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Sharing Your New York County Family First Implementation Stories
Template Overview
This template can be used to create your county’s Family First Implementation Story in a shareable format. Before you begin, please review the following instructions:
1. Once you’ve filled in all of your county’s information, delete all template instructions and recolor the text so it is no longer red font.
· Template Instructions will use red font.
2. Then, delete the first 3 pages and last page from this the word document: 
- The 2 Cover Pages
- This “Template Overview” Page
- The last 2 Pages: “Pre-formatted Elements!”
3. Optional Boiler Plate language will be included throughout this template.
· Boilerplate Language will be highlighted in light gray.
4. The final page of this template includes Preformatted Elements that you can copy and paste into your document! 

This template offers an architecture for building a story that includes an overview of key successes, the starting point for your local Family First work, challenges that were identified, key strategies that led to results, and the ongoing work to be pursued.  
It also includes some boilerplate language that counties can use, as well as tips for each section and helpful resources to support crafting of your narrative.
Quick Style Guide:
Heading 1 (Titles) These have already been added to the template.
Heading 2 (Section Titles) 
Subtitles (Heading 4)
Normal Font = Montserrat, Size 10, Black

If you are interested in receiving advice on how to tell your local Family First story, please contact Jessie Rothkuo at jrothkuo@rhfdn.org, and she will assist.  We also invite your ideas about how to strengthen the storytelling advice contained in this template.
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[County Name] County 
Family First Implementation Story
Month Year

Overview of [County Name] County[image: ]
[County name] 
County
High Level Successes
_________________
XX%
Increase in number of children placed in kinship care
XX
New Foster Families
XX
New supports for 
all foster families
XX%
Reduction in the number of children in foster care
X
New services were introduced to keep families safely together, ensure child well-being, and strengthen families,  


PART 1: OVERVIEW & BACKGROUND
Your introduction can be a brief summary of the high-level successes your county has achieved, some context about Family First as the impetus for the reform, and other important county factors that led to these successes. 
The general outline for this section can be:
High level successes
Brief description of Family First legislation 
Important policy context for changes in the county
Concluding with a short paragraph that previews what the reader can anticipate in the sections ahead.
In addition to summarizing your high-level successes in a paragraph, share your data points/stats in the pre-formatted blue box to your right or use other preformatted elements, found on the last page of the template.
High-level successes may include:
Reducing the number of children in foster care (from ___ to ____)
Increasing the number of children in kinship care (from _____ to ______)
Recruiting and supporting foster families (# of families recruited or new supports in place)
Decreasing the use of group care (from _____ to _______)
Introducing new services to strengthen families, keep them safely together and ensure child well-being
Brief description of Family First legislation: Below is boilerplate language that can be adapted for each agency.
The Family First Prevention Services Act was enacted by the U.S. Congress in February 2018.  The Act is designed to ensure that children in foster care have every opportunity to be placed in a family-based setting, preferably with kin, and that institutional care is only used as a short- term option to address a therapeutic need.  Family First also opens up federal funding to prevent children’s entry into foster care by providing families with high-intensity, evidence-based prevention services.
Important policy context for changes in the county:
New or supportive leadership
Support from a Family First coordinator
External support from the county legislature, consultants, or foundations
County budget issues, such as the need to reduce the cost of placement or an increase in county budget to support reform efforts
Short paragraph that previews what the reader can anticipate in the sections ahead:  Below is boilerplate language that can be adapted for each agency:
This document is an effort to share our county’s journey toward Family First Readiness—a story that is still being written. It explores what makes our county unique, the strengths we brought to this evolution, and the starting point from which we began our reform efforts. It shares the key strategies ________ County put in place to implement the requirements of Family First and how those strategies are helping the county move closer to a future where every child lives with their family.  It also shares the work that has yet to be done to achieve Family First goals in hopes our county can find new resources, new partnerships, and new voices to support its work on behalf of children and families in _______ County




TIP* You can delete the “Page Break” added here once you’ve finalized your text.
[Name] County Context
Pop. 101,700
13%
81%

Speak English at home
9%

Children Living in Poverty
#7 IN NYS COUNTY HEALTH RANKINGS



2000
2010
2018

60% Black      20% Latino      10% White
Population Growth


This section can provide a big-picture overview of the County so that readers have some context about those who live in the county, forces that are impacting families, and how the unique nature of the county and its residents impact the work of the agency and its community partners.  
This paragraph or two may include:
Size and any population trends 
Urban/suburban/rural character that may impact access to services
Demographics, such as race and ethnicity, age, gender, education, employment and income, and any trends about who is living in the county that impact the work of the agency (i.e. increases in immigrant populations, a young or aging population, gentrification or disinvestment, etc.)
Neighborhood differences in the rate of reports of abuse and neglect or rates of removal 
Community resources and strengths that support families and strengthen community
Economic issues such as median income, housing availability, major industry gain or loss and other issues that impact family stability

Helpful resources for finding your county’s background information:
Cornell University’s Program on Applied Demographics has a database on New York counties that is derived from U.S. Census, NY Labor Department and other sources.  
Casey Family Programs’ Community Opportunity Map is an interactive tool that highlights the aspects of communities that are associated with safe children and strong families and identifies the resources that are—and are not—available in different communities.




The Starting Point for Reform
PART 2: STARTING POINT [image: ]
# points leading to change
_______________
#1
What Life at the Agency Looked Like
#2
Engaging Family 
and Youth
#X
Embedding A Strong Model of Supervision
#X
Lack of Services

In order for the reader to understand the successes the County has achieved, it is important to set the context for what the agency and county were experiencing prior to Family First planning and implementation. 
The purpose of this section is to paint a picture about where the agency’s policies and practices were or were not aligned with the philosophical underpinnings of Family First and any barriers that existed to helping families stay together, engaging kinship families and reducing overreliance on congregate care. Remember to consider both strengths and challenges when creating context for your agency’s starting point. 
You can use the blue box to your right to break up Part 2 by titling and/or numbering each section. (See example below)
#1. What Life at the Agency looked like
(Style: Heading 3)
Sections may include (but are not confined to):
What life at the agency looked like when Family First planning started | Elements to provide context include:
Culture of the agency with regard to keeping families safely together
Approach to kinship care
Placement practices related to group care, step-downs and therapeutic foster care
Prevention services availability
Approach to meeting the needs of different populations, including teens; Black, Indigenous and children of color; LGBTQ+ youth and youth who are gender-nonconforming; families with substance use, domestic violence or mental health needs; etc.
Resources and STRENGTHS to build on, such as 
Prevention services and community supports
Family Assessment Response or other alternatives to child welfare investigation 
County culture and guiding values for working with families
New policies and practices that have positively impacted outcomes for families
Major impediments and CHALLENGES to reaching Family First goals, such as
Inadequate efforts to keep families together and avoid placement
Contracts for beds in shelters or group homes that made it too easy to place children in congregate care
Lack of services to keep families together or prevent disruption from family foster care
Lack of knowledge about and/or support for kinship care
Over-reliance on Article 10 or Article 6 as the sole placement option for kin
Inadequate pool of non-kin foster parents, including foster parents for teens
Lack of foster family supports
A belief that teens cannot “make it” in a family
Barriers with agency legal staff or judges being unsupportive of the agency’s goals

Style Note:
When necessary, consider breaking up your section with Section Subtitles (Heading 4)
Tips to consider:
Many agencies assume that their congregate care numbers are a function of referral of JD/PINS into child welfare placements. This may be important context to provide, but it is critical to examine and present the data to see how many JD/PINS cases are truly responsible for congregate care rates and make this part of the story.
Counties should describe three to five major barriers to achieving its goals rather than a laundry list. Your team could use a tool like a fishbone diagram to help you identify primary barriers: https://asq.org/quality-resources/fishbone 
When identifying challenges, the story should be about the challenges the agency had to overcome in meeting the needs of families, not the challenges that families in your community are facing, which should be part of the county context.
Counties should be as specific as possible about what they learned through an assessment of their system as to the major strengths and barriers to effective Family First implementation.
Quotes from staff who lived through the change process and remember the culture when the reforms first started can powerful and add personal depth to the story. This may include frontline staff and supervisors, mid-level managers, and executive teams. See PREFORMATTED QUOTES in template! 

Helpful Resources for the starting point for reform:“Quotes can be extremely helpful when trying to create context. 
Text here text here and some text here.”

The Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) has a webpage devoted to data that can help counties assess their reform progress.  The data charts can be used to share the agency’s baseline compared to where it is now and to demonstrate progress it has made on specific outcomes, such as increasing its foster family pool, etc.  https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/sppd/family-first-data.php.



Strategies That Lead to Results 

PART 3: STRATEGIES THAT LEAD TO RESULTS[image: ]
Key Strategies 
____________
#1
Key Strategy 
Key Strategy 
#2
Key Strategy 
#3
Key Strategy 
Key Strategy 


At the heart of your Family First story is a description of the key strategies the county implemented to shift its system toward preventing unnecessary separation of children from their families and prioritizing kinship and other family-based foster care.  When describing your strategies, it should be clear how things look different for the agency and for families once each change was put in place.
Broad strategies may include:
New policies or protocols
Practice changes
Contracts with new community partners
Changes in staffing to support new placement practices 
Changes in financing structures
Reforms to the court process
Tips for sharing strategies:
Be selective!  It’s not necessary to share each and every strategy; rather, choose the three to five strategies that have truly made the most difference.
Gather input from all staff on which strategies were the most impactful to them.
Use quotes from staff about how the strategy impacted them and to put a human face on the changes.
Be honest about any resistance or challenges to implementing the strategy and how resistance was overcome so others can learn from your experience.
Share any assistance the agency received from OCFS, other counties, or consultants so others know you were not alone in this process.
Ask a non-child welfare colleague to read your story and identify any confusing terms or jargon that can be replaced with more universal language.  
An example of the architecture for this section is below:
Strategy 1:  Developed a congregate care policy
In _______County, we realized that the only way to reduce our reliance on congregate care was to change the longstanding practice of placing children in our emergency shelter when they first came into care.  To shift to a family-based mentality, the County instituted a policy that required Commissioner sign off for any group care placement.  This policy meant that staff who were accustomed to making a shelter placement in consultation with their supervisor, now had to go before the Commissioner to explain what steps had been taken to place a child with their kin or a foster family.
Challenges to implementing this policy and how they were overcome:
At first, there was a lot of resistance to this policy, but over time, staff learned how to do the work of finding family as soon as a child was at risk of entering foster care, and they began to feel better about keeping children with their family members and fictive kin. 
[image: ] “We were wedded to the idea that a shelter placement gave us time to make the best placement,” shared one supervisor.  “But in reality, children and youth stayed there too long, and there was nothing that happened there that couldn’t have happened in a family setting.” 
Staff also began to see how much better children and youth felt about going to live with a family member instead of in a shelter or group care setting.  
To support this strategy, the County took the following steps:
· Contracted with a consultant to provide home finding staff with new training on family search and engagement
· Developed a teaming process to make collaborative decisions about placement resources
· Reduced their existing contract with the shelter (eventually eliminating it all together)
· Began regularly holding staff meetings to discuss the reasons behind the new placement policy 
The County also presented data that demonstrated that family-based placements had better outcomes than institutional care. Additionally, staff provided feedback on policy implementation and the County was able to troubleshoot challenges.
Result:Placeholder Quote

Today, staff report that they feel much better about the placements they are able to make with family and that the upfront work is worth it so that children do not have to experience another disruption when they leave a shelter placement.  





Unfinished Business to Improve Child Welfare Outcomes 
[image: ]
Areas for continued improvement 
____________
#1
Embedding the KEYS Supervision Model 
#2
Clear Messaging About Goal Outcomes Through Staff Engagement
#3
Staff Diversity and Cultural Competence 

PART 4.  UNFINISHED BUSINESS TO IMPROVE CHILD WELFARE OUTCOMES
This section should reiterate the high-level progress in the county, while also highlighting the work that still needs to be done to continue improving child welfare outcomes. 
This section is important because it helps to make the case for ongoing leadership, resources, support and partnerships. 
This section can include areas that may or may not be directly related to Family First goals.  
Areas for continued improvement may include:
Strengthening the array of services to prevent systems involvement 
The ability to reinvest dollars saved on congregate care into services/prevention
Data enhancements that are needed to track progress
Court reforms that would support continued progress
Resources for recruitment and retention of foster families
Strategies to engage youth and parents 

Tips for the unfinished business section:
Be honest—it’s important to acknowledge the agency is always striving to do better and does not think the work is done
Be specific—this story can be used to garner the resources needed to continue the change process
Center continued reform on the needs of children and families—make sure you are telling the story from the perspective of how life will be better for children and families. Even when you are talking about data, you can tie it to how it will help you understand what children and families experience through their involvement in the system.


[bookmark: Stats]Pre-formatted  Elements!
Just edit, copy, and paste into your report!
[image: ]
11%
Reduction in the number of children in foster care

Children currently placed in foster care
165



11%
Reduction in the number of children in foster care

71%
Reduction in foster care placements 




[bookmark: Quotes]Quote Text Boxes!
Remember to align your quotes with the margins! 
Tip: It’s easier to edit them if you “Ungroup” the shapes first.
 
It can be Important, inspiring or a narrative quote or something else. 
Find what works!
“Using quotes can create more context, paint a picture, and share new information. It can be narrative, inspiring, or something else.”
“We know that implicit bias has played a role in our decisions, and we’re trying to address this.” 
(County Name) County Program Manager
It can be Important, inspiring or a narrative quote or something else. 
Find what works!

“We want to make sure they go home to a stronger family. 
We have to give them the tools to be successful with their children.”

Icons & [image: ]
# points leading to change
_______________
#1
What Life at the Agency Looked Like
#2
Engaging Family 
and Youth
#X
Embedding A Strong Model of Supervision
#X
Lack of Services

Section Highlight Boxes
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English	Population	81	19	
English	Population	81	19	
Black	Population	60	40	
%	Latino	Population	20	80	
White	Population	10	90	
 2	[VALUE]


[VALUE]


2020	2010	2000	101700	93600	90000	
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Telling your
Family First story

/ Counties throughout the State of New York are working hard to

meet the goals of the Family First Prevention Services Act (Family
‘_ iy First), landmark federal legislation designed to strengthen families,
> limit the use of unnecessary group care for children, and ensure

access to high-quality, evidence-based prevention services.

As counties implement the law, they are striving to meet targets for increasing the use of certified ~\g
kinship care and reducing the use of congregate care, targets that were set by the state Office of

Child and Family Services (OCFS) as helpful markers of how well a county is preparing their system

for Family First implementation.

However, these targets do not tell the full Family First story, the story about how counties are improving the
way they work with families, shifting policy to favor family-based care, engaging in community partnerships,
building evidence-based services to prevent separation of children from their families, and much more.

Q-

J UL

Developing a narrative for your Family First system change is an opportunity to help your child welfare system
communicate your mission, vision and values for children and families both inside and outside the agency.

YOUR FAMILY FIRST STORY CAN:

Demonstrate your successes

to county leadership and legislators
who can provide ongoing support and
resources to further your efforts

Celebrate progress
in afield that is too often
viewed in a negative light

Develop a narrative
that combines data, stories and
strategies to bring the change alive

Educabe the communiby

about ways your agency is fulfilling
its mission and demystify the
complex system of child welfare

Be open and honest

about future work that still needs to
be done to expand partnerships for
children and families

Reinforce your county’s mission
to strengthen families and ensure child
safety, permanency and well-being

Offer lessons for obher counties
that are also committed to the values
underlying Family First and at different
stages of implementation

Educate new staff and leaders

so they can appreciate where the county
has been, where it is now, where it is
going, and why

(1 Redlich Horwitz
“ Foundation

110 West 40th St, Suite 1900, New York, NY 10018
(646) 586-3337 - www.rhfdn.org,
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How Go use Ghis template:

Every county story is unique and is influenced by its
size, demographics, culture, structure and leadership.
This template is not meant to standardize Family First
stories, but rather to provide advice on the art of
building a narrative to share your Family First journey.

Tipg oy
SThagy
‘?fsmm

This template offers an architecture for building a story that includes an overview of key successes, the starting
point for your local Family First work, challenges that were identified, key strategies that led to results, and the

ongoing work to be pursued. It also includes some boilerplate language that counties can use, as well as tips for
each section and helpful resources to support crafting of your narrative.

For an example of a county story that uses many of the techniques shared in this template, click here.

How Go Track Your Family First Journey

Counties that have just begun their Family First journey can track progress along
the way by regularly documenting their change process.

Look for “aha” moments
with staff, partners, and
policymakers

Document messages
that resonate internally and
externally: ie: “Every Child
Needs a Family” or “First
Placement, Kin Placement”

We're here to help.

Jobt down quotes
from staff that bring the
change alive

Develop a strabegic plan
that is updated periodically
and used to track change at

different intervals with
prevoius versions

Visualize
your data as trends
over time

Show bhe before & after
to illustrate how
decision-making with
children and families
has evolved

Document culture change
by noting changes in agency
staff behaviors or beliefs

Seek feedback from families
about how the agency is
doing in supporting
parents, kin, foster families
and young adults

This template is designed to help counties share their story in a way that is accessible to a wide audience of people
who care about how children and families fare when they become involved with the child welfare system. The
template can be a starting point for counties wanting to share their successes, as well as the challenges they are still

working to overcome.

If you are interested in receiving advice on how to tell your local Family First story, please contact Jessie Rothkuo at
jrothkuo@rhfdn.org, and she will assist. We also invite your ideas about how to strengthen the storytelling advice

contained in this template.

110 West 40th St, Suite 1900, New York, NY 10018 -

(646) 586-3337 - www.rhfdn.org




