Shared Vision

Every California child lives in a safe, stable, permanent home, nurtured by healthy families with the
capacity to meet the child’s needs and support their well-being, and is prepared for the transition into
adulthood to become a contributing member of society.
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The Child Welfare Council was established to bring partners together who share the vision of positive outcomes for
children, youth, and families in California’s child welfare system. The federal outcomes reflected below were
adopted and elaborated in California. The Department of Social Services is accountable for the federal outcomes and
collaborates with a variety of partners, often through strategic initiatives.
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Achieving Shared Results through Partnership
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PREVENTION/EARLY INTERVENTION
Office of Child Abuse Prevention (OCAP) administers federal grants, contracts, and state programs designed
to promote best practices and innovative approaches to child abuse prevention, intervention and treatment.
The Office of Child Abuse Prevention serves as a statewide source of information, developing and
disseminating educational material regarding prevention/early intervention programs, activities, and research.
Differential Response (DR)1: Differential Response is a strategy that creates a new intake and service delivery
structure that allows a child welfare services agency to respond in a more flexible manner to reports of child
abuse or neglect. The child welfare response is a customized approach based on an assessment of safety, risk,
and protective capacity as well as the ascertainment of facts to determine the strengths and needs of the child
and his or her family.
DR has as its hallmark both flexibility and family engagement, which act as an umbrella for various responses
and services. This represented a significant change for many child welfare agencies. The Differential Response
approach also recognizes each family‘s unique strengths and needs, and addresses these in an individualized
manner (with a strategic three-path approach) rather than with a “one size fits all” approach.
SAFETY, PERMANENCY, CHILD AND FAMILY WELL-BEING2
Emergency Response (ER) Program: receives reports of suspected child abuse and neglect from individuals
mandated to report as well as others who report voluntarily through county “hotlines” and conducts safety and
risk assessments to determine if the report is founded, unfounded or inconclusive. Provides, in some
instances, short-term services before a case is closed, and for families requiring ongoing services, develops
case plans for the services to be provided through open cases in Family Maintenance, Family Reunification or
Permanent Planning.
Family Maintenance (FM) Program: provides services to families in crisis to prevent or remedy abuse or
neglect with parents and children together in the home. Services are provided based on a case plan and can
include but are not limited to: mental health counseling, emergency shelter care, respite care, emergency
in-home caretakers, substance abuse treatment, domestic violence services, and parenting education. Family
Maintenance may be voluntary or court-ordered.
Family Reunification (FR) Program: provides intervention and support services for up to one year to parents
whose children have been removed from the home (placed into foster care, with a relative, or into a group
home) with the goal of safely returning the child home to the parents. Family Reunification is most often
court-ordered but can also be voluntary.
Permanency Planning (PP): provides services to children who have been removed from families with
alternative safe, stable, and permanent families when reunification is not possible. Adoption is the first
alternative permanency option, followed by legal guardianship. When those permanency options are not
achieved, children remain in longer-term foster care placements with non-relatives or in group homes, and the
goal of permanency through adoption or guardianship remains in place.
SYSTEMS IMPROVEMENT
The Child Welfare System Improvement and Accountability Act (AB 636)3, put in place measures that hold
the state and counties accountable for improving outcomes for children through the establishment of
improvement goals, public reporting of outcomes and county-specific improvement plans that must be
approved by county boards of supervisors and submitted to the state. This statute implemented federal
requirements in the Promoting Safe and Stable Families Act of 1996 as implemented by the federal
government in 2002.
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Excerted from: The Child Welfare Improvement Activities: Differential Response Guidelines, May 2010.

2

Adapted from: Understanding the Child Welfare System in CA; a Primer for Service Providers and Policymakers, June 2009.
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Adapted from: The Child Welfare Improvements in California: Frequently Asked Questions CDSS/FC/CWDA, 2004.

Initially the Child Welfare Social Worker works with the family to find the least intrusive approach to support the
child and family with ameliorating the issues that brought them to the attention of child welfare. If the child is
provided services through the Child Welfare System, the Child Welfare Social Worker is responsible for
coordinating their care through a family-focused and needs-driven approach. When a child and family enter the
Child Welfare Services System, they are assessed for safety and risk factors for child abuse and/or neglect. A
Child Welfare Social Worker may investigate to identify what the child and family needs.
If there are risks but no immediate safety factors, the family may be provided the following services:
 Community-Based Services without an open child welfare case (Child Welfare Social Worker closes
the referral).
 Voluntary Family Maintenance services with appropriate safety plans.
 Court-Ordered Family Maintenance Services with appropriate safety plans.
If there are safety factors that require detaining a child, the following services may be provided to the family:
 Voluntary Family Reunification
 Court-Ordered Family Reunification
 Permanency Planning
If the child is placed in out-of-home care, the Child Welfare Social Worker will work with the child and family to
develop a case plan with a goal to return the child home, and concurrently the Child Welfare Social Worker will
develop a permanency plan of guardianship or adoption if the child is unable to be returned home. The Child
Welfare Social Worker is responsible for reporting the progress of the family to the Juvenile Dependency Court
every six months until the child can be returned, or placed in a permanent home. If a child remains in care and
turns 18 years of age, s/he will be eligible for extended foster care services up until age 20.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
The following page depicts the flow through the child welfare system highlighting activities and structures that
are particularly relevant to the Child Welfare Council.
Excerpted from DRAFT The Core Practice Model Guide, CDSS & DHCS 12.14.12.
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Counties are the primary governmental bodies that directly interact with children and families to address child
abuse and neglect. The county department or agency of social services through its child welfare division
administers, partially funds, and provides local child welfare and foster care services under Sections 300 et seq.
and 16500 et seq. of the California Welfare and Institutions Code. The county child welfare division investigates
reports of child abuse and provides case management and other services to help families stay together
whenever possible.
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Brief Description
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Going Through the Child Welfare System5
Report Called into Hotline
Report of suspected child abuse or neglect is
called into the county Child Abuse Hotline by
a mandated reporter or concerned individual.

Call Screened
Hotline social worker screens call using a
Standardized Safety Assessment tool to
determine if an investigation is warranted.

Referral Evaluated Out
The Hotline social worker
assesses the evidence and
decides it is not sufficient to
open a case.
Referral Closed
Investigation determines
suspected abuse or neglect is
unfounded or evidence is
inconclusive and child is safe.

Referral to Differential Response
If child is at low/no risk and family
could benefit from services, family
is referred to voluntary services in
community under Differential
Response program, if available in
the county.

In-Person Investigation
An ER social worker, individually or as part of
multidisciplinary team, conducts an in-person
investigation to assess evidence of child abuse or neglect.

Referral Substantiated
Investigation confirms evidence of child abuse or neglect.

Child Removed from Home
Child is taken into custody and placed in
safe environment (e.g., approved relative or
non-related extended family member, tem porary shelter, or emergency foster care).
Case Dismissed or Settled
Court finds insufficient
grounds for petition or that
there are no longer safety con cerns for the child. The child
is safe and the family is able
to provide for their needs.

ER services or Family
Maintenance succeeds in
providing a safe and secure
environment for the child.

Voluntary Services Fail
The abuse or neglect continues, a new report is
confirmed, or voluntary services fail for other reasons.

Child Becomes a
Dependent of the Court
Court places child under
its jurisdiction.

Family Maintenance Fails
A petition for the removal of
the child from its family is
filed with dependency court.

Pathway to Family Reunification and Post Family Reunification Services
Population Target of the Prioritization Project
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Referral Closed

Voluntary Services Provided
Child remains at home while referral is
investigated. Family may receive ER
services for 30 days or voluntary Family
Maintenance in 6-month increments.

Dependency Petition Filed
A petition is filed in juvenile dependency court by the
child welfare agency, beginning a series of judicial hearings
(detention, jurisdiction, disposition). (See Figure 3.)

Family Maintenance
Court leaves child at home and orders
child welfare agency to develop a case
plan with the family and provide services
to the family.
Case Dismissed or Settled
Court finds problems that
brought family into court are
no longer safety concerns. In
cases of neglect, children are
found to be safe and family is
able to provide for their needs.

Cross-Report Filed
A cross-report is sent to law
enforcement for further action.

Family Reunification
Court orders the child placed in
least restrictive, most family-like
out-of-home setting to keep child
safe. Orders child welfare agency
to develop reunification plan with
the parents and provide services.
Concurrent planning is required
to prepare for an alternative
permanent placement should
reunification fail.

Permanency Planning
Court decides child cannot safely
be returned home and/or efforts
to reunify with birth family
should end; orders another
permanent placement plan
to be selected.

Family Reunified
Family successfully
completes service plan
and child is returned
home. Court can order
Family Maintenance
services to keep family
successfully reunified.

Excerted from: Understanding The Child Welfare System in California: A Priming for Service Providers and Policy Makers, June 2009.

