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that meet each month to review childrenôs cases; 
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review boards, enable the collection of the data 

described in this report, and promote childrenôs best 

interests; and everyone in the child welfare system 

who works each day to improve conditions 
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Foster Care Review Office 
Annual Report on the Status of  

Nebraskaôs Children and Youth in Foster Care 
 

Respectfully submitted as required under Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-1303(4) 
 
 
This report contains the Foster Care Review Officeôs (FCRO) independent data and analysis 
of the child welfare system with recommendations for system improvements.   

FCRO staff track childrenôs outcomes and facilitate case file reviews.  Local board members, 
who are community volunteers that have completed required instruction, conduct case file 
reviews and make required findings.  In fiscal year 2016-17 (July 1, 2016-June 30, 2017), 
local board members: 

¶ Conducted 3,757 reviews of cases involving 3,047 NDHHS wards in out-of-home 
care; 1,2 

¶ Conducted 649 reviews of cases involving NDHSS wards who were in a trial home 
visit;3 and,  

¶ Conducted 295 reviews of youth in out-of-home care under the Office of 
Probation Administration who had no simultaneous child welfare system 
involvement.   

 
The basic overriding premise for all stakeholders is to ñdo no more harmò to any child.  
Through oversight by the FCRO, data is collected on children in out-of-home care or on a 
trial home visit with the goal of ensuring that no more harm comes to our children while in 
out-of-home care.  As a state, we need to ensure children are better off when they leave 
out-of-home care than when they entered. 

 

  

                                                 
1 Out-of-home care is 24-hour substitute care for children placed away from their parents or guardians and for 
whom the State agency has placement and care responsibility.  This includes but is not limited to foster family 
homes, foster homes of relatives, group homes, emergency shelters, residential treatment facilities, child-care 
institutions, pre-adoptive homes, detention facilities, youth rehabilitation facilities, and runaways from any of 
those facility types.  It includes court ordered placements and non-court cases.  Children placed with their 
parents but under the supervision of the courts or NDHHS are not included as they are no longer in substitute 
care away from their parents. The FCRO uses the term ñout-of-home careò to avoid confusion because some 
researchers and groups define ñfoster careò narrowly to be only care in foster family homes, while the term 
ñout-of-home careò is broader.   
2 Children are typically reviewed once every six months for as long as they remain in out-of-home care; 
therefore, some children will have two reviews during a 12-month period.   
3 A trial home visit is the placement of a court-involved child who goes from an out-of-home placement back to 
his or her legal parent or parents or guardian but remains a ward of the state.  [Source:  Neb. Rev. Stat. 43-
1301(11)]  This applies only to NDHHS wards, not to youth who are only under Probation.   
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NDHHS State Wards in Out-of-Home Care 
 
On June 30, 2017, there were 3,960 children (NDHHS wards) in out-of-home care or 
trial home visit in Nebraska, most of whom had experienced a significant level of trauma 
prior to their removal from the parental home.  Some of the key data indicators and 
relevant changes regarding NDHHS out-of-home state wards are discussed below.   
 
Increase in state wards out-of-home 

¶ Overall, there has been a 5.1% increase in state wards in out of home care when 
comparing July 2016 to June 2017, however this increase is not equally distributed 
throughout the state.  The Western Service Area has seen the largest increase 
(22.5%), followed by the Southeast Service Area (12.0%).  The Eastern Service Area, 
which consists of Douglas and Sarpy counties, has had the most stable population 
over the previous fiscal year. (Page 2) 

 
Demographics 

¶ Disproportionality continues for Native American (5.5% in out-of-home, 2.3% in 
Census) and Black (15.4% in out-of-home, 6.2% in Census) children. (Page 10) 

¶ 40.7% of children in care June 30, 2017, were ages 0-5. (Page 11) 

 
Safety 

¶ 63.0% of children were removed from home due to neglect per their adjudication. 4  
In 13.7% of cases where the adjudication reason is neglect, parental substance 
abuse has been identified as an underlying issue without a corresponding 
adjudication.  Similarly, non-adjudicated parental ability issues are identified in 10.8% 
of neglect adjudications. (Pages 22, 24) 

¶ 17.0% of childrenôs cases could and should achieve permanency quickly if the system 
were meeting their needs, which includes 155 children who should return to parent 
and 485 children who should have adoption, guardianship, or other permanency 
finalized. (Page 26) 

¶ 96.5% of children are placed in a home-like setting, with 49% of the children placed 
in a relative or kinship home.  (Page 28) 

¶ 15.7% of children had 4 or more placements since their most recent removal from the 
home. (Page 30) 

¶ 10.0% of children that moved from foster placement to foster placement did so due 
to allegations of abuse or neglect in the foster placement.  (Page 31)  

 
Permanency 

¶ 96% of the cases reviewed had a court-ordered case plan with specific services and 
tasks. This is a significant improvement compared to 87% in 2016.  (Page 37). 

¶ It is unacceptable that for 29.9% of the cases reviewed clearly no progress towards 
permanency was being made, and for another 26.9% only the most minimal 

                                                 
4 Neglect is a broad category of parental acts of omission or commission that result in the failure to provide for 
a childôs basic physical, medical, education, and/or emotional needs, including the failure to provide adequate 
supervision. 
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progress is being achieved.  There was no improvement since the last fiscal year.  
(Page 39) 

¶ From an entry cohort5 it was determined that 36.8% of children had experienced 3-4 
caseworker changes during one removal, and 16.8% had experience 5 or more 
caseworker changes.  (Page 43) 

¶ Slightly more than 1/3rd of parents (35.3% mothers, 34.9% fathers) court-ordered to 
have visitation were not consistently visiting their children.  (Page 46) 

¶ 67% of mothers and 58% of fathers were compliant with court ordered services.  
(Page 47) 

¶ 23% of children in out-of-home care on June 30, 2017, had been removed from their 
home more than once. That is an improvement from June 2016 when it was 28%.  
(Page 49).   

¶ 65.2% of cases reviewed were adjudicated within 3 months as statute requires. 
(Page 52) 

¶ 91.1% of the cases had courts that did conduct timely permanency hearings, but in 
only 8.2% of the cases was documentation found regarding the statutorily required 
exception hearing being conducted.  (Page 54). 

¶ 27.3% of children that left care during FY2016-17 had been in out-of-home care for 
two years or longer. There has been no significant improvement.  (Page 57). 

¶ 49.6% of children exiting care during FY2016-17 by reunification with parents had 
been in out-of-home care for over a year; and 10.4% had been in care for over two 
years.  (Page 60) 

¶ 64.5% of children exiting care during FY2016-17 by adoption had been in out-of-home 
care for two years or longer.  For guardianships 29.1% had been in out-of-home care 
for two years or longer.  (Page 60) 

¶ 61.3% of children exiting care during FY2016-17, were reunified with a parent. 
(Page 60) 

 
Well-being 

¶ In 17.8% of the cases with siblings not living in the same foster home there was 
insufficient information to determine if sibling contacts occurred or not.  (Page 63) 

¶ 42% of children had a professionally diagnosed mental health and/or trauma related 
condition.  This has remained constant for the past three years. (Page 65) 

¶ 41% of children were prescribed psychotropic medication at the time of their most 
recent FCRO review. (Page 65) 

¶ Only 66% (34 of 51 children) that were qualified for NDHHS Developmental 
Disabilities Services were receiving those specialized services.  (Page 66) 

¶ 31% of school-aged children were either not on target in school or the FCRO was 
unable to determine if they were on target.  (Page 68). 

¶ 40% of youth reviewed that had a change of foster home in the prior six months also 
changed schools.  (Page 68) 

 
 

                                                 
5 The entry cohort included children that entered foster care during FY2015-16 and remained in care for over 
7 days.   
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NDHHS State Wards in Trial Home Visit 
 

Nebraska statutes define a trial home visit (THV) as ña placement of a court-involved juvenile 
who goes from a foster care placement back to his or her legal parent or parents or guardian 
but remains as a ward of the stateò.   
 
The FCRO conducted 649 reviews of children in a trial home visit during FY2016-17.  These 
are some of the findings based on the case reviews completed. 
 
Safety and Progress 

¶ 89.1% of the children reviewed were found to be safe in their parental home and 
progress was being made in 81.8% of the parental homes. (Page 71) 

¶ In 25.9% of the cases reviewed (168 children), it was determined that the case could 
be closed but for reasons yet to be analyzed the case remained open.  (Page 71) 
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Youth in Out-of-Home Care Supervised by  
the Office of Probation Administration 

 
The FCRO conducted case file reviews on 295 youth in FY2016-17.  These are some of 
the findings based on the case reviews completed. 
 
Average daily population 

¶ The average daily population of Probation youth in out-of-home care (which included 
those with simultaneous involvement with NDHHS and those placed at the YRTCs) 
decreased by 0.9% when comparing July 2016 to June 2017.  The average daily 
population fluctuated between a low of 959 in September of 2016 to a high of 1081 
in May of 2017.  Most of the youth are from the Omaha or Lincoln areas.  (Page 4) 

 
Demographics 

¶ Youth who are Black or African American make up 5.9% of Nebraskaôs population, 
but 24.1% of the Probation supervised youth in out-of-home care. American Indian 
youth, who are 1.9% of Nebraskaôs youth population, are 6.2% of the out-of-home 
population.  (Page 13) 

¶ 32% of the youth placed outside the parental home are under 16 years of age.  
(Page 14) 

 

Reasons for Out-of-Home Care 

¶ 9.6% (28 of 295) of the youth reviewed were in out-of-home care in response to a 
status offense only.6  (Page 73) 

¶ 81% of youth reviewed had a mental health or trauma-related condition.  (Page 73) 
 

Previous Involvement with NDHHS 

¶ 32% of the youth reviewed had previous involvement with the child welfare system 
through a child welfare court proceeding.  (Page 74) 

 

Types of Placements 

¶ 11.9% of the youth reviewed were in a home-like setting, the rest were in some form 
of congregate care.  (Page 75) 

¶ 36.9% of the youth reviewed were in a non-treatment congregate care facility.  
(Page 75) 

 

                                                 
6 A status offense is something a youth can be charged with that an adult cannot.  Examples include truancy 
and uncontrollable behaviors.   
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Youth Characteristics 

¶ 54.2% of the youth reviewed were in the moderate risk to reoffend under the YLS/CMI 
while 26.8% were in the high or very high risk to reoffend category.  (Page 75) 

¶ 56.7% of the barriers to successful completion of Probation involved barriers specific 
to the youth as opposed to the system or familial issues.  (Page 76) 

¶ Youth IQôs were available on 86 of the youth reviewed.  For 74 of the 86, their IQ 
scores were less than 100.  IQ testing results are included here not to stigmatize these 
youth, but because it has major implications regarding obtaining and utilizing the best 
tools to help this substantial segment of youth law violators to self-regulate their 
behaviors and keep communities safe.  (Page 77) 
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FY2016-17 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Based on the above and other factors described throughout this Annual Report, the FCRO 
has carefully analyzed and made recommendations for each of the components in this 
report.   
 
Some of the key recommendations for stakeholders from this report include: 
 

Legislative: 
 
1. Conduct a legislative study with the assistance of the Legal Parties Taskforce for the 
Nebraska Childrenôs Commission examining changes needed to the juvenile court 
jurisdictional statutes found at Neb. Rev. Stat. 43-247 in order to appropriately meet the 
best interest of children and families. 

2. Amend legislation ensuring that all youth involved with the juvenile justice system have 
access to court-appointed legal counsel unless waived by the youth. 

3. Enact legislation requiring that all children involved in the child welfare system must 
attend every court hearing after adjudication. This would require all parties to be trauma-
informed and sensitive to the needs of the children and youth. 

4. Conduct a study on why some children in trial home visits do not achieve prompt 
permanency, and consider either requiring court hearings every 90 days or requiring 
case closure after a certain length of time.   

 

Judicial System: 
 
1. Improve documentation in court orders regarding findings entered as to the statutorily 

required exception hearing for those children who have been in out-of-home care for 15 
out of the past 22 months.    

2. Conduct review hearings every three months and specify in court orders what services 
are required for cases to be successfully completed. 

 

NDHHS: 
 
1. Ensure that all relative and kinship placements are required to attend specific training 

programs, have an avenue by which to attain a child-specific license in order to qualify 
for federal IV-E funding, and have necessary agency-based supports at the same level 
as non-relative licensed foster homes.  Contracts with providers should specify these 
requirements including incentives for licensing.   

2. NDHHS needs to complete implementation of internal processes to ensure contractual 
compliance by providers. 
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3. Ensure through its contracts that all services, particularly parenting time services, are 
goal-orientated and progress-driven surrounding three core principles:  strengthening 
core life skills, developing appropriate relationships, and reducing external sources of 
stress.  These contracts should include the utilization of outcome-based uniform reports 
by all service providers to effectively gauge parental progress and ability to parent their 
child. 

4. Conduct a fidelity study into the evidence-based Structured Decision Making 
assessments utilized by on-going case managers in order to ensure that NDHHS and 
lead agency staff are appropriately completing these tools and utilizing the results to 
complete their statutorily required case plans. 

 

 
 
The FCRO encourages everyone involved in the child welfare system to consider all 
policies and practices to ensure that each child is better off when he or she leaves 
out-of-home care than they were when they entered.   
 
Similarly, the FCRO encourages all involved with youth in juvenile justice who are 
placed out-of-home to consider policies and practices to safely reduce risk while 
maintaining more youth in the familial home.   
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ACTION ON FY2015-16 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Based on factors described through each Annual Report, the FCRO carefully analyzes and 
makes recommendations each year as required by statute.  The following chart describes 
progress made on the major recommendations from the 2016 Report. 
 

2016 Recommendation Status 11/2017 

Conduct a legislative study with the assistance of the 
Legal Parties Taskforce for the Nebraska Childrenôs 
Commission examining changes needed to the 
juvenile court jurisdictional statutes found at Neb. 
Rev. Stat. 43-247 in order to appropriately meet the 
best interest of children and families. 
 

In progress: 2017.  The Legal 
Parties Task Force has just begun 
research on this issue and is 
exploring statutes from other 
States.   
 
Next Steps: Continue with the 
legal research. Recommendations 
expected by July 2018. 
 

Conduct a legislative study with the assistance of the 
Legal Parties Taskforce for the Nebraska Childrenôs 
Commission examining ways to improve the current 
prosecutorial model in juvenile court. 
 

Delayed until July 2018:  The 
Legal Parties Task Force has 
postponed research into this issue 
until the research is completed 
regarding juvenile court 
jurisdictional statutes. 
 
Next Steps:   Research to begin in 
July 2018. 
 

Enact legislation clarifying which court has jurisdiction 
to enter a change of custody order regarding children 
involved in juvenile court.  This is commonly referred 
to as a bridge order. 
 

Completed:  Legislation took 
effect August 2017. 
 
Next Steps:   Monitor.  Discuss 
how much, if any, time and energy 
needs to be spent to rehabilitate a 
custodial parent if a suitable non-
custodial parent exists that could 
provide safe care for the children.   
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2016 Recommendation Status 11/2017 

Amend the statutory caseload formula to ensure 
calculations are meaningful and more reflective of the 
case management supports needed for children 
under NDHHS supervision.  Once completed, ensure 
that adequate funding is available to ensure 
compliance with these new caseload standards. 
 

In Progress:  NDHHS and FCRO 
have worked with a consultant 
regarding this issue.  A report and 
recommendations were completed 
which must be further reviewed. 
 
Next Steps:   Work with NDHHS 
to determine next steps regarding 
this study. 
 

Amend legislation ensuring that all youth involved 
with the juvenile justice system have access to court-
appointed legal counsel unless waived by the youth. 
 

In Progress:  Legislative Bill is 
pending before the Unicameral 
this session.  Juvenile Services 
Committee of the Childrenôs 
Commission has provided 
information, data, and a pilot 
project in order to determine the 
costs for the counties with this 
legislation. 
 
Next Steps:  Continue to work with 
the Juvenile Services Committee 
regarding the pilot project. 
 

Enact legislation requiring that all children involved in 
the child welfare system must attend every court 
hearing after adjudication. This would require all 
parties to be trauma-informed and sensitive to the 
needs of the children and youth. 
 

No Progress. 
 

Implement the Progression Standards for the 
Separate Juvenile Courts and County Courts sitting 
as juvenile courts as recommended to the Nebraska 
Supreme Court Commission for the Protection of 
Children in the Courts.  
 

Completed:  Fall of 2017 by 
Nebraska Supreme Court Rule §6-
104. 
 
Next Steps: FCRO to provide 
oversight on the implementation of 
Progression Standards by all 
courts. 
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2016 Recommendation Status 11/2017 

Improve documentation in court orders regarding 
findings entered as to the statutorily required 
exception hearing for those children who have been 
in out-of-home care for 15 out of the past 22 months. 
 

In Progress:  FCRO does collect 
data surrounding the use of 
exception hearings by the courts 
but work needs to continue to 
ensure that these hearings are 
occurring statewide. 
 
Next Steps:   Legal Parties 
Taskforce for the Childrenôs 
Commission is working on 
proposed statutory changes to 
ensure that these hearings are 
occurring and are effective in 
obtaining permanency for children. 
 

Conduct review hearings every three months and 
specify in court orders what services are required for 
cases to be successfully completed. 
 

Partial:  More courts are 
implementing this for some cases 
and improvements have been 
seen in ensuring that court orders 
specifically state what services are 
required.   
 
Next Steps: FCRO to determine 
the feasibility of conducting an 
analysis on the effect of more 
frequent hearings on timely 
permanency for children. 
 

Ensure that all relative and kinship placements are 
required to attend specific training programs, have an 
avenue by which to attain a child-specific license in 
order to qualify for federal IV-E funding, and have 
necessary agency-based supports at the same level 
as non-relative licensed foster homes.  Contracts with 
providers should specify these requirements including 
incentives for licensing.  NDHHS needs to complete 
implementation of internal processes to ensure 
contractual compliance by providers.   
 

No Progress. 
 
Next Steps:  Continue to advocate 
for such improvements.  FCRO 
has begun collecting data specific 
to relative/kinship homes as of 
July 1, 2017 to be able to report 
out in 2018. 
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2016 Recommendation Status 11/2017 

Ensure through NDHHSô contracts that all services, 
particularly parenting time services, are goal 
orientated and progress-driven surrounding three 
core principles:  strengthening core life skills, 
developing appropriate relationships, and reducing 
external sources of stress.  These contracts should 
include the utilization of outcome-based uniform 
reports by all service providers to effectively gauge 
parental progress and ability to parent their child.   
 

No Progress. 
 
Next Steps:  Continue to advocate 
for such improvements. 

Conduct a fidelity study into the evidence-based 
Structured Decision Making assessments utilized by 
on-going case managers in order to ensure that 
NDHHS and lead agency staff are appropriately 
completing these tools and utilizing the results to 
complete their statutorily required case plans.   
 

No Progress. 
 
Next Steps:  Continue to advocate 
for such improvements. 

Replicate the Barriers to Permanency Project in the 
fall of 2017 to determine why children remain in out-
of-home care for prolonged periods.     
 

On hold:  In a meeting with the 
new NDHHS administration, they 
indicated they would like to put this 
on hold until 2018. 
 
Next Steps:   Will discuss with 
NDHHS in meetings in 2018 as 
ways to incorporate FCRO data 
with NDHHS data with regard to 
children that have been out-of-
home placement for more than two 
years.  FCRO will also discuss 
working with NFC to include them 
in this project. 
 

 

 

 

 

Further information is available.   

The FCRO has further data and information available on its website 
(www.fcro.nebraska.gov), or through the contact information on the 
last page of this Annual Report.   

 

 

 

mailto:fcro@nebraska.gov


Nebraska Foster Care Review Office  Annual Report Issued December 2017 

 

 
Section I ï All in Care Page 1 

 

 

SECTION 1 
NEBRASKA CHILDREN IN OUT-OF-HOME 

CARE   
 

 
 

CHILDREN AND YOUTH UNDER STATE CUSTODY  
DURING FY 2016-17 

 
 
ñState custodyò as defined here includes 
children and youth7 served by one or both of 
the two major programs (child welfare/foster 
care and juvenile justice) that have children 
placed out-of-home.   
 
The population described consists of: 
 

¶ NDHHS8 child welfare wards in out-
of-home care or trial home visit. 

¶ Office of Probation Administration 
supervised youth in out-of-home 
care.   

¶ NDHHS Office of Juvenile Services 
[OJS] youth in out-of-home care 
(primarily at the Kearney and Geneva 
Youth Rehabilitation and Treatment 
Centers).  

 
This report does not include any children 
placed out-of-home through the 
Developmental Disabilities program, unless 
there is simultaneous child welfare 
involvement.   
 

                                                 
7 ñChildò is defined by statute as being age birth 

through eighteen.  In Nebraska a child becomes a 
legal adult on their 19th birthday.  The majority 
involved in the juvenile justice system are age 14-18, 
therefore in deference to their developmental stage, 

Per Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-1303(2)(b)(iv), the 
FCRO is to include in each Annual Report 
the number of children supervised by the 
foster care programs in the state annually.  It 
is a thought-provoking statistic.   
 

7,923 individual (non-duplicated) 

Nebraska children or youth were in 
out-of-home care through a state 
system for one or more days during 
FY2016-17.9   

¶ 565 of the 7,923 children left care 
and returned to care during that 
same 12-month fiscal year.   

 
 

we generally refer to them as ñyouthò rather than 
ñchildren.ò   
8 The Nebraska Department of Health and Human 
Services, Children and Family Services Division.   
9 The Stateôs fiscal year is July 1-June 30th. 
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TRENDS BY SYSTEM 
 

CHILD WELFARE TRENDS 

Figure 1.1 below shows the average daily population (ADP) per month of all NDHHS 
involved children in out-of-home care (including those simultaneously served by the Office 
of Probation and children in trial home visit).  Using ADP data, as opposed to single day 
snapshot information, allows for a more complete understanding of patterns over time 
without the risk of presenting outlier information by inadvertently selecting a day with a much 
higher or much lower than normal number of children in out-of-home care.  This also can 
illustrate the effects of cyclical changes, such as around the beginning and end of the school 
year.   
 
In the FY2016-17, the average daily population of NDHHS wards in out-of-home care 
peaked during the months of March, April, and May of 2017 and was lowest in August, June, 
and November of 2016. 
 

Figure 1.1: Average Daily Population of NDHHS Wards 
 

 
 
Figure 1.2 demonstrates the amount of change in the daily population of NDHHS wards 
over the course of FY2016-17 by Service Area.  Overall, there has been a 5.1% increase 
in state wards in out of home care when comparing July 2016 to June 2017, however this 
increase is not equally distributed throughout the state.  The Western Service Area has seen 
the largest increase (22.5%), followed by the Southeast Service Area (12.0%).  The Eastern 
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Service Area, which consists of Douglas and Sarpy counties, has had the most stable 
population over the previous fiscal year. 
 

Figure 1.2: Percent Change Average Daily Population of NDHHS Wards 
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PROBATION TRENDS 

 
Figure 1.3 shows the number of probation supervised youth in out-of-home care during 
FY2016-17 including those with simultaneous involvement with NDHHS and those placed 
at the YRTC.  The average daily population of Probation youth in out-of-home care fluctuated 
between a low of 959 in September of 2016 to a high of 1081 in May of 2017. 
 

Figure 1.3: Probation Average Daily Population in Out-of-Home Care 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The overall number of youth in out-of-home care through Probation decreased by 0.9% 
when comparing July 2016 to June 2017. As shown in Figure 1.4 on the next page the 
trends are substantially different throughout the state.   
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Figure 1.4: Percent Change in Average Daily Population of Probation  
Youth in Out-of-Home Care by Judicial District 

 

 
 
 

The relative stability of out-of-home placements statewide can be largely attributed to the 
stability in the number of youth placed out-of-home in Districts 3J and 4J.  Nearly 60% of the 
youth in out-of-home placements in June 2017 were from one of these two districts.  
 
As shown in Figure 1.4, the remainder of the state has seen significant variation in average 
daily population in out-of-home placements throughout the fiscal year, from an increase of 
46.7% in District 6 to a decrease of 46.0% in District 10. Caution should be used when 
interpreting the changes in District 8 due to the overall low number of placements throughout 
the year.  Of particular concern is the pattern in District 6, which shows a steady increase in 
the average number of youth in out-of-home placement for FY15-16. 
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YRTC TRENDS 

Per Neb. Rev. Stat. 43-186 ñé.When it is alleged that the juvenile has exhausted all levels 
of probation supervision and options for community-based services and section 43-251.01 
has been satisfied, a motion for commitment to a youth rehabilitation and treatment center 
may be filed and proceedings heldé.ò  Youth placed at the Youth Rehabilitation and 
Treatment Centers (YRTCs) are in the care and custody of the Office of Juvenile Services 
(OJS) of the Department of Health and Human Services. 
 
Figure 1.5 shows the average daily population of OJS wards at each of the YRTCs for 
FY 2016-17.  The lowest number of youth placed at the YRTCs occurred in July 2016, with 
a peak in placements during April of 2017.  The number of girls placed at the Geneva YRTC 
has remained stable over the last fiscal year.  The number of boys increased 11.8% when 
comparing July 2016 to June 2017 (Figure 1.6). This is after a peak increase of 28.2% from 
July 2016 to April 2017. 
 

Figure 1.5: Average Daily Population of OJS Wards Placed at a  
Youth Rehabilitation and Treatment Center 

 

 
 

Figure 1.6: Percent Change in Average Daily Population 
Youth at the YRTCs 

 



Nebraska Foster Care Review Office  Annual Report Issued December 2017 

 

 
Section I ï All in Care Page 7 

 

 

 

Figure 1.7: Nebraska Children in Out-of-Home Care or Trial Home Visit on June 30, 2017, n=4,950 

 

 
 

.  
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SNAPSHOT (POINT IN TIME) DATA 
FOR JUNE 30, 2016 (last day of state fiscal year) 

 

 

Analysis of a snapshot, or point in time, of the data on children in out-of-home care can be 
helpful in several ways.  Every day, children and youth move in and out of Nebraskaôs out-
of-home care structure. By pulling information on all children in care on a single day, we are 
able to provide a basic demographic breakdown of who is on the system in a given day, 
which types of out-of-home care are being utilized on a given day, and what the distribution 
of children and youth between the different stakeholders (Child Welfare, Juvenile Probation, 
Office of Juvenile Services, or any combination thereof) is. 
 
It is also important that snapshot data is from a point in time that occurred far enough in the 
past to provide stakeholders ample opportunity to input the required information for all 
children in care on that day.  For this reason, we will provide a breakdown of all children in 
care on June 30, 2017, the last day of State Fiscal Year 2016-17. 
 
Of the 4,950 Nebraska children in out-of-home care on June 30, 2017: 

¶ 3,960 were involved solely with NDHHS,  

¶ 731 were involved solely with Juvenile Probation and not placed at a YRTC,  

¶ 137 were involved with both NDHHS and Juvenile Probation and not placed at a 

YRTC,  

¶ 120 were involved with Juvenile Probation and OJS (114 of whom were placed at a 

YRTC), and  

¶ 2 were involved solely with NDHHS/OJS. 
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NDHHS SNAPSHOT DATA 

On June 30, 2017, 3,960 NDHHS wards (children) were in out-of-home care or trial 
home visit in Nebraska, most of whom had experienced a significant level of trauma and 
abuse prior to their removal from the parental home.10   
 
LOCATION 

Figure 1.8 shows the location of State Wards based on the NDHHS region of the State from 
which they came (see Appendix A for a list of counties and their respective service areas).   
 

Figure 1.8: Location of NDHHS Wards in Out-of-home Care on 6/30/2017, n=3,960 
 
 

 
 
As anticipated, the counties with the largest populations also have the largest number of 
children in out-of-home care.  Figure 1.9 looks more closely at the distribution of children in 
out-of-home care compared to the distribution of children in the general population.11  Both 
the Eastern and Western service areas have a larger percentage of children in out-of-home 
care than in the general population.  This has remained consistent for the Eastern Service 
Area for the last three years, but this is the first year that the percentage of children in out-
of-home care surpassed the percentage of children in the general population for the Western 
Service Area (See FCRO 2016 Annual Report).  

                                                 
10 Some reports on children entering or leaving care are delayed; therefore, the number known to be in care 
at a particular point depends on the date on which the data was queried.   
11 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, County Characteristics Datasets: Annual County Resident 
Population Estimates by Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin: July 1, 2016. 
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Figure 1.9: Out-Home Placement 
Population on 6/30/2017 Compared to 

Census by Location, n=3,960 
 

 
 
 

RACE AND ETHNICITY 
Minority children continue to be 
overrepresented in the out-of-home 
population. Figure 1.10 compares the racial 
and ethnic categories of children in out-of-
home placement to the number of children 
in the state of Nebraska.12 
 
The representation of Black and American 
Indian children in out-of-home care is more 
than double their representation in the 
population.  For children who identify as 
multi-racial, their representation in out-of-
home care is three times their 
representation in the general population. 

 

 
Figure 1.10: Race and Ethnicity of 

NDHHS wards in Out-of-Home Care on 
6/30/2017 Compared to Census, n=3,960 

  

                                                 
12 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, County 
Characteristics Datasets: Annual County Resident 

Population Estimates by Age, Sex, Race, and 
Hispanic Origin: July 1, 2016. 
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GENDER 

Figure 1.11 shows the ratio of boys to girls.  
The percent of boys in out of-home care has 
consistently been slightly higher than girls 
for years.   
 
Figure 1.11: Gender of NDHHS Wards in 

Out-of-home Care on 6/30/2017,  
n=3,960  

 

 
 
Boys outnumber girls in the general 
Nebraska population by about the same 
percentages (boys 50.9%, girls 49.1%).13   

AGE GROUPS  

Figure 1.12 shows where children fall 
across the age spectrum.   
 

Figure 1.12: Age Group of NDHHS 
Wards in Out-of-home Care on 

6/30/2017, n=3,960 
 

 
 
Nationally, 39% of children in foster care on 
September 30, 2015, were age 0-5.14  The 
increased prevalence of children in this age 
group is likely due to their vulnerability and 
inability to protect themselves from parental 
abuse or neglect.   

 

 
 

  

                                                 
13 U.S. Census Bureau.  American Fact Finder 2016 

estimates. 

14 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Administration for Children and Families, AFCARS 
Report.   
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PROBATION SNAPSHOT DATA 

On June 30, 2017, there were 731 youth supervised by the Office of Juvenile Probation 
in Out-of-Home Care.   
 
LOCATION 

Figure 1.13 shows the location of Probation supervised youth in out-of-home care on 
June 30, 2017, based on the Judicial District of the State from which they came (which may 
not be where currently placed).  If a county is not filled in, there were no youth in out-of-
home care from that county.  (See Appendix A for a list of counties and their respective 
district). 
 
 

Figure 1.13: Youth in Out-of-Home Care on 6/30/2017 
 Served by Probation, n=731 

 

 

 

Districts 3J and 4J, which represent the Lincoln metro area and Omaha metro area, 
respectively, have the largest number of Probation supervised youth in out-of-home care.   
 
As shown in Figure 1.14 on the next page, these two districts also have a disproportionate 
number of youth in out of home care.  In Nebraska, 16.2% of the youth live in District 3J15, 
however they make up 25.9% of the youth in out of home care.  Similarly, 28.9% of 
Nebraskaôs youth live in District 4J, but 35.4% of the youth in out-of-home care come from 
this area. 
  

                                                 
15 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, County Characteristics Datasets: Annual County Resident 
Population Estimates by Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin: July 1, 2016. 
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Figure 1.14: Probation Supervised 

Youth in Out-of-Home Placements on 
6/30/2017 Compared to Census by 

Location, n=731 
 

 
 

RACE AND ETHNICITY 

Racial disproportionality is more striking in 
the Probation supervised out-of-home 
population than the Child Welfare 
population, as shown in Figure 1.15.  
 
Youth who are Black or African American 
make up 5.9% of Nebraskaôs population, but 
24.1% of the Probation supervised youth in 
out-of-home care. American Indian youth, 
who are 1.9% of Nebraskaôs youth 
population, are 6.2% of the out-of-home 
population.   

 
Figure 1.15: Race and Ethnicity of 

Probation Supervised Youth in Out-of-
Home Placement on 6/30/2017 
Compared to Census, n=731 
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GENDER 

Boys outnumber girls in the Probation youth 
in out-of-home placement group.  This is not 
surprising giving national numbers on these 
populations. 
 

Figure 1.16: Probation Supervised 
Youth in Out-of-Home Placements by 

Gender, n=731 
 

 

AGE 

Figure 1.17 shows the ages of youth in out-
of-home care supervised by Probation on 
June 30, 2017.  While most are in their upper 
teen years, there is a sizeable group of 
youth placed outside the parental home 
(230 of 731, or 31.5%) that are under 16 
years of age.   

 
Figure 1.17: Probation Supervised Youth 

in Out-of-Home Care on 6/30/2017  
by Age, n=731 
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YRTC SNAPSHOT DATA 

Youth at the YRTCs come from every region of the state, as illustrated in Figure 1.18, with 
most coming from the more populous regions as would be expected.  Interestingly, 
Lancaster County, which includes the Lincoln metro area, has more youth placed at a YRTC 
than Douglas County, which includes the Omaha metro area. 
 

Figure 1.18: Youth Placed by Juvenile Court at a Youth Rehabilitation and 
Treatment Center under NDHHS/OJS on 6/30/2017, n=114 

 

 
 
AGES OF YOUTH AT THE YRTCs 

Per Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-251.01(4), youth committed to a youth rehabilitation and treatment 
center (and thus under OJS) must be at least 14 years of age.  See Figure 1.21 for more 
details.  It is unclear if the difference in average age at each facility (16.8 for boys and 16.2 
for girls, nearly a half year younger), is due to the low numbers or to some other causal 
factor.   

 
Figure 1.19: Ages of Youth Placed at a Youth Rehabilitation and Treatment Center 

Under NDHHS/OJS on 6/30/2017, n=114 
 
 Kearney Geneva 
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RACE AND ETHNICITY 

As shown in Figure 1.20, Black or African American youth are disproportionately placed at 
the Youth Rehabilitation and Treatment Centers., at a rate 3.5 times their percentage in 
the population.16 This is similar to the disproportionality of youth who identify as multi-racial, 
who are placed at the YRTC at a rate of 3.7 times their percentage in the population. 
 

Figure 1.20: Race and Ethnicity of YRTC Population on 6/30/2017  
Compared to Census Population, n=114 

 
 
 
  

                                                 
16 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, County Characteristics Datasets: Annual County Resident 
Population Estimates by Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin: July 1, 2016. 
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CROSSOVER (AKA DUAL AGENCY) SNAPSHOT DATA 

Some youth are simultaneously involved with both child welfare (NDHHS) and probation.  
The following is snapshot data on that population as of June 30, 2017.   
 
Location 
As illustrated in Figure 1.21, crossover youth come from many different regions of the state.  
The majority were from the most populous counties (Douglas ï 55, Lancaster 27), as 
expected.  (See Appendix A for a list of counties and their respective district/service area). 
 
 

Figure 1.21: Crossover Youth in Out-of-Home Care on 6/30/2017, n=137 
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AGES OF CROSSOVER YOUTH  

Figure 1.22 below shows the age groups for 
dual agency youth.  Most are in their teens, 
but interestingly 59.1% are in their upper 
teens.  Further analysis is needed to 
determine why so many of the crossover 
youth are in this age group.   
 

Figure 1.22: Age groups of 
Crossover youth that were in 

Out-of-Home Care on 6/30/2017, 
n=137 

 

 
 
 
GENDER OF CROSSOVER YOUTH  

Figure 1.23 illustrates that more boys than 
girls are crossover youth.  In that respect this 
group more closely matches that of 
Probation youth who do not have NDHSS 
involvement than it does children under 
NDHHS.   
 

Figure 1.23: Gender of 
Crossover youth that were in 

Out-of-Home Care on 6/30/2017, 
n=137 

 

 
 

RACE OF CROSSOVER YOUTH  

As with other populations discussed 
throughout this report, there is racial 
disproportionality in this group also, as 
shown in Figure 1.24 below.  
 
Black, American Indian, and multi-racial 
youth are disproportionately represented in 
the out-of-home population when compared 
to the census population. 
 

Figure 1.24: Race and Ethnicity 
of Crossover Youth  

in Out-of-Home Care on 
6/30/2017  

Compared to Census, n=137 
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SECTION 2 ï  
CHILDREN (STATE WARDS)  

IN OUT-OF-HOME CARE THROUGH THE 
CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM (NDHHS) 

 

 
 

Helping children heal 
It is important to recognize the types of experiences that children in the child welfare 
system17 have endured because each childôs trauma history impacts the type and extent of 
services needed to promote healing and well-being.  It also affects the timeliness of 
permanency (exits from care).  These factors should be considered in all actions impacting 
each child and his or her family.  For example:  
 

¶ Many children lived with parents that had serious un- or undertreated mental health 
issues and/or chronic substance abuse issues.   

¶ Some parents may be ambivalent about wanting to parent, or lack in 
empathy/understanding needed to safely parent their children.   

¶ Some children did not have the most basic needs (food, clothing, housing, medical 
care, supervision, sanitation) met in the home of origin.   

¶ Some experienced physical abuse or sexual abuse either directly from their parents or 
the parents could not or would not protect the children from such abuse.   

¶ Many children in foster care lived in a chaotic, stressful environment prior to their 
removal from the home.  Some moved often and unpredictably, even during the school 
year.  Some regularly witnessed domestic violence.   

¶ Some did not get the early childhood stimulation needed to grow and thrive ï such as 
teaching concepts like language, colors, letters, and numbers.   

¶ After entering the child welfare system many children are moved multiple times 
between foster placements, further damaging the childôs ability to trust and build 
relationships.   

¶ At removal and/or during placement changes many children are separated from their 
brothers and sisters, and may also be enrolled in new schools so they are separated 
from teachers and classmates.   

¶ Some have been impacted by multiple removals from the parental home.18   
 

Stakeholders must acknowledge that there are consequences for every decision they make 
ï especially when a child is removed from his or her parents.  It is the statutory and ethical 
charge of stakeholders to reduce impacts of abuse and neglect whenever possible and to 
minimize all types of institutional neglect.  All must work together to help children to heal. 

                                                 
17 The child welfare system is sometimes referred to as the foster care system.   
18 These conditions are discussed through the remainder of this report.   
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Description of this section 
This section describes Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services (NDHHS) 
wards (children) in out-of-home care. 19  
 
The Foster Care Review Office (FCRO) conducted 3,757 case file reviews on 3,047 
children in out-of-home care under NDHHS custody in FY2016-17.20  Data in this section 
was gathered from case file reviews as well as the general data reported on children in out-
of-home care.   
 
We divide this analysis into the three main missions of child welfare: 
 

1. Child safety. 

2. Establishing a timely permanent living situation for the children (called 
ñpermanencyò). 

3. Ensuring child well-being, both while in care and after leaving the system.   

 
These are the same broad categories that federal officials use when measuring every stateôs 
effectiveness on certain statistical measures for state wards.21  

  

                                                 
19 Out-of-home care is 24-hour substitute care for children placed away from their parents or guardians and for 
whom the State agency has placement and care responsibility.  This includes but is not limited to foster family 
homes, foster homes of relatives, group homes, emergency shelters, residential treatment facilities, child-care 
institutions, pre-adoptive homes, detention facilities, youth rehabilitation facilities, and runaways from any of 
those facility types.  It includes court ordered placements and non-court cases.  Children placed with their 
parents but under the supervision of the courts or NDHHS are not included as they are no longer in substitute 
care away from their parents. The FCRO uses the term ñout-of-home careò to avoid confusion because some 
researchers and groups define ñfoster careò narrowly to be only care in foster family homes, while the term 
ñout-of-home careò is broader.   
20 For information on reviews of NDHHS wards in trial home visit see page 70.   For information on reviews of 

youth under the Office of Probation see page 73.   
21 Federal Administration for Children and Families Executive Summary Data Indicators and National 

Standards for Child and Family Services Reviews, amended May 13, 2015.   
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SAFETY OF NDHHS WARDS 
IN OUT-OF-HOME CARE 

 
Providing for safety is the core mission of all stakeholders in the child welfare system.  
Children are entitled to live in a safe home whether with their own families or with others.  
Safety needs to be continually assessed throughout all phases of a court proceeding. 
 
 

SAFETY AND  
REASONS CHILDREN ARE REMOVED FROM PARENT(S) 

 
Foster Care Review Office recommendations, followed by a summary of rationale: 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM 

1. Create a collaborative special study on children that entered care due to reasons of 
neglect to obtain more detail on what this encompasses.  Because neglect is so multi-
faceted, the array of services and prevention strategies should reflect the many elements 
of neglect.   

2. Use agencies that have proven success at locating families (generically referred to as 
ñfamily findingò).  This must begin at the time of removal from the parental home.   

3. Effectively use family group decision-making involving all members of the family in order 
to serve the best interest of children. 

4. Ensure prevention and other needed services are equally accessible for all of Nebraskaôs 
at-risk or abused and neglected children. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE COURT SYSTEM 

1. Appropriately adjudicate the reasons that children enter out-of-home care to ensure 
services are ordered to address the root causes for abuse or neglect.  For example, if 
parental substance use is identified after the childôs removal, file a supplemental petition 
in juvenile court to allow the court to address the relevant issue with the parent prior to 
the childôs return to the home.   

2. Ensure that fatherôs rights are appropriately addressed by stakeholders and courts from 
the time of removal.  Do not wait until months after childrenôs removal when it becomes 
clear that the mother cannot or will not safely parent before addressing the fatherôs rights 
and ability to safely parent.  That is unfair to both children and fathers.   

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE LEGISLATURE 

1. Conduct a legislative study examining changes needed to the juvenile court jurisdictional 
statutes found at Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-247 and ways to improve the prosecutorial model 
used in Nebraska to better address the needs for children and families. 
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BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

Childrenôs on-going safety, well-being, and 
plans for their future are all impacted by the 
reason(s) for which they were removed from 
the parental home.  It is the responsibility of 
the child welfare system to examine the 
reasons for childrenôs current situation so 
that decisions can be made on the most 
efficacious distribution of resources to meet 
childrenôs best interest.   
 
Therefore, during the FCRO review process, 
data are gathered related to adjudicated 
issues that led to the most current removal, 
as well as other conditions impacting case 
progression.   
 
Adjudication is the process whereby a court 
establishes it has jurisdiction for continued 
intervention in the familyôs situation.  Issues 
found true during the courtôs adjudication 
hearing are to subsequently be addressed 
by legal parties to the case and form the 
basis for case planning throughout the life of 
the case.  Factors adjudicated by the court 
also plays a role in a termination of parental 
rights proceeding should that become 
necessary. 
 
 

REASONS FOR REMOVAL, 
ADJUDICATED AND OTHERWISE 
IDENTIFIED 

Based on an analysis of data collected from 
our review process, the following relevant 
facts emerged (more than one reason for 
removal can be identified for each child): 

¶ 63.0% of children removed from the 
home enter out-of-home care for 
reasons that are later adjudicated on 
the basis of parental neglect.  
Therefore, neglect needs to be targeted 
in child abuse prevention efforts. 

o For example, unsafe or 
unsanitary housing was 
adjudicated in 25% of reviews.   

¶ Parental substance use affects 56% of 
children reviewed All stakeholders 
need to come together to deal with this 
societal problem by ensuring appropriate 
services are available. 

¶ Domestic violence and physical 
abuse affects 35% of children 
reviewed. 

 
The FCRO conducted 3,757 reviews on 
3,047 children who were in an out-of-home 
placement under NDHHS custody in 
FY2016-17, and Figure 2.1 shows the 
adjudicated reasons for removal of those 
children.  Children may have multiple 
reasons.  For children reviewed more than 
once the data reflects their most recent 
review. 
 

Figure 2.1: Adjudicated Reasons for 
Removal from the Home by Major 

Category, n=3,047 
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Some notes about the categories: 

¶ ñNeglectò may include failure to 
provide safe and sanitary living 
conditions. 

¶ The primary drug of choice for 
parents with substance abuse issues 
was methamphetamine  

¶ ñParental abilityò related may include 
parental physical illness, 
incarceration, relinquishment, 
abandonment or allowing severe 
abuse of a sibling. 

¶ ñChildrenôs needsò may include 
behavioral issues, mental health, and 
substance abuse. 

 
Based on case file reviews conducted by the 
FCRO, for 41.5% of children reviewed 
there are additional reasons for removal 
that impact the case (See Figure 2.2).   
 
How does this happen?  Some issues are 
recognized at the onset of the case, but for 
various reasons (such as a plea bargain or 
fragility of the child victim) may not be 
included in the adjudication.  Other issues 
may come to light later in the case.  
Regardless, if the true root issue is not 
adequately addressed, it may be unsafe for 
the child to return home and his or her 
trauma may also not be healed. 
 

 

Figure 2.2: Other Conditions Related to 
Removal, n=1,275 

 

 
 
The main non-adjudicated issue that needs 
to be addressed was parentsô substance 
abuse and factors related to parental ability 
to safely parent. 
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CHILDREN ADJUDICATED ON THE 
BASIS OF NEGLECT 

The majority of removals, 63.0%, are 
adjudicated on the basis of neglect.  
ñNeglectò is a broad category of serious 
parental acts of omission or commission that 
result in the failure to provide for a childôs 
basic physical, medical, educational, and/or 
emotional needs, including the failure to 
provide minimally adequate supervision.   
 
Neglect is often a symptom of an underlying 
condition.  Some of the more common 
include: a parental mental health issue, 
parental substance abuse, parental 
cognitive functioning deficits, domestic 
violence in the home, or poverty. Figure 2.3 
looks more closely at the category of 
children whose adjudication includes 
neglect.  43.7% are also adjudicated on the 
basis of parental substance abuse.   

 
Figure 2.3: Adjudicated Reasons for 
Removal from the Home when also 

Adjudicated on Neglect, n=1,921 
 

 

 
Figure 2.4 shows related non-adjudicated 
issues in cases adjudicated specifically for 
neglect.   
 

Figure 2.4: Other Conditions when 
Adjudicated Reason is Neglect, n=1,921 
 

 
 
In 13.7% of cases where the adjudication 
reason is neglect, parental substance abuse 
has been identified as an underlying issue 
without a corresponding adjudication.  
Similarly, non-adjudicated parental ability 
issues are identified in 10.8% of neglect 
adjudications. 
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SAFETY AND  
CASEWORKER CONTACT WITH CHILDREN 

 
Foster Care Review Office recommendations, followed by a summary of rationale: 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO NDHHS 

1. Keep up the good work!  Share this achievement with front-line staff.   

2. Develop an effective feedback loop when issues are identified with the quality of contacts 
and/or the quality of the documentation. 

 

BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

According to NDHHS policy, case workers, 
whether NDHHS or lead agency employees, 
are to have personal contact with each child 
every 30 days.22   
 
This is an important safeguard for children, 
particularly young children that may not be 
seen outside the foster home.  Some states 
have had tragedies occur when 
caseworkers did not provide this vital 
service.23   
 
During the FCRO case review process, staff 
document whether or not the childôs case 
manager had contact with the child within 
60 days prior to the most recent review.  The 
FCRO purposely chose to use a 60-day 

window in order to allow time for contact 
documentation to be completed and thus be 
the fairest representation of what was 
actually happening for children and not 
merely a reflection of the state of the 
documentation.   
 

Using that window, for the third year in 
a row the FCRO found that worker-
child contact was documented as 
occurring within the past 60 days 
for 98% of children reviewed.   
 
The FCRO congratulates all involved on 
that important achievement! 
 
 
 

 

  

                                                 
22 State IV-B agencies [child welfare] must ensure 
that the total number of monthly caseworker visits to 
children in foster care is not less than 95 percent 
(ACYF-CB-IM-11-06).  Federal HHS Administration 

for Children and Families.  NDHHS reports it is 
achieving that goal.   
23 Stutzman, Rene.  July 12, 2009. ñMore than 70 
caseworkers lied about efforts to protect children.ò 
Orlando Sentinal.   
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SAFETY AND  
CONTINUED NEED FOR OUT-OF-HOME CARE 

 
Foster Care Review Office recommendations, followed by a summary of rationale: 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM 

1. Conduct another collaborative study to analyze the 17% where there is no longer a need 
for out-of-home placement to determine why permanency had not been achieved for 
those children.  For example, why adoption/guardianship is not finalized or why return to 
the parent has not occurred.  FCRO continues to advocate on these cases but further 
research is needed. 

 

BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

Foster care is meant to act as a safety net 
for children so that they can be safe and heal 
from abuse and trauma while adults in the 
family address issues that led to childrenôs 
removal.  At the same time, it is imperative 
that children not remain in temporary care 
(foster care) longer than necessary. 
 
With these considerations in mind, statute 
requires the FCRO to determine if there is a 
continued need for out-of-home placement 
during every review conducted.   
 
In 83% of reviewed cases, out of-home 
care was still needed.  That is nearly 
identical to findings made every year 
since 2009, so there is no change.   
 

Figure 2.5 also illustrates the 17.0% of 
cases where children could and should 
achieve permanency if the system were 
meeting their needs.  For those 
640 children, 155 should be permanently 
returned to parents, while the remainder 
are awaiting adoption, guardianship, or 
other permanency. 
 

Figure 2.5: Need to Remain in Out-of-
Home Care, n=3,757 
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SAFETY OF CHILDRENôS PLACEMENT,  
and RELATED ISSUES REGARDING PLACEMENT 

APPROPRIATENESS AND STABILITY 

 
Foster Care Review Office recommendations, followed by a summary of rationale: 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO NDHHS AND ITS CONTRACTORS 

1. Congratulate those that worked towards improving the percentage of children in the least 
restrictive environments. On June 30, 2017, 97% of children were in the least restrictive 
environments.  In comparison, on June 30, 2014, 88% were in the least restrictive 
environments.   

2. Ensure that all kinship and relative placements are required to attend specific training 
programs; have an avenue by which to attain a child-specific license; and have 
necessary agency-based supports. 

3. Identify appropriate paternal and maternal relative/kinship placements at the time of 
childrenôs initial placement in foster care.  Ensure that family finding occurs at the time of 
removal from the parental home.   

4. Incentivize agencies providing support for foster homes to license, and thus train and 
support, relative/kinship foster parents.  This would assist in the stability of the placement 
and have a positive impact on federal IV-E funding available for qualified children.   

5. When a kinship placement is made, documentation must be made available to all legal 
parties specifying the significant relationship that this caregiver had with the child prior to 
the childôs removal.  Do not allow a placement to be considered ñkinshipò if no such prior 
relationship existed.   

 

BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS  

It must be the expectation by all 
stakeholders that conditions in foster homes 
and group homes should be significantly 
better than those endured by the child prior 
to coming into care.  As a result, foster 
homes and group homes should offer and 
be held to a higher standard of care for the 
best interest of the child.   
 
Foster parents have different skill sets and 
abilities just as children have different 
abilities and needs.  Matching children with 
caregivers best suited to meet their needs 
must occur prior to placement but it is a 
challenge.  This challenge impacts both 
childrenôs safety and well-being as well as 
placement stability. 

 
If children cannot safely live in their parental 
home, they need to live in the least 
restrictive, most home-like temporary 
placement possible in order for them to grow 
and thrive, thus placement ñtypeò matters.  
Foster care should always be considered a 
temporary solution.  It is without question 
that ñchildren grow best in families.ò 
 

PLACEMENT TYPES 

Figure 2.6 on the next page shows 
restrictiveness of placements for NDHHS 
wards in out-of-home care.   
 
The vast majority of NDHHS state wards 
(97%) are placed in the least restrictive 
placement.  The percentage is up from the 
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previous fiscal year, where it was 93%.  
Least restrictive could include a relative 
home; a kinship home; or a non-relative 
agency-based foster home (see definitions 
which follow the figure). 
 
Figure 2.6: Restrictiveness of Placement 
Type for NDHHS Wards in Out-of-Home 

Care on 6/30/2017, n=3,960 
 

 
 

RELATIVE OR KINSHIP CARE 

Some children in foster care receive day-to-
day care from relatives, in a practice known 
in Nebraska as relative care.  Others receive 
care from persons that are like a family 
member, such as a coach, a teacher, a 
person that was legally their aunt or uncle 
until a divorce, etc.  In Nebraska that is 
called kinship care.24   
 
Whether relative or kinship care, this type 
was put in place to allow children to keep 
existing and appropriate relationships and 
bonds with family members or similar 
important adults, thus lessening the trauma 
of separation from the parents.   
 
If a maternal or paternal relative or family 
friend is an appropriate placement, children 

                                                 
24 To avoid confusion it is important to recognize that 
in some other states all relative care may be called 
kinship, and in others kinship includes both relatives 

suffer less disruption and are able to remain 
placed with persons they already know that 
make them feel safe and secure.  Thus, 
relative/kinship care can be especially 
beneficial when children have a pre-existing 
positive relationship with a particular 
relative/kin. 
 

As of June 30, 2017, 49% (1,945 of 3,960) 
of children in out-of-home care were in a 
relative or kinship placement.  The 
percentage is lower than the 55% reported 
for the last fiscal year. 
 
Nearly all relative or kin homes are 
approved, rather than licensed.  No 
training is required in an approved home, so 
most relative caregivers do not receive 
training on workings of the foster care 
system, coping with the types of behaviors 
that abused or neglected children can 
exhibit, or intra-familial issues present in 
relative care that are not present in non-
family situations.   
 
Further, Federal Title IV-E funding for 
otherwise eligible children is not 
available if the child is in a non-licensed 
facility, so state funds must be used for a 
variety of expenses that would be fully or 
partially covered with federal funds if the 
caregiverôs home was licensed.  The failure 
to require adequate training, and therefore 
the lessening of licensing options, is unwise 
both in terms of childrenôs outcomes and the 
stateôs financial situation.   
 
Delayed identification of relatives for 
placements 

Although NDHHS policy is to quickly identify 
parents and relatives and determine their 
suitability as a placement, through reviews it 
appears that is not consistent in practice.   
 

and non-relatives.  National research sometimes 
uses the terms interchangeably, while Nebraska 
differentiates between the two categories.   
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The fatherôs and paternal relativeôs 
suitability as a placement for the child 
cannot be considered until paternity is 
identified.  As soon as a father is identified, 
services with a track record of locating 
families (generically referred to as ñfamily 
findingò) should be utilized to help locate 
relatives so their suitability as a potential 
caregiver can be addressed promptly.   
 
Figure 2.7 illustrates the search for 
relatives.  Searches for maternal relatives 
were documented for 89% of children 
reviewed which is better than the 83% in the 
previous fiscal year, but there is room for 
further improvement.  Searches for 
paternal relatives (where paternity was 
established) were documented for 73% of 
the children reviewed, compared to 68% in 
the previous fiscal year. 
 

Figure 2.7: Whether a Search for 
Parental Relatives Occurred, n=3,757   

 

 
 
 

PLACEMENT SAFETY AND 
APPROPRIATENESS 

Under both federal regulations and state 
law, the FCRO is required to make findings 
on the safety and appropriateness of the 
placement of each child in foster care during 
each review regardless of how long the child 
has been in that placement.   
 
As a basis for the finding, the FCROôs 
Review Specialists research whether any 
abuse allegations have been made against 
the childôs placement and the systemôs 
response to those allegations.  The FCRO 
review specialist and local board also 
consider the results of home studies, which 
measure strengths and weaknesses of each 
foster family placement, and the needs of 
the individual children receiving care by that 
particular caregiver including but not limited 
to the child being reviewed.   
 
The FCRO does not assume children to 
be safe in the absence of documentation.  
If documentation does not exist, the ñunable 
to determineò category is utilized.  For those 
placements determined to be unsafe, the 
FCRO immediately advocates for a change 
in placement. 
 
In determining placement appropriateness, 
consideration is given as to whether this is 
the least restrictive placement possible for 
the child, and whether there is 
documentation that the placement is able to 
meet this particular childôs needs.   
 
In FY2016-17, 88% of the children 
reviewed were found to be in safe and 
appropriate placements.  In FY 2015-16, 
82% of children reviewed were in safe and 
appropriate placements.   
 
That improvement appears to be 
primarily due to better documentation; 
however, as Figure 2.8 on the next page 
illustrates it is unacceptable that 6% of 
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the cases did not have critical 
documentation.  This issue can easily be 
solved by NDHHS and its providers.  
Childrenôs placements must be safe and 
appropriate to facilitate healing.   
 

Figure 2.8: Placement Safety and 
Appropriateness, n=3,757 

 

 
 
 

PLACEMENT CHANGE NUMBERS  

National research indicates that children 
experiencing four or more placements 
over their lifetime are likely to be 
permanently damaged by the instability and 
trauma of broken attachments.25  However, 
children that have experienced 
consistent, stable, and loving caregivers 
are more likely to develop resilience to 
effects of prior abuse and neglect, and 
more likely to have better long-term 
outcomes.   
 
Consider Figure 2.9 which shows the 
number of placements since the childôs most 
recent removal for NDHHS wards in out-of-
home care as independently tracked by the 
FCRO. Placement changes included in the 
counts do not include brief hospitalizations, 
respite care, or returns to the parental home. 
 

                                                 
25 Examples include:  Hartnett, Falconnier, Leathers 
& Tests, 1999; Webster, Barth & Needell, 2000. 

Figure 2.9 shows that 16% of children had 
been documented to already have 
exceeded the optimum 1-3 placements 
range.  And, this chart does not include 
placement moves from any prior times in 
out-of-home care so the number with 
over 4 placements in their lifetimes is 
even greater.   
 
It is especially concerning that 111 very 
young children (age 0-5) have had 4 or 
more placements.   
 
 
Figure 2.9: Number of Placements Since 

the Childôs Most Recent Removal, 
n=3,960 

 

  

 
 

PLACEMENT CHANGE REASONS  

During the review process the FCRO 
collects data on whether children had 
experienced a placement change within the 
six months prior to the FCRO review and, if 
so, why they were most recently moved.   
 


