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A Vision for 
Child Welfare 
Reform
“Child Welfare needs to partner, listen and lift 
up community voices and their decision-making 
powers. This builds on existing resources, 
creates pathways to new resources and 
promotes community interdependence rather 
than a system of dependence” 
—Vision for Transformation 

This core message of Oregon’s Vision for 
Transformation summarizes the aspirations and goals 
of the Child Welfare Division of the Oregon Department 
of Human Services. Since the 2018 passage of the 
Family First in Prevention Services Act (FFPSA), 
states across the nation have undergone significant 
restructuring to ensure that child welfare practices 
concerning foster youth meet federal mandates 
and prioritize preventative care for families at risk of 
child welfare involvement. Oregon is no exception 
and has built upon this foundation in its own Vision 
for Transformation, a strategic roadmap written by 
Oregon Department of Human Services Director of 
Child Welfare, Rebecca Jones Gaston. 

This brief complements the work of the Vision and 
Our Children Oregon’s issue brief, published in the 
summer of 2021, Safe, Supported, and Cherished: 
Child Welfare System Reform in Oregon, by 
assigning specific metrics to indicate progress in the 
implementation of these reform efforts. These metrics 
center Our Children Oregon’s values of racial equity, 
hospitality, a whole-child approach, collaboration/
inclusion, and a long view. Additionally, the federal 
requirements of FFPSA were incorporated with state-
level reform to provide a comprehensive framework of 
analysis. Indicators are categorized in alignment with 
the Three Guiding Principles outlined  in the Vision for 
Transformation: 1) Supporting families and promoting 
prevention; 2) Enhancing staff and infrastructure; 
and, 3) Data Gathering and Continuous Quality 

Family First in Prevention Services 
Act (FFPSA) is a budget-neutral policy 
which diverts funding from group care 
to supporting kinship-care or resource 
family care options and mandates states to 
submit a comprehensive Prevention Plan for 
approval by the federal government which 
outlines step-by-step implementation.

https://sharedsystems.dhsoha.state.or.us/DHSForms/Served/de2445.pdf
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/laws-policies/federal/family-first/#:~:text=1892)%2C%20which%20was%20signed%20in,out%2Dof%2Dhome%20care.
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/publications/safe-supported-and-cherished/
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/publications/safe-supported-and-cherished/
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/publications/safe-supported-and-cherished/
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/about-us/who-we-are/#mission
https://sharedsystems.dhsoha.state.or.us/DHSForms/Served/de2445.pdf
https://sharedsystems.dhsoha.state.or.us/DHSForms/Served/de2445.pdf
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Improvement (CQI). This brief asks – are these guiding principles building towards actual system reform and 
supporting the Division’s Theory of Change?

Because the Vision for Transformation has only been in effect for one year and the FFPSA Prevention Plan even 
less than that, the Supporting Families and Promoting Prevention section will focus on setting a contextual frame 
– what is happening in our BIPOC communities over time? What are the experiences of children and youth as 
they face removal from their families and communities of origin? The indicators and data are followed by a series 
of policy recommendations and goals for the future, which would propel the state towards an anti-colonial, anti-
racist paradigm shift, both culturally and systemically, in the Oregon Child Welfare Division. The language used 
to refer to racial/ethnic communities is that used by the Oregon Department of Human Services and may not be 
reflective of communities’ preferred terms.

A vital recognition in this work is the disproportionately negative impact of child welfare policies and practices on 
our Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities, both nationally and specifically in the state 
of Oregon. Oregon was established due to mass dislocation of Indigenous people from their land and carried 
forward this racist history as a sundown state well into the 20th century. Undoubtedly, this influences child 

Our Vision for Transformation is based on a belief that children do best growing up in a family 
and on values related to honoring and supporting cultural wisdom, building community 
resilience and voice, and ensuring the self-determination of our communities of color.

Child Welfare Division Theory of Change

Supporting Families and 
Promoting Prevention

PRINCIPLE 1

Enhance the system’s 
structure by using data 
with Continuous Quality 
Improvement (CQI)

PRINCIPLE 3

All children experience 
safe, stable, healthy lives 

and grow up in the care 
of a loving family and 

community

OUTCOME

Enhancing Staff and 
Infrastructure

PRINCIPLE 2

https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/IV-E-Prevention-Plan.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1353/ohq.2019.0028
https://doi.org/10.1353/ohq.2019.0014
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welfare-related trends for children of these identities. These communities have experienced forced dislocation 
– not merely physically, but culturally and socially –  as the result of colonization, racism, and white supremacy 
which permeates US systems. Reform is only beginning to address this harm and these communities must 
be at the center of these efforts; this is why greater partnership and consultation with Tribal and other BIPOC 
communities is necessary to create lasting change.

Supporting Families and Promoting Prevention—  
A Foundational Framing
Central to the Vision for Transformation is the guiding principle to provide, “trauma-informed, family and community-
centered and culturally responsive programs and services focused on engagement, equity, safety, well-being, 
and prevention”. Integrating this focus with FFPSA’s mandate for Evidence-Based Practices, outcomes ought 
to reduce disproportionality in out-of-home placement rates for BIPOC youth, increase reunification rates, and 
result in greater use of Indigenous practices. This last outcome supports the FFPSA Prevention Plan’s stated 
goal of increased Tribal partnership. Because these plans are in their infancy, the impact of these outcome-
oriented measures remains to be seen. The Prevention Plan is being piloted in three service districts and two 
Tribal demonstration sites in Oregon. While planning has been occurring since 2021, implementation began in 
March of 2022. 

Foster Care Placement Rates
The Oregon Department of Human Services reported a sharp reduction in foster care rates —“the lowest in 16 
years”— in a February 2022 press release. While declines in this rate may indicate that prevention services 
are having a positive impact, rates of disproportionality for children of color continue and, in some cases, have 
increased over the past year. This phenomenon is evident in the most recent disproportionality index, showing 
that both Black/African American and American Indian/Alaska Native children are represented in the population 
of children placed in out-of-home care (as opposed to receiving preventative services in their families of origin) 

Black/ 
African 

American

American 
Indian / 
Alaska  
Native

Hispanic Asian /  
Pacific  

Islander

White

1.7 3.0 0.8 0.2 0.9

Disproportionality Index for Out-
of-Home Placement, 2020 

The Disproportionality Index, 
as developed by the Oregon 
Department of Human Services, 
codes "proportionate" placement in 
comparison to total child population 
by race/ethnicity at 1. 

This means that Black or African 
American children are placed at rate 
1.7 times higher than the percent of 
Black or African American children in 
the total Oregon child population.

https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/IV-E-Prevention-Plan.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/IV-E-Prevention-Plan.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/Accomplishments-2021.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/DHSNEWS/NewsReleases/2022-02-02-Lowest-foster-care-numbers.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/CHILDREN/CHILD-ABUSE/Documents/2020-Child-Welfare-Data-Book.pdf
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at incredibly disproportionate rates in comparison to their 
representation in the overall population of children in 
Oregon.

In the most recent 2020 child welfare data report (which 
utilizes data through September of 2021), the percentage 
of Black and African American children represented in the 
foster care population was 5.9% in comparison to 3.5% of 
the total child population, and the percentages for American 
Indian and Alaska Native children were 4.8% in comparison 
to 1.6% of the total child population. When compared to 
population percentages in 2015, both of these groups 

exhibit a slight decrease in the percentage of out-of-home 
placement, from 6.6% and 5.3% respectively with minimal 
change in their representation in the overall child population 
in Oregon (no change for Indigenous children and a 0.01% 
increase for Black and African American children).

Reunification and Exits from Foster Care
In 2020, just over half (~55%) of children exiting foster care were able to leave care through reunification with 
their family of origin. This represents a 1% reduction when compared to the 2015 data. Meanwhile, the number 
of children who are served in their homes, rather than being removed and placed in care for services, has slowly 
trended upward, from 5,793 children in 2015 to 6,963 in 2020. These statistics, while positive, are not necessarily 
indicative of a complete shift to family preservation, however, they are encouraging for future work. 

Culturally Relevant Evidence-Based Practices
Evidence-Based Practices (EBPs) are a requirement of FFPSA in order for services to be reimbursable and 
must fall within the guidelines of the Title IV-E Prevention Services Clearinghouse. In the Prevention Plan, the 
state of Oregon named four EBPs that were deemed “well-supported” by the Clearinghouse and intends to 
implement these EBPs first at pilot sites and then throughout the state. The prevention plan thoroughly explains 
the rationale behind these EBPs, naming their alignment with the Vision for Transformation’s moves towards 
culturally responsive care. Though the selected modalities have proven effective with a myriad of populations 
and are adaptable to the cultural and environmental needs of the family, it is important to note that family theory 
and therapy modalities have historically been developed and taught by white clinicians, as with Parent-Child 
Interaction Therapy and Motivational Interviewing (two of Oregon’s selected EBPs). While there is an extensive 
list of Oregon Tribal Best Practices, none of them have been reviewed by the Clearinghouse and, thus, are 

COVID-19 has undoubtedly impacted the ability 
of the Child Welfare Division to serve children 
in their homes, as such, it has impacted all 
kinds of service provision and accessibility. 
2020 data reflects a slight dip downward in 
number of children served in their homes 
compared to 2019 and 2018, where 7,271 and 
7,645 children respectively were served in their 
homes. Foster care rates also experienced a 
similar trend. 

Black/ 
African 
American

6.2%

3.7%

American 
Indian / 
Alaska  
Native

4.9%

1.6%

Asian /  
Pacific  
Islander

1.5%

5.6%

Hispanic
18.2%

22.3%

White
65.3%

66.8%

Percentage of Children in Foster 
Care Compared to Total Child 
Population in Oregon, 2020

Unable to  
Determine

3.9%

n/a

Foster Care Total Population of 
Oregon’s children

https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/CHILDREN/CHILD-ABUSE/Documents/2015-cw-data-book.pdf
https://preventionservices.abtsites.com/program
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/IV-E-Prevention-Plan.pdf
https://doi-org.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/10.1111/jmft.12385
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5530857/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5530857/
https://williamrmiller.net/
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/IV-E-Prevention-Plan.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/IV-E-Prevention-Plan.pdf
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not reimbursable. This is a weakness in FFPSA, where federal and state priorities do not match and service 
provision is limited in its reach as a result.

Enhancing Staff and Infrastructure
Staffing and Turnover
Staffing for Child Welfare roles has hovered between 86-92%, with staffing peaking during summer months, 
according to monthly progress reports (July-December 2021) provided to the governor by Director Gaston. 
Even so, staff turnover has been turbulent, as is true in many helping professions across the nation brought 
on by COVID fatigue, alongside an array of other factors. Over the past year, these progress reports have 
begun to include reasons for staff separation from the agency, including job dissatisfaction or dissatisfaction with 
management. These measurements will help improve agency targeting of internal policies and practices to meet 
staff needs, such as implementing the RiSE program, initiated in 2020 by ODHS Director Fariborz Pakseresht. 
It is vital to support staff and increase retention in order to provide high-quality services to families. Staff attrition 
results in less continuous contact with families, reducing the ability of families to be involved in their case plan 
development and implementation.

Professional Training and Development
According to the January 2022 progress report, Child Welfare has partnered with the Capacity Building Center 
for States to build out staff training programs. Additionally, over the past year, staff have had increased access to 
development opportunities, including Critical Incident Stress Management, local peer support groups, and ADA 
training, with the intention of increasing opportunities as the Department moves through future stages. Enhanced 
workforce development, particularly stress and trauma management education, is inextricably linked to rates of 
retention – one of the most significant predictors of staff turnover is high stress and emotional exhaustion. The 
Child Welfare Division’s commitment to supportive development opportunities, thorough onboarding, as well as 
increased hiring for direct service roles so that workers have lower caseloads, will all lead to higher performance 
in this second guiding principle.

Data Gathering and Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI)
Data Collection
Shifting from a reactive foster care model to a preventative family preservation model requires new methods of 
data collection. This data collection centers on capturing proactive service delivery geared to prevent contact 
with Child Welfare in the first place. The Child Welfare Division referred to their newly-developed dashboard 
at their 2021 data gathering; this dashboard presents semi-annual data called the Adoption and Foster Care 
Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS); all states are required to report this data to the Children’s Bureau. 
While these data have existed in report format, the interactive dashboard provides visual, county-level access 
to information. Dashboard and AFCARS data are generally disaggregated by race/ethnicity (American Indian/
Alaska Native, Black and African American, Hispanic, Asia/Pacific Islander, White, and Undetermined) and 
county. As an additional indicator of their commitment to timely, accurate, useful, and easy-to-understand data 
—as stated in the Vision for Transformation— the Child Welfare Division has joined the National Partnership for 
Child Safety, a collaborative hub for child safety science.

While these are strong moves towards transparency and information access, more work is being done to track 
prevention efforts. Currently in development is the In-Home Services Candidacy (ISCD) tool. This tool will provide 
a centralized pathway for Child Welfare Division workers to determine if a family is a candidate for in-home 
prevention services and if permanency services are reimbursable. Additionally, a number of workgroups and 

https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/CHILDREN/Documents/CW-Monthly-Report-December-2021.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/DHSNEWS/Pages/DM-10-19-2020.aspx
https://caseyfamilypro-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/media/HO_Turnover-Costs_and_Retention_Strategies-1.pdf
https://caseyfamilypro-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/media/HO_Turnover-Costs_and_Retention_Strategies-1.pdf
https://www.casey.org/safety-collaborative-summary/#:~:text=In%202018%2C%20child%20welfare%20leaders,the%20use%20of%20safety%20science.
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Family-First/Documents/Accomplishments-2021.pdf
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partnerships have been formed with other state departments, including Self-Sufficiency Programs and they are 
working with community-based organizations to understand where prevention opportunities exist. 

Envisioning the Future
The steps outlined show that the state is making strides toward improving Child Welfare and moving towards 
a family preservation model. While outcomes remain unclear due to ongoing implementation, two primary 
recommendations rise to the surface: 

greater integration of culturally specific best practices, and 

more public-facing data on prevention efforts.

Communities are the experts of their own needs and ensuring they have space in a white-dominant, euro-centric 
system to provide their expertise is vital to reducing rates of disproportionality and building a culture of collaboration 
in reforming child welfare. While FFPSA and the Clearinghouse may not allow for Tribal best practices to be 
reimbursed, stymying implementation of culturally specific practices, the Division can deepen their relationship 
with Tribal communities and subsequently provide caseworkers and other Child Welfare staff training for these 
best practices. The National Indian Child Welfare Association has created a series called “Touchstones of Hope”, 
highlighting ideologies and best practices in Indigenous communities, as well as parent education training for 
Indigenous families, called Positive Indian Parenting. Codifying these trainings into normative Division practices, 
as well as providing education on the Indian Child Welfare Act, beginning at onboarding and supported with 
developmental training opportunities, can embed cultural humility and understanding into standard Child Welfare 
Division practices and procedures. 

Many communities, particularly communities of color, are already doing necessary prevention work and by 
collaborating with them, as well as with other government agencies that distribute resources like SNAP, TANF, 
and WIC, the Child Welfare Division can help demonstrate the scope of care that is necessary to build strong, 
safe families and communities in Oregon. While the public-facing dashboard provides a point-in-time view of 
Federal Performance Measures, it is not a comprehensive view of what is happening across Oregon communities. 
Additionally, the ISCD tool is only internally facing at present. It is vital to create ways to show the work that 
community organizations, in addition to the Division, are doing to prevent entry into Child Welfare which will 
further increase transparency and collaboration with community partners. Colorado provides a prime example of 
this with its heat map of community-based EBP services provided on a county-by-county level.

BIPOC communities have been sidelined in decision-making about the needs of their children for far too long. 
Children and families are resilient, but they should not have to be resilient in the face of inequitable systems. 
While transformation in the Child Welfare Division is hopeful and necessary, without changes in other systems 
that impact Oregon’s families, transformation may not be sustainable – child well-being is multifaceted and it 
requires a cascade of systems reform to guarantee real progress. The establishment of the BIPOC Caucus in the 
Oregon legislature in 2021 is a step towards this goal, positioning people of color in places of power. The passage 
of HB 4052, Declare Racism as a Public Health Crisis, in the 2022 legislative session, not only established that 
racism has deleterious impacts on communities of color but also allocated funding to invest in preventative, 
anti-racist efforts. Similarly, the passage of Universal Representation contributes to creating a society where 
all people, regardless of race or citizenship, have rights and a voice. These actions, while outside the scope of 
the Child Welfare Division, establish a precedent of equity and anti-racism which will lead to a society where all 
children can thrive, regardless of the identities they hold. The roadmap of the Vision for Transformation is a long 
one, but legislative commitment, as demonstrated in the past two sessions, and continued community advocacy 
will hold Oregon’s Child Welfare Division accountable to its promises. 

https://www.nicwa.org/
https://www.nicwa.org/touchstones-of-hope-dialogues/
https://www.nicwa.org/about-pip/
https://www.bia.gov/bia/ois/dhs/icwa#:~:text=The%20purpose%20of%20the%20Indian,children%20in%20homes%20which%20will
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/Data/Pages/CW-FPMs.aspx
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/colorado.lab/viz/FamilyFirstPreventionServices/Dashboard1
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/housedemocrats/Documents/PRESS%20RELEASE%20Legislative%20BIPOC%20Caucus%20Announces%202021%20Session%20Accomplishments,%20Looks%20Toward%20Future.pdf
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/DRAPHC_HB-4052_Updated2.4.22.pdf
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/U-Rep-One-Pager-2022-Eng-1-1.pdf

