarized in Figure 3. Both Safety outcomes, Permanency 1 and Well
Being 1 have always been the most challenging outcome areas for ARO. However, most recent review
conducted in 2015 (the green bar at the of each block) shows that ARO had some challenges in all
outcome areas compared to the previous review – most likely a direct effect of the severe turnover
experienced suring the summer of 2014.
The Panel focused particularly on Permanency 1 and Well Being 1 outcomes as they seem to be the
most challenging for ARO over the last few years. Table 3 shows all the outcome areas.
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Figure 3: Performance of the Anchorage Regional Office on the seven Quality Assurance outcomes
(2012-2015)

ANCHORAGE REGIONAL OFFICE
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2014

Well Being 3
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Table 3: Quality Assurance outcome areas
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.
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