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INTRODUCTION

The Nebraska Children’s Commission (Commission) was created in 2012 by the Nebraska State
Legislature. The Commission serves as a leadership forum for collaboration on child welfare and
juvenile justice reform among the three branches of government and public and private
stakeholders at the state, regional, and community level. The organizational model consists of 26
Commission Members including voting and non-voting members, an executive committee, a
chairperson, and several statutory committees and Commission made workgroups.

The Commission votes to appoint members of the statutory Committees to ensure that each has a
balanced membership representing all three branches of government, system stakeholders,
community representatives, and families and youth whose lives have been impacted by the child
welfare and juvenile justice systems. Over 250 stakeholders and community members across the
state participate in the Commission’s initiatives, which have significant impact on child welfare and
juvenile justice policy and legislation.

This year, the Commission met directly with senators and agency leadership to address priorities to
meet the needs of families in Nebraska. The Commission also provided a response and support of
Reimagine Wellbeing Finance and Practice Models that resulted from LB1173. The Commission
continues to be a knowledgeable stakeholder group that could continue to push the initiatives
suggested in these models forward.

The Nebraska Children's Commission Annual Report is a summary of the work done throughout
the year on each of the statutory committees. More detailed annual reports can be found here:

https://childrens.nebraska.gov/publications.html




STRATEGIC PRIORITIES

FOR 2022-2024

Leadership for the Commission met at a retreat
to begin strategic planning for the upcoming
biennium in an effort to gain understanding of
the
opportunities still exist, and what goals can be set

what Commission has done, what
for the future. Membership agreed that racial
equity and inclusion remain significant topics
and should be included with each conversation
related to Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice

improvement.

Work has been done this year by establishing a
“Lived Experience Workgroup” to discuss how to
include those that are not professionally linked
to the Commission. Once the group has
determined best practices, these will become part
of the NCC’s governance to ensure this voice is a
part of each recommendation.

[
The goal of the Commission remains to promote
meaningful dialogue that can influence change
within child welfare and juvenile justice
systems. There is acknowledgement of the
obligation to create a  collaborative

environment for all willing to engage to be
successful in this change.

The following are the Commission’s current
priorities for Nebraska's Child Welfare and
Juvenile Justice systems:

o Placement Stability & Solutions: Provide
recommendations to increase the level of
support available to relative and kinship
placements

o Service Array: Identify what new or
innovative evidence based practices and
services could be implemented in the State
of Nebraska to improve placement stability

o Prevention Continuum: Create
recommendations on how to better educate
the people of Nebraska about services
available for families and children



RECOMMENDATIONS BY

COMMITTEE

The Commission is required to provide a written report to include recommendations regarding
child welfare priorities and progress towards addressing those priorities. Below are the identified
recommmendations from each committee within the Commission, which strategic priority intended
to be addressed, and the page number to the committee summary supporting the recommendation.

Foster Care Reimbursement Rate
Committee Recommendations:

Foster Care reimbursement rates be
annually adjusted 5% for each of the
next six years.

DHHS adopt the recommendations
surround the the Therapeutic Family
Care service definition and rate
structure created in 2019.

Review and adoption of changes
surrounding the Nebraska Caregiver
Responsibility tool.

An annual report be submitted with
recommendations surrounding
reimbursement rates for foster parents
and placing agencies.

Juvenile Services Committee
Recommendations:

The workgroup recommends there be a
collaborative effort to increase
awareness, define roles and partner with
Managed Care Organizations (MCOs) to
increase access to the services available
through not only Medicaid but all
funding streams.

DHHS consider and adopt this
workgroup’s revisions and key concepts
to the current Community Treatment
Aide definition which will provide a
service available in a youth’s community
while actively working on their
treatment plan

Strategic Priority

e Placement
Stability and
Solutions

+ Placement
Stability and
Solutions

+ Placement
Stability and
Solutions

+ Placement
Stability and
Solutions

Strategic Priority

o Services Array

o Services Array

Page # of Report

Page 7

Page 7

Page 7

Page 7

Page # of Report

Page 9

Page 9



Strenghtening Families Act
Recommendations

Normalcy should extend to youth in care
in both DHHS and Juvenile Probation
systems as appropriate while
considering parental preference. The
Committee recommends the statutory
requirement for Normalcy Plans and
Reports pursuant to §43-4706 be
amended to include facilities beyond
child-care institutions and foster family
homes such as psychiatric residential
treatment facilities, treatment group
homes, or other facilities that may not
have a child-care institution contract
with Child and Family Services but care
for youth.

Every reasonable effort should be made
for youth in out of home care to have
the opportunity to participate in
activities that enhance and maximize
normalcy based on their individualized
needs.

DHHS should utilize an evidence-
informed, strength-based, youth-led
intervention for case management that
includes older youth best practices. This
intervention should incorporate a tested
evaluation tool.

DHHS should address barriers to foster
youth attaining a Driver’s License.

Continued efforts be made through
pandemic adaptations for children,
youth, and foster caregivers to
participate in every court hearing
through video conferencing or virtual
options are recommended.

Strategic Priority

o Services Array

o Services Array

o Services Array

o Placement
Stability and
Solutions

o Services Array

Page # of Report

Page 11

Page 11

Page 11

Page 11

Page 11



Strenghtening Families Act

. Strategic Priority
Recommendations

Nebraska Judicial Branch should track » Services Array
youth and foster caregiver forms to

determine common themes or issues.

Part of this tracking includes user-

friendly ways of returning the forms to

the Court prior to the hearing.

Alternative Response (AR) Strategic Priority

Recommendations

DHHS should track data regarding how e Placement
many families decline to engage in AR Stability and
services. Currently, to gather data on Solutions

how many families decline AR services,
DHHS would need to review case
information from each AR case. DHHS
should adjust NFOCUS to capture more
easily when a family chooses not to
engage in AR so that data reports could
be run. The workgroup also recommends
this data indicate at what point in the
process the family declined services - for
example, whether a family declined
services after DHHS's initial attempt to
engage the family or declined after the
assessment or after services have been
received. This data is intended to help
the workgroup and the Department
understand the effectiveness of or
challenges with engagement strategies
and efforts. It will also provide some
basic data on how many AR eligible
families actively participate in AR
services. This data should be provided to
the Nebraska Children’s Commission.

DHHS should provide to the Nebraska o Placement
Children’s Commission a monthly or Stability and
quarterly report on subsequent intakes Solutions

within 12 months of the closure of an AR
case and whether those cases were
referred to AR or traditional response on
the subsequent intake.

Page # of Report

Page 11

Page # of Report

Page 12

Page 12



DHHS should reinstitute exit surveys ¢ Placement Page 12
with families to understand how AR is Stability and
working or not working for them. The Solutions

recommendation is to conduct these
surveys through a third party as was
done during the AR pilot. The
workgroup recognizes this may require
funding if this work cannot be done
under an existing contract.As with the
pilot, the trends should be shared with
DHHS without any identifying
information, so the families do not have
any sense of risk of retribution for their

input.
DHHS should identify and implement + Prevention Page 14
best practices and ongoing evaluation Continuum

mechanisms for the b2i program.

Clarify in statute that youth can be o Placement Page 14
eligible for the B2i program regardless of Stability and
their immigration status. Solutions

Nebraska Children's Commission
Annual Report 2023-2024



FOSTER CARE REIMBURSEMENT
RATE COMMITTEE

Felicia Nelsen and Theresa Goley, Co-Chairs

The Foster Care Reimbursement Rate Committee (FCRRC) was codified at Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-4217
to make recommendations on foster care reimbursement rates, a statewide standardized level of
care assessment, and adoption assistance payments. The Committee is required to submit reports to
the Health and Human Services Committee of the Legislature once every four years.

The FCRRC submitted their report in June 2024 identifying higher reimbursement rates for foster
parents and supporting agencies are vital to maintaining youth in foster care placements. The the
cost of caring for a child has increased significantly since the last legislative report due to inflation,
and agencies are also addressing higher behavioral needs once youth are placed. Continued support
for reimbursement increases in the legislature and with DHHS is required to maintain a system of
support for youth placed out of home.

Therapeutic Family Care was implemented this year, and the FCRRC intends to monitor how the
service is provided, as well as offer recommendations for improvement and measuring success. The
FCRRC would continue to advocate for full implementation of the 2019 TFC definition to include
more youth who do not currently meet eligibility requirements.

With the support of DHHS, the FCRRC is also reviewing the Nebraska Caregiver Responsibility tool.
It was last reviewed in 2012, and the common concern is this tool evaluates what foster parents are
doing rather than the behaviors of a child. By making the reimbursement level dependent on both
the child’s behavior and the foster parent’s efforts, a more accurate level can be determined.

Finally, the FCRRC recognizes that many factors can change year to year, and determining a
reimbursement rate for six years into the future is unrealistic. Moving forward, the FCRRC would
like to submit annual reports to coincide with other Commission reports in September to better
capture current and accurate trends related to caring fora child and the resources required.


http://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=43-4217

Nick Juliano and Deb VanDyke-Ries, Co-Chairs

The Juvenile Services Committee (JSC) of the Nebraska Children’s Commmission and the Nebraska
Coalition for Juvenile Justice (NCJJ) present their joint report as a thoughtful contribution to the
reform of juvenile justice in Nebraska and in compliance with Neb. Rev. Stat. 43-4203 and 43-
2412(1) (b). To enhance collaboration, coordinate initiatives, and increase the impact and efficacy of
juvenile justice reform in Nebraska, the JSC and NCJJ hold joint meetings and reporting.

During this reporting year, the JSC acknowledged that racial and ethnic disparities (R/ED) was a
larger conversation than what one workgroup can do. Within the JSC and the Commission, these
topics need to be a part of every conversation surrounding juvenile justice. The R/ED workgroup
will reconvene if there are specific issues to be addressed but have not met on a regular basis this
year because of how intertwined conversations are with other issues.

The JSC is charged with reviewing the role and effectiveness of the YRTC and established a
workgroup to address this in previous years. DHHS has created a 5-year plan the JSC supports and
has not identified any immediate recommendations for the upcoming year. The JSC intends to keep
the YRTC as an ongoing item of discussion and create a workgroup as needed.

Nebraska Children's Commission
Annual Report 2023-2024
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JSC WORKGROUPS

Access to Treatment Workgroup
Julie Smith, Chair
The Access to Treatment Workgroup was formed in July 2022 bringing together experts from the
community to explore the scope of the problem, identify underlying issues contributing to the
problem; and develop actionable steps to improve timely access to clinically indicated treatment
services.

The workgroup identified several systemic issues that have a direct impact on access to services.
Policy, statute or regulation assessment and change will be necessary priorities of any further cross-
systems work related to access to services. These areas have a direct impact on access to treatment
services and should be considered priorities of any further cross-systems work related to access to
treatment. This will not address the needs of the highest needs youth with complexity however is
intended to offer alternatives to Psychiatric Residential Treatment Facilities for youth with less
acuity making more capacity for youth with the highest need.

The workgroup has also identified that the Community Treatment Aide service is underutilized due
to the reimbursement rate from Medicaid, providers do not currently have a workforce to provide
the service, and it is not a service often recommended outright. By building capacity to provide this
service, youth will be served in their own communities reducing out-of-state treatment utilization.
The workgroup recommends that efforts to incentivize the development of this service be explored
and the rate be evaluated to ensure a highly skilled workforce is recruited and retained to provide
interventions to youth requiring additional supports to maintain outside of a hospital setting.

CTA can be used as a support only if the treatment team can effectively write a plan that will
support the family and is connected to the treatment goal. Prevention is important to reduce system
involvement, and this group acknowledges more comprehensive response to mental health that can
respond to families in active crisis has the potential to make a large impact.



JSC WORKGROUPS

Racial and Ethnic Disparities Workgroup
Tami Soper, Chair

The Racial and Ethnic Disparities (R/ED) Workgroup was established as a forum to discuss specific
issues related to disparities within the juvenile justice system. Part of reducing the disparities
within the juvenile justice system in Nebraska is ensuring culturally competent providers are
available to families. This workgroup spent the year focused on how to lift up smaller agencies
throughout Nebraska that have expertise in their community and cultural landscape. Adding
diversity of people and agency brings value to service array because it allows for improvising
within cultural values that state systems may not have considered.

The workgroup also sought to examine funding issues, which it believes to be one of the biggest
barriers to agency success. While agencies may apply for grants to aid with budgetary concerns,
most grant opportunities require an infrastructure prior to being awarded, but infrastructure
requires funding. Additionally, smaller agencies are often unaware of grant opportunities given the
high associated administrative costs. The workgroup plans to continue examining barriers to grant
funding to better support lesser funded agencies.

Continuum of Care Workgroup
Tammy Sassaman and LaDonna Jones-Dunlap,
Co-Chairs

Originally known as the YRTC Workgroup,
this group was created by the Committee to
examine YRTCS and to assess the 5-year plan
submitted to the Legislature in accordance
with Neb. Rev. Stat. Section 43-427.
Workgroup members have spent the last year
visiting the Nebraska YRTCs, examining
treatments and conditions for youths. The
workgroup will continue to monitor the
YRTCs and develop comprehensive
recommendations based on its findings.



STRENGTHENING FAMILIES ACT
COMMITTEE

Payne Ackerman and Ron Giesselmann, Co-Chairs

The Nebraska Strengthening Families Act (NSFA) Committee was created as the Normalcy Task
Force under the umbrella of the Nebraska Children’'s Commission to monitor and make
recormnmendations related to Nebraska's implementation of the Federal Preventing Sex Trafficking
and Strengthening Families Act, Public Law 113-183. Nebraska’s Strengthening Families Act, §43-
4702, implements the federal Strengthening Families Act (SFA) and initial stakeholder
recommendations. Both the federal and state SFA represent a culture shift to allow children and
youth to grow and thrive in less restrictive, more family-like environments and participate in age
and developmentally appropriate activities. Additional legislation related to best practices in
implementation was passed as LB225 (2017).

The Committee is responsible for fulfilling the Commission’s requirement to review normalcy plans,
consider and review trafficking efforts in Nebraska, and make recommendations related to Another
Planned Permanent Living Arrangement (APPLA) planning. Since inception, DHHS has
implemented recommendations of the Committee that has helped improve family experience while
system involved.

The Committee identified that normalcy reports are showing overall improvement in most areas,
most specifically in having youth boards and having procedures for developing goals and action
steps with youth in congregate living settings. Opportunities still exist in addressing
disproportionate impact on families and children within systems, but it is understood most of these
agencies don't determine who is referred to their facilities. Agencies continue to increase ways to
address normalcy barriers, and the Committee is hopeful progress will continue. A memo was sent
to all reporting facilities giving examples of how to improve their reporting for the coming year.

The Attorney General’s office takes the lead on trafficking activities in Nebraska, and this year a
focus for the Committee was labor trafficking. The Immigrant Legal Center has been working with
the Attorney General’s office to determine how to prosecute labor trafficking cases, and the
Committee would support efforts from the Legislature that do not capitalize on child labor or
situations where minors feel pressured to work to provide for their families.

APPLA efforts continue to be reviewed at DHHS and discussed, and at this time there are not
significant changes from previous years. DHHS continues to implement Youth Thrive as an
opportunity to assess the needs of youth, but are not moving forward on funding activities related
to getting a driver’s license or qualifying for car insurance. The Committee would recommend these
activities be at the forefront of the discussion surrounding older youth evaluating alternative living

arrangements.
n


https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=43-4702
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=43-4702
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/FloorDocs/105/PDF/Slip/LB225.pdf

ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE
COMMITTEE

Monika Gross and Susan Thomas, Co-Chairs

LT Y

The Alternative Response Advisory (AR) Committee was created by LB1061 in 2020 under the
umbrella of the Nebraska Children’s Commmission to examine the department’s alternative response
to reports of child abuse and neglect to make recommendations to the Legislature, the department,
and the Commission regarding four key areas. The four statutory responsibilities include: 1) the
receipt and screening of reports of child abuse or neglect by the department, 2) the ongoing use of
alternative response, 3) the ongoing use of traditional response, and 4) the provision of services
within alternative response and non-court-involved cases to ensure child safety, §28-712.

In December 2023, the AR Committee submitted an annual report to the legislature and DHHS with
recommendations surrounding the statutory responsibilities. This committee is not statutorily
required to submit a report but felt the recommendations were vital to consider prior to the
beginning of the Legislative session.
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Legal Resource Workgroup

Pat Carraher, Chair
The Legal Resource Workgroup was established by the Committee to review how families involved
in non-court juvenile cases are served by protecting their legal rights and identifying legal services
to prevent court involvement. The most common request for legal assistance includes children and
family-related legal problems, income and benefits-related legal problems, house-related legal
problems, and debt and finance-related legal problems. The workgroup plans to do an analysis of
what is happening throughout Nebraska to identify impactful work that can be expanded on in
helping children and families with access to legal resources. There is also interest in reviewing legal
service models in other states for future recommendations.

Oversight Workgroup
Jennifer Carter and Ivy Svoboda, Co-Chairs
The Oversight Workgroup was established by the Committee to review data on AR in Nebraska
and existing oversight mechanisms inside and outside DHHS. Efforts this year have focused its
efforts on examining the scope of and outcomes associated with AR. The workgroup plans to
continue gathering data and host further discussions to determine the best and most feasible way to
measure AR outcomes.

13



BRIDGE TO INDEPENDENCE
ADVISORY COMMITTEE

Brandy Gustoff & Richard Hasty, Co-Chairs

This Committee was created pursuant to Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-4513 to make recommendations to
DHHS and the Commission regarding the Bridge to Independence (b2i) Program, extended
guardianship assistance, and extended adoption assistance.

The b2i Program, implemented in October of 2014, was created to support youth who age out of the
child welfare foster care system without achieving permanency. Youth aging out of the tribal court
system were included in 2021. In 2023, legislation was passed that requires youth involved in the
Juvenile Justice System who are in a court-ordered out-of-home placement on their 19th birthday
shall receive information regarding b2i and requires DHHS to implement by January 1, 2025. This
has been a long-standing recommendation of the Committee and members are committed to
ensuring the b2i program is accessible to youth involved in out-of-home placement at the time they
reach adulthood.

To continue accessibility to the b2i program, youth need to be eligible for the services regardless of
their immigration status. Stakeholders including providers, agencies, and culturally community
leaders met over the last year to determine what would best help young adults who were
previously state wards and had access to services but no longer qualify.

The Sustainability Workgroup, chaired by Keenan Page, meets to discuss what sustainability means
for youth who leave the b2i program. The focus for the upcoming year to is create a vision that can
communicate how things would look if sustainability in b2i was perfectly addressed. From there,
the group will be able to identify recommendations to meet this vision.

The Immigration Status Workgroup is chaired by Felipe Longoria-Shinn examines the relationship
of immigrant youth and the b2i program, including considering how Nebraska could better support
this older subset of immigrant youth who are systems-involved. This year, the workgroup focused
its efforts on finding meaningful ways to expand the b2i program to better serve a larger, more
diverse young person population.

The Data Collection and Evaluation Workgroup is chaired by Heather Wood pulls data from the
Foster Care Review Office to identify any trends that may need to be addressed related to b2i youth.
The most significant observation made this year was how impactful a reliable support system and
stable housing is to a youth's success in the program. Finding ways to increase these two factors in
each participant's life has potential to have long term positive effects.
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