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Project Title: Specialized Foster Care Team
1. Project/Program Summary: Briefly summarize the project’s history, purpose, timeline and budget. 
The Specialized foster care team was created in October of 2009 from a need to provide more intensive services for select youth in foster care. Expediting permanence for youth is key to establishing stability and normalcy in their lives. Our youth with serious mental health issues, developmental delays, and youth entering their teen years are often the most difficult to move to permanence.  Caseloads in foster care were very high in 2009. The Specialized Team was created in a dual effort to reduce caseloads across the board and develop specialized services to help achieve quicker permanence for our higher needs youth. Three foster care social workers were moved onto this team from other child welfare units. Our LINKS Program Coordinator, and Family Finder Program Coordinator completed the team for additional focus on teen services and locating relatives and kin willing to be a long term supports for each youth. Each position on the team was already established in the agency so no additional funding was needed to implement the concept. We anticipate the team will continue indefinitely.
2. Innovation: Why is the program unique? How does your project differ from similar projects?
The three foster care social workers on the Specialized Team carry a reduced caseload of four to six youths. Different from therapeutic foster care, the social workers on this team assume all regular foster care duties and training. Individualized intensive plans made by the entire team and the youth include enhanced independent living plans for youth. With the average age of this special unit being 14.5 years old and prospects of adoption being minimal it becomes vitally important to intensify services with this population that tends to struggle with behavioral, emotional and mental health issues. Additional clinical work is provided by the team to prepare the youth for independent living and possible adoption. Regular meetings occur with our adult services staff to discuss youths 16 and older to tap into any possible resources prior to and beyond a youth’s 18th birthday.  Our Family Finder’s coordinator has access to numerous databases to locate extended relatives and kin. The team also bands together as a crisis team to handle after hours situations that develop with youth. 
3. Project Success and Impact: What were the objectives? How well were they met? How widespread is the impact of the project/program? What is the anticipated long-term impact? Did the project involve collaboration with other agencies, non-profits, businesses, etc.? Describe the outcome of the collaboration. The objectives for this team are to 1) combine three different services to work intensively with smaller case loads, 2) move youth through their trauma issues more quickly and 3) to avoid  youth aging out without prospects for permanency or independent living skills. The cases in Specialized Foster Care have had on average 11 changes in placement in a 4-5 year span prior to being involved in this unit. That is about 2-3 moves each year. Since its inception in November 2009, only 3 cases have changed placements. When looking at the impact on the County and State, it is far better to have a child require less care from fewer agencies and therefore reduce over costs long-term due to the efforts of each section of the program. By increasing the intensity of the therapeutic work to move these youth to permanency preparedness, fewer youth are requiring more services, again, reducing costs to the county and state. In conjunction to the foster care services, LINKS services and the Family Finding Program also have an impact. The LINKS program has connected with 30% (out of a pool of 95) of the eligible aged out population and directly assisted them by connecting them to services and education to meet 7 specific federal program outcomes. It is our goal to increase this number over time. In addition, the LINKS program has collaborated with 2 other local agencies that also focus on Independent Living to provide a wrap around continuum of care for eligible youth. Since beginning 2 years ago, the Family Finding program has been able to achieve a 79% success rate in making viable family connections from intensive research in 24 cases. The research was able to make on average, 23 new family connections for each participant which is well beyond regular foster care research. This is an asset to the child, particularly to those who are more than likely going to age out. As a result of this research, one child has actually been reunified with his father living in another state after an 8 year separation. Furthermore, the Specialized Team constantly networks and combines services with Transitional Living programs in the area, other foster care providers and therapeutic service providers to assist these youth in working through their behavioral, emotional and mental health issues that are barriers to their permanency. An example of the impact that this unit has had on the youth, has been to assist a mentally challenged youth who aged out by connecting him with his seemingly lost paternal family who have now stepped in to continue care for him, connecting him with a developmentally appropriate Independent Living program and mental health services. Had this case been in regular foster care this youth may have continued to be homeless.
4. Project Effort and Difficulty: How well did the program use limited resources? What obstacles or challenges did you overcome? How was this done? 
No additional funding was needed to implement this team. This program relies on continued funding for foster care positions, funding received for LINKS and for our Family Finder’s coordinator- a time limited pilot research position currently funded by the state.  A challenge is to find funding to continue this position once the state funding is discontinued.  
5. Ability to Replicate Project: Can this project be duplicated in other counties? What could counties do to minimize obstacles and problems? This program could be replicated in other counties that are able to dedicate the number of social workers needed to do the specific work of a Specialized Team. It is anticipated that the Family Finder’s program will be expanded, allowing other counties to participate in those services. Additionally, there are a number of free websites that can assist agencies in locating support networks for youth in foster care. LINKS services are available to all counties. The primary challenge is having the capacity to allow social workers to have  lower caseloads. Another potential challenge is achieving by-in from workers to the additional time it may require to take on a position with the team, including the need to be available after hours on a regular basis.
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