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From the CFSR Team 
 

In this edition of “Caseworkers Make a Differ-
ence” newsletter, we are sharing information 
about Family Engagement.   

 

As New York State’s key practice initiative, it is 
vital that caseworkers and supervisors have a bet-
ter understanding of Family Engagement and its 
role in improving outcomes across the life of a 
case.  Details about the four Family Engagement 
Toolkits, and their use to train local district and 
agency staff, are also included. 

 

   We encourage you to take the time to visit the Child and Family 
Services Review webpage at http://ocfs.state.nyenet/dps/cfsr/ (intranet) 
or http://www.ocfs.state.ny.us/main/cfsr/ (Internet) to learn more about 
Family Engagement and the other strategies aimed at improving safety, 
permanency and well-being.  In addition to narratives on each of the 
strategies, videos are being added to the webpage detailing how dis-
tricts and agencies are implementing the various strategies on the local 
level.  New videos are being added on a regular basis.   

 

     Suggestions for topics on child welfare practice are welcomed — 
simply drop an email to:    renee.hallock@ocfs.state.ny.us 

 

Family Engagement Practice in New York State 
 

The idea of Child-Centered, Family-Focused Practice Framework may be 
familiar to you from your Common Core training or from your work in the field.  
This framework has influenced OCFS policy, training and the New York State 
Program Improvement Plan (PIP) for the Child and Family Services  Review 
(CFSR).  [If you are unfamiliar with the PIP, please refer to Vol. 1, No. 1 of this 
newsletter.]  Integral to this framework is family engagement. 

 

A Newsletter for Frontline Caseworkers and Supervisors 

 
This  newsletter is for frontline caseworkers and supervisors who are work-
ing with children and families to improve outcomes of safety, permanency 
and well-being.  The newsletter is intended to share the latest in practice 
and news related to the Child and Family Services Review.   

http://ocfs.state.nyenet/dps/cfsr/�
http://www.ocfs.state.ny.us/main/cfsr/�
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What Is Family Engagement? 
We’ve learned from extensive research that a family is more likely to commit to 

the goals and personal work necessary to achieve those goals when they are ac-
tively engaged in developing a plan to improve their functioning. Key to engaging 
families in planning is the casework relationship.   
It may not be surprising to you that a family’s ability and willingness to actively 

participate in planning and working toward common goals is directly related to the 
beliefs, values, attitudes and engagement skills of the caseworkers. A caseworker 

who believes in the family’s capacity to develop their own family-driven plan for keep-
ing their children safe and attending to their well-being will be more successful in influ-
encing change. 

Family engagement has been determined to be particularly important in the fol-
lowing areas: 

Family decision-making meetings – families (including children and extended 
family members) come together to plan for the child’s safety, permanency and well-
being. 

Engaging fathers – working effectively with fathers who are often overlooked in 
the planning process. They are an essential resource to their child in many ways, in-
cluding as a permanency resource, and as a significant relationship whether or not 
they are a custodial parent. 

Visiting children in placement – creating an individualized visiting plan that 
supports the child’s permanency goal. 

Concurrent planning – working with parents to identify and cultivate an           
alternate permanent resource if the child can’t return home. 

 

Family Engagement Specialists 
 

To help develop and reinforce family engagement skills in caseworkers, the Cen-
ter for Development of Human Services (SUNY Research Foundation at Buffalo State 
College) has out-stationed Family Engagement Specialists (FES) in OCFS Regional 
Offices. Their role is to work individually with counties and voluntary agencies to en-
hance their family engagement practice. 

The FES work through a set of toolkits, which have been developed specifically 
for New York State to enhance our capacity to successfully engage families. They are 
a set of interactive, experimental exercises which go right to the heart of attitudes and 
values, skill development, and opportunity for practice. Through the use of a county/
agency Implementation and Sustainability Workgroup, they engage administrators and 
supervisors in creating the infrastructure support necessary for a caseworker to be 
able to put into practice what they have learned.  

Family Engagement Specialists begin their work with a county or agency in con-
junction with the Regional Office County or Agency Lead. Together they guide discus-
sions with the county/agency to examine the specifics of their case practice. This in-
cludes looking at current engagement practices. The goal is to find the strengths of 
their practice as well as areas for enhancement. Once these areas for enhancement 
have been identified, the county/agency chooses the appropriate toolkits that meet 
their needs. 

  Family Engagement Practice in New York State  

                                   Family Engagement     
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 Practice in New York State  

Family Engagement Toolkits 
The Family Engagement Specialist (FES) helps the agency prioritize 

the toolkits they’ve selected, scheduling first those identified as a priority. 
The FES then schedules the delivery of the toolkit and any preparatory 
meetings. These meetings are an opportunity for the FES to sit down with 
managers and supervisors to discuss current practice around the toolkit 
topic. A good example of how these meetings work was provided by Sue 
Aikens, Director of Services for Delaware County DSS. Delaware County 
has invited the Family Engagement Specialist for Region IV, Erika 
Brunelle, to present two toolkits so far. The first, Supervising Concurrent 
Planning, was completed in summer 2009; the second, Coached Family Visits, 
took place this past summer. Sue stated that the supervisory preparation prior to 
the toolkit delivery generated a lot of conversation. It gave supervisors the oppor-
tunity to verbalize and discuss current practice. She noted that this really helped 
supervisors and managers to be on the same page prior to the training. 

After the preparatory meeting is held, the toolkit is delivered to staff by the 
Family Engagement Specialist. In Delaware County, Erika presented to groups 
who were a mix of CPS, foster care and preventive staff. The Concurrent Planning 
toolkit covered things like identifying and involving absent parents, locating other 
resources and exploring adoption with foster parents. The toolkit includes a sug-
gested process that staff can use when working with families around concurrent 
planning. After each toolkit is delivered, the Implementation Workgroup develops 
a sustainability plan as a follow-up with staff, to answer any outstanding questions 
or issues that may have come up and help the practice take root. 

As Director of Services, Sue Aikens reviews a lot of Family Assessment Ser-
vice Plans (FASP) and she can see evidence of better practice around concurrent 
planning. "Before, I'd often have to send FASPs back to workers looking for infor-
mation on adoption discussions with foster parents or documentation on conver-
sations with parents around alternate plans for the children. Now, that information 
is usually there. My staff is more likely to be engaging parents in the process and 
helping them to be part of the solution." 

When Erika presented the Coached Family Visits Toolkit to Delaware County, 
the format was the same as the Concurrent Planning Toolkit, but the audience 
was slightly different. In addition to Delaware County staff, parent aides and other 
contract agency staff were invited since they are typically the ones supervising 
visitation. After the presentation, both groups felt that it had been helpful in clear-
ing up misconceptions around visiting practices. Parent aides were better able to 
understand why LDSS staff needs them to gather certain information from visits 
and what drives the expectations around visits. There was also a philosophical 
shift that took place in Delaware County. Historically, visits have simply been su-
pervised, which is generally the practice that occurs across the state.  However, 
this toolkit provides a new philosophy on visiting practices – Coaching Visits. This 
toolkit provided an opportunity for all staff to come to a shared understanding re-
garding coaching visits and exactly how they contribute to expedite permanency. 
Delaware County plans to invite Erika back next summer to present the Locating 
and Engaging Fathers Toolkit. 
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Going Forward 
 

            To make toolkit presentations more flexible and accessible, we are in-
corporating electronic (online) learning.  The Family Engagement Specialist 
will provide a half-day in-person orientation. Following this introduction, there 
will be four to five weeks of online training modules that are released weekly 
and tailored to the group. These modules include various activities such as 
videos, interviews, role plays and blogging. Each module takes anywhere from 

10 to 20 minutes to complete. By using the online toolkits, you will have the ability to 
complete these modules at your desk and around your schedule. 

Once the online portion is complete, the FES returns for a full-day coaching ses-
sion. Bookending each of the toolkit presentations with in-person meetings, the FES 
works with administrators around implementing and sustaining these practices. 

By providing counties and agencies with this new, flexible format, we hope to reach 
more staff throughout the state and have a broader influence on practice around family 
engagement. Promoting a family-driven, shared decision-making process with families 
will allow families to work together to plan for the safety, permanency and well-being of 
their children, ultimately achieving better child welfare outcomes. 

 

More Information 
 

Listed below are the Family Engagement Toolkits currently available. Only the Fam-
ily Meetings is currently available for training online.  The others will be made available 
online over the next six months. If you are interested in learning more about Family 
Engagement or scheduling a toolkit presentation, please contact your Regional Office. 

 

Family Engagement Toolkits Currently Available 
 

Family Meetings – provides staff with the skills to facilitate effective Family Meet-
ings involving a family-led decision-making process that brings together all those indi-
viduals concerned with the children’s safety, permanency and well-being. 

Coaching Family Visits – training for casework staff to help promote visits that are 
purposeful, strategically planned and coached to increase timely permanency. This 
includes coaching parents before, during and after visits to focus on those aspects of 
parenting or of the parent/child relationship that brought the child into placement. 

Supervising Concurrent Planning – using a video and program guide, this toolkit 
provides supervisors with the training to help their caseworkers develop skills needed 
to conduct full-disclosure discussions and identify and engage alternate resources to 
provide support and permanency if the child cannot return home. 

Locating and Engaging Fathers – designed to help staff develop and utilize effective 
strategies for locating and engaging absent fathers and their extended family. When the 
paternal family is not identified, children automatically lose half of their possible resources. 
This includes attitudes toward fathers and practicing effective communication between 
them and their caseworker who is frequently female.   

Caseworkers Make A Difference 
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