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Re: Report 99-F-23

Dear Mr. Johnson:

Pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article V, Section 1 of the
State Constitution and Article II, Section 8 of the State Finance Law, we have reviewed the
actions taken by the officials of the Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) as of July 28,
1999, to implement the recommendations contained in our audit report, Caseworker
Qualifications, Training and Supervision in Selected Child Welfare Programs (Report 96-S-87).
Our report, which was issued on May 1, 1998, assessed the procedures used to ensure that districts
comply with regulations related to caseworker qualifications, training and supervision in the Child
Protective Services, Preventive Services and Foster Care programs.

Background 

On August 20, 1997, the Governor signed legislation that abolished the Department of
Social Services (DSS) and created a new agency in its place: the Department of Family
Assistance.  Within this agency, OCFS assumed administration of the child welfare programs that
include Child Protective Services (CPS), Preventive Services, and Foster Care.  The CPS program
is intended to safeguard children against abuse or maltreatment.  The Preventive Services program
is intended to provide families with the services necessary to prevent the need to remove children
from households to Foster Care.  The Foster Care Program is intended to provide temporary,
substitute parental care to children who are in the State’s custody.
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OCFS oversees the operations of the State’s 58 local social service districts (including New
York City) in carrying out these programs.  Federal, State and local governments jointly fund
these programs.  For the year ended December 31, 1997 (the most recent data available), OCFS
reported that more than $1.5 billion was spent on these programs, as follows:

In Millions

Child Protective Services       $210.5
Preventive Services 312.9
Foster Care     988.8 

Total $1,512.3

The Federal Social Security Act and the State Social Services Law govern child welfare
programs.  State Regulations require local districts to maintain current written position
specifications for all paid and volunteer positions established within the local districts.  A written
position specification contains the minimum educational and experience requirements that an
applicant must possess to be hired for a specific job.  Regulations also require that districts provide
training on a “continuing, progressive, and comprehensive basis” for all caseworkers responsible
for providing services.  In addition, regulations mandate that caseworker supervisors review
determination and case closing decisions, and sign appropriate forms to evidence the review
occurred.

Summary Conclusions

In our prior audit, we found that DSS needed to improve its monitoring of district
compliance with regulations related to caseworker qualifications, training and supervision.
Improvements were needed to ensure that only qualified caseworkers were hired, that caseworkers
received appropriate training and that caseworkers were properly supervised.

In our follow-up review, we found that OCFS officials have made progress in
implementing some recommendations contained in our prior audit report.  In June 1999, OCFS
officials issued a memorandum to county social service commissioners citing the results of our
audit and reminding them of the educational requirements for caseworkers contained in a prior
DSS administrative directive. OCFS is also in the process of implementing Competency-Based
Core Training for all child welfare staff.  In addition, OCFS is setting up a Statewide Training
and Registration System (STARS) for CPS workers that will capture district caseworker training
information.  OCFS officials expect STARS will eventually extend to all child welfare programs.
However, OCFS has not taken any steps to: ensure districts use minimum qualification
requirements; periodically evaluate and update caseworker qualification standards; and ensure that
districts maintain acceptable supervisor-to-caseworker staffing levels.
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Summary of Status of Prior Audit Recommendations

Of our eight prior audit recommendations, OCFS officials have partially implemented five
recommendations and not implemented three recommendations.

Follow-up Observations

Recommendation 1

Ensure districts utilize the OCFS’s minimum qualification requirements for hiring caseworkers.

Recommendation 2

Periodically re-evaluate and, if necessary, update the standards for caseworker qualifications.

Status of Recommendations 1 and 2 - Not Implemented.

Agency Action - Even though OCFS officials have established minimum standards for caseworker
qualifications (Bachelor’s Degree or certification as a registered nurse and one-year
experience), they maintain that it is the responsibility of each local district to ensure
caseworkers meet minimum qualification standards.  Officials also maintain that they do
not have the legal authority to impose additional qualification standards. 

Auditors’ Comments - We continue to believe that OCFS has the authority to review and revise
minimum caseworker qualification standards, as necessary.  OCFS officials should also
monitor the qualification criterion used by the districts and ensure that they follow relevant
regulations when hiring caseworkers.

Recommendation 3

Ensure the districts follow relevant regulations when hiring caseworkers, including:

C ensuring that only applicants with the required educational background are hired,

C verifying caseworker candidates’ reported educational qualifications by obtaining
candidates’ official college transcripts or copies of their actual diplomas,

C  obtaining and documenting character references for all caseworker candidates,

C  obtaining SCR (State Central Register) clearance for all caseworkers, where
appropriate, and

C  determining whether caseworkers have ever been convicted of a crime.
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Status - Partially Implemented

Agency Action - In June 1999, during the course of our follow-up review, OCFS sent a Local
Commissioner Memorandum to all districts citing the results of our audit and reminding
them of the operative educational requirements contained in a prior administrative
directive.  OCFS needs to take additional action, such as on-site reviews at local districts,
to ensure that they are complying with all requirements of the administrative directive.

Recommendation 4

Develop a centralized information system which records the type, duration and date of training for each
district CPS, Foster Care and Preventive Services caseworker.

Status - Partially Implemented

Agency Action - OCFS’s Office of Human Resources is developing the Statewide Training
and Registration System.  STARS will initially include regional training data for CPS
caseworkers and will eventually include training information for all child welfare program
caseworkers.  Monroe County is now included in STARS and New York City plans to
enter the system eventually.  OCFS officials also told us that STARS will be a tool for
local districts to identify training needs and to register staff for training courses.  OCFS
will pilot STARS during the period July through September 1999.   

Recommendation 5

Ensure that adequate training is made available to meet caseworkers’ needs and all caseworkers receive
training.

Status - Partially Implemented

Agency Action - OCFS has implemented Phase I of the Competency-Based Core Training
program which is training for supervisors.  They held the first training session in March
1999.  They are piloting Phase II, for new caseworkers, in July 1999 and plan to
implement it later in 1999.  OCFS officials estimate that it will take about four years to
provide core training to all supervisors and caseworkers.  Competency-Based Core
Training that staff receive will be included in the STARS report.

Recommendation 6

Ensure that districts maintain acceptable supervisor-to-caseworker staffing levels to comply with relevant
regulations.
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Status - Not Implemented

Agency Action - OCFS officials have not taken any action on this recommendation.  They
maintain that they do not have legal authority to establish staffing standards for local social
service districts.  

Auditors’ Comments - It is the opinion of the State Comptroller’s Legal Division that the staffing
standards for the administration of child welfare services and care by social service
districts, and the staffing standards for child protective services, as set forth in regulations,
are enforceable.  Therefore, we continue to believe that OCFS does have sufficient legal
authority to require that local districts maintain acceptable supervisor-to-caseworker
staffing levels.  It is essential that OCFS makes certain that district caseloads are not so
large as to increase the risk that the health and safety of children and families is impaired.

Recommendation 7

Ensure districts prepare PAS (Preliminary Assessment of Safety), case determination, and UCR (Uniform
Case Records) documents timely in all appropriate circumstances.

Status - Partially Implemented

Agency Action -  The PAS is now called the First Assessment of Safety, and the case determination
is now called the Investigation Conclusion.  The CONNECTIONS system allows OCFS
officials to track the time it takes to prepare the First Assessment of Safety and the
Investigation Conclusion for CPS cases and investigate exceptions.  However, OCFS needs
to improve their procedures for monitoring the other child welfare programs and UCR
documents.

Recommendation 8

Ensure district caseworker supervisors review and approve case management activities, including
signing and dating the required PAS, case determination and UCR documents.

Status - Partially Implemented

Agency Action - According to OCFS officials, the CONNECTIONS system allows them to track
the progress of each CPS case, including all supervisory review, and provides management
reports that identify exceptions.  However, OCFS needs to improve their procedures for
monitoring the other child welfare programs and UCR documents.

Major contributors to this report were Richard Sturm, Jack Dougherty, James Nellegar and
Judy Middelkoop.
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We would appreciate your response to this report within 30 days, indicating any action
planned or taken to address any unresolved matters discussed in this report.  We also thank OCFS
management and staff for the courtesies and cooperation extended to our auditors during this
review.

Very truly yours,

William P. Challice
Audit Director

cc: Charles Conaway
Kevin Robinson


