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Over the last several years the Adoption and Safe Families Act and the Child and Family Services Review has brought a new focus on safe and timely permanency options for all children, including children with special needs who have a goal of adoption.  In Pennsylvania, special needs adoption practice is carried out by 67 public child welfare agencies and 74 private adoption agencies (affiliates) that comprise the Statewide Adoption Network (SWAN).  With so many agencies involved in the adoption process, there was not a consistent standard for delivering services to families and children; these inconsistencies did not positively impact federal standards for timely and safe permanency.

Diakon Lutheran Social Ministries and Family Design Resources, who collaboratively administer SWAN, developed a methodology for standardizing adoption components within the state.  A Systems Change Model was utilized to implement a pilot project evaluation to refine four units of services to families and children: Child Profile; Family Preparation/Profile; Placement; and Finalization.  Nine affiliate agencies were involved in the pilot project.  A set of draft benchmarks were developed for each unit of service; each pilot site was to complete their units of service following the draft benchmarks.  These benchmarks included best practice initiatives designed to improve safety and permanency outcomes for children with a goal of adoption.     

The Systems Change Model implemented was designed to involve stakeholders from all policy levels in the refinement of the benchmarks, in order to gain wide acceptance of the refinements and minimize problems associated with system change.  Four levels of review were used in this model.  Level I included Primary Stakeholders, which was the SWAN network.  Level II was Management Stakeholders, consisting of a Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) Team; Level III involved Administrative Stakeholders, in the form of an Oversight Committee; and Level IV consisted of the State and Federal Policy Administrators.  

Pilot project evaluation results were shared at each level of the Systems Change Model; this included revisions to the draft benchmarks.  Each level had opportunities to suggest refinements.  The final benchmarks were reviewed and approved by the Oversight Committee.  Once the benchmarks were finalized, the SWAN network had an opportunity to practice with the standards.  This also allowed for further revision to occur, based on a larger implementation of the benchmarks.  The benchmarks were fully implemented in July 2003.

To further enhance acceptance of the benchmarks as well as provide training to the network, the benchmarks were electronically cross-walked with the Pennsylvania Adoption Bulletin, and CD-Roms made available to all affiliate and county agencies.  In addition, the cross-walk was made available on the SWAN website.  This allowed individuals to click on a benchmark and be taken to the corresponding bulleting language related to the benchmark.       

Benchmarks for each unit of services were made available on the SWAN website, in order to enhance use of the benchmarks as well as to collect data from the benchmarks.  Affiliate agencies could enter benchmark information on the website, and download the benchmarks for their use.  This also allows Diakon and Family Design Resources’ staff the opportunity to view benchmark completion as well as utilize the data for later benchmark refinement.  It is expected that each agency will be using the web-based benchmarks by January 1, 2004.

Future plans include a second evaluation, similar to the initial pilot project, to assess program outcomes related to safe and timely permanency of children with a goal of adoption.  In addition, the CQI committee will continue to meet to discuss the impact of the new benchmarks, and make necessary refinements.

