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SERVICES TO BIRTH PARENTS

1006.9

Requirement

Until the court directs otherwise, the Case Manager is obligated to make reasonable efforts to reunify the child and family through the provision of intensive, goal-oriented services. 

1006.9           PRACTICE ISSUES

1.
Services must be directed toward achieving the identified goals and steps outlined in the Case Plan.  The most frequently provided services to parents with children in care are visitation, housing assistance, income maintenance, mental health, substance abuse treatment and parenting education.  To accelerate permanency, services must be planned, organized and immediate.  Selected services may include:

· Comprehensive Child and Family Assessment (CCFA) Wrap-Around (WA) Services (see 1016.18 for description and instructions for accessing and paying for these services):  

· In-Home Intensive Treatment provides therapeutic and/or clinical services for a family in preparation for the safe return of a child and/or to maintain and stabilize a child’s current placement.

· In-Home Case Management provides case management assistance to families in completing the defined goals and steps of the Case Plan.

· Crises Intervention provides an immediate service to stabilize a volatile family situation where safety of the child is not an issue, but may result in a child’s placement disrupting; e.g., child on Aftercare status who is at risk of re-entering care.

· Family Preservation Programs (see CPS Service Manual, Chapter 2107 for program description and criteria):

      -   Parent Aide provides parenting skills, education and training through in-home visitation and group classes.


      -    Homestead provides intensive, short-term, in-home 




counseling and support to families  being reunified.

· Prevention of Unnecessary Placement (PUP) provides financial assistance to facilitate the return of a child through emergency housing assistance, psychological evaluation, drug screens, etc. 

· Other formal and informal resources  (if available) in the community:
      -  Family Service Workers provide in-home help with parenting education, home and financial management, shopping and meal management, etc.  

· Educational services help with completion of school or GED and/or preparation for employment;

· Marital and family counseling assists families in gaining an understanding of and insight into behavior and relationships

· Individual and group counseling assists with understanding and resolving interpersonal  issue or other mental health needs;

· Employment services assist in obtaining a job to provide for basic economic needs

· Housing services assist in the finding and securing adequate and safe living arrangements;

· Drug treatment provides residential services, recovery/support groups, outreach for relapse, drug screens, etc.

2.
Substance abuse as an underlying need will likely require intensive treatment with anticipated periods of relapse. The parent dealing with addiction problems may still be in the treatment process when one of the following time frames is reached:

· The permanency hearing is held (within 12 months of removal); or when

· The child has been in care “15 out of 22 months” and termination of parental rights is not appropriate. 

If the child cannot be safely returned, then a decision may be made to continue the treatment plan and work toward reunification.  However, there must be a “compelling reason” or justification, which meets the approval of the court.   The Case Manager must assess the parent’s situation carefully, along with the progress to date, and the prognosis of treatment providers, to determine if the parent may require (with the court’s approval), additional time for rehabilitation.  

NOTE: Whenever a child is adjudicated deprived as a result of the parent’s alcohol or other drug abuse, the court is authorized to require the parent to undergo substance abuse treatment and random drug screens.  However, the court will not permit reunification until DFCS has documentation confirming that the screens remain negative for a period of no less than six consecutive months.
3.
The provision of quality services largely depends on the partnerships and collaborations with community  providers assisting DFCS.

4.
While DFCS is obligated to provide and/or arrange services for the parent, the parent is also responsible and accountable for his/her actions and decisions around participating in those services.  

5.
The Case Manager should consider how to balance the amount of time needed by the parent to make the changes or improvements with the child’s developmental and permanency needs.  The compressed time lines outlined in State and Federal law provide the parameters for determining and finalizing a permanent placement.  The parent may require assertive outreach, encouragement and support to realize that actual change, not promises for change, is expected.

CONTACT STANDARDS FOR PARENTS OF CHILDREN IN CARE WITH A PLAN OF REUNIFICATION

1006.10

Requirement

When the child’s permanency plan (or concurrent plan) is reunification, the SSCM maintains a casework relationship with the parent to monitor the progress being made toward completion of the permanency plan goals and to continually assess the family’s readiness for reunification.

At a minimum, a face-to-face contact between the parent and the SSCM occurs as frequently as is needed, but no less frequently than once each month.   Every other month, the contact with the parent must take place in the residence of the parent.  When such contact standard cannot be met; e.g., parent’s whereabouts unknown, parent lives in temporary housing (shelter or motel), parent resides out-of-state, parent is incarcerated or hospitalized, etc., then approval to waive the contact must be obtained in writing from the Services Supervisor and placed in the record.  

Contacts must be documented with sufficient detail to determine, at a minimum, the following information: type of contact, when it occurred, who was there, what happened (purpose in relation to Case Plan goals/steps), and where it occurred.

1006.10
PRACTICE ISSUES

1.
The SSCM needs to impress upon parents the importance of keeping the county department informed of any moves/changes of address.  When a child’s parent resides in another county, the county of legal custody requests the other county to work with the parents in providing “Placement Services to Parents.”  (See Chapter 60, IDS definition.)  A copy of the child’s Case Plan accompanies any request for another county to provide services to t he parent. 

2.
If contacts with the parent are being made by outside providers (e.g., Comprehensive Child and Family Assessment (CCFA) Wrap-Around Service providers), documentation of such contacts in the case record via progress notes and/or Wrap-Around Services Documentation Report, will NOT substitute for the SSCM’s monthly face-to-face contact standard.
 

3.        If it appears that there is a strong likelihood of early reunification, more frequent face-to-face contacts, especially in the parent’s home, are encouraged.  In most cases, parents who have the most contact with their SSCM are more likely to remain motivated and engaged in the achieving the Case Plan goals.

4.
Purposeful, meaningful contacts with the parent may involve the following activities:

· Dealing with parental feelings about separation from the child and visitation;

· Discussing information about the child to assist the parent in understanding what will be required to meet the child’s needs;

· Keeping the parent focused on the reality of the situation and on the major tasks needing attention;

· Assessing that services identified in the Case Plan are being provided and continue to be relevant and appropriate to the identified needs;

· Assisting the parent in better utilizing or developing informal support groups, such as neighbors, relatives, faith community, etc.;

· Obtaining signed releases so that service providers can forward timely progress reports for documentation in the case record;

· Supporting the progress being made toward accomplishing established goals; 

· If applicable, addressing the lack of progress and any problems/barriers the parent is encountering in achieving the identified goals/steps in the Case Plan.  If progress is not consistent and ongoing, or if the parent is ambivalent about parenting role, then again advising the parent of alternative permanency planning for the child; and/or  

· Reminding the parent of the “Permanency Time Line” for achieving Case Plan goals and the outcome for permanency.

DOCUMENTATION of SERVICES

1006.11

Requirement
The Case Manager carefully and accurately documents the services offered and provided and the family’s response to the services, including level of compliance and progress.  

1006.11
 PRACTICE ISSUES

1.
Documentation is critical to building a case for sound decision-making, regardless of the permanency outcome; i.e., reunification, adoption, or any other permanent placement outcome.

2.
Copies of reminder letters to parents, referrals to providers, progress reports, collateral contact entries, etc., are examples of key documentation for the record and the court.  See Chapter 80, Social Services              Documentation Requirements (Rev 8/02), for additional suggestions for documentation.
INITIAL CASE PLANNING

1007.2

Requirement
The initial Case Plan for Reunification or, if it is determined that reunification is not appropriate, a Case Plan proposing Non-Reunification, is developed using the CPRS.  The Case Plan is submitted to the court within thirty days of the child’s removal from the home. 

1007.2        PRACTICE ISSUES
1. Conducting a thorough and comprehensive assessment of the strengths and needs of the family, as well as a permanency assessment, are critical to developing an effective Case Plan (See Assessment and Permanency, Section 1006).  

2. Ideally, the Comprehensive Assessment is completed and its information shared at the MDT staffing prior to the initial case planning meeting with the family.  If so, the initial Case Plan and the Comprehensive Child and Family Assessment are submitted to the court at the same time.  If the Comprehensive Assessment is not completed within the first 30 days, then the initial Case Plan needs to be submitted to the court in a timely manner and amended later, if necessary.  When the Assessment is received, the SSCM forwards it to the court.  

3. Depending on the age and needs of the child, it may be advantageous in expediting a permanent plan to make reasonable efforts to reunify a child with the family, while at the same time, making reasonable efforts to achieve permanency through adoption or any other permanent living arrangement.  (See “concurrent planning” in Assessment and Permanency, Section 1006.) 

4. Due to the compressed time frames for achieving the goals of the Case Plan, intensive quality services must be identified and provided early on to correct or change the behaviors, safety issues or circumstances which necessitated the child’s removal from the home.  Remember that all services and actions, which are not directly related to the circumstances necessitating removal, cannot be made conditions of the return of the child without further court review.

5. A reasonably diligent search for a parent (including putative father and/or his extended family) or relative of the child or other persons who have demonstrated an ongoing commitment to the child is initiated soon after the child enters care and continues for up to 90 days. The results of the search are documented in writing in the CPRS “Plan Group” section.  Information about a parent should be documented on the “Caretaker” screen.  All known relatives and persons demonstrating an ongoing commitment to the child would be entered into the “Relative” section of the Plan Group. (See 1002.3.1 Procedures.) 

6. A Judicial Citizen Review Panel, if one is designated by the court, may consult with DFCS, the parents and the child, when available, to develop the initial Case Plan.

CASE  PLAN  FOR  REUNIFICATION

1007.3

Requirement

The initial Case Plan for Reunification focuses on the proposed reunification services that will make it possible for the child to be returned safely to the family within a realistic time frame.  The Plan is developed with the family within 30 days of the child’s removal.  It is submitted to the court for consideration to become an order of the court. Unless the parent requests a hearing within five (5) days of receiving the Case Plan, the court enters an order incorporating a plan for reunification and specifying what must be accomplished before the family can be reunified.

1007.3        PROCEDURES

The CASE MANAGER will:

1.     NOTIFY THE PARENT: 

Provide the parent with written notice of the case planning meeting (family team meeting) to develop the initial Case Plan goals for reunification and discuss placement planning for the child.  Notice must be provided at least five calendar days in advance of the meeting.   (This time frame may be waived if the meeting can be held within the first five days of placement.)  The written notice shall include the following information:

· The date, time and place the family team meeting will be held (or, if the meeting has already been held, the notice would confirm that date);

· The Case Plan developed at the meeting will be submitted to the court for consideration to become an order of the court; and that 

· The proposed DFCS Case Plan shall be in effect until incorporated into an order of the court.

Once adopted by the court, the Case Plan is in effect until modification by the court.

2.       NOTIFY OTHERS:  

Provide written or verbal notice to any of the following persons who may have significant input into the development of the plan or placement of the child:

· The child of appropriate age/ level of functioning;

· Extended family of the child;

· Child’s current care giver (custodian, foster parent, relative, pre-adoptive parent, residential child care staff, etc.);

· Resource/ service providers;

· CASA /GAL (if appointed);

· Judicial Citizen Review Panel (if designated by the court to be involved in the development of the initial plan;

· Any other person significant to the development of the plan or placement of the child.

3.      MEET AND DISCUSS: 

At the scheduled family team meeting, the Case Manager will openly and honestly discuss the following issues:

· The time-limited nature of foster care and potentially, the detrimental effects that prolonged placement can have upon a child;

· The need to begin immediately in determining a permanent plan for the child; i.e., where the child can be safe and will grow up, and who may be best able to provide for the child’s placement needs;

· The legal time frames for achieving the Case Plan outcome of reunification, and the consequences if not achievable in a timely manner (See “Permanency Time Lines” which may be used as a visual tool for the Case Manager and parent to “plot” a year of case actions before the permanency issue for the child must be settled);

· If appropriate, the need to proceed with concurrent plans for permanency as an added assurance that permanency for the child will be achievable either through reunification or some other means of permanency (e.g., adoption, guardianship, placement with a fit and willing relative or another planned permanent living arrangement); 


· Reasons for placement and what the parent can do to have the child returned home, and what the county department can do to assist;

· The critical need for the parent to immediately become involved in planning and to cooperate in achieving the mutually developed Case Plan goals;

· The dual roles of the Case Manager in supporting the parent’s efforts, while at the same time, monitoring the progress (or lack of progress), and reporting to the court the outcomes.

· The optional use of Form 531 (available through Central Supply) entitled, “A Guide for Parents of Children Placed in Foster Care,” which the SSCM may review with the parent.

NOTE:  Remember to list all participants and their relationship to the child on the CPRS “Participation” screen.  

 4.     COMPLETE ALL SCREENS OF THE CPRS  

 5.     OBTAIN SIGNATURES









In the Participant and Disclosure” part of the CPRS, have the parent, the child (if appropriate), the SSCM and any others present sign the plan on the day of the family team meeting.  If this is not possible, the parent must be given the opportunity to sign within 30 days from the date the child entered care.  Add comments to the “Participation” part of the plan should there be any dissenting recommendations of the Judicial Citizen Review Panel, if applicable, and any recommendations of the parents, if such are made.

NOTE:  If the parents or children did not participate in the development of the case plan, document the reason(s) on the CPRS “Participation” screen.

6.         FILE AND COPY THE CASE PLAN:  

File the original Case Plan in the appropriate DFCS case record.  The parent’s copy is hand delivered, if possible, at the time of the family team meeting.  Otherwise, the county department sends the Case Plan to the parent by certified mail at the same time that the Plan is submitted to the court.  Once the plan is court approved, DFCS will provide copies to the present caregivers of the child (custodian, foster parents, preadoptive parents, or relative), the child (if appropriate), GAL/CASA (if appointed), and any other person significant to the plan (with a signed and written consent of the parent).

7.         SUBMIT TO THE COURT:  

Submit the initial Case Plan for Reunification to the court (within 30 days of the child’s removal date).  Using the CPRS, notify the judge that the case plan has been completed; i.e., all screens are entered.  Click  “signal that the court plan is ready for approval” on the “Court Plan Status” screen.  This action sends an electronic notification to the judge that the plan is ready for review.  If required by the court, the SSCM may use a brief cover letter to transmit the Case Plan to the court, retaining a copy of the cover letter in the case record for documentation purposes.

8.         NOTIFY THE PARENT OF HEARING RIGHTS: 

The CPRS contains the written notice to the parent that the Case Plan will be considered by the court      without a hearing unless, within five days from the date the copy of the plan is received, the parent requests a hearing before the court to review the plan.  The Case Manager may assist the parent, if necessary, in preparing a written request for a hearing if a hearing has not already been requested on the CPRS.

1007.3     PRACTICE ISSUES

1.        If a hearing is not requested or scheduled by the court on its own motion, and 
the time to request a hearing (5 days) has expired, the COURT will:

· Initially review the department’s proposed Case Plan for Reunification;

· Enter an order (dispositional or supplemental) that incorporates those elements of the plan for reunification services which the court “finds essential to achieve reunification of the child and family.” Once the court adopts the Case Plan, it remains in effect until modification by the court.

2. If a hearing is requested by the parent, the COURT will:

· Provide advance written notice of the hearing or direct a party (e.g., DFCS) to provide notice and the right to be heard at a hearing to the following individuals who presently care for the child: the custodian, foster parent, preadoptive parent or relative.  Note:  This notice is consistent in form and timing of notice that is afforded any party to the hearing.  However, this provision shall not be construed to require any of these individuals be made party to the hearing solely on the basis of having received such notice and opportunity to be heard.


-   Hear the evidence, which may include oral and written testimony offered by the parent, the custodian of the child, the foster parents, the preadoptive parents, the relatives caring for the child and DFCS; and

· Enter an order which 

· Accepts or rejects the DFCS recommendation and Case Plan (all or part);                            

· May order an additional evaluation; 

· May appoint a guardian ad litem; 

· May undertake other reviews, as it deems necessary to determine the disposition that is in the child’s best interest; 

· Includes findings of fact that reflect the court’s consideration of the oral and written testimony offered by the parents, the custodian of the child, the foster parents of the child, any preadoptive parents or relatives providing care for the child and DFCS;

· Makes a disposition only if the court finds that such disposition is in the best interest of the child;  

3. Once the Case Plan is court-approved, the COURT will:



-     Provide a copy of the order and court approved Plan to the usual parties.

· As stated in law, hold DFCS responsible for providing copies of the plan to the following:

· Present caregivers of the child (custodian, foster parents, preadoptive parents of the child, relatives providing care of the child,

· Child (if appropriate)

· GAL/CASA (if appointed)

· Any other significant person  (with the signed and written consent of the parent)

CASE  PLAN  for  NON-REUNIFICATION 

1007.4

Requirement

Should the county department submit an initial Case Plan to the court that does not recommend reunification as the permanency plan, additional documentation is required.  The court shall no later than 30 days following the filing of the Case Plan for Non-Reunification, hold a permanency hearing.  At such time, the proposed plan is reviewed and the court shall determine by clear and convincing evidence whether “reasonable efforts to reunify a child with his or her family will be detrimental to the child and that reunification services, therefore, should not be provided or should be terminated.”  A revised permanency plan for the child will be incorporated into an order.

1007.4    PROCEDURES

The CASE MANAGER will:

1. NOTIFY THE PARENT:

Provide the parent with written notice of the case planning meeting (family team meeting) to develop the initial Case Plan and to discuss placement planning for the child.  Notice must be provided at least five calendar days in advance of the meeting.  (This time frame may be waived if the meeting can be held within the first five days of placement.)  The written notice to the parent shall include the following information:

· The date, time and place of the family team meeting (or, if the meeting has already been held, the notice would confirm that date);

· The Case Plan developed at the meeting will be submitted to the court for consideration to become an order of the court; and that 

· The proposed DFCS Case Plan shall be in effect until a hearing may be held and then, the court enters an order.  Once the Case Plan is adopted by the court, it is in effect until modification by the court.

2.  NOTIFY OTHERS: 

Provide written or verbal notice to the following persons who may have significant input into the development of the plan or placement of the child:

· The child of appropriate age/ level of functioning;

· Extended family of the child;

· Child’s current caregiver (custodian, foster parent, relative, pre-adoptive parent, residential care staff, etc.)

· Resource/ service providers;

· CASA/GAL (if appointed);

· Judicial Citizen Review Panel (if designated by the court to be involved in the development of the initial Plan; and/or

· Any other person significant to the development of the plan or the placement of the child.

3.     MEET AND DISCUSS

At the scheduled family team meeting, the Case Manager will openly and honestly discuss the following:

· The reasons for placement and the circumstances/reasons which lead the county department to conclude that reunification is not appropriate for the child;

· The time-limited nature of foster care and the potentially damaging effect that prolonged placement can have upon a child;

· The need to begin immediately in determining a permanent plan for the child; i.e., where the child can be safe and will grow up and who may be best able to provide for the child’s placement needs;

· Services (other than reunification) that the county department can offer and/or arrange for the parent as outlined in the Case Plan; e.g., visitation.

· The right of the parent to have a hearing within 30 days of the court’s receipt of the department’s Case Plan recommending Non-Reunification; and 

· The optional use of Form 531 (available through Central Supply) entitled, “A Guide for Parents of Children Placed in Foster Care” which the SSCM may review with the parent.


NOTE:  Remember to document all participants and their relation to the family on the CPRS “Participation” screen.

4.     COMPLETE ALL SCREENS OF THE CPRS: 

In the “Non-Reunification” portion of the CPRS, a checklist is provided which outlines the circumstances and/or conditions to support the court’s finding that “reasonable efforts to reunify will be detrimental to the child and therefore, reunification services should not be provided.”  Select one or more reasons and document.

Also, check whether DFCS intends to file a petition to terminate parental rights and if so, when. If the Case Manager indicates that DFCS does not intend to petition for termination of parental rights, the court MAY appoint a Guardian ad Litem with the charge of determining whether termination proceedings should be commenced.

If the revised permanency plan is adoption, the Case Plan documents the steps to be taken by DFCS to find (or finalize) an adoptive home (placement) including child-specific recruitment efforts to be taken (or already taken); e.g., state, regional and national adoption exchanges/electronic exchanges.  If the revised permanency plan is guardianship or permanent placement with a fit and willing relative, the Case Plan documents the steps to be taken (or already taken) to finalize the permanent placement.  If the revised permanency plan is to place the child in “another planned permanent living arrangement;” e.g., long-term foster care or emancipation, the Case Plan must also document a “compelling reason” why none of the other, “higher priority” permanency plans, are in the best interest of the child.

NOTE:  Regardless of the permanency plan, goals and steps must be entered into the Non-Reunification section found on the “Goal Summary” screen.

5.
OBTAIN SIGNATURES: 

In the “Participant and Disclosure” part of the CPRS, have the parent, the child (if appropriate), the SSCM and any others present sign the plan on the day of the family team meeting.  If this is not possible, the parent must be given the opportunity to sign within 30 days from the date the child entered care.  Add comments to the “Participation” part of the plan should there be any dissenting recommendations of the Judicial Citizen Review Panel, if applicable, and any recommendations of the parents, if such are made.

NOTE:  If the parents or children did not participate in the development of the case plan, document the reason(s) on the CPRS “Participation” screen.

6.
FILE AND COPY:   

File the original Case Plan for Non-Reunification in the appropriate DFCS case record.  The parent’s copy is hand delivered, if possible, at the time of the family conference.  Otherwise, the county department sends the Case Plan to the parent by certified mail at the same time that the Plan is submitted to the court. Once the plan is court approved, DFCS will provide copies to the present caregivers of the child (custodian, foster parents, preadoptive parents, or relative), the child (if appropriate), GAL/CASA (if appointed), and any other person significant to the plan (with a signed and written consent of the parent). 

7.
SUBMIT TO THE COURT:

Submit the initial Case Plan for Non-Reunification to the court within 30 days of the child’s removal date. Using the CPRS, notify the judge that the case plan has been completed; i.e., all screens are entered.  Click  “signal that the court plan is ready for approval” on the “Court Plan Status” screen.  This action sends an electronic notification to the judge that the plan is ready for review.  If required by the court, the SSCM may use a brief cover letter to transmit the Case Plan to the court, retaining a copy of the cover letter in the case record for documentation purposes.  


8.       NOTIFY PARENT OF HEARING RIGHTS:  

The CPRS provides written notice to the parent that the court will hold a permanency hearing within 30 days of the receipt of the Case Plan for Non-Reunification to review the county department’s determination that reunification services are not appropriate.

CHANGES IN THE COURT-ORDERED PLAN
1007.20

Requirement

Should significant changes occur requiring an amendment to the court-ordered Case Plan, the county department shall file a motion for a hearing so that the court may consider the recommended changes, make any necessary findings, modify the Plan and enter a new supplemental order.  An interim step may also involve contacting the local Program Coordinator to schedule another Judicial Citizen Review as soon as possible.

                                      PANEL CASE REVIEW

Federal law requires periodic review of children in care by either a court or an administrative body (a panel).  While Georgia’s law establishes Judicial Review, certain cases may be appropriate for Panel Case Review.  The requirements and procedures for conducting these reviews are set forth in PL 96-272.

The most distinctive feature of Panel Case Review is that it must be conducted by a three-person panel of DFCS staff, at least one of whom is not responsible for the case management or delivery of services to the child or parent.  This provision is intended to ensure objectivity in case planning and decision-making.  Panel Case Review must be open to the participation of the birth parent and child.  Reviews must meet certain periodicity requirements; that is, they must be held no less frequently than once every six months.  However, Federal law allows a thirty-calendar-day grace (beyond the six months) to hold the review.   The next review date will be scheduled six months from the last date of review.

CHANGES TO THE CASE PLAN AND APPEAL RIGHTS

1007.32

Requirement
Should it become necessary to make any changes to the Case Plan, the parent is informed in writing of the action and the parent’s right to appeal through an Administrative Hearing process (See LEGAL: Administrative Hearings and Appendix P for “Notification Form for Change in Case Plan/ Services - Placement”).
  Foster Care Services:  Placement of a Child
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1009

Placement of a Child

The removal of a child from his home represents the most extreme alternative the county department can take to assure a child is protected. Typically, a child entering care feels much self-blame for what has happened.  Fears are exaggerated in the child’s mind.  Removal is equated with the loss of family, perhaps even permanently.  

The placement process must be carefully managed in order to minimize the impact of separation and loss experienced by the child.  Reunification is more likely to occur when frequent and consistent visitation between parent and child occurs.  When the child experiences a disruption in placement and must be replaced, careful planning and preparation must again occur to assist the child in getting through another loss.  When safety can be assured for the child, reunification should occur.  Aftercare services offer support to the reunified family and better assure that the child can be safely maintained in his/her home.

PLACEMENT PLANNING

1009.1

Requirement

When possible, the parent (or other appropriate member of the family) should participate in the actual placement of the child in the foster home/facility.

PROCEDURES

In order to help the child adjust to the placement, the following should occur to the extent possible:

Have the parent tell the child good-bye, explain that it is O.K. for the child to stay with this family and let the child know when the first parent and child will visit for the first time.

If appropriate, encourage the parent to accompany the child to the home/facility. 

When possible, have the child take clothing, special toys, family photographs/mementos, etc., to help provide a connection to his/her family.

Schedule the placement at the time when normal family/facility activities will soon occur and most family members/other children at the home/facility will be present.

PLACEMENT

1009.2

Requirement

The foster home provider receives the following information in accordance with the specified time frames:

A. Form 40 (Agreement Supplement):                       Signed at the time of placement

B. Form 469 (Foster Child Information Sheet):          Prior to or at the time of placement 

C. Medical and Educational Information:                   As soon as available          

D. Current Case Plan:                                                As soon as available

PRACTICE  ISSUES

· The Agreement Supplement provides the foster parent and DFCS with a written and dated confirmation of the child being placed into (or removed from) a foster home.  A copy is given to the foster parent (with the original being filed in the child’s record).  If Form 40 is not provided at the time of placement, ensure that the form is executed and a copy given to the provider on the next business day.

· The Foster Child Information Sheet gives the provider written information concerning the child and his/her needs and/or preferences.  If such information is not immediately available, provide what information the county department has at the time.  Supplemental information can be obtained and shared at a later date.  Document in the case record that the Form 469 was given to the provider (with a copy in the case file).  If Form 469 is not provided at the time of placement, ensure that the form is executed and a copy given to the provider on the next business day.

· It is a federal requirement at the time of initial placement (and each time a child in care moves) that the provider be given updated medical and educational information on the child.  At a minimum, the information contained in the Case Plan (medical and educational portion) satisfies this requirement.   Document in the case record that the placement provider received this information.

A copy of the most recent Case Plan is always given to the placement provider.

PARENT/CHILD VISITATION AT INITIAL PLACEMENT

1009.3

Requirement

If possible, a child initially placed should have a family visit in the first week following placement.  If a visit cannot be arranged, then plans should be made for a telephone or written contact during the first week of placement.

PRACTICE ISSUE

The child’s confusion and anxiety can be greatly reduced by arranging some form of contact with birth family as soon as possible following placement.  The child is reassured that the parent is still available and concerned about him/her.  Another psychological advantage for the child is that he/she senses parental  “permission” for being placed away from the parent.  This alleviates much of the guilt most children feel when placed.  As always, safety of the child is a paramount concern when considering the benefits of parent-child contacts.

WRITTEN PLAN FOR VISITATION

1009.4

Requirement

A plan for parental visitation with the child is part of every Case Plan, a copy of which is provided to the parent.   Should the Case Manager and supervisor determine that visits are detrimental to the child, the reasons for ceasing visitation must be well documented in the case record, and, whenever possible, be supported by professional opinion or a court order.  The parent must have the reason for ceasing or limiting visits explained verbally and in writing.  (See appeal rights of parents through the court or through an Administrative Hearing as outlined in Section 1013 Legal.)

PROCEDURES

If visitation arrangements are specified in a court-ordered Case Plan, then any modification to the visitation schedule may require the filing of a motion to amend the Plan.

If the Case Plan is not incorporated into a court order, then any change in the visitation plan must follow the policy contained in Section 1013 Legal, concerning Administrative Hearings.

If the county department is contemplating overnight, unsupervised visits, approval of the court must first be obtained.   (See Section 1009.6.) 

PRACTICE ISSUES

· It is a right, as well as a responsibility, for the parent to maintain meaningful contact with his/her child while in care. (See Section1013, Legal regarding the court’s consideration of the parent’s efforts to maintain contacts and parent-child bonding when a termination of parental rights action is before the court.)

· Visits represent the most significant means of developing, maintaining or enhancing parent-child attachment.  

· The frequency of visits is the greatest predictor of timely reunification.

· Generally, the child who is visited makes a more successful adjustment to foster care and experiences a greater sense of well-being than does the child whose parent visits infrequently or not at all.

· The county department has the responsibility to reach out to parents and assure that a pattern of regular visitation is established early in placement.  Parents may require strong encouragement and support to exercise their visitation rights.  The parent who misses visits, shows up late, seems disinterested, etc., may be experiencing great discomfort at having to continually face the reality of having the child taken away.  The parent may respond to a better understanding of how important visitation is to the child when encouraged by the Case Manager.

· For more successful visits, planning with the child, foster parent and parent in advance of the visit may be helpful.  If there are difficulties experienced in relating to the child, the Case Manager may need to assist the parent in developing more meaningful ways of interacting with or relating to the child such as activities, games, etc.  The parent and child may need assistance in understanding when and how to end a visit and say good-bye.  Post-visit discussions with the child, foster parent and parent may assist in planning for the next visit.

· It is anticipated that face-to-face contacts between a parent and child will be stressful.  The reasons for placement and separation will surface, along with the feelings on the part of both the parent and child around those issues.  Typically, the child will express his feelings through his behavior prior to or following a visit; e.g., aggressiveness, temper tantrums, bed-wetting, angry outbursts, crying, etc.  A child who is particularly upset by visits may need additional assistance and support by the Case Manager and foster parent to verbalize his/her feelings about the parent, the reasons he/she is in care, the purpose and expectations of having visits with his/her family, etc.

· Visits provide parents with opportunities to practice appropriate parenting behavior and obtain feedback.  Parental readiness and capacity for reunification can be assessed and documented in the case record and Case Plan.

· An incarcerated parent retains visitation rights.  It may be necessary for the county department to arrange for or to provide transportation where agency resources permit.  Other forms of meaningful contact can include letters, cards, calls, etc.

STANDARD FOR PARENT – CHILD VISITATION

1009.5

Requirement

When agency resources allow, visitation shall be scheduled at two-week intervals, unless the court has specified another visitation arrangement.

        PRACTICE ISSUES

· The following guidelines should be considered when scheduling parent/child visitation:

· The younger the child, the more frequent visitation is needed for the child to maintain a relationship with the parent.

· Supervised office visits may offer the best opportunity to assess how visitation affects the parent and the child and the quality of the interaction, especially during the first visits after the initial placement.

· Visits should be held in the least restrictive, most relaxed environments possible.  Parks, playgrounds, and even the home of the foster parent or parent may offer alternatives to office visits.  

· Visits should be scheduled taking into account:

· Child’s eating, sleeping and activity patterns;

· Parent’s work schedule or other responsibilities;

· Activities and responsibilities of the home/facility,

· Ideally, visits should involve parents in routine activities of parenting such as attending his/her child’s school functions, special occasions and medical check-ups, as well as engaging in feeding, diapering, and other direct child care responsibilities.

· Family visits should become more frequent and of longer duration when placement with the parent nears.  Visits in the home of the parent are important in the transition from foster care to the home, but require the approval of the court.  (See Section 1009.6.)


UNSUPERVISED, OVERNIGHT VISITS APPROVED BY COURT

1009.6

Requirement

When the county department is considering unsupervised visits, overnight visits between the child and his/her parent, relative or person who:

previously had custody; and/or was involved in the maltreatment of the child, 



THEN

prior approval must be obtained from the court.

        PRACTICE ISSUE

Should the court-ordered Case Plan already address unsupervised, overnight visits, approval from the court is not necessary.
PRESERVING SIBLING CONNECTIONS to their FAMILIES

1009.7

Requirement

Whenever possible, efforts should be made to place siblings together in care to preserve their connections to family. 

1009.7           PRACTICE ISSUE

Placing siblings together lessens separation trauma, eases the stress on their parents, reinforces the importance of family relationships, and facilitates visits and communication between children and their parents.

WHEN SIBLINGS ARE PLACED IN SEPARATE HOMES

1009.8

Requirement

If siblings must be placed in separate homes/facilities, frequent and regular contact between the children needs to be maintained.  There must be documentation in the Case Plan as to why it was necessary to place siblings in separate homes/facilities; e.g., due to the lack of available resources, pattern of disrupted placements, individual needs of the child that could only be met in separate placements, etc.  The reason/explanation is documented in the Case Plan item that relates to whether the child is placed in the “most family-like setting.”

1009.8

PRACTICE ISSUES

Placement of siblings apart from each other should take place very rarely, and only if placement together would be contrary to the developmental, treatment and safety needs of a given child. 

Separating siblings compounds the child’s sense of loss and feelings of being disconnected from family.

Siblings should share in special times like birthdays, graduation, and other significant family events.  

Besides face-to-face visits, other forms of contact may include telephone calls and letters. 

All contacts between siblings are documented in the case record.

GRANDPARENT VISITATION

1009.9

Requirement

The county department may grant the request of a grandparent to visit the child in care if it is deemed important for the child.  Depending on the interaction between the grandparent and the child, the agency can supervise the visits when needed. 

1009.9

PRACTICE ISSUES

Should DFCS not grant grandparent visitation, the grandparent has the legal right according to O.C.G.A. Section 19-7-3, to petition the court for visitation rights with a minor child when:

The minor child’s parents are divorced;

The parental rights of either parent have been terminated;

The parent of the child is deceased; or

The child has been adopted by the child’s blood relative or by a step-parent.

Note:  “Grandparent” (as used in this provision of the law) refers to the parent of a minor child’s parent; the parent of a minor child’s parent who has died, or the parent of a minor child’s parent whose parental rights have been terminated.

Reasonable visitation rights between the grandparent and the child may be granted if the court finds:

The health or welfare of the child would be harmed unless such visitation is granted; and

The best interest of the child would be served by granting the visitation request.

VISITS WITH SIGNIFICANT OTHERS

1009.10

Requirement

Other family members or friends, with whom the child has had a significant, positive relationship before entering care, may visit when the county department deems it important for the child.

PRACTICE ISSUES

When parents object to certain individuals having visits with their child while in DFCS custody, the Case Manager needs to understand the reasons for the parent’s objection and determine if such contact is indeed contrary to the well-being of the child.  Should the county department arrange contacts despite the objections of the parent, the Case Plan must clearly document all of the reasons for the parent’s objections.  The approval of the court must be obtained.  

When visits with significant others are not supervised, the Case Manager is responsible for assessing the adequacy and safety of the “visiting resource.”  (See 1004 Placement Resources, for the outline used in conducting an assessment.)

The county department must be notified of and approve all contacts and visits the child has with adult friends and family.  

DISRUPTION IN PLACEMENT

1009.11

Requirement

When the placement resource notifies the county department of possible disruption, all possible efforts must be taken to prevent an abrupt or unnecessary replacement of the child.

PROCEDURES

The following guidelines are followed when removal is being considered:

Whenever possible, assist the placement resource to maintain the child for at least two weeks while another placement resource is being identified/developed.

Evaluate with the placement resource  the reasons for possible disruption.

Determine if additional support services to the placement resource person could alleviate the need for removal of the child.

Determine if additional services to the child could alleviate the need for removal of the child.

Consult with the Supervisor in making the final decision about removing the child.

PRACTICE ISSUES

The placement resource may request removal due to reasons involving the care of the child or due to circumstances that are beyond the control of the family/facility or child.  In any case, the request for removal needs to be explored fully before any action is taken.

Since every move compounds the child’s sense of loss, it is essential that resolution be attempted first.

DECISION TO REMOVE

1009.12

Requirement

Whenever the decision is made to terminate the placement, there must be adequate preparation of the child and placement resource.

PRACTICE ISSUES

The following steps should be followed in preparation for disruption of placement:

During face-to-face contact, the Case Manager, foster parent and the child should discuss the reason for the need to change placement in honest and nonjudgmental language.

The Case Manager and the child should talk about possible placement resources and progress in finding an alternate placement.


When a child is placed in an Institutional Foster Care facility, facility staff may discuss with the child the reasons for the move and the progress in obtaining alternate placement.

If possible, the placement resource should assist the Case Manager with planning for the child’s actual removal.

WRITTEN NOTICE TO THE PARENT

1009.13

Requirement

In accordance with PL 96-272, the county department must give the parent written notice of the intended change in placement that includes the following information:

The parent has the right to object by contacting the Case Manager; and/or

The parent has the right to appeal the decision to the Office of Administrative Hearings, if not resolved locally.

Unless the parent signs a waiver, no action is to be taken for 30 days to allow the parent sufficient time to appeal.

PROCEDURE

Mail a copy of the Notification Form for Change in Case Plan/Services – Placement (See Appendix R) which provides the required written notice.

1009.14  PRACTICE ISSUES

Should a change of placement be necessary, the parent may respond in one of the following ways:

· Understand and agree to the change verbally and in writing;

· Object to the change, but agree to a meeting with the Case Manager and the Supervisor to discuss the parent’s objections and the reasons for the change; or

· Fail to reach a satisfactory resolution as a result of Practice Issue (B), and request an Administrative Hearing.  (See Section 1013 Legal.)

EMERGENCY REMOVAL

1009.14

Requirement

If an emergency situation forces a change in placement, the county department must give written notice to the parent of the change in placement that includes the following information:

The parent has the right to object by contacting the Case Manager; and/or

The parent has the right to appeal the decision to the Office of Administrative Hearings, if not resolved locally.

PROCEDURES

· When circumstances dictate the emergency removal of the child, the Case Manager takes the following steps:

· Obtain approval of the emergency action by the County Director/designee within two (2) working days of the action.

· Mail a copy of the Notification Form for Change in Case Plan/Services – Placement (See Appendix R) within three (3) working days of the action taken.

· Should the parent object to the change, arrange a conference with the parent, the Case Manager and the Supervisor to discuss the parent’s discussion and the reasons for the change.

· If the conference does not resolve the parent’s objection, explain the parent’s right to an Administrative Hearing.  (See Section 1013 Legal.)

· Document the case specifics of the emergency situation.

WRITTEN NOTICE TO FOSTER PARENT OF REMOVAL

1009.15

Requirement

When it is the agency’s decision to move a child from a foster home, the foster parent is given in writing a ten-day notice of intent to move the child prior to moving him/her. 

(EXCEPTION: No advance written notice is necessary if the child is clearly at risk and must be removed for safety reasons.)

PROCEDURES

Depending on the circumstances of the agency removal of the child, notice is provided to the foster parent in the following ways:

· If a move is planned due to circumstances within the foster home or to the foster parent’s inability to meet the child’s needs, notify the foster parent in a letter and provide an explanation that:

· During this period of time, the foster parent is given the opportunity to consider the move. If requested by the foster parent, the ten-day wait may be waived.  

· If the foster parent believes that the move is not in the best interest of the child, the foster parent may file a grievance.  The child may not be moved until the grievance is resolved.  NOTE:  A return to the birth family or a court-ordered placement is not a grievable issue.  (See Foster Parent Manual for forms and instructions for filing a grievance.) 

· If a move is anticipated due to the decision to terminate parental rights and seek a permanent home, then notify the foster parent via Form 149 (Notification to Foster Parents of Intent to Petition for Termination of Parental Rights) of the county department’s plan and the options of the court regarding permanent custody of the child. 

· When rights have been terminated (or surrendered) and the search for an adoptive home is planned, then notify the foster parent via Form 150 (Foster Parent Affidavit for Consideration of Adopting Foster Child Currently in Home) to make an informed decision regarding an interest in adopting.
· When the staffing is held to make placement plans for the child, provide the foster parent with Form 151 (Foster Parent Notification of Decision Regarding Adopting the Foster Child Currently in Home) and ask the foster parent to complete and return within 30 days of the staffing regarding his/her interest in being considered to adopt.

REPLACEMENT OF THE CHILD

1009.16

Requirement

In selecting a placement resource, the Case Manager and the Supervisor must carefully evaluate the type of placement needed by the child utilizing the criteria in Section 1004 Placement Resources.

PROCEDURES

Engage the child in a pre-placement discussion and visit at the selected placement resource.  (If possible, have the parent participate in the process.)

Provide the child with an opportunity of saying “good-bye” to the foster parent and other family members or to important facility staff and peers.

Give the placement resource, in writing, as much information about the child as possible.  At a minimum, the foster parent receives the following in accordance with the specified time frames.

· Form 40 (Agreement Supplement)





· Form 469 (Foster Child Information Sheet)

· Updated Medical and Educational information 

· Most recent Case Plan

Give the facility resource, in writing, as much information about the child as possible.  At a minimum, the provider receives the following in accordance with the specified time frames:

Form 448 (Institutional Foster Care Agreement)

Updated Medical and Educational Information

Most recent Case Plan

Any additional child information that may or may not be already included in the Application materials.

1009.16           PRACTICE ISSUES

1.
All moves experienced by a child will revive earlier feelings associated with past separations and entry into care.  Helping a child express his/her feelings and concerns, as well as find appropriate ways to grieve, will make the replacement go smoother.

2.
The selection of the best possible placement resource capable of meeting the child’s needs, is enhanced when there are several resource options from which to choose.

Ideally, pre-placement activities should be as thoughtfully planned as a child’s initial placement into care under non-emergency circumstances.

TRIAL HOME PLACEMENT (LEGAL CUSTODY RETAINED)

1009.17

Requirement

If part of the Case Plan and if approved by the court, a trial home placement may be considered as preparatory step for reunification when:

The risks for maltreatment have been sufficiently alleviated/resolved so that the child’s safety can be ensured in his own home; AND

The court has approved or directed the placement prior to the retransfer of the child’s physical custody.

PROCEDURES

Conduct a face-to-face meeting with the parent and child of appropriate age/level of functioning, to discuss the planned home placement.

Ensure that the Case Plan addresses the specific goals/steps that reflect the conditions for the child to be safely maintained in the home.

Notify the court so that the court can approve or direct the placement prior to returning physical custody of the child to the parent/relative/person who previously had physical custody and/or was involved in the maltreatment of the child.

1009.17             PRACTICE ISSUES

A trial home visit should never be attempted unless the placement is expected to be successful.  It will require careful planning and preparation prior to and following the reunification.

Wraparound and other support services need to be provided and/or arranged to support the reunified family such as counseling, child care, financial assistance, health care, housing, in-home services, etc.

See Eligibility Section 1003, regarding a child maintaining IV-E eligibility if the trial home visit is less than six months (or other time frame ordered by the court), and it becomes necessary for the child to re-enter care.

The child needs to be prepared so that the transition is as smooth as possible.  The Case Manager should discuss the move soon enough to allow time for adjustment and should give information about the actual date, time, circumstances, etc., of the move.   The child should know how the Case Manager would continue to be involved with the child and family.

AFTERCARE and  PLACEMENT SUPERVISION

1009.18

Requirement

When the court has transferred custody of a child to his/her parents or other custodian, the county department may only provide aftercare services/placement supervision by court order.  In the event that the child’s return to the parent is the result of the parent signing a Form 518 (Termination of Voluntary Agreement to Place Child in Foster Care), aftercare services are dependent on the willingness of the parent to participate. 

TIME LIMITS FOR AFTERCARE SERVICES

1009.19

Requirement

When the physical and legal custody of a child has been returned to the parent/relative, the Case Manager may provide aftercare services up to 12 months (or longer, if ordered by the court) to support the reunified family.   

1009.19
PRACTICE ISSUES

Post-placement activities assist the family in adjusting to the placement and in assuming full responsibility for the child.

Services may be provided to or arranged for the family through referrals to community agencies.

Monitoring the child during post-reunification focuses on safety issues as well as the provision of care that meets the child’s basic needs.

AFTERCARE CASE PLAN

1009.20

Requirement

An Aftercare Case Plan is mutually developed and periodically reviewed to address the specific goals/steps for the child to be safely maintained in the home.

PROCEDURES

· Arrange a meeting or family conference to discuss services needs of the reunified family.

· Identify the specific goals and steps that the family must meet in order for the child to be safely maintained in the home.

· Monitor the child in placement by making monthly face-to-face visits  (See contact requirements in Section 1011 Service Needs of the Child.)

· Document with sufficient detail the parent’s progress with achieving the Case Plan goals and in meeting the needs of the child.

· Discuss the termination of agency supervision and services with the parent in a family conference or face-to-face visit once the home is stable and/or the period of court-ordered supervision expires.  

· Provide referrals, as needed, to other agencies/programs for the family to maintain the health, safety and well-being of the children.

                                              Foster Care Services: Legal

CLIENT ACCESS TO RECORDS                                                                                                            

The right of a parent to have access to information in the case record is one of the provisions outlined in a Federal consent order signed as a result of the J.J. v. Ledbetter class action suit.  If any conflict exists between this Manual section and the Federal consent order, the provisions contained in Appendix P shall control.

1013.2
Requirement
Any parent/guardian of a child for whom Department has placement authority, is entitled to receive copies, upon request, of all the following portions of the case record pertaining to the parent/guardian and the child:

1. Contact sheets summarizing information observed or given orally by parents and others to the Case Manager except as expressly prohibited (see below).

2. Family Assessment, 30-Day Case Plan (Form 389), Case Review (Form 390), Written Transitional Living Plan (Form 391), Social Services - Case Plan (Form 387), Case Plan: Goals and Steps (Form 388), Case Review Summary.

3. Other summary reports prepared by county department staff.

4. Court petitions and orders.

5. Service plans, goals and objectives, and service agreements other than those in 2 above.

6. Pictures of abuse and neglect (pictures may be viewed by the client and/or his attorney at reasonable times arranged with the Case Manager.

The following portions of the case record shall not be released to the parent/guardian by the county department:

1. Any initial or corroborating reports of child abuse and neglect or information in the case record quoted from third parties constituting a direct report of child abuse or neglect.

2. Medical records (e.g., hospital records or physicians’, psychologists’, psychiatrists’ evaluation and treatment summaries).

3. School records.

4. Information from other public and private agencies, including other DHR agencies.

5. Reports, correspondence, or verbal quotes from privileged sources, such as psychologists,  psychiatrists, ministers, etc.

6. Information from or about a spouse or other adult family member without a written authorization from the person(s) involved.

All other information in the case file not excluded by this section will be released to the parent/guardian or legal representative of the parent/guardian upon presentation of a duly signed authorization.


1013.2     PROCEDURES

1. Give the parent the form, “Information Which May Be Maintained in Case Records by County Department of Family and Children Services,” when the case is opened (See Appendix P).

2. Explain this form to the parent, preferably during a face-to-face contact.  Otherwise, provide a written explanation.

3. Document on the Form 452 that the form and the explanation have been given to the parent. 

4. Remove or obliterate any information that cannot be released by the county department prior to the parent or the parent’s attorney seeing the case record or receiving copies of releasable portions.

5. Provide free of charge copies of the 30-Day Case Plan, Family Assessment, Case Review, Written Transitional Living Plan, Social Service - Case Plan, Case Plan: Goals and Steps, Case Review Summary, and any document other than the above which constitutes a case plan or service agreement generated by the county department when requested by the parent or attorney.

6. Provide all other releasable material at a cost of no more than .25 cents a page, advising the parent in advance of the cost.  Establish procedures in the county department to ensure the accountability for any funds collected.

7. Provide the releasable material to the parent within ten working days of the receipt of the oral or written request.  Provide a general statement if any of the information cannot be released, informing the parent of the type of information being withheld and why.

8. Provide a list of primary sources and a general statement of the type of information each source produced if the parent requests to review or have copies of information the county cannot release.  Give the form, “Non-Objection to Subsequent Release of Information by Primary Sources” to the parent (See Appendix P).

9. Obtain a written authorization from each adult family member before releasing information about him or her.

ADMINISTRATIVE HEARINGS

As a result of the J.J. v. Ledbetter class action suit, parents of children in DFCS custody are provided due process rights of appeal. (See Appendix P for details regarding the suit and the provisions of settlement.) Specifically, a parent may request a hearing whenever there is disagreement with an agency decision to “deny, reduce or terminate a social service or visitation.”  The appeal process for the parent is handled by an Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) with the Office of State Administrative Hearings (OSAH).  The ALJ conducts the hearing and issues a decision that is binding upon DFCS.  If the parent is not satisfied with the initial decision, the parent may appeal to the DHR Legal Services Office for a final administrative decision.  Further appeal rights are afforded parents through a separate legal action outside of the Department of Human Resources. 

Special Note: When a parent disagrees with a decision or a service which is part of a court-ordered Case Plan (or a Plan being submitted to become an order of the court), the appeal rights of a parent are exercised through juvenile court, rather than through an administrative hearing process.  While the number of administrative hearing requests are few in Placement cases, other programs such as Adoption Assistance and Child Care, follow the same hearing procedures outlined in this section.   If any conflict exists between this Manual section and the Federal consent order in Appendix P), the terms of the consent order shall control.

 1013.3
Requirement
The county department shall not limit or interfere with the parent’s freedom to request an administrative hearing when the parent disagrees with any of the following decisions:

1. A social service is denied, reduced or terminated;

2. Visitation (or transportation to visitation) is being denied, reduced or terminated;

3. A determination is being made that the parent must participate in a service as outlined in the Case Plan (not court-ordered);

4. The county department has failed or is unable to provide/arrange certain services and supports as specified in the Case Plan (not court-ordered); or

5. A change in the Case Plan (not court-ordered) is being made.
1013.3    PRACTICE ISSUES

1. Counties should develop procedures to resolve differences without a hearing. The procedures should include how the county department will take prompt action to resolve complaints, beginning with the Case Manager reviewing the situation with the parent.

2. If the issue is not resolved locally and/or if the parent requests an appeal, the request should be processed in a timely manner in accordance with the outlined procedures.

3. With respect to the “denial, reduction or termination of a social service” as a basis of appeal, the “services” are those which may be requested by or previously received by the parent.  They may be provided directly by DFCS staff or purchased/paid for by the county department.
NOTICE TO THE PARENT
1013.4

Requirement

The parent shall be informed in writing at the time of any agency action denying, reducing or terminating social services or reasonable visitation (See Requirement 1013.3).   The written notice includes: the parent’s right to appeal the change or decision within 30 days; information on how to obtain a hearing and how to be represented by legal counsel, a friend or other spokesperson.

1013. 4     PROCEDURES

1. Provide notice to the parent with the form,  “Notification Form for Change in Case Plan/Services - Placement” (See Appendix P).

2. Maintain a copy of the completed form in the case record for documentation purposes.

3. Implement the agency’s decision if the parent formally accepts the proposed change and waives his/her right to a hearing by signing the “Waiver of Administrative Hearings - Placement” (See Appendix P). 

4. DO NOT IMPLEMENT the agency’s decision/proposed change if the parent requests a hearing (See 1013.5 for procedures).  
REQUESTING A HEARING

1013.5

Requirement

The county department shall have the responsibility to assist the parent, as needed, in requesting an administrative hearing.  This includes:` providing the necessary form, explaining the time factors and, if necessary, facilitating the completion of the written request.

1013.5    PROCEDURES

1. Accept the oral or written request from a parent for an administrative hearing which may be made to DFCS or to the DHR Legal Services Office within 30 days of the date of the “Notification Form.”

2. Explain to the parent that oral requests for an administrative hearing must be followed by a written request within 15 days from the date of the “Notification Form”.

3. Use the form,  “Request for Administrative Hearing - Placement,” as the written request (See Appendix P).

4. Stop any planned change or decision whenever a hearing is requested until the entire appeal process has been completed.  

EXCEPTION:  Should an emergency threaten a child’s health or safety, emergency action may be taken to protect the child.  The County Director/designee must approve the emergency action within two (2) working days.  The parent must be provided written notice of the emergency action and the reasons for it, including information about the parent’s right to appeal.  Such notice must be mailed to the parent within three (3) working days of the action.

5. Accept a request for appeal when the parent believes a change or a decision has been made by the agency without following the required procedural guidelines.

PROCESSING THE REQUEST for a HEARING

2102.16 
Family Visitation for Children in the Department’s Custody

Requirement

Plan all visits required to meet the visitation standards listed in the following Procedures/Practice Issues.

Procedures/Practice Issues

Consider the following points when planning visits:

A child placed in the department’s custody should have a family visit in the first week following placement, if possible;

· If a visit is not possible, arrange for a telephone or written contact during the first week of placement;

· The younger the child, the more frequent visitation is needed for the child to maintain an emotional attachment and relationship with the parent;

· A parent has the right to visit the child until the court severs their parental rights or rights are voluntarily relinquished.  Where agency resource permits, schedule visits at two-week intervals (supervised visitation may be indicated);

· Grandparents have the right (O.C.G.A. 19-7-3) to petition the court to visit grandchildren under certain circumstances (see Foster Care Policy1009.9) and,

· In the rare instances that a parent’s visits appear detrimental to a child, obtain a professional opinion and court order that visits should stop.  Document this in the case record.

For additional information on visitation, see Foster Care Services Manual, Chapter 1009.

2104.15
Confidentiality of Reporter Information
Requirement
Never reveal the identity of the reporting source to the subjects of the report (O.C.G.A. 49-5-41).

Procedures/Practice Issues
Although a person may sometimes guess correctly who made a report, do not confirm this.  Direct attention back to the allegations and to determining whether there is evidence to support them.

2109.5
 Release of Information to Parents
Requirement

All legal parents and legal guardians of children, for whom a protective service case record has been opened, are entitled to information from that case record.

Procedures/Practice Issues
Legal parents (including non-custodial parents) or legal guardians are entitled to access the CPS case file.  Accessing the case file means reading the case record and/or having copies of material from the case record.

Accept a verbal request for information from parents/legal guardians.  A signed release from the parent/guardian is required for requests made on their behalf by an attorney.

Consult with the county=s Special Assistant Attorney General (SAAG) when legal issues occur concerning releasing information to a parent/guardian.  If the SAAG is unavailable, refer concerns to the division's legal services officer.

Prior to release, edit case information in accordance with the guidelines found in Appendix B of this chapter.  These guidelines are the same as those established to meet the mandates of the JJ Consent Order for children in agency custody.

The provision of the JJ Consent Order which requires that parents/guardians receive written notice of their right to information applies only to cases in which a child is in the agency's legal custody.  Written notification of the right to information, if the agency only has an open child protective services case is not required.  Establish procedures that assure that parents/guardians are given written notification of their right to information at the time a child is placed in agency custody.  (See the Foster Care Services Manual, Section 1013.2 and Appendix P-CL 86-1 for instructions.)

Release of Information When Parent/Guardian is Alleged Maltreater
If the parent/guardian requesting the information is the alleged maltreater, additional decisions are required prior to allowing access to case files. 

· First determine if the release of information will put the child at risk of harm.  If risk will likely occur to the child, information should not be released.

· If the child will not be placed at risk, contact the District Attorney or local law enforcement to determine if criminal action is likely to be brought against the parent.  Case material is not released if law enforcement officials believe that the criminal case will be placed in jeopardy.

Release of information when the alleged abuse occurs in a third party setting
Information may be shared with parents when their child was abused in a third party setting: e.g. a school, child care center or residential facility.

Parents may request information if their child is interviewed, as part of an investigation being conducted in such a setting, even if their child was not abused.  In this case, information that an investigation is occurring may be released, and non-identifying information concerning the outcome of the investigation after it is completed may be shared.

Instructions for releasing information

Follow these steps when releasing information to a parent/guardian:

· Provide copies of the following at no charge:

· Form Safety Plan

· Case Review Forms/Summaries

· Service Plan, Goals and Objectives 

· Service Agreements

· Court petitions and orders

· Provide any other releasable material at a cost of no more than 25 cents a single side and/or duplex page.  Advise the parent in advance of the cost of items that are not free and that payment for material is made upon receipt.  Payment may be requested in advance of copying.  Establish procedures within county departments to assure accountability for any funds collected;

· Edit information provided to the parent.  Obliterate any information not releasable.  Accompany expunged portions by a statement informing the parent of the type of report or information being withheld and why;

· Provide releasable material to the parent within ten (10) working days of the receipt of the oral or written request;

· If the parent originally or later requests to see/review information which the county department cannot release, give the parent a list of primary sources and a general statement of the type of information being withheld.  Complete the "Non-Objection to Subsequent Release of Information by Primary Source" Form  and give this to the parent/guardian (See Section X, Forms); and,

· Information in the case file on a spouse or other adult family member will only be released with a written authorization signed by the person that the requested information concerns.
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