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TAPE 04-32, SIDE A
ACTI ON NARRATI VE

CHAIR FRED DYSON called the joint Senate and House Health,
Education, and Social Services standing conmttees to order at
10: 06 a.m on Monday, Decenber 13, 2004. At present at the call
to order were Senators Dyson and Guess and Representatives
Wl son, Gatto, Dahlstrom and Joule. Senators Bunde and Seekins
and Representatives Croft, Seaton, Gara, Neuman, and G ssna
arrived as the neeting was in progress.

He announced that Departnent of Health and Social Services'
staff would present an analysis of the child protection system

This presentation will not focus on individual cases, but wll
cover the agency as a whole. Then, legislators would be able to
ask questions of the departnent; public testinony will not be
taken. Third, an executive session wll occur with legislators

and agency personnel to discuss confidential details of specific
cases. The confidentiality of an executive session is necessary
because of pending legal action and current state |aw The
departnment is also planning to brief the conmittees on upcom ng
changes to confidentiality restrictions. After that, students at
ol denview M ddle School w Il present a panel on the treatnent
of Al zhei mers di sease.

CHAIR DYSON stated that this nmeeting was not neant to be a
wi tch-hunt. Instead, it was the beginning of a long process of
col |l aboration wth the Ofice of Children’s Services to decide
how to better protect Al aska s children.
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JOEL d LBERTSON, Comm ssioner of the Departnent of Health and
Soci al Services introduced Marcia Kennai, Deputy Comm ssioner of
the Departnent, who oversees the Ofice of Children’s Services.
Comm ssioner Gl bertson thanked the Chairs for convening this
neeting and |looks forward to continued wirk wth the
Legislature. At a recent press conference, the departnent
explained its legislative goals for the upcom ng session. Sone
of the issues discussed were funding for staffing, training, a
new information technology system and a revision of the
confidentiality guidelines under which the agency nust operate.

DEPUTY COWMM SSI ONER KENNAI expl ained that over the past years,
the departnent conbi ned several prograns and created the Ofice
of Children's Services. Prograns include child protection and
per manency, infant learning, nutrition, and the Healthy Famlies
Al aska program During 2004, 27,000 clients were served in the
famly nutrition program 1721 clients in the infant |earning
program and 373 famlies in the Healthy Fam |lies program The
agency also conpleted 11,202 investigations of child abuse or
negl ect. On average in 2002, approximately 2000 Al askan chil dren
were in the custody of the Ofice of Children’ s Services.

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI continued to explain that in 2004,
the Ofice of Children’s Services began to inplenent their
Program Inprovenent Plan (PIP), as required by the federal
governnment. The PIP was created after an extensive review of the
agency conpleted in 2002. After one year under the PIP, the
agency has conpleted 53% of its action steps and 64% of its
benchmarks. The safety goals have been achieved. Repeat
maltreatnment is now at 17.3% which betters the goal of 22% For
children currently in the custody of the state, 1.2% have
experienced abuse and/or neglect in foster care or relative
care, which is also better than the goal of 1.7% The nati onal
standard is 0.05%

COW SSIONER G LBERTSON remnded the conmttees about the
history of the PIP. The federal audit focused on three areas

safety, per manency, and wel | - bei ng. The PIP included a
benchmarked action plan for inproving these areas. The PIP is a
negotiated agreenent between the state and federal child
protection agencies. After it is begun, the state has two years
to neet the agreed-upon goals. Then, the federal auditors wll
return to study, if in fact the state has net the goals. Another
PIP wll then probably be nade. Each state has areas it nust
inprove, as pointed out in their respective federal audits,
within their child protective systens.
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COWMWM SSI ONER G LBERTSON pointed out that the audit uncovered
sonme startling information regarding safety issues, such as
repeat maltreatnment and incidences of child abuse and neglect
while in foster care.

CHAI R DYSON pointed out that the area of permanency was one in
which the state has historically performed poorly. The previous
admnistration initiated a large effort to inprove this area
whi ch the Legi sl ature funded.

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER  KENNAI responded that adoptions are
i ncreasing, but the federal governnent’s standard is 24 nonths
for a child to enter a permanent placenent. Reunification
(within 12  nonths) IS anot her area needing continued
i nprovenent. An area that the state is performng well in is
pl acenent stability.

CHAI R DYSON indicated concern about the tine children are in
state custody, rather than in permanent placenents. He pointed
out that the process to termnate parental rights is cunbersone,
ti me-consum ng, and an area for the agency to continue to work
on.

REPRESENTATI VE GATTO asked for clarification about children in
foster care.

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI responded that nearly 80% of our
adoptions occur through the foster care system Until that
adoption is finalized, each of these children remains in |egal
| imbo. Foster parents can choose between guardianship and
adoption, and guardianship is considered a permanent placenent
by the federal governnent.

JOANNE G BBENS, OCS, confirmed this for the commttees.

CHAIR DYSON pointed out that wuncertain nedical treatnent is
another factor that foster parents westle wth in their
considerations to adopt a child.

DEPUTY COW SI ONER KENNAI added that all children in foster have
“special needs” to sone degree, because it is traumatic for a
child to be renoved fromtheir biological famly.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI reported that the agency has devoted

four of its new positions (one for each region) to assist
children who will soon “age out” of the state system hel ping
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them to learn the skills needed for a successful transition to
i ndependent |iving.

REPRESENTATI VE JOULE asked for clarification on the four
regions, and the geographic areas they cover.

DEPUTY COWMM SSI ONER KENNAI responded that each child has his or
her own caseworker, and the independent living specialists work
with the caseworkers to devel op i ndependent |iving plans.

REPRESENTATI VE JOULE pointed out that the Northern region is
spread out over a trenendous distance, and that he was concerned
that these specialists provided sufficient coverage to the
children in need.

COWM SSI ONER G LBERTSON poi nted out that geographic issues are a
| arge challenge to overcone as caseworkers attenpt to contact
each child once per nonth.

CHAI R DYSON pointed out that success has been achieved in the
past when the agency “subcontracts” sone services wth | ocal
resources, and he 1inquired if the agency has any simlar
agreenents in the Bush.

DEPUTY COWM SSIONER  KENNAI  affirmed that the agency does
practice such agreenents, but clarified that these alternative
response systens help with services like famly assessnents when
t he agency receives a |lowlevel report of harm

COW SSI ONER G LBERTSON added that the federal governnent does
not recogni ze these alternative systens of support as valid, and
he agreed with Chair Dyson that this area needs to be worked on
especially in a state |ike Al aska.

REPRESENTATI VE JOULE indicated that the tribes may be a usefu
resource in this regard.

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI explained that she is planning to
contact the regional federal office in an effort to receive
permssion to utilize these local resources. In the neantine,
the state will continue to utilize these services, though the
federal governnment does not acknow edge them as valid portions
of a service plan.
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DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI expl ai ned sone recent reform efforts.
The newly-funded staff positions have helped to reduce
casel oads, and the average caseload is 24 cases per worker,
which is closer to the national standards.

CHAIR DYSON clarified that there were in fact 26 new positions
and that there were adm nistrative difficulties in filling these
posi tions.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI expl ai ned sone of the difficulties in
filling these positions. She explained that the federal stipend
program may help to attract new social workers to the state. In
this program the federal governnment reinburses the state for
student grants paid to students who pledge two years of service
in Alaska’s child protection system

An  unidentified speaker spoke to the geographic cost
di fferences.

CHAI R DYSON i nqui red about the turnover.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI replied that the current turnover
rate was 13-14%

M KE LESMANN, OCS, confirned this for the conmittees.

DEPUTY COWMM SSIONER KENNAI  attenpted to explain how this
statistic is calcul at ed.

CHAI R DYSON pl edged to work in the Legislature to fix problens,
if they exist, with the conpensation package offered to soci al
wor ker s.

MR. LESMANN added that the current vacancy rate is 7.53%

COMWM SSI ONER Gd LBERTSON reported that nost states, including
Al aska, are developing new information technol ogy systens. The
new systemis called ORCA, which stands for Online Resources for
the Children of Alaska, which will replace a paper-based system
with a real-tine, web-based, electronic system The Departnent
will request funding from the Legislature for 34 new positions,
some of which will be devoted to expertise with the information
t echnol ogy aspects of the new ORCA system

SENATOR GUESS requested the length of service for social workers
in addition to the turnover rate.
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DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI added that exit interviews are also
bei ng i npl enent ed.

SENATOR GUESS asked about transcription services.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI confirnmed that the agency stil
offers transcription services for social workers to use, to cut
down on adm nistrative burdens to productivity.

REPRESENTATI VE GARA asked if 18 nonths is a valid estinmation of
the average length of service for front-1line social workers.

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI confirnmed that 18-24 nonths is the
typical length of service due to the extrenely difficult nature
of these jobs.

TAPE 04-32, SIDE B

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI plans to issue a Request For Proposa
in the comng year for a workload study.

SENATOR BUNDE asked if the 18-24 nonth figure was due to soci al
workers being recent college graduates. He also indicated
interest in sonme type of apprenticeship for social workers,
simlar to student teaching prograns.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI replied that social work studies nust
conpl ete work progranms in order to receive their degree.

CHAI R DYSON indicated his plans to nodify the agency’s M ssions
and Measures plan to include nmeasures of job retention.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI continued to explain the agency’'s
efforts to train tribal transition specialists for kids who are
about to leave their foster hones. ORCA was brought online in
Sept enber. The agency has increased federal funding from 31% to
64% She reaffirnmed that front-line social workers are focused
on child welfare, not noney. Responding to a question from
Representative Joule, she explained that the federal governnent
rewards or punishes state agencies by adjusting their funding
| evel s, especially in the areas of safety and nonthly visitation
of children.

CHAI R DYSON asked about parents’ option of challenging in court
the agency’s decision to renove children from their honme, and
asked if the agency still distributes a handbook to the parents
explaining their |legal options and resources.
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DI ANNE COLSEN, DLAW confirmed that nost parents have |egal
representation of sone kind.

Responding to a question from Representative WIson, JAMES
STEELE, OCS, explained that the handbook has helped parents
better understand the legal process, and these handbooks are
distributed in each <case. He also confirmed that Public
Def enders hel p the parents.

SENATOR GUESS asked if these handbooks are developed using
| anguages ot her than Engli sh.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI and JAMES STEELE expl ai ned that sone
ot her |anguages are used and interpreters are also utilized in
t hese cases.

REPRESENTATI VE GARA pointed out that the high caseload is a
factor that |eads to high turnover. He advised consideration of
the Child Wl fare League’ s standards regardi ng casel oad.

DEPUTY COWMM SSI ONER KENNAI added that, in addition to reducing
casel oads, we also need to reduce staffing vacancies. Al so, the
work is wvery difficult, and high turnover my renmain an
inevitable issue with such difficult work. Instead, conpensation
shoul d i ncl ude pronoti onal opportunities, vari ed t ask
requi renents, and fl exible schedul es such as 4-day work weeks.

COWM SSI ONER G LBERTSON remi nded the commttees of the planned
wor k|l oad st udy.

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER  KENNAI continued to speak about the
caseload. Social workers are near the Child Wlfare League
standards concerning permanency cases. For the investigation
cases, casel oads remain high

CHAIR DYSON inquired about the process for pre-placenent
i nvestigations.

COWMM SSI ONER G LBERTSON poi nted out that the agency conducts two
types of studies: one focusing on the physical facility, another
regarding the persons in the honme. He infornmed the conmittees
that Deputy Conmm ssioner Kennai would like the hone study to
occur at the beginning of the home licensing process. Currently,
the home study does not occur until the adoption process is
initiated; foster hones are not being regularly subjected to
hone studies. Hone studies are in-depth famly assessnents that
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exam ne the inpact of additional <children upon a household.
History has indicated that in the mjority of cases, foster
hones |l ead to adoption nore often than not. As a result, a hone
study conpleted at the outset of the foster parenting process
will insure that children will receive safe placenents.

CHAIR DYSON indicated his interest in the agency noving forward
with specific selection criteria for placenent.

DEPUTY COMM SSI ONER KENNAI nentioned ‘disproportionality’ as a
factor that the agency is concerned about. Approxinmately 60% of
the children in state custody are Al aska Nati ves.

[ 1 ndi scerni bl e]

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI al so nentioned that some requirenents
for placenent can be waived in certain circunstances.

[ 1 ndi scerni bl e]

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI stated that agency decisions are
based on many criteria, and attenpts are made to place siblings
together. Placenents with relatives are also prioritized.

CHAI R DYSON then closed this portion of the hearing, so that the
students from CGol denvi ew M ddl e School could make a presentation
and then return to cl ass.

PAMELA COLLINS, 8'" grade Social Studies teacher at Gol denview
M ddl e School, provided opening remarks. Project Citizen is an
international program that l|leads kids to |ook for problens in
their neighborhoods, study them and try to inprove the
situations. Students fornulate an action plan that they present
to legislators for possible inplenentation.

SENATOR BUNDE nentioned that this student group presented at a
recent conventi on of t he Nat i onal Conf erence of State
Legi sl at ures.

M5. COLLINS reported that eight Goldenview students were chosen
as anbassadors to the national convention, and received top
honors for their work.

KATELYN DUNCAN reported that the students represented *“Choose

the Choice: Alzheiner’s Honme and Community-Based Care.” Al aska
is one of only two states in the country that does not have a
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Medi caid waiver program for Al zheiner’'s treatnment. Qur state’s
Choi ce Waiver program only applies to skilled care. Al aska mnust
address these issues. These students seek developnment of a
Conmpl ete Coverage Waiver for treatnent of Alzheiner’s and
dementi a.

BRENNA EGELAND poi nted out that nursing hones can be inpersona
institutions where workers do not know their patients. Nursing
homes are also very expensive. Advantages, however, include the
provision of constant and skilled care. The new waiver system
shoul d i nclude intermedi ate, not just skilled, care.

RORI ANN REDI CK stated that nursing honmes are, and will continue
to be, an inportant part of Alzheimer’s treatnent. An
alternative is honme and comrunity-based services, which pay for
adult daycare centers, respite workers, and nedical bills and
prescriptions. A disadvantage is that eligibility for these
services are based on the sane criteria as nursing hones. AlSso,
care is not provided around the clock. Advantages include: care
provided in the client’s famliar home; and cost-savings that
allow the state to provide services to nore clients.

RI VER RAMUGLI A stated that Al zheiner’'s is a growing problem in
Al aska, and patients are not receiving needed care. Qur current
Choice waiver is not sufficiently serving these clients. O the
viable options, an expansion of home and community-based
services wll address these problens nobst effectively. An
anendnent to Al aska’s Choice waiver program will allow coverage
for patients who do not need intensive skilled care.

TAPE 04-33, SIDE A

SHANNON BRADLEY concluded that the Choice waiver nodifications
are the state’s nobst promsing inprovenents. The steps this
student group have taken are: Hours of research into
Al zheiner’s and Medicaid, letters to the state Legislature,
speakers from the Al zheinmer’s Resource Agency of Al aska (ARAA),
and interviews with famlies. According to the ARAA nursing
home treatnent for Al zheinmer’s costs $83,950 per client year
whil e comrunity-based care would only cost $34,000 per year per
client.

CHAI R DYSON asked for a witten report and a response from the
Department of Health and Social Services.
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In response to a question from Senator Bunde, COVW SSI ONER
G LBERTSON reported that his agency would need to work through
the federal Health and Human Service Agency in a state plan
anendnent process or a waiver process. Qur Pioneer Honme system
currently serves a large portion of the state’s Alzheinmer’s
patients.

CHAI R DYSON then announced that the commttees would now hear
again from Comm ssioner G lbertson and Deputy Conmm ssioner
Kennai. Another area of reform is post-adoption services. The
upcom ng budget will reflect a request for additional funding so
that these supports are available for famlies.

[ 1 ndi scerni bl e]

DEPUTY COWM SSI ONER KENNAI announced that another area that the
agency is looking at is the decision-making matrix for
responding to investigations. This tool hel ps the agency
prioritize reports of harm and is based on questions asked
about the situation.

In response to a question from Senator Quess, DEPUTY
COWM SSI ONER KENNAI answered that the agency responds to all
potential reports of harm

[ 1 ndi scerni bl e]

For the fiscal year 2004, the agency received 12,088 reports of
har m

[ 1 ndi scerni bl e]

DEPUTY COW SSI ONER KENNAI reported that famly assessnments are
often referred to |local agencies, in cases of lower priority.
Discretion is used by trained intake workers to decide whether
or not the circunstance is a report of harm

In response to a question from Chair Dyson, JOANNE G BBENS
reported that |aw enforcement personnel are notified if the
residence they are responding to contains a child in state
cust ody.

CHAIR DYSON pointed out that some <calls and reports are

intentionally false, perhaps mnmade to influence a custody
deci si on.
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COMM SSI ONER G LBERTSON reiterated that discretion is needed and
used by workers, in determ nations of state involvenment within
famlies. He added that another area that the departnent is
|l ooking at is critical events nmanagenent. A quality-assurance
function of the entire departnent will allow all agencies to
identify, collaborate on, solve, and learn fromcritical events,
especially when a single famly may be served by nultiple state
agencies. An information technology tool wll assist agency
personnel in sharing and l|earning information about critica
events. Comm ssioner G lbertson also expressed desire to
continue with efforts to nore effectively share information with
the Legislature and the nedia. A single information technol ogy
system used by all agencies in the departnment wll inprove
i nformation sharing and col | aborati on processes.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON pointed out that the new conputer system
may need adj ustnent, as he has heard of sone glitches.

CHAI R DYSON then announced that the commttees would enter into
executive session so that the departnment could discuss wth
menbers details of specific cases that would otherw se be kept
confidential. The information is confidential because of state
law, but allows for its release to legislators in executive
session. The information is part of pending civil and crimna
investigations and litigation.

The public portion of the hearing was then adjourned at 12:24
p. m
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