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of a local DCF adoption unit.
We reached out to DCF partners on
a local and statewide level, explaining
how we were changing our practice,
and why. This laid the groundwork
for powerful collaboration between
residential and state partners to
achieve permanency and led to
additional start-up funding. We
also talked with our philanthropic
supporters, being transparent about
our frustrations and our desire
to do better. This too led to some
financial support. As we started to
shift our practice, we recognized
the importance of having board
members and funders internalize a
commitment to permanency, so we
kept them up to date on our progress
and invited them to staff trainings.
After consideration, we decided that
three permanency best practices
(described in more detail below)
would form the core of our work:
1. family search and engagement
2. youth-guided,
family-driven teaming
3. permanency readiness

Because we didn’t have the inhouse knowledge to do this work,
we hired two seasoned permanency
practitioners to help. We started by
piloting four cases involving young
men 14 or older. Ultimately, all of
them left our care with more family
relationships than they arrived with.
One was reunified with his birth
mother, and one was adopted by a
family identified by us. The third aged
out at 22, connected to half-siblings
he had been unaware of and with
a mentor who committed to their
relationship through a permanency
pact. The fourth left to live with a
foster family, later spending time in
detention and in another residential
program. He is now doing well,
living with or near family members

we had located while he was living
at Plummer, including an aunt, his
father, and two sets of grandparents.
Although we were still learning
and had yet to systematically apply
the practices, the power of the
work was apparent. So we made a
commitment to immediately use
these practices with all the young
men in our residential programs.
At the same time, we committed
to figuring out how to collect data
that would measure both practice
implementation and outcomes.

Solidifying Our Approach
Today, each young person in our
therapeutic residential programs has
specific treatment goals designed
to help that young person achieve
permanency. Progress toward these
goals is driven by application of three
best practices.
Family Search and Engagement
Using family search and engagement
techniques, we locate and reach
out to anybody who is important
to or could become important to
the youth. We start by asking for
suggestions from the young person
as well as the adults who know
the youth best. Sometimes we
make suggestions. This work starts
immediately and is ongoing. Initial
engagement questions tend to be
open-ended, asking youth: “Who
is most important in your life?” or
“Who cares about you?” When we
reach out to relatives and other
adults, we ask things like “What’s
your favorite memory of this young
man?” or “What do you wish for
him?” If the young man named the
person as someone important, we
might point that out. The goal is to
convince people to be on a team that
will help figure out family and future
for the youth.
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Team Building
Next, guided by the young person,
we build a team. This team—which
includes the youth, family members
and other caring adults, our state
partners, and key professionals—is
responsible for coming up with a
realistic, individualized, timely plan
for permanency that includes at
least one back-up plan and person
(we firmly believe in concurrent
planning). The team is informed
wholly by the youth’s needs, which
often allows people who’ve been in
conflict to put that conflict aside
for the purposes of working on the
young person’s permanency plan.
Plans must always drive toward
safe, supportive, lasting family
relationships, and often also toward
living with a family.
Through this process, we have been
able to engage a variety of people
who care about the youth to craft
a solution that will work. Plans
often rely on involvement by more
than one person. For example, a
grandmother might indicate that
she’s willing to have the young
person live with her, but that she’ll
struggle on the days that she needs
medical treatment.
At that point, another person might
volunteer to care for the youth on
those days. Still another might take
responsibility for getting the youth to
and from school or athletics.
Preparation for Permanency
Finally, we help young people
and their families get ready for
permanency, so their relationships
can be successful and lasting. To do
this, we prioritize family contact,
providing plenty of visits and time to
strengthen relationships and practice
being a family. We never limit
family contact as a result of a young
person’s behavior. In fact, we place
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a huge priority on making family
visits happen, spending a lot of our
discretionary funds on things like
plane and train tickets, Uber, hotels,
and meals. Readiness also involves
individual conversations between and
among a permanency social worker,
the youth, and family members. It’s
important for everyone to talk about
what it will take for this relationship
or living situation to be successful,
what the challenges might be, and
what type of support is available.

Nurturing a Committed Staff
To build a staff committed to
permanency, we ask job candidates
questions to elicit information about
whether they’re likely to embrace
permanency work. For example, we
might ask a candidate how she would
feel if a young person wanted to
explore a relationship with biological
parents whose rights had been
terminated after a series of supported
reports for abuse and neglect.
To build staff competencies, we
provide training not only in the three
core best practices outlined above,
but also on topics such as:
• including youth and family voices
• talking to kids about permanency
• working collaboratively with
state partners on progress toward
permanency goals
• resolving ambivalence and
conflicting family loyalties
• blending a youth’s multiple family
relationships
Finally, our clinical supervision
includes competencies that tie
directly back to our practice. For
instance, during supervision, we will
ask things like “How is youth and
family readiness being addressed?” or
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“Who has the youth identified for his
team?”

Collecting Data
Before our shift in practice, we
weren’t really collecting data. To the
extent we were tracking even the
simplest information, we were doing
it on index cards. To get an aggregate
picture, we hand-counted the cards.
One of the things we’ve learned is
that collecting and reviewing data
is not the same as developing an
evaluation and measurement system.
A robust outcome measurement
system should reinforce your clinical
model; therefore, they should
be developed in tandem. It’s not
that hard to count an outcome at
discharge. It’s another thing entirely
to implement a system that provides
ongoing information such that,
if necessary, you can change your
approach to particular situations
almost immediately.
Today, on a shift-by-shift basis,
direct care staff and social workers
enter data about interactions with
and behaviors of each young man.
Each piece of information tracks to
treatment goals that are aligned with
our model. During meetings, staff
can see from reports what services
have been provided, and whether the
young man is moving closer to or
further from a permanency outcome.
This internal feedback loop drives
next steps.
We’ve also learned that, just like
the commitment to permanency,
the commitment to data collection
and evaluation must be championed
by leadership and embraced
organization- wide. Our system
counts on everyone who works
with young people to understand
the elements of our model, use the
practices that are part

of the model, document their
interventions, and participate in
evaluating whether a young person is
progressing toward his goals.
Importantly, when someone doesn’t
document their work accurately, data
for the entire organization can get
skewed, making it very hard to judge
our work.
Implementing such a system takes
patience and ongoing training. Social
workers and direct care counselors
must learn data and computer skills
that may be new to them. Evaluators
must understand that it can be hard
for staff to find the time to input data
when their primary responsibility is
caring for and being present for our
young people. Leadership needs to
understand that long-term impact
can only be understood after years
of systematic and thorough data
collection designed to help answer
carefully considered questions.

Evaluating Based on Data
Today, every treatment goal
for each young person in our
residential programs is connected to
advancing permanency. The primary
permanency domain areas for
which we collect data and monitor
indicators are “family and parenting”
and “safe, stable family living
environment.”
We use a variety of assessment
tools and techniques to assign a 1
to 4 rating in these domains. Each
quarter, we review services and
behaviors to determine whether
a young person has moved either
forward or backward on the 1 to 4
permanency continuum. For example,
a 4 in the “family and parenting”
domain indicates the presence of
an emotionally secure, legal parentchild relationship. A 4 in “safe, stable
family living environment” indicates
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