Agency Accreditation

"Not Now, We're Too Busy"
By Max F. Bucey, PCSAO Assistant Director
If I only had a dollar for every time an agency told me they “can’t begin the Council on Accreditation (COA) process now.” The reasons for this usually fall into two categories; either the agency has other issues to deal with right now (“maybe next year”), or they wonder how can they ask staff, caseworkers and supervisors, (who already are stressed to the limit), to take on one more thing. 

Making the decision to join one of the COA classes in Ohio is a major commitment for any agency, large or small. It should not be taken lightly and only after careful consideration by administration, the board and/or county commissioners. However, I have heard numerous administrators say they would like to start COA, but “not now” due to reasons such as; the agency needs to reorganize; do a strategic plan; get personnel policies in order; or other matters. No matter what the obstacles may be, COA should be seen as way to resolve issues rather than add another barrier. I have talked with many agencies that have completed, or are currently engaged in, the COA process. They all report that delaying the process accomplished very little. Those that did wait until they “had things in order,” now wish they would have started COA earlier. Whatever obstacle prevents an agency from starting the process now will be replaced with something else later. The best way to get started on developing those much needed policies and procedures is to start COA. ODJFS, PCSAO, COA, and other COA counties can be of tremendous help when developing new policies. What you will accomplish while waiting to begin accreditation will be little compared to what you can do after getting involved completely. 

The second reason often given to delay getting involved with COA has to do with staff already being overworked. I have heard numerous directors, administrators, and supervisors say “how can I ask staff who are already stressed to the limit to do one more thing?” My response is, “how can you afford not to?” One of the most debilitating issues for child welfare staff is when they see no hope for the future. When staff perceives that there is no hope for their job to improve and no hope for the children and families on their caseload, it is no wonder they leave or get burned out. Rather than seeing two hours per month on COA as taking away from their work, I see it as giving that worker an opportunity to have input in an area of expertise that very well may give them hope for the future. When workers have input in sorely needed policies they gain a sense of pride and accomplishment in their work. When workers are recognized for their accomplishments through COA, that recognition carries over to all they do. 

The most important aspect of accreditation is not receiving a certificate or being able to put the COA logo on the agency stationary. The real benefit is an agency working together for continuous quality improvement. COA is not so much about reaching the COA goal, but more about changing the culture of an agency. That is something into which today’s workers can sink their teeth. COA is one of the best ways I know for all areas of an agency to pull together for the common cause. You don’t have to believe me about waiting, just ask those who have already been through COA. The next time someone says “they can’t put one more thing on staff,” think about the benefits that staff will get from contributing to their agency's improvement.
