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The Request

The Nebraska Federation of Families for Children’s Mental Health with strong support from the Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services requested technical assistance on relinquishing custody for accessing mental health services.  The technical assistance would be provided during the Nebraska Federation of Families statewide conference which is sponsored, in part, by the Nebraska Department of Health and Human Service.  Specifically the request was for Trina Osher to give a keynote presentation on the consequences and cost of custody relinquishment and conduct a working focus group to help advocates in Nebraska begin planning a strategy to eliminate this practice and change the policies and fiscal incentives that drive it.

The Participants

Keynote:

Over 210 people attended the evening session at which the keynote address given.  This included 5 administrators from child-serving state agencies, 10 service providers and 195 parents of children and youth with mental health issues.  There was only an 11.9% (N=25) rate of return for overall conference surveys.  Of those 25, 1 person rated it as average and 24 rated it as excellent. 

Working Focus Group:

Twenty-five individuals attended the Working Focus Group.  Seventeen participants completed evaluations for the workshop.  Twelve identified themselves as parents or family members.  The rest were professionals from child serving agencies and programs and other advocacy organizations.

The Process

Keynote:

The keynote address “Too High A Price” was delivered at the Saturday evening banquet.  Using a personal experience with custody relinquishment to obtain services, as the framework, it covered why custody relinquishment happens, the hidden and non-financial costs to children and their families as well as the long-term costs to society, and offered suggestions for what it will take to eliminate this practice.  Copies of “Staying Together” were distributed to all participants.  Audience response to the keynote was excellent.

Working Focus Group:

Presentation

This session took place for 2¼ hours on Sunday morning.  It consisted of a 45minute slide presentation defining the problem, its causes and extent; identifying various solutions (with more extensive descriptions being provided on the Medicaid Katie Beckett option and Home and Community-based waiver).  Lessons learned from efforts in Oregon and Kansas to solve the custody relinquishment problem were presented as a case study.  The slide presentation concluded with a quick overview of the steps needed to achieve policy change.

Initial Work Plan Development

Working Focus Group participants formed small discussion groups to begin formulating a strategy to eliminate the practice of requiring families to relinquish custody for their children to get needed mental health services in Nebraska.  Each group focused on a different aspect of achieving policy change.  Notes of all the group work were recorded on newsprint.  Groups reported out and discussed their initial ideas with each other.  All the notes were typed up and provided to the conference conveners for distribution and further use.  Sample items are included below in the outcomes section of this report.

A great deal of work remains to be done to formulate a sound plan for system change on the custody issue and implement it.  Participants made commitments to each other to continue working on this during the coming year.  Two individuals in particular accepted responsibility for taking leadership to keep things moving along.

The outcomes

Initial Work Plan Summary:  (samples from group worksheets)
Clarifying the Problem:

· Lack of citizen/parent input into Medicaid bureaucracy (shut out of contracting, oversight, review processes) closed doors.

· Refusal of “medical necessity” to treat attachment disorders (i.e., Value Options refuses services).

· “Make too much” to get Kids Connection coverage.  Must quit job, get divorced, etc. to qualify (no one makes enough to pay for what our kids need).

 Identifying Solutions:
· Learn from other states.

· Hold bureaucrats accountable for the logical consequences of their decisions.

· Pay for what kids, families say they need  instead of telling us what we need.

Getting Policy Support:

· Contact governor and local legislators to tell our stories.

· Educate judges & court officials – get them involved in mental health issues.

· Attend local Council Meetings.

Mobilizing Grass Roots:

· Organize a phone tree using regional representatives.

· Recruit youth representatives.

· Put articles in newsletters from other organizations.

· Organize and train people to make calls, write letters, and testify.

Educating the Public:

· Educate yourself first.

· Use media such as newspaper/radio.

· Talk to, Church groups, Youth programs, Women’s clubs

· Flyers

Sample Participant Comments: (A summary of the evaluations is attached.)

Eighty percent of the Working Focus Group participants rated the session as excellent and twenty percent as average.  There were no poor or below average ratings.

What did you like best about the workshop?

· A chance to exchange ideas on problems and possible solutions and ways to continue on after the conference.

· Setting an action plan.

· Talking with everyone and getting to work out a plan for us to help us and others.

· Information available and explanation of material

What did you like least about the workshop?

· Needed more time.

· We need more information and help getting things together her in our state it is very confusing

What do you plan to do as a result of this workshop?

· Because of this workshop I will get more involved in public and private knowledge of this situation and help anyone that I can to understand what the other options are besides relinquishing custody.

Continue systems advocacy and bring other parents and advocates along – keep as many people in the loop as humanly possible.  Enlist their aid.

Evaluation

N= 17

12 Parents

 2 Professionals

 2 Advocates

 1 unidentified

	Please choose a rating for each question.

1 = excellent; 2 = average; 3 = below average; 4 = poor
	1
	2
	3
	4

	1.  I would rate the effectiveness of this workshop as”
	12
	5
	
	

	2.  I would rate the presenter as:
	16
	1
	
	

	3.  The handouts/materials were helpful:
	13
	3
	
	

	4.  The workshop provided information and skill I can use:
	14
	3
	
	

	5.  Please rate the room that the workshop was held including temperature, sound, seating, equipment, etc.
	12
	5
	
	


What did you like best about the workshop?

· A chance to exchange ideas on problems and possible solutions and ways to continue on after the conference.

· Brainstorming, sharing experiences

· Break down into smaller groups to brainstorm.

· Information

· Setting an action plan.

· Ideas

· The information we found out

· It had a lot of information that we as parents did not know.  We really need to take action for our families and children.

· Talking with everyone and getting to work out a plan for us to help us and others.

· Information available and explanation of material

· Working together with the other people.

· Small groups made us think.

· Trina’s presentation/interaction style.  She is very respectful of parents and empowering.  I consider her an exemplary, model “mother from hell” – persistent and solution oriented

· Information that you know and the excellent way to present.  Great start for us.

· She problem solved, she got our input.  She worked toward solutions in a positive way

What did you like least about the workshop?

· Needed more time

· It was all good.

· There were so many things to consider, I felt incapable

· Needed more time

· It is too long to meet for 2 hours and 15 minutes without a break (9-11:15).  It goes against everything we know about adult learning needs.  The room was less comfortable without tables to write on.

· We need more information and help getting things together her in our state it is very confusing

· Nothing this was a great meeting

· Not enough focus group

· Too little time

· Getting started on something that really needs to be accomplished in Nebraska.  Feeling like all of us together can make a difference.

· Nothing

· Too much legislature for people like me that are new to this.  WOW

Comments or suggestions

· Keep talking to anyone who will listen and keep working – don’t just go home and forget what we learned here.

· We need to have the official people who are accountable here.

· More questionnaires about experiences with the system would provide information about what is really happening.  HHS and the court system have far too much power and control over families and once they become involved it’s very difficult to get of the system.

· I very much enjoy and want to know more and find a way to help this state and our own kids. 

· The teacher was real informative.

· What I learned is that other parents are fired up.

· Hope this is beginning to work together!

· Effectiveness is limited only by the complexity of the issue and the high degree of resistance (and deviousness) of the state body politic.

What do you plan to do as a result of this workshop?

· Start with attending County Commissioner Meetings and try to get the Hitchcock County Commission changed that is on the Governing Board in Region II; they are responsible for decision on our children’s mental health and the one from Hitchcock County has never been to a meeting.

· I will share what I’ve learned with my family and advocates.

· Support the Family Opportunity Act.

· Because of this workshop I will get more involved in public and private knowledge of this situation and help anyone that I can to understand what the other options are besides relinquishing custody.

· Getting more involved in Families Care

· Write letters to senators and the governor, try to find other parents who need help and get involved.

· Be better informed.

· I will be available to my are to help people find place to get information.

· Carry through on changing policies.

· Continue systems advocacy and bring other parents and advocates along – keep as many people in the loop as humanly possible.  Enlist their aid.
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