ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE (AR) PILOT PROJECT – The Ohio Alternative Response Pilot Project is a cooperative effort among the Ohio Supreme Court (Sub-Committee on Child Abuse, Neglect and Dependency), the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services, and the AIM team (see below). 5 Regional Forums were held in June and July with PCSAO staff (Crystal, Greg, and Max) each attending one. Presentations were made at each by the AIM Team (made up of reps from the American Humane Assoc, Institute of Applied Research, and Leaders from Minnesota)  to assist PCSAs to decide if they wanted to apply to be one of the 10 Pilot Counties to try Alternative Response. AR offers an alternative to traditional child protection investigative response that sets aside fault finding and substantiation on reports that do not allege serious and imminent harm. The focus is less on investigation and more assessing and ensuring child safety through family engagement and collaborative partnerships. The RFP for the Pilot was released on 7/25/07. The pilot will be based on knowledge gained from a similar pilot in Minnesota (a county administered state) started in 2000. As a result of AR in Minn., they found that: child safety was not diminished; families were more engaged under AR; CPS staff reacted positively; services to families and children increased and changed; and new CA/N reports and later placements were reduced. Early in August members of the AIM team plus staff member from ODJFS, Carla Carpenter from NCALP and Max Bucey from PCSAO will go to Minn. to get an up close look at the Minn. AR program. After the 10 Pilots are selected in September, the next 6 months they will work as a Design Workgroup, get T/A and training to implement AR from April 1, 2008 through Sept. 30, 2009 (18 months). The AR Pilot will be valuated by the Institute of Applied Research.  Project financial assistance for pilot counties has been secured by ODJFS. 
To review the RFP and learn more about the Background and Scope; Child Protection System Reform Efforts; The Alternative Response Project Purpose; the Project Design; Project Funding; Required Training; and Project Evaluation go to 
http://www.pcsao.org/WeeklyUpdate/2007/OhioRFP.pdf and begin on page 3. 

To review the enabling legislation for AR go to 

http://www.pcsao.org/WeeklyUpdate/2007/OHAlternativeResponseStatute.pdf
ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE IMMERSION IN MINNESOTA –  On  August 6, 7, & 8, 2007, Max Bucey, PCSAO, Carla Carpenter, NCALP, Julie Wirt, ODJFS, representatives of the American Humane Assoc., and the Institute for Applied Research traveled to Minnesota for an  intense 3 day Immersion to see how Minn. state and county agencies operate their Alternative Response (AR) system. The first day was spent with state and Hennepin County (Minneapolis) officials including visits to a contract agency serving Latino immigrants and the Minn Indian Resource Center. Both agencies handle intake responsibilities for their populations for the county using the Family Assessment approach. The next 2 days were in Olmstead County (Rochester – home of the Mayo Clinic) with observation and participation in numerous “Consults” or Staffings from intake to discharge. Olmstead Co was one of the original “pilot” counties for AR in 1999 (they were also implementing SACWIS at the tine). After the pilot, Minn went state-wide with AR. One of the most impressive things was that at every staffing, including the intake Red Team (meets every day at 8:15AM); strengths were identified and documented just as were risks. The Minn legislature was so impressed with the AR or “Family Assessment” process, now all intake cases are presumed to be eligible for the AR – FA with the staff needing to document why an “investigation” is necessary. Their research shows that the “Family Assessment” approach does not compromise child safety, and produces better results for clients and the agency.   
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Ohio’s Alternative Response Pilot Project is a cooperative effort among the Ohio Supreme Court (Sub-committee on Responding to Child Abuse, Neglect, and Dependency); the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services; and the AIM Team (American Humane Association – [A], The Institute of Applied  Research - [I]; and selected leaders from the state of Minnesota – [M]. Am. Sub. S.B. 238 created the Alternative Response Pilot Project to allow up to 10 Public Children Services Agencies (PCSAs) to divert certain lower risk cases at intake into an alternative track or response. Alternative Response (AR) recognizes that the “One size fits all” approach doesn’t take into consideration that many families need services in line with the level of risk to the child.  Alternative Response allows selected cases, not those alleging sexual abuse, severe physical abuse, and repeat cases to mention a few, to receive an alternative track that focuses on “Family Assessment” rather than the traditional “Investigation”. All elements of child safety and risk are assessed as in the traditional “investigation,” but the purpose of the intervention is “Family Assessment”, not a finding of abuse or neglect. AR offers an alternative to traditional child protection investigative response that sets aside fault finding and substantiation on reports that do not allege serious and imminent harm. The focus is less on investigation and more on assessing and ensuring child safety through family engagement and collaborative partnerships

Other states such as Missouri and Minnesota have utilized the Alternative Response for over 10 years and found child safety was not diminished; families were more engaged under AR; Child Protective Services staff reacted positively; services to families and children increased and changed; and new CA/N reports and later placements were reduced. 

In August I joined the AIM Team in a visit to Minnesota to observe how their Alternative Response (Differential Response) operated after 10 years. One of the main tenants of the Minnesota AR program is that it is Strength Based. In every case “staffing” I observed, not only was risk continually assessed, but equal time and energy was spent identifying “strengths” of the family. This included during the initial intake “screening” call with the reporter being queried about strengths of the alleged abusive or neglectful family. Another impressive fact was the continuous references to “Evidence Based” casework principles throughout staffings. In Minnesota, by law, AR is considered to be a volunteer program, but in reality it is offered as voluntary, but any case can return to the traditional approach if indicated. AR has been so successful and accepted in Minnesota, now by law, all new intake cases are assumed to be AR (Family Assessment) until proven otherwise. Only a small percent of new cases are now “investigated.”

Right now the selected Ohio Pilot counties are forming a Design Workgroup to be guided by the AIM Team to help develop Ohio AR protocols, design screening protocols, review Safety, Family Assessment, and Risk Assessment Tools, and make training recommendations. The Design Workgroup will meet regularly from now until Spring with the 18 month Pilot to begin on 4-1-08. ODJFS has obtained funding to assist the Pilot counties to cover some of the additional expenses associated with the Pilot. 

One of the strong parts of the Ohio AR Pilot Project is the Project Evaluation. The Institute of Applied Research will work with selected Pilot counties to study: child safety, permanence, family satisfaction and cooperation, family functioning, worker satisfaction, judicial issues, and examine outcomes. 

