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Introduction  
 
Juvenile and family courts and child welfare 
agencies have increasing responsibilities in 
child abuse and neglect cases resulting from 
federal child welfare reform laws and national 
reform initiatives such as the Adoption and 
Safe Families Act of 1997 (ASFA), the Foster 
Care Independence Act of 1999, and the 
President’s Adoption 2002 Initiative. Courts and 
child welfare agencies face challenges in 
trying to implement these federal laws and 
initiatives that have shortened timeframes 
within which they can achieve placement in 
safe, permanent, and loving homes for 
children involved in the child protection 
system. These institutions are facing increased 
pressure to be more effective, more efficient, 
and more responsive to the needs of abused 
and neglected children and families in crisis, in 
less time and with limited, and often 
decreasing, resources.  
 
Merely engaging in typical practice and 
adopting a “business as usual” approach is no 
longer acceptable in these times of change, 
nor is it appropriate. Significant systems change 
is not only necessary, it is imperative if juvenile 
and family courts, child welfare agencies, and 
their community of stakeholders are to 
meaningfully improve the lives and futures of the 
nation’s most vulnerable children. 
 
In this environment of shifting demands and 
decreasing resources, evolving knowledge, 
changing legislation, and increasing 
accountability, the courts, child welfare 
agencies, and communities: 
 
• must collaborate to improve the child 

protection system and ensure better 
outcomes for children and families; 

 
• must bring multiple stakeholders to the table 

and involve them in a strategically focused 
collaborative process; 

 
• must develop mechanisms and procedures 

to track progress and outcomes, ensure 
efficient and appropriate use and 
management of resources (whether dollars, 
people, or programs), and assess 
compliance with statutorily and federally 
mandated outcomes and time lines; 

• must become problem-solving, proactive 
organizations that strategically and 
collaboratively work toward an improved 
child welfare system and better outcomes 
for children and families; and   

 
• must undergo a fundamental paradigm shift 

that changes the way they work individually 
and in concert. 

 
Without a doubt, creating a successful systems 
change collaborative, and enhancing 
organizational and system effectiveness, is a 
challenging task. The process of engaging 
complex and traditionally autocratic 
organizations such as courts and child welfare 
agencies raises issues of turf, trust, and politics. 
But, aligning disparate goals and practices, 
ensuring shared responsibility and 
accountability, building consensus, coordinating 
resources, facilitating shared leadership, and 
mutually defining and measuring outcomes are 
critical components of an effective systems 
change process. 
 
Enhancing organizational capacity and 
developing an effective and sustainable 
collaborative, as well as institutionalizing a 
collaborative problem-solving process, is 
absolutely critical to child welfare reform – 
especially given the current legal, social, and 
funding contexts. 
 
Achieving significant, meaningful, and 
sustainable systems reform is a daunting task. 
Jurisdictions across the country continue to 
struggle with how to begin and sustain systems 
change efforts in order to meet the demands of 
ASFA and achieve better outcomes for the 
children and families they serve. For most of the 
institutions and agencies involved in child 
protection, working collaboratively and 
strategically is a fundamentally different way of 
problem-solving – a fundamentally different way 
of doing business. The difficulties and challenges 
inherent in building a collaborative are often 
unrecognized and underestimated, both by 
those engaged in the process and by those who 
help facilitate and support the process.  
 
Because of the critical need for courts, child 
welfare agencies, and communities to work 
collaboratively to improve outcomes for children 
and families, it is vital that a framework for 
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successful court-agency-community change 
efforts is clearly articulated and the tools, 
strategies, and understanding necessary to 
develop such collaborative efforts are shared 
among jurisdictions.   

♦ What are the components of effective 
leadership to facilitate and support systems 
change? 

♦ How do you create a collaborative, problem-
solving culture?  

♦ How do you bring together different 
institutional partners to engage in a process of 
systems change? 

♦ Who are the key system stakeholders? Who 
needs to be at the table and how do you get 
them there? 

♦ What do you do with stakeholders once they 
are at the table? How do you manage the 
dynamics around the table? 

♦ How do you build a common vision for 
systems change and facilitate consensus-
building? 

♦ How do you hold effective and meaningful 
collaborative meetings? 

♦ How do you strategically plan for change? 

♦ How do you articulate goals, define 
outcomes, and measure change over time? 

♦ How do you manage transitions and sustain 
change efforts over the long-term and in the 
face of new challenges? 

 
This Technical Assistance Bulletin is designed to 
provide the reader with a framework for thinking 
about the questions listed above and engaging 
in systems change. Drawing heavily on proven 
theories of systems change and organizational 
management, the Bulletin outlines the key 
elements and strategies that support effective 
and sustainable systems change and uses the 
experiences of Project Sites to illustrate ways in 
which these theoretical concepts can be 
implemented in the real world of child welfare 
reform. 
 
This Bulletin is designed to be useful for 
collaboratives at any stage in the process of 
engaging in systems change efforts. For 
jurisdictions that are in the preliminary stages of 

developing a plan for systemic reform, this 
Bulletin serves as a roadmap to guide the 
planning and implementation of such an effort. 
For those jurisdictions who are already engaged 
in collaborative efforts to bring about change, 
this Bulletin serves as a benchmark against 
which to compare their own efforts and 
experiences in order to refine and improve their 
current efforts. And, for those jurisdictions who 
are already far along in their collaborative efforts 
in creating systems change, this Bulletin presents 
tools and other useful information to sustain 
change efforts.  

 
 

Each of the chapters presents 
concepts from the 
organizational and systems 
change literature and research 
relevant to the specific topic of 

the chapter. Then, how these concepts have 
been implemented in the Project Sites (and in 
some cases how they have not been 
implemented) is discussed. Examples of 
collaborative accomplishments in the Project 
Sites are also included in the Appendix of the 
Bulletin.  

 

 

“Our collaboration can be described as a 
committed core group of people who are 
willing to work together and respectfully to 
make a difference …everyone has a strong 
desire to make this system better 
…everyone shares the same vision for 
systems improvement.” 
 Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
 
“Collaboration improves professional and 
personal relationships, allowing us to 
address problems early on, and generate 
better results – the collaborative 
interaction generates more resources, 
funding, energy for change, and creative 
solutions to problems.” 
 Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
 
“The progress we have been able to make 
through collaboration is amazing…we 
function as a cohesive core committed to 
the same mission instead of various groups 
working independently …there’s a lot of 
power to effect lasting change in that.” 

Stakeholder, Alexandria Project Site  
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Change 
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 Appendix: Snapshot of Collaborative 
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At various points throughout the 
chapters the reader is directed to 
the PPCD website for “tools” that 
will help guide collaborative 
reform efforts. These tools include 

sample collaborative meeting agendas, 
sample training programs, strategic planning 
forms, collaboration exercises, and links to other 
helpful resources.   
 
One may wonder why it is important to 
understand systems change from a broader, 
theoretical framework. After all, we know from a 
decade of work within the Model Courts that 
meaningful systems reform can occur if you 
have a strong judicial leader, if you identify core 
best practices and guiding philosophies, if you 
bring multiple stakeholders to the table and 
engage them in reform efforts, and if you take 
concerted steps to sustain change.  Once you 
know that, why do you need to learn about 
organizational management and systems 
change theory?  
 
Because, when you better understand the 
general theory of systems change, it 
“normalizes” the process and enables you to 
approach systems change in a more 
coordinated and strategic way. 
 
• Systems change is a process. Like any 

process, the process of systems change is 

filled with stops and starts, road blocks and 
challenges, diversions, and missteps. This is a 
normal part of the process; it is to be 
expected. Rather than feel defeated or 
frustrated by the challenges and resistance 
encountered along the way, you should 
celebrate them and learn to use them. They 
are signs of change – they are evidence that 
the system is moving. 

 
• Systems change is people-driven. 

Organizations and systems are not “things,” 
they are a collection of people organized in 
some form for some purpose. Without people, 
the system does not exist. Once you 
understand that systems change is a people-
driven process, several realities of systems 
change become visible.  

 
First, in trying to change a system, we are not 
trying to change something “out there” that 
exists independent of us. We are changing us 
– the people that create and enact the rules, 
policies, structures, procedures, and practices 
that may need to be changed. We need to 
focus on changing people – their attitudes, 
behaviors, expectations, understandings, 
interactions, and so forth. We need to 
engage people – their hearts and their minds 
-- in the change process. 
  
Second, systems change is an emotional 
process and likely to be filled with emotional 
swings at the individual, institutional, and 
systemic levels. It is necessary to expect and 
anticipate the emotionality of the process 
and learn how to manage interactions in a 
productive way. This is especially true when 
the reforms and innovations being adopted 
may be perceived as threatening to people’s 
jobs, positions, status, authority, resources, 
and routine. 
  
Third, because systems change is a people-
driven process, significant change is possible. 
It is a hopeful, although often frustrating, 
process. Never underestimate what a group 
of committed, talented, and engaged 
people can do to achieve a vision they all 
agree on and are committed to realizing. 
  
Fourth, people are creative. Harnessing that 
creativity, by bringing many different 
perspectives and talents to the table and 
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forcing the system to think outside itself, is 
critical for meaningful and sustainable 
change to occur. Many of the challenges 
faced along the path to change that cause 
the most frustration are “people challenges,” 
they are derived from emotional reactions to 
change; and they are normal and to be 
expected. They are signs of change – they 
are evidence that the system is moving. 
 

• If the system is moving, it is important to make 
sure it is moving in the right direction. We 
need to move the system in a coordinated 
and strategic way.  Not only do we need to 
see the “big picture” vision of change, but we 
also need to see the “big picture” process for 
change. We need to understand how to 
ready the system so that change can occur. 
We need to maximize opportunities and 
enhance strengths and growth factors. We 
need to use different practices and goals, 
disagreements, and divergent thinking as 
opportunities for learning and growth. We 
need to make sure that we are honestly and 
fully identifying and understanding problems, 
challenges, and poor practices to ensure that 
we are appropriately crafting solutions that fit 
real problems and result in real changes. 

  
Over the course of this project, we talked to 
people throughout the child protection system 
about their systems change efforts. A common 
observation, especially from the judges leading 
the change effort, was “I know what it is I am 
supposed to do, it is the how I am supposed to 
do it that is the challenge.”  An understanding of 
the key elements and basic concepts of 
organizational management and systems 
change theory helps answer the question of how 
to do it. Such an understanding provides the 
“big picture” process for change. 
 
“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 
           —Margaret Mead 
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The Victims Act Model Courts 
Project 
 
One of the National Council of Juvenile and 
Family Court Judges’ (NCJFCJ) Permanency 
Planning for Children Department’s (PPCD) 
major initiatives is the Child Victims Act 
Model Courts (VAMC) Project, 
funded by the Office of 
Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP), U.S. Department of 
Justice. This nationally 
recognized project seeks to 
improve courts’ handling of child 
abuse and neglect cases by producing 
replicable innovations in “Model Courts.”  A total 
of 25 Model Courts, representing urban, 
suburban, and tribal jurisdictions are currently 
participating in the Project and are working 
collaboratively with their social service agencies 
and other systems professionals to achieve 
improvement goals.1 
    
The Child Victims Act Model Courts are both 
advocates of, and models for, change. Working 
closely with the PPCD and with each other, and 
drawing on the best practice principles of the 
RESOURCE GUIDELINES2 and ADOPTION AND 
PERMANENCY GUIDELINES,3 the Model Courts 
are continually assessing their child abuse and 
neglect case processing, focusing on barriers to 
timely permanency, developing and instituting 
plans for court improvement, and working 
collaboratively to effect systems change. Each 
of the Model Courts is committed to taking a 
“hard look” at how well their court process is 
working in everyday practice; how well their 
court is meeting federal and statutory 
requirements; how well their social service 
agencies are meeting the needs of their clients; 
and how well the child protection system as a 
whole is meeting the needs of the children and 
families it serves.4 
     
It is important to underscore the meaning of the 
term “model” within the Model Courts Project. 
The use of the term “model” is not meant to 
imply that the Model Courts have achieved 
ideal practice or created the perfect system.  
Rather, the Model Courts are serving as models 
for facilitating systems change.  In an 
environment of shifting demands and 
resources, changing legislation and 

accountability, as well as evolving knowledge, 
reform efforts cannot occur in a vacuum, nor 
can they be static.  Indeed, reform is an 
ongoing and evolving process.  Although each 
of the Model Courts is focused on specific 
child-based and systemic outcomes, each is 

also focused on ensuring that a 
collaborative process is in place 

so that reform efforts are 
ongoing and, to every 
extent possible, proactive 
rather than merely reactive. 

Regardless of which stage of 
systems change they are 

currently in, each Model Court is 
contributing to an evolving knowledge 

base of how to change a complex, 
interdependent, and highly politicized child 
welfare system.  
 
 
The Packard Project 

With the generous support of the David and 
Lucile Packard Foundation, the PPCD 
conducted a study of the collaborative 
structures and processes in six Model Court 
Project Sites.  Specifically, the study:  

 Identified the components critical to effective 
change at work in each Project Site, including 
formal, informal, internal, and external system 
components critical to the change process;  

 Identified practical, concrete strategies which 
enhance the effectiveness of inter-
organizational collaborative groups; and 

 Assessed the outcomes of the change 
process, both objective outcomes related to 
ASFA mandates, as well as organizational 
outcomes of special significance to systems 
professionals. 

 
Site Selection 
Researchers selected six Model Courts of the 
national VAMC Project for participation in the 
Packard-funded study of collaboration.  Since 
building organizational capacity for change 
and developing an effective multi-agency 
collaborative is a developmental process, 
Model Courts at different stages in their systems 
change efforts were selected as study sites. 
These Model Courts served as natural 
comparison sites to each other and served to 
highlight the challenges addressed at each 

Model Courts 
 

Laboratories for 
systems change 

 
Rejecting business as 

usual 
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stage of the systems change process (e.g., 
courts at earlier stages of their reform efforts 
were addressing issues of stakeholder 
identification, trust-building, and consensus-
building; courts at later stages were dealing with 
issues of institutionalization and sustainability of 
change efforts and outcomes).  
Project Sites also had to have been 
participating in the national Model Courts 
Project for at least two years to be included in 
the study (i.e., two years prior to the Packard 
Systems Change Project inception date of 
October 2001). This requirement was necessary 
as a key goal of the study was to share “lessons 
learned” from each Project Site’s experience 
with collaboration. Thus, sites needed to 
have had enough experience with 
collaboration to share 
information about its 
development, 
implementation, and 
outcomes. Project Sites were 
also selected to reflect a 
range of larger and smaller 
jurisdictions, and differing court 
and child welfare agency structures. 
 
Data Collection Procedures 
In order to assess the collaborative process and 
organizational capacity for systems change 
within each Project Site, the following data 
gathering strategies were used:  
 
(1) Semi-structured Interviews with Model Court 
Lead Judges and Other System Leaders 
Semi-structured interviews with Model Court 
Lead Judges and other identified system 
leaders were conducted by project staff. 
Because of each Project Site’s participation in 
the VAMC Project, “Lead Judges” and other 
system leaders were known to project staff.  In 
some cases, additional or “new” system leaders 
were identified by the Lead Judge for project 
staff to interview.  
 
Since multiple interviews with single individuals 
were necessary to collect the information 
needed for this project, interviews were 
conducted both in-person and by telephone. 
With respect to leadership, interview questions 
focused generally on leadership style and 
specific leadership tasks; the perceived role of 
judicial leaders in systems change and how that 
role is realized in day-to-day efforts; strategies 

for managing the politics of leadership; the 
opportunities and constraints created by the 
judicial canons of ethics; challenges inherent in 
transitions of leadership and strategies to 
overcome those challenges, including steps to 
prepare for, and ease, transitions; lessons 
learned, both in terms of leadership specifically 
and systems change more generally; and 
advice to other judicial and system leaders.   
Model Court Lead Judges and other system 
leaders were also asked to discuss their vision for 
reform, including how that vision was 
developed and how it is reflected in reform 
efforts and communicated across multiple 
stakeholders. Systems change leaders were 

asked to provide a brief history of 
improvement efforts in their 

jurisdiction and the role of 
collaboration in those efforts, 
including how the 
collaborative began and 
evolved, and how effective 
they perceive the 

collaborative process to be 
(i.e., in terms of specific initiatives 

as well as overall changes in court 
and agency “culture”). Interviewees were also 
asked to identify any unintended 
consequences, both positive and negative, of 
the collaborative process. 
  
Lead Judges and other systems’ leaders were 
asked to describe the structure and 
development of their inter-agency advisory 
group. For example, interview questions 
addressed the membership composition of the 
group, which stakeholders are and are not 
represented and why; the decision- or policy-
making authority of group members and of the 
advisory group as a whole; the frequency of 
meetings and the scheduling process; the 
length of time meetings typically last and how 
meeting time is managed; the agenda-setting 
process, including how topics are selected and 
submitted to the advisory group; and the 
process of outreach to other system 
professionals, including practical and 
procedural strategies for dealing with difficulties 
encountered when bringing disparate groups 
together (e.g., turf issues, political pressures, 
organizational differences in structure, size, 
complexity, responsibility and authority, culture, 
and differing definitions of effectiveness and 
success).   

Project Sites 
 

Alexandria, VA 
Buffalo, NY 

Charlotte, NC 
Cincinnati, OH 

Los Angeles, CA 
San Jose, CA 
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(2) Semi-structured Interviews with 
Representatives of Key Stakeholder Groups  
The Model Court Lead Judges and system 
leaders interviewed in the first stage helped to 
identify other stakeholders to be interviewed.  
Project staff also used their knowledge of each 
Project Site to identify other appropriate people 
to interview about the study topic.  
 
During semi-structured telephone and face-to-
face interviews, representatives from key 
stakeholder groups were asked to discuss their 
perceptions of the leadership in their site and 
leadership effectiveness; their vision for reform, 
including how that vision was developed and 
how it is reflected in reform efforts and 
communicated to multiple stakeholder groups; 
perceptions of how well the collaborative 
relationship among the court, agency, and 
community is functioning, how well it facilitates 
systems change, and how it might be 
enhanced; perceptions of success in achieving 
systems reform (i.e., specific initiatives as well as 
overall changes in court and agency “culture”); 
lessons learned, both with respect to individual 
agencies specifically and to systems change 
more generally; and advice to other 
jurisdictions.  
  
Stakeholders were also asked to discuss the 
evolution of the collaborative process and to 
assess whether this process has increased inter-
agency communication and coordination, the 
ability of individuals to effectively network across 
organizations (e.g., the degree to which 
individuals know more people in other parts of 
the system and have the ability to pick up the 
phone and know who to call), and the degree 
to which each group understands the roles, 
responsibilities, and constraints of other system 
stakeholders. 
 
(3) Surveys of Key Stakeholder Groups 
Semi-structured interviews with key stakeholder 
groups were supplemented with an on-line 
survey. Using a “snowball sampling” approach, 
individuals who had already been interviewed 
were asked to recommend others who might 
be knowledgeable about system change 
efforts and collaboration in their jurisdiction to 
receive an invitation to complete an on-line 
survey.  This survey asked respondents to 
describe their role and responsibilities in child 
abuse and neglect case handling; their 

experience with collaborative efforts; who 
participates in collaborative groups; who sets, 
distributes, and controls the agenda; the level 
of formality and degree of participation at 
collaborative meetings; how disagreements are 
handled and consensus is built; and the mission 
or vision for the collaborative group.  
 
(4) Focus Group of Key Stakeholders 
In some Project Sites, focus groups with key 
stakeholders were convened to explore, in 
more depth, the issues raised during the 
interviews and online surveys. Focus group 
participants were selected on the basis of 
interview or survey responses, or at the 
suggestion of Model Court Lead Judges or 
other system leaders.  
 
(5) Observation of Multi-Agency Advisory 
Group(s) over a Series of Meetings 
Project staff observed the multi-agency advisory 
group, and other collaborative groups in each 
Project Site. Using standardized observation 
forms, observers noted the nature of discussion 
and assessed the interactional dynamics 
among group members (e.g., level of 
involvement in discussion, level and nature of 
debate about issues). Observers also assessed 
the degree to which the Model Court’s vision for 
reform is reflected in the meeting discourse. 
Particular attention was paid to how the 
meeting time was managed, agenda items 
were dealt with, and follow-up tasks were 
assigned and carried out.  
 
(6) Observation of Work Environment 
Project staff observed work practice and the 
work environment in each Project Site (e.g., 
were mission statements, or statements of 
principles, clearly posted? Were there physical 
and organizational arrangements to facilitate 
communication? Was training and meeting 
space available? Were there mechanisms that 
facilitated follow-through on assignments and 
engendered accountability? Did the physical 
environment embody values of the 
collaborative – an atmosphere of respect for 
parties and child-friendliness?). 
 
(7) Review of Documentation 
A range of existing documentation about each 
Project Site’s change efforts was reviewed for 
this project. To understand the legal context, all 
relevant statutes and court rules were reviewed, 



Chapter 2: The Victims Act Model Courts Project and the Packard Project
  

 
BUILDING A BETTER COLLABORATION 

8

as well as governing federal legislation. Past 
Child Victims Act Model Courts Project Status 
Reports5 or evaluations summarizing the Model 
Court’s change efforts were reviewed, as were 
other materials about specific programs and 
court processes. 
 
(8) Observation of Dependency Hearings  
Project staff observed dependency hearings in 
each Project Site, using a standardized court 
observation instrument.6 Because a great deal 
of the Model Courts’ reform initiatives have 
been focused on improving hearing practice, 
court observations provided a measure of 
whether or not reforms have been 
implemented as intended. Hearing practice 
was also evaluated for the presence of best 
practice recommendations as articulated in the 
RESOURCE GUIDELINES, and for the interactional 
dynamics of the parties.  
 
(9) Analysis of Automated Management 
Information System Data or Case File Review 
When possible, data from the court and child 
welfare agency’s automated management 
information system were analyzed in order to 
examine outcome data that may be 
associated with systems’ reform efforts.  When 
data from a computer system were not 
available, researchers implemented a case file 
review process using a standardized coding 
form.7 In some Project Sites, outcome data 
were also obtained from previous evaluations 
and performance assessments conducted in 
Project Sites.  
 
Analysis 
At the conclusion of the data collection stage, 
Project Sites’ change efforts were evaluated with 
a focus on sites’ readiness for change; 
leadership; ideological commitment (a shared 
vision for reform); collaboration across 
stakeholders (systems’ focus); capacity for 
measurement of reform efforts; capacity for 
organizational learning (extent to which each 
Project Site embodied the principles of a 
learning organization); and the sustainability of 
change efforts.  
 
Each Project Site was provided with a detailed 
report summarizing the findings of the study, 
including recommendations about how to 
strengthen and expand their collaborative 
efforts. Rather than provide a comprehensive 

summary of the site-specific findings, the 
purpose of this Technical Assistance Bulletin is to 
provide the reader with a framework for thinking 
about and engaging in systems change. 
Drawing heavily on theories of systems change 
and experience in the Project Sites, the Bulletin 
outlines key elements and strategies that 
support meaningful and sustainable systems 
change.  
 
Drawing on the collaborative experiences of six 
Project Sites – their successes, their challenges, 
and their lessons learned – as well as relevant 
organizational behavior and systems change 
theory, this Bulletin presents an overview of 
effective systems change strategies, with a 
focus on moving from theory to practice.  
Wherever possible, the concepts of effective 
collaboration and systems change are 
illustrated by specific examples and advice 
from the Project Sites. Examples of collaborative 
accomplishments in each project site are also 
included in the Appendix of the Bulletin. 
 
It is our hope that this Bulletin will serve as a 
resource for courts, child welfare agencies, and 
communities as they refine their dependency 
systems to better serve children and families. 
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CHAPTER NOTES 
 
1 Participating Model Courts include the juvenile and family courts in Alexandria, Virginia; Buffalo, New York; 
Charlotte, North Carolina; Chicago, Illinois; Cincinnati, Ohio; Des Moines, Iowa; El Paso, Texas; Honolulu, Hawai’i; 
Indianapolis, Indiana; Los Angeles, California; Louisville, Kentucky; Miami, Florida; Nashville, Tennessee; New Orleans, 
Louisiana; New York City, New York; Newark, New Jersey; Omaha, Nebraska; Portland, Oregon; Reno, Nevada; Salt 
Lake City, Utah; San Jose, California; Toledo, Ohio; Tucson, Arizona; Washington, D.C.; and the Tribal Court in Zuni, 
New Mexico. For more information about the Model Courts see Model Courts: Improving Outcomes for Abused and 
Neglected Children and Their Families. (2004). National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Reno, NV. For 
additional information about the Victims Act Model Courts Project, please visit the PPCD website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org. 
 
2 RESOURCE GUIDELINES: Improving Court Practice in Child Abuse & Neglect Cases. (1995). National Council of 
Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Reno, NV. 
 
3 ADOPTION AND PERMANENCY GUIDELINES: Improving Court Practice in Child Abuse and Neglect Cases. (2000). 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Reno, NV. 
 
4 Child Victims Act Model Courts Project Status Reports. [1997-2002].  National Council of Juvenile and Family Court 
Judges; and Diversion Project Matrix: A Report from Four Sites Examining the Court’s Role in Diverting Families from 
Traditional Child Welfare Services into Community-Based Programs. (1998). National Council of Juvenile and Family 
Court Judges. Reno, NV.  
 
5 Supra, note 4.  
 
6 Instruments were adapted from instruments developed in an earlier Packard-funded effort aimed at improving 
jurisdictions’ ability to engage in court performance measurement and judicial workload assessment. See Building a 
Better Court: A Guide to Court Performance Measurement and Judicial Workload Assessment in Child Abuse and 
Neglect Cases. (2004). American Bar Association, National Center for State Courts, National Council of Juvenile and 
Family Court Judges.   
 
7 Ibid. 
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A framework for Systems Change: 
The Law, the Best Practices, and 
the Theory  
 
The Law: The Adoption and Safe 
Families Act and Court Oversight  
The Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 
(ASFA),1 was, in part, “a response to the fact that 
more children were entering the foster care 
system than were exiting.”2 This landmark 
legislation clearly and unequivocally established 
the national goals of safety, permanency, and 
well-being for children in foster care.  Five 
principles underlie ASFA and apply to state 
courts, as well as professionals working with 
families through public and private agencies.  

• Safety is the paramount concern that must 
guide all child welfare services. 

• Foster care is temporary. 

• Permanency planning efforts should begin as 
soon as the child enters care. 

• The child welfare system must focus on results 
and accountability. 

• Innovative approaches are needed to 
achieve the goals of safety, permanency, and 
well-being.3 

Through a combination of legislation, regulations, 
and executive policy guidance, Congress and 
state legislatures have given state courts 
increasing responsibilities in abuse and neglect 
cases.  Courts handling child welfare (child 
abuse, neglect, and foster care) cases now play 
a larger role in achieving the safety, 
permanency, and well-being of abused and 
neglected children. To help achieve these 
outcomes, courts must hold more hearings, 
address more issues in each hearing, deal with 
more participants in court, and meet new and 
stricter deadlines.  ASFA requires a focus on 
outcomes and performance reports, and 
stresses both court and child welfare system 
accountability.  ASFA stresses the need for 
collaboration and community partnerships that 
are focused on child safety and timely 
permanency. ASFA reinforces and expands the 
court oversight role established in P.L. 96-272 
over the child welfare agency through 
“reasonable efforts” and “contrary to the welfare” 
findings.  

In its Guidelines for Public Policy and State 
Legislation, the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Children’s Bureau recommends 
“… that State law specify the following goals of 
the court process in child welfare cases. First, the 
court process should protect the health and 
safety of endangered children. And second, the 
court process should ensure the timely 
placement of each child in a safe, stable, and 
permanent home.”4   
 
These Guidelines further note that state law 
should clearly articulate the overall goals of the 
court process in child abuse and neglect cases. 
These overall goals should be clear to judges, 
advocates, and parties, and the law is to be 
interpreted to achieve the goals of child safety, 
health, and permanence.5 
 
The need to establish, articulate, and adopt 
overarching permanency goals is also echoed in 
a 2002 position paper of the Conference of 
State Court Administrators recommending the 
“[a]doption of a core set of values and principles 
that manifest thoughtful care and services of 
families, and focus on balancing the impartiality 
of the adjudicatory process with the restorative 
needs of the family.”6 
 
The Best Practices: The Key 
Principles of Permanency Planning 
Recognizing the critical oversight role of the court 
in child abuse and neglect cases and the need 
to focus on family preservation and reunification 
as a core focus, in 1998, the NCJFCJ articulated 
the Key Principles of Permanency Planning. 

• All children have the right to a healthy and 
safe childhood in a nurturing, permanent 
family, or in the closest substitute to a family 
setting. Protecting children from abuse and 
neglect by their parents/caregivers is the 
primary goal of the child welfare system. 

• All children are entitled to a safe, permanent, 
nurturing home in order to reach their full 
potential as human beings. It is preferable 
that permanency be accomplished within a 
child’s own family, but if that is not possible, it 
should be accomplished in a family setting.  

• Consistent with child safety, families should 
be preserved, reunified, and strengthened so 
that they can successfully rear their children. 
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Judges must use their legal authority to 
ensure that social and protective services are 
immediately available to families whose 
children have been placed at risk for abuse 
or neglect. The services should be easily 
accessible, adequate, appropriate, and 
delivered in a culturally competent 
framework. 

• Judges must ensure that the courts they 
administer provide efficient and timely justice 
for children and their families. Judges must 
ensure that their family court system has the 
capacity to collect, analyze, and report 
aggregate data relating to judicial 
performance, including the timely 
processing of cases to ensure the 
achievement of permanency for children 
who are under court jurisdiction. Judges must 
convene and engage the community in 
meaningful partnerships to promote the 
safety and permanency of children.  

• The child welfare system, including the court 
and the social service agency, must be 
adequately resourced. 

• Judicial officers must provide oversight of 
children and families under court jurisdiction 
to ensure that these children are safe and 
have a permanent home in a timely fashion 
and that the parents/caretakers receive due 
process of law. 

• All juvenile and family court systems should 
have alternative dispute resolution processes 
available to the parties. 

• Judges must ensure that the courtroom is a 
place where all are treated with respect, 
dignity, and courtesy, and all members of 
the court and child welfare system must 
respect the ethnic and cultural traditions, 
mores, and strengths of those they serve. 

• All parties in child welfare proceedings 
should be adequately represented by well-
trained, culturally competent, and 
adequately compensated attorneys and/or 
guardians ad litem. 

• The juvenile and family court must 
encourage, promote, and sustain 
collaborative efforts among juvenile and 
family courts, social service agencies, and 

community-based programs. The court 
should regularly convene representatives 
from all areas of the child welfare system so 
as to improve the operations of the system. 
Judges should convene the community so 
that professionals, volunteers, agencies, and 
politicians can join together to work on 
behalf of children and families. 

 

 

For a copy of the Key Principles of 
Permanency Planning, please 

contact PPCD or visit the website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org.  

 
The Best Practices: The RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES and a Culture of 
Problem-Solving  
With support from the OJJDP, a multidisciplinary 
committee worked over a three-year period to 
develop a written guide to best practices in the 
handling of child abuse and neglect cases. The 
resulting document, RESOURCE GUIDELINES: 
Improving Court Practice in Child Abuse & 
Neglect Cases, details dependency hearing 
processes, provides options for improved 
practice, and guides juvenile and family courts 
in assessing and implementing improvements in 
their handling of child abuse and neglect cases. 
Upon its publication in 1995, the RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES was endorsed by the Conference of 
Chief Justices and the American Bar Association. 
In 2000, the RESOURCE GUIDELINES were 
supplemented with the ADOPTION AND 
PERMANENCY GUIDELINES, which focused on 
best practices at the latter stages of the 
dependency case process. The ADOPTION AND 
PERMANENCY GUIDELINES were also endorsed by 
the Conference of Chief Justices and the 
Conference of State Court Administrators. 
 
At the heart of the GUIDELINES is a philosophy 
that emphasizes a problem-solving approach to 
improving court practice – an approach that 
focuses on judicial leadership and oversight, as 
well as collaboration among all key players in the 
dependency system. Juvenile and family courts 
around the nation have looked to the RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES as a blueprint for court and systems 
change and have implemented a number of 
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the best practice recommendations contained 
within the document.7 VAMC Project Model Court 
jurisdictions, as well as juvenile and family courts 
across the nation, make RESOURCE GUIDELINES 
implementation a key aspect of their change 
initiative – whether using the document to 
brainstorm approaches to improving court 
practice or as a benchmark standard against 
which to measure their own court process.    
 
Since the publication of the GUIDELINES, much 
consideration has been placed on the 
importance of courts adopting a problem-
solving, restorative approach to case 
management and judicial decision-making. Part 
of the impetus for adopting a problem-solving 
approach is the recognition that the adversarial 
process may not produce the best results in 
some cases because it accentuates differences 
and amplifies conflict. Underlying the problem-
solving approach is an ethic of care and 
restoration; that is, an approach to judicial 
decision-making that emphasizes treating 
litigants with a high degree of civility, dignity, and 
patience, aiding them in taking responsibility for 
resolving their difficulties, and providing them 
with access to restorative services. If courts are to 
help families fashion outcomes that are both 
legally appropriate and practically workable, 
court leaders must de-emphasize the adversarial 
model of dispute resolution and place greater 
weight on a “problem-solving” approach.8 
 
Implementing a problem-solving approach to 
abuse and neglect cases, grounded in an ethic 
of care and restoration, necessarily involves 
greatly enhanced resources targeted at 
addressing the often-considerable 
needs of the family. It involves an 
approach to problem-solving 
in which judges and court 
personnel view their roles and 
actions as defined by both the 
law and the unique needs of each 
family. It is not simply a focus on deciding cases 
quickly, but also dictates a concern for 
managing families’ cases by helping parties 
focus on what happened to create the 
problems, what can be salvaged, how the family 
can justly resolve differences, and what is in the 
long-term best interests of the child and his or her 
family. 

The core underlying assumptions of the problem-
solving approach are consistent with the Key 
Principles of Permanency Planning, the 
RESOURCE GUIDELINES, and the spirit of ASFA.  

• Judges are active participants in the 
problem-solving process. 

• Courts can, and should, play a role in solving 
the underlying problem. 

• Outcomes, not just process and precedents, 
matter. 

• The courts’ coercive power can change 
people’s behavior.  

• Courts cannot carry out the problem-solving 
role alone. Collaboration with child welfare 
agencies and the broader community are 

essential. 

 
 
 
For a copy of the RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES and the ADOPTION 

AND PERMANENCY GUIDELINES, please contact 
PPCD or visit the website at www.pppncjfcj.org. 
 
 
The Best Practices: The Model Courts 
– A Model for Systems Change9 
Model Courts are, by definition, modeling 
change – changing the way in which the court 
responds to, and processes, child abuse and 
neglect cases; changing the way in which the 
court and child welfare agency, as well as the 
broader child welfare community, work together 
to develop, implement, and sustain 

collaborative reform; changing the way in 
which all system participants 

define their roles with respect 
to day-to-day practice and 
overall reform initiatives; and 

changing the overall scope 
and mission of the court and the 

child welfare community with respect to 
abused and neglected children and their 
families. Ultimately, the Model Courts are 
changing the system to better respond to, and 
meet the needs of, the abused and neglected 
children it serves.  
 

 
The Model Courts are 
models for systems 

change. 
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A Model Court is a real-time “laboratory” for 
implementing and evaluating court 
improvements. Like change itself, “Model Court” 
is more a process than a “thing.” The Model 
Courts provide an opportunity for practices, 
collaborations, innovations, and other system 
changes to be pilot-tested and refined as part of 
ongoing systems change efforts.  

Model Courts are continually assessing their child 
abuse and neglect case processing, examining 
barriers to timely permanency, developing and 
instituting plans for court improvements, and 
working collaboratively with system stakeholders 
to effect systems change. Each Model Court is 
committed to taking a hard look at how its court 
process is working in everyday practice.  

• How well is the court meeting federal and 
statutory requirements? 

• How well are its social services agencies 
meeting the needs of the people they serve? 

• How well is its child protection system as a 
whole meeting the needs of children and 
families? 

While Model Court reforms often focus on 
procedural change – better case management 
strategies, delay reduction, resource 
management, and the like – these reform 
initiatives are embedded within a larger 
framework of reform that acknowledges the 
overall mission of the court and the key principles 
of permanency planning.  The overall vision for 
reform sets the broader context and drives 
reform efforts, but procedurally focused reform 
initiatives, developed within the larger context, 
make the vision and the court’s commitment to 
that vision, visible to other system stakeholders 
and the broader community. Procedural and 
policy reforms that are developed within the 
context of the overarching mission are the 
means by which to realize the key principles of 
permanency planning in practice.  The 
translation of these key principles into practice is 
a multi-year effort; it is this translation from 
mission and values to practice and policy that 
represents much of the work of the Model Courts. 
 

MODEL COURT …  

♦ Model Court is an ATTITUDE 

♦ A Model Court is open to 
CRITICAL EXAMINATION and 
REFLECTION 

♦ A Model Court creates an 
ENVIRONMENT FOR CHANGE 

 

The PPCD has a wealth of 
information available on the 
reform efforts of the Model Courts. 
For more information about the 
Victims Act Model Courts Project 

generally, and any of the particular 
Model Courts or reform efforts specifically, please 
contact PPCD or visit the website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org. 
 

The Theory: Understanding Court-Agency-
Community Collaboration as Learning 
Organizations 
In addition to the legal and best practice 
contexts summarized above, a large body of 
theory and research in the area of organizational 
and change management also provides a 
useful framework for understanding change in 
child protection systems. While a comprehensive 
review and synthesis of this literature is beyond 
the scope of this Technical Assistance Bulletin, in 

Although it is beyond the purpose and 
scope of this publication to discuss the 
specific achievements and reforms of the 
Model Courts Project, all of the Model 
Courts have: 

• Established cross-system 
collaboratives, guided by a Lead 
Judge; 

• Shortened time frames to 
permanency for children under court 
supervision; 

• Decreased the number of children 
under court supervision; 

• Focused on increasing reunification; 

• Focused on increasing adoptions; and 

• Focused on ensuring permanency 
for children in safe and stable 
families. 
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this section, we present an overview of the core 
philosophies and key elements of effective 
systems change that are most relevant to 
facilitating change in the child protection system 
context. Most notably, this Bulletin draws heavily 
on the work of Peter Senge and his concept of 
Learning Organizations as a framework for 
understanding the systems change process.10  
These core philosophies and key 
elements will be interwoven throughout the 
remainder of this Bulletin and, in subsequent 
chapters, this framework for systems change will 
be tied to concrete strategies and change 
efforts that emerged from our study of six Project 
Sites.  
 
Some Core Philosophies as a Starting 
Point 
• To be successful and sustain change, a 

collaborative should be ready and able to 
learn from its history in order to shape its future.   

• To ensure that the mistakes of the past are not 
repeated or recreated in another form, it is 
important for system leaders and stakeholders 
to be able to recognize mistakes and 
diagnose problems – whether they are 
mistakes in expectations, assumptions, 
predictions, processes, or practices.   

• To provide the opportunity for feedback, 
organizational learning, and evaluation, 
stakeholders must be willing and able to 
explore issues creatively, listen to each other, 
and suspend their own judgments and 
assumptions – there must be a forum for the 
free flow of information among system 
professionals.   

• System stakeholders must be open to, and 
create a demand for, new information.  

• Multiple perspectives must be brought to bear 
on issues. Given the complex and value-laden 
nature of the child protection system, it is 
incumbent upon leaders and stakeholders to 
learn from varied political, social, cultural, 
religious, ethical, and philosophical 
perspectives.   

• Critical reflection and evaluation afford 
opportunities for relationship building and 
empowerment.   

In order to achieve significant systems change, 
system professionals must be willing to critically 
evaluate themselves and each other, their 
practices, and their policies – they must be 
open to new ideas and be willing to try 
innovative programs and strategies.  
 
Key Features of a Learning 
Organization  
The theory of learning organizations is based on 
a fundamental belief in the ability of people and 
organizations to change and to become more 
effective.  Drawing on this core philosophy, 
change requires open communication, critical 
reflection, and empowerment of institutional 
stakeholders and community members within a 
culture of collaboration and learning. 

 
To become a learning organization, you must 
discover how to tap into people’s commitment, 
provide an environment for learning, and build 
capacity to learn at all levels throughout the 
organization and larger system.  
 
Fundamental to learning organizations is an 
institutional commitment to learning, which 
values learning as both a process and a 
systems-level phenomenon.  
 
Learning is a process: Learning in organizations, 
and systems, means the continuous testing of 
experience, and the transformation of that 
experience into knowledge, practice, and policy 
that is accessible to the whole organization and 
system, and relevant to the core purpose.  
 

A Learning Organization: 

• Is continually learning and 
expanding its capacity to create 
its future 

• Has an ingrained philosophy for 
anticipating, reacting, and 
responding to change, 
complexity, and uncertainty 

• Is skilled at creating, acquiring, 
and transferring knowledge 

• Modifies behavior as it learns in 
order to enhance capacity to 
create results it finds useful 
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Learning is a systems-level phenomenon: 
Learning stays within the organization and system 
even if individuals change.  
 
 

  All Project Sites are learning 
systems. Although they may be 
at different stages of their 
evolution as learning 
organizations, all of the sites 

studied function as learning systems. All have 
formal and informal processes and structures for 
the acquisition, sharing, and utilization of 
information, knowledge, and skills. Members of 
the collaborative groups communicate broadly 
and have assimilated the key principles of 
permanency planning into their collaborative 
efforts and daily practice. 

In all Project Sites, the learning conforms to 
culture. The nature of organizational learning 
and the way it occurred in each project site was 
influenced by the site’s culture, including its size, 
demographics, structure, resources, community 
characteristics and history.  

Learning style varies among Project Sites.  The 
different cultures of the Project Sites resulted in 
different approaches to acquiring, using, and 
sharing knowledge and leading change. Some 
Project Sites have more formal collaborative 
structures and processes in place; others have 
more informal collaborative mechanisms.  Some 
sites have a clearly identified leader and 
leadership structure; other sites are more diffuse 
and leadership is shared. In some sites the 
collaboration is more centralized within the court 
and child welfare agency system, while in others 
the collaboration is more broadly defined to 
include members of the community at large. 
 
Besides an institutional commitment to learning, 
Senge notes that the mastery of certain basic 
learning disciplines11 fundamentally distinguishes 
learning organizations from traditional 
organizations.  
 
Senge argues that any successful change 
initiative with a goal of long-term sustainability 
must incorporate and enhance each of the five 
learning disciplines within their organization and 
overall system.  Each of the learning disciplines 
will be discussed below. Subsequent sections 

and chapters will provide concrete examples 
from the Model Court Project Sites of how each 
learning discipline can be created, 
implemented, and enhanced within different 
collaborative structures. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Systems Thinking 

At its broadest level, systems’ thinking is an 
orientation to examing the inter-relatedness of 
forces that act on a system, and seeing those 
forces as part of a common process.  In systems 
thinking, the “structure” is the pattern of inter-
relationships among key components of the 
system – inter-relationships that tend to be 
invisible until someone points them out.  Systems 
thinkers pay attention to the more intangible 
elements of a system – attending to deep-
seated assumptions, attitudes, and beliefs that 
support and undermine system functioning. 
While systems thinkers may intervene to improve 
the system at the level of rules and procedures, 
work processes, reward systems, material and 
information flow, physical structure, and so forth, 
they also focus on the people behind these 
elements.  Because organizations are people-
driven, as change efforts move more toward 
intangible elements, such as people’s deep-
seated attitudes and beliefs, leverage for 
effective change increases.  That is, you come 
closer to looking at the underlying reasons why 
the rules, physical structure, and work processes 
take their current form, and the formal and 
informal mechanisms that sustain them.  Once 
you have a better understanding of the “whys” 
you can develop more effective “hows” – 
strategies to facilitate deep and lasting systems 
reform. 
 
Ask Yourself: What constitutes the “court system?” 
What are the functional parts of the court that 
impact the processing of child abuse and 
neglect cases? 

The Learning Disciplines … 

  1.  Systems Thinking 

2.  Shared Vision 

3.  Personal Mastery 

 4.  Mental Models 

 5.  Team Learning 
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Factors that limit 
systems’ thinking 

• A lack of 
involvement of key 
leaders and 
stakeholders from 
each part of the 
system 

• A lack of information 
about each part of 
the system’s 
functioning and 
needs; lack of 
appreciation for 
complexities of the 
system; failing to 
acknowledge 
linkages between 
organizations and 
systems or seeing 
that linkages can be 
made 

• A lack of willingness 
to explore 
unarticulated 
assumptions and 
beliefs  

• Organizational 
politics 

• A history of failure,  
focusing on the prior 
conflicts among 
agencies or parties 
and fallibilities of the 
past; blaming 
individuals 

• Meeting agendas 
that are too full, 
resulting in less 
group discussion 
and dialogue, less 
time to develop 
shared 
understandings, less 
time to explore 
issues in-depth 

 
Strategies to enhance 

systems’ thinking 

• Ensuring leaders and 
stakeholders from 
each major part of 
the system are 
represented 

• Developing cross-
functional teams 
(i.e., subcommittees 
with members from 
each system) 

• Developing cross-
system goals; 
pursuing inter-
disciplinary solutions, 
and gaining buy-in 
from the top for 
system-oriented 
projects 

• A willingness to 
examine 
assumptions, beliefs, 
and attitudes 

• Measuring system 
functioning and 
sharing the 
information with the 
larger group; 
learning about other 
system’s needs; 
sharing the 
assessment burden; 
making information 
more available and 
accessible 

• Mapping the 
organizational 
arrangements and 
linkages; developing 
a system “family 
tree” to assist in 
visualizing the bigger 
picture, the linkages, 
and any missing 
pieces 

Ask Yourself: What are the underlying and 
perhaps unarticulated assumptions, beliefs, and 
attitudes – about children, parenting, families, 
poverty, community, and such – that implicitly 
and explicitly guide policy development, 
resource allocation, and practice within the 
court system? 
 
Ask Yourself: How does the oversight role of the 
court not only impact the processing of child 
abuse and neglect cases within the court, but 
also practice and policy within the child welfare 
agency? 
 
Ask Yourself: What constitutes the “child welfare 
system?” What are the functional parts of the 
child welfare system that impact the processing 
of child abuse and neglect cases and the 
provision of services to children and families? 
 
Ask Yourself: What are the underlying and 
perhaps unarticulated assumptions, beliefs, and 
attitudes – about children, parenting, families, 
poverty, community, and such – that implicitly 
and explicitly guide policy development, 
resource allocation, and practice within the 
child welfare agency and provider community?  
 
Ask Yourself: What underlying philosophies and 
values does the child welfare system reflect to 
the community through its daily practice and 
achieved outcomes? 
 
Ask Yourself: Who is our “community?” How 
expansive should we be in defining my 
community? What parts of the community bring 
resources, expertise, and services to child abuse 
and neglect cases? How do community values 
impact child abuse and neglect cases, resource 
allocations, and political supports for reform? 
 
Ask Yourself: Where do the system components 
intersect or overlap? Where should they intersect 
or overlap? 
 
Ask Yourself: Are all the parts of the system part 
of our system reform efforts? Are they all playing 
an active role in identifying and defining 
problems and generating solutions? 
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  Shared Vision  
A shared vision builds a sense of commitment in 
a group by developing shared images of the 
future they want to create, and the principles 
and guiding practices by which they hope to get 
there.  A shared vision provides a focus on a 
mutual purpose, has the power to be uplifting 
and motivational, encourages experimentation 
and innovation, and fosters long-term 
commitment to change goals. It pulls people 
together, propels them forward, and provides a 
sense of ownership and an organizing framework 
for systems change.  
 
A shared vision is not created by the leader, but 
co-created through the interaction of individuals 
in an organization. A shared vision emerges 
through collective action and agreement as to 
what types of systems change are needed and 
the means of accomplishing it.  
 
Ask Yourself: What is my personal vision for 
reform? How would I describe the ideal system? 
Am I communicating my vision for reform? 
 
Ask Yourself: Do our practices, policies, and 
outcomes reflect my vision?  
 
Ask Yourself: How does my vision match the vision 
held by other system stakeholders? Do I know 
what their vision is? Do their practices, policies 
and outcomes reflect their vision? 
 
Ask Yourself: Do we have a common vision? Do 
we act, as independent organizations and as a 
collaborative, in accordance with that vision? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  Personal Mastery 

Personal mastery is an individual process of 
reflection where one continually strives to clarify 
his or her thinking and deepen his or her personal 
vision. People with a high level of personal 
mastery live in a continual learning mode. 
People with a high level of personal mastery are 
acutely aware of their ignorance and 
competencies, and are aware of areas requiring 
the development of new skills and knowledge. 
Individuals who practice personal mastery 
become systems thinkers who see the 
interconnectedness of everything around them 
and, as a result, they feel more connected to 
the whole. It is exactly this type of individual that 
one needs at every level of an organization for 
the organization to learn. Individuals who 
practice personal mastery do not compliantly 
accept change.  Instead, they do whatever they 
can to keep change alive both personally and 
at a systems level because they are intrinsically 
motivated to do so.   
 

 
Factors that limit 

shared vision 

• A vision that is 
imposed on the 
group; no input 
from group on the 
development of the 
vision 

• A vision that is 
created by a 
formal, authoritative 
group (i.e., by the 
leaders only) and 
not by the group 

• Leaders who do not  
walk the talk (i.e., 
their behaviors are 
not in line with their 
articulated vision) 

  

 
Strategies to enhance 

shared vision 

• Leaders 
communicate a 
clear case for 
change and 
collaboration and 
also encourage 
input from the 
group about the 
vision 

• A view of the system 
as a set of 
overlapping 
communities with a 
shared sense of 
purpose 

• Developing a 
framework for 
collaboration by 
clearly articulating 
roles and 
responsibilities 

• Group has input into 
goal development 
and vision creation 
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Factors that limit 
personal mastery 

• Input from 
individuals in the 
group is not solicited 
or acted upon 

• Feelings of power-
lessness to make 
change 

• Individuals feel 
leaders are 
dishonest about 
reality 

• A lack of accurate 
information and 
data about reality; 
or information and 
data is available but 
kept “secret” and 
not shared 

• A lack of 
opportunities to train 
or learn about new 
approaches; 
creativity is not 
supported or 
encouraged 

 
Strategies to enhance 

personal mastery 

• Leaders function as 
mentors and 
coaches; 
encouraging 
stakeholders to act 

• Personal 
commitment to 
change  

• Group members 
have made a 
personal choice to 
be at the table; 
intrinsically 
motivated to 
participate in 
change process 

• Respect for group 
members; a formal 
policy that stresses 
there is no point in 
blaming individuals 
for system-related 
problems 

• Frequent structured 
opportunities for 
dialogue (e.g., 
regular meetings) 
and trainings 

• Frequent informal 
opportunities for 
dialogue and 
discussion 

Another aspect of personal mastery involves 
effectively managing the “creative tension” that 
results when a gap exists between where one is 
currently functioning and where one wants to be.  
Using the image of a rubber band pulled 
between two hands, Senge explains that the 
hand on the top represents where one wants to 
be and the hand on the bottom represents 
where one currently is. The tension on the rubber 
band as it is pulled between the two hands is 
what gives an individual a creative drive. 
Creativity results when one is so unsatisfied with 
the current situation that one is driven to change 
it.  
 
With personal mastery comes a clear 
conception of reality – the ability to see reality as 
it truly is, without biases or flawed assumptions. If 
one has an accurate view of reality, one will see 
constraints that are present. The creative 
individual knows that life involves working within 
constraints and will not waiver in trying to achieve 
the vision. Creativity involves using the constraints 
to one's advantage.  
 
Ask Yourself: How personally committed am I to 
leading, or engaging in, this change effort? Am I 
willing to make the necessary commitment of 
time and resources? 
 
Ask Yourself: Do I feel energized by the change 
process or defeated by it? 
 
Ask Yourself: Can I be honest with myself about 
the current reality of the system and how well we 
are serving children and families? Am I willing to 
seek information about, and honestly and 
accurately assess, system barriers and bad 
practices? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  Mental Models 

Mental models are images, assumptions, and 
stories that we carry in our minds about ourselves, 
other people, institutions, and every aspect of 
the world. Our mental models are deeply 
ingrained generalizations and assumptions about 
how the world operates and our expectations of 
others. Mental models have a great deal of 
influence on how we understand the world and 
the actions we take. In a learning organization, 
individuals will reflect upon these mental models, 
continually clarifying, correcting, and improving 
their internal pictures of the world. In a learning 
organization, personally held mental models are 
also challenged by others. Much like a physical 
map that must be updated continually to reflect 
changes in geography, mental models are our 
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internal maps of the world and they too have to 
be updated to incorporate changes and 
improvements in knowledge. Individuals in 
learning organizations welcome and engage in 
“learningful” conversations where people expose 
their own mental models and open up their 
thinking to the influence of others. 
 
“Learningful” conversations can only take place if 
organizations foster an environment of openness 
and dialogue. Barriers to openness, such as 
internal politics and game playing, need to be 
overcome, and opportunities provided for 
people to safely share their mental models, 
challenge faulty assumptions, and learn new 
orientations.  

Senge discusses challenging mental models as 
traveling along a ladder of inference.12 

• First, one observes something (e.g., a 
behavior, a conversation, etc.) – the bottom 
rung of a ladder.  

• One then applies his or her own theories to the 
observation and infers meaning – which may 
or may not be accurate) – thus begins the 
movement up to the next rung of the ladder. 

• Subsequent rungs on the ladder are the 
assumptions we make, conclusions we draw, 
beliefs we come to have about the world, and 
finally, the action we decide to take. 
Assumptions and inferences build on prior 
assumptions and inferences, all of which are 
probably inaccurate to at least some extent. As 
we climb farther up the ladder, we are 
becoming more abstract in our thoughts and 
moving further away from the original 
observation that began the process. We are 
moving further away from an accurate 
depiction of reality. 

Unfortunately, our flawed mental models usually 
cause us to make mistakes in this process of 
abstraction, and we end up with inappropriate 
actions. We generalize our beliefs and 
assumptions to the next situation we encounter 
and use them to filter the data we are willing to 
consider. Hence, every time we start up the 
ladder for a new situation, we are handicapped 
from the beginning.13 

Ask Yourself: Am I willing to examine my own 

beliefs, assumptions, and attitudes?  

Ask Yourself: What assumptions or attitudes do I 
hold with respect to parenting, poverty, race, 
and ethnicity, etc. that might be influencing how 
I perform my professional role and make 
decisions? Am I willing to examine and 
challenge those underlying assumptions or 
attitudes? 

Ask Yourself: How does my attitude about the 
role of the judge and the court influence how I 
perform my professional role and make 
decisions? Am I willing to examine and 
challenge those underlying assumptions or 
attitudes? 

Ask Yourself: How does my attitude about the 
role of the child welfare agency influence how I 
perform my professional role and make 
decisions? How does my attitude about case 
work practice influence how I perform my 
professional role and make decisions? Am I 
willing to examine and challenge those 
underlying assumptions or attitudes? 

Ask Yourself: How open am I to considering other 
people’s perspectives and opinions? How 
comfortable am I having my assumptions, 
perspectives, opinions, and attitudes challenged 
by others? 
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  Team Learning 
Team learning is not simply “team building.” 
Team learning requires fundamental 
changes in the way individuals learn 
collectively. Team learning builds on personal 
mastery and shared vision to develop 
knowledge of, and alignment with, others on 
the team.  But team learning does not stop 
there – it also involves the ability to act as a 
collective unit.  

The discipline of team learning starts with 
“dialogue,” the capacity of members of a 
team to suspend assumptions and enter into 
a genuine process of “thinking together.” 
When dialogue is joined with systems thinking, 
Senge argues, there is the possibility of 
creating a language more suited for dealing 
with complexity and an opportunity to focus 
on deep-seated structural issues and forces 

as opposed to focusing on personalities and 
politics.   

Ask Yourself: Is there shared leadership? Is 
there a clearly articulated and shared vision 
that is common across system stakeholders? 

Ask Yourself: Are we having real discussions 
and dialogues about issues or are we just 
“going through the motions”?  

Ask Yourself: Has an environment been 
created in which I feel comfortable to 
express my thoughts and ideas, even when 
there is disagreement, in a professionally 
appropriate and respectful way? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Factors that limit team 

learning 

• A lack of shared 
leadership; change 
efforts that are 
driven by strong 
personalities rather 
than the group as a 
whole 

• A lack of clear 
direction for the 
group’s efforts (e.g., 
lack of clearly 
articulated goals 
and steps to 
achieve those 
goals) 

• A climate where 
openness is not 
encouraged; 
individuals fear 
negative 
consequences for 
expressing opinions 

 

 
Strategies to enhance 

team learning 

• Clearly defining 
roles and 
responsibilities for all 
group members in 
the change process 

• Goals require 
participation from 
different stakeholder 
groups if they are to 
be achieved (i.e., 
system-oriented 
goals) 

• Sharing of 
information about 
progress of group 
efforts; sharing of 
meeting minutes 
with all stakeholders, 
including those who 
do not participate in 
the group 

 
Factors that limit 
mental models 

• Lack of willingness 
to challenge your 
own and others 
assumptions, 
opinions, and 
attitudes 

• Topics that are off-
limits for discussion 
(e.g., avoid 
potential 
disagreement by 
philosophy of 
“letting sleeping 
dogs lie”) 

• A lack of 
information about 
other’s role, 
responsibilities, 
perspective and 
experiences 

• A lack of willingness 
to explore other 
perspectives 

 

 
Strategies to enhance 

mental models 

• Willingness to 
challenge your own 
and others 
assumptions, 
opinions, and 
attitudes 

• Regularly meeting 
with group where 
multiple 
perspectives and 
opinions are shared 

• Throwing out 
“sleeping dogs” and 
encouraging 
discussion; 
providing a safe 
environment for 
openness 

• Leaders who set an 
example of 
openness and see 
diversity in opinion 
as an asset 

• Sharing meeting 
minutes with all 
stakeholders 
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Creating a Learning Organization: 
Common Core Themes across Project 
Sites 
Organizational learning does not always occur in 
a linear fashion as may be implied by any stage 
model and this was evidenced in each of the 
Project Sites. Learning may take place in 
unplanned or informal, often unintended ways. 
Nevertheless, despite the diversity of the Project 
Sites, our research exploring these different 
manifestations of systems change in child 
welfare systems identified some core themes or 
features among the six Project Sites we studied.  
 
Creating a Learning Organization: 
Identifying Facilitating Factors 
across Project Sites 
Theory and research has identified a number of 
facilitating factors (i.e., the structures and 
processes) that expedite learning within 
organizations.14  To varying degrees, each of the 
Project Sites evidenced these facilitating factors. 
Indeed, to varying degrees, these facilitative 
factors are descriptive of all of the Model Courts.  
 
Involved Leadership:  Involved leaders articulate 
a vision and are engaged in its implementation; 
leaders frequently interact with organizational 
members; leaders become actively involved in 
idea-generation, education, and program 
development. 
 
 

 In Project Sites, and in Model 
Courts as a whole, involved 
judicial leadership is a core 
feature of reform efforts. 
However, in sites with the 

strongest collaboratives, judicial leaders have 
actively worked to share leadership with child 
welfare directors and administrators.  
 
Ask Yourself: Is there involved judicial leadership 
engaged in change efforts? 
 
Ask Yourself: Is leadership engaged in hands-on 
implementation of the vision? 
 
Multiple Advocates: New ideas and methods are 
advanced by organizational members at all 
levels; there is more than one champion for 
change efforts.  
 

 

 In Project Sites and in Model 
Courts as a whole, 
collaborative efforts and active 
outreach have facilitated 
networks of advocates and 

champions for change throughout the system, 
although the extent to which leadership is shared 
varies across project sites.  
 
Ask Yourself: Along with involved leadership, is 
there more than one champion who sets the 
stage for learning?  
 
Ask Yourself: Is leadership appropriately shared? 
 
Ask Yourself: Is involved leadership throughout 
the system encouraged and facilitated? 
 
Systems Perspective: Problems and solutions are 
seen in terms of systemic relationships; inter-
dependence of organizational members’ units 
recognized; there is a clear connection between 
each organizational unit’s needs and the larger 
goals of the collaborative system. 
 
 

 Through multi-system 
collaboration, information 
sharing, and multidisciplinary 
trainings, Project Sites and 
Model Courts have developed 

a systems perspective. The vast majority of 
problems are identified and solutions generated 
from multiple points of view. Challenges and 
“poor practices” are viewed as systems issues—it 
is the rare policy or practice that is not 
influenced by all parts of the system. 
 
Ask Yourself: Are all functional parts of the system 
– court, child welfare agency, and service 
community – involved in reform efforts?  
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative think broadly 
about the inter-dependency of its change 
efforts? 
 
Ask Yourself: Are system barriers and challenges 
identified and resolved with the inclusion of all 
system stakeholders? 
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Climate of Openness: Information is readily 
accessible; there is open communication within 
the organization and across organizations; 
problems, mistakes, and lessons are shared, not 
hidden, and are used as learning opportunities; 
debate and conflict are acceptable ways to 
solve problems. 
 
Ask Yourself: Are we sharing information and 
data throughout the system? 
 
Ask Yourself: Is there an open flow of information 
and communication within and across the 
organizations? 
 
Ask Yourself: Are there opportunities to meet with 
stakeholders from other organizations or 
institutions, as well as opportunities to meet with 
higher levels of management and leadership? 
 
Ask Yourself: Are there opportunities to express 
views through legitimate disagreement and 
debate? 
 
Scanning Imperative: There is an interest in, and 
concern for, information gathering about 
conditions and practices; awareness of the 
environment and context that impinges upon 
efforts; curiosity about the environment. 
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative group 
recognize and understand the legal, social, and 
cultural environment within which it operates? 
 
Ask Yourself: Has the collaborative group 
scanned the environment to identify and 
understand the limiting, enhancing, and 
balancing factors that impact change efforts?  
  
Performance Gap: Shared perception of a gap 
between actual and a shared, ideal state of 
performance; performance shortfalls are seen as 
opportunities for learning. 
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative recognize a 
gap between actual practice and performance 
and desired practice and performance? Are 
members of the collaborative willing to honestly 
assess the reasons for that gap? 
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative share a 
vision of the ideal system? 

Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative see the 
existence of a gap between actual practice 
and desired practice as an opportunity for 
learning?  
 
Concern for Measurement: Effort is spent on 
defining and measuring key factors when 
venturing into new areas; the group strives for 
specific, quantifiable measures about 
improvement; discussion of measurements 
occurs as a learning activity.  
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative group 
develop and use data to support learning? 
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative group 
recognize that data is a critical aspect of 
learning?  
 
Experimental Mind-Set: There is broad support for 
trying new things; curiosity about how things work; 
ability to tweak and experiment with how things 
work; failures are accepted, not punished; 
changes in work process, policy, and structure 
are seen as a continuous series of learning 
opportunities that help move the collaborative 
towards achieving its vision. 
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative group 
emphasize experimentation on an ongoing 
basis?  
 
Ask Yourself:  Does the collaborative see set-
backs as opportunities for reflection and 
learning? 
 
Continuous Education: Ongoing commitment to 
learning at all levels of the organization; clear 
support for all organizational members’ growth 
and development. 

 
Ask Yourself: Is there a commitment to 
continuous learning at all levels of the 
collaborative, including formal and informal 
training opportunities?  

 
Operational Variety: Variety of methods, 
procedures, and approaches embraced; an 
appreciation of diversity. 
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative group 
envision more than one way to accomplish its 
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goals? Does the collaborative think “outside the 
box”?  
 
Ask Yourself: Does the collaborative group 
support variation in strategy, policy, process, and 
structure? 
 
A Note on Diversity and the Learning 
Organization  
The heart of learning organizations is the 
concept of “communities of commitment.” 
Today’s culture tends to promote fragmentation 
of thoughts and the detachment of individuals 
from their communities.  By contrast, the building 
of learning organizations is a systems approach 
that brings the parts (people) together to create 
collaborative ways of working and living together. 
Recognizing and using the strengths of diverse 
people is natural for a learning organization. The 
management of diversity becomes a strategic 
issue.  
 
The learning organization incorporates diversity 
into its internal processes and collaborative 
relationships by encouraging the expression of 
different points of view. Diversity of experience, 
education, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
expertise, and opinion facilitates change efforts 
in any organization or broader system.  

A learning organization enables contributions 
from diverse people by: 

• Discovering multiple ways that people can 
contribute; 

• Strategically utilizing diversities of background 
and experience when defining problems and 
generating solutions; 

• Recognizing unique roles and contributions; 
and 

• Providing support for the whole person. 

  Although all Project Sites 
include multiple stakeholders 
from throughout the system in 
reform efforts, members of the 
collaborative may not be as 

diverse as they could be—in terms of 
professional and community role, perspective, 
race, class, etc.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activities of a learning organization 

• Systematic problem-solving -- thinking with 
systems theory; insisting on data rather 
than assumptions; using statistical tools 

• Experimenting with new approaches --  
ensuring a steady flow of new ideas; 
incentives for risk taking; use of 
demonstration projects 

• Learning from their own experience and 
past history -- recognizing the value of 
productive failure instead of unproductive 
success 

• Learning from the experiences and best 
practices of others – enthusiastically 
borrowing good ideas and best practices 

• Transferring knowledge quickly and 
efficiently throughout the organization: 
reports, tours, and training programs 
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What are the Components of 
Effective Leadership to Facilitate 
and Support Systems Change? 
 
Peter Senge1 argues that learning organizations 
require a new view of leadership. These new 
leaders are responsible for building 
learning organizations where 
people continually expand 
their capabilities to 
understand complexity, 
clarify vision, and improve 
shared mental models – that 
is, leaders in learning 
organizations are responsible for 
creating an environment that 
facilitates, and indeed even requires, learning. 
In a learning organization, leaders function as 
designers, stewards, and teachers.  
 
Leader as Designer  
An organization’s policies, strategies, and 
“systems” are key areas of design that leaders 
need to attend to, but effective leadership 
should go beyond this. Leaders must take a 
visible role in guiding the design of governing 
ideas – the purpose, vision, and core values of 
the change effort. Leaders must build and 
communicate a shared vision. Leaders need to 
create and help implement the learning 
processes whereby people throughout the 
organization can use existing mechanisms or 
supports to help them develop their mastery in 
the learning disciplines and deal more 
productively with the critical issues they face. 
 

 
In all of the Project 
Sites, and in all of 
the Model 
Courts, the 
Lead 

Judges play a critical role in 
guiding the design of the 
vision for a reformed child 
welfare system. As designers 
and architects of the vision, all of 
the Lead Judges in the Project Sites: 

• Use the best practices of the RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES as their blue print for change; 

• Use their positional power and authority to 
bring legitimacy to the change process and 
“get things done;” 

• Think big, always bringing new ideas to the 
table and encouraging creativity in others; 

• Bring multiple stakeholders from different parts 
of the system to the table to co-create the 
vision and engage in the process of change; 

• Create a collaborative 
environment that encourages 

open communication and 
dialogue throughout the 
system, the sharing of 
ideas, and creative 
problem-solving; and 

• Marshal resources to put the 
vision into action. 

 
Leader as Steward 
Effective leaders communicate the purpose of 
the change efforts.  That is, they communicate 
the “overarching explanation of why they do 
what they do, how their organization needs to 
evolve, and how that evolution is part of 
something larger.”2 These “purpose stories” 
provide a single set of integrating ideas, or a 
guiding framework, which gives meaning to all 
aspects of the leader’s work and the systems 
change effort.  Leaders are stewards of the 
vision. Stewardship involves a commitment to, 
and responsibility for, the vision, but it does not 
mean that the leader owns the vision. As 
stewards of the vision, leaders must manage 
the vision for the benefit of others. Leaders have 
to learn to listen to other people’s vision and to 
change their own where necessary. Telling the 
“purpose story” in this way allows others to be 
involved and to help develop a vision that is 

both individual and shared. 
 

A “purpose story” might be the 
story of a child or a family that 
particularly touched you, or 
challenged you, or even 
shamed you. A number of 

judicial leaders speak 
passionately about the case of 

a particular child on their docket 
who touched their hearts – maybe 

because of the challenges faced and 
overcome by that child, or maybe because the 
system, and the judge, let that child down. A 
“purpose story” might be a story of system 
success that reflects your vision, or it might be a 
story of system failure, that reflects what is wrong 

Systems Change is … 
 

People-Driven 
Evolutionary 

Holistic / Systems 
Focused 

Driven by Multiple 
Perspectives 

Learning Disciplines 
 

Systems Thinking 
Shared Vision 

Personal Mastery 
Mental Models 
Team Learning 
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with the system. Whatever your personal 
“purpose story” is, it is the story that guides and 
motivates you, and infuses your reform efforts 
with meaning. It is the story you tell to others to 
inspire and motivate them; it is the story you tell 
to keep the focus on children and families and 
to engage the heart. 
 

  In all of the Project Sites, and 
in all of the Model Courts, the 
Lead Judge motivates and 
inspires other stakeholders to 
act as change agents. By 

embodying the vision and ensuring that their 
actions on- and off-the-bench reflect that 
vision, Lead Judges actively nurture the vision. 
They communicate and share the vision with 
stakeholders, they provide a framework for 
change, and the keep the focus of the vision 
on children and families.  The “leader as 
steward” is most important, when the 
collaborative is faced with significant 
roadblocks that may seem insurmountable, 
when efforts go astray, when conflicts arise, and 
when stakeholders seem overwhelmed by the 
challenges and process ahead. As stewards 
and keepers of the vision, all of the Lead 
Judges in Project Sites: 

• Share personal motivations and make their 
personal commitment to the vision visible; 

• Recognize small successes and “baby steps” 
forward; 

• View adversity, roadblocks, and challenges as 
opportunities for growth and learning; and 

• Keep everyone’s focus on improving the 
system to benefit children and families. 

 

Leader as Teacher 
Leaders in a learning organization do not teach 
others how to achieve their vision. Rather, these 
leaders foster learning for everyone. They help 
others throughout the organization develop 
systemic understandings of the vision and how 
to achieve it. While leaders may draw inspiration 
from their sense of stewardship, what is 
important is that leaders help others achieve 
more accurate, more insightful, and more 
empowering views of reality. Leaders influence 
people’s view of reality through the 
understanding of events, patterns of behavior, 
systemic structures, and the “purpose story.” 
Many leaders may focus on one or two of these 
domains (e.g., events and behaviors), but 
leaders in a learning organization recognize the 
holistic nature of change and focus on all four 
domains, paying particular attention to the 
“purpose story” and systemic structure to guide 
their efforts. They also teach people throughout 
the organization to do the same.  
 

 In all of the Project Sites, and 
in all of the Model Courts, the 
Lead Judge acts as coach, 
mentor, and teacher and 
creates an environment that 

supports learning. As teachers, Lead Judges are 
also good students and educate themselves 
about system issues, reforms, best practices, 
and innovations and actively share that learning 
with stakeholders.  As teachers and mentors, all 
of the Lead Judges in Project Sites: 

• Attend training events and conferences to 
educate themselves; 

• Regularly bring back information from 
trainings and conferences to share with 
collaborative partners; 

• Seek information and use data to inform 
group understandings of system 
performance and outcomes; 

• Provide formal and informal opportunities 
for multidisciplinary training and information-
sharing; and 

• Seek a better understanding of system 
functioning and the factors that influence it, 
as well as think creatively about how to 
improve system functioning. 

 

“It is the judge who brings us to the table 
and enables us to work together. He is 
always the one who stresses that we are 
there to make changes for kids… He genuinely 
cares about what is going on in the lives of 
the child and families that come into the 
court system and expresses that level of care 
to others in order to get buy-in.  He also has 
the ability to get people to feel good about 
change and that what they are doing is 
important and that it matters.”  
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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Effective leadership encompasses all three 
functions – designer, steward, and teacher. 
 
Models of Leadership  
There are many different models of leadership. 
Over the last 80 years or so, theories of 
leadership have evolved from a focus on 
leadership traits,3 to leadership behaviors,4 to 
contingency or situational models of 
leadership,5 to transformational theories of 
leadership.6 
 
The difficulty is finding and adapting a 
leadership model that is suited to the particular 
leader, the particular organization, the cultural 
context, and the goals that need to be 
accomplished. Three different leadership 
models are presented below. While the different 
leadership models have unique strengths and 
weaknesses, research on organizational 
leadership has shown that there is one model of 
leadership that is particularly effective for 
promoting and sustaining systems change – the 
transformational model of leadership.  
 
Model One: Transactional Leadership 
Transactional leaders are often reacting to 
crises and operate in a “crisis management” 
mode, convening systems stakeholders to 
attend to an immediate situation that needs 
their focus. This crisis management orientation 
undermines change efforts because in times of 
crisis people often revert back to familiar ways 
of reacting and patterns of behavior, rather 
than holding true to the vision and ideals of 
change. Transactional leaders tend to “drive the 
status quo” rather than support innovation. 
 
Model Two: Relational Leadership 
Relational leaders are team players who are 
sensitive to how others view them, and seek to 
maintain good interpersonal relations among 
colleagues. These leaders motivate people 
through trust, respect, and consideration. This 
model’s weakness, however, is that the leader 

may be reluctant to make difficult decisions 
and force issues that would be unpopular with 
the group. Relational leaders may also be 
hesitant to challenge people’s assumptions and 
perspectives out of concern for maintaining 
relationships which can impede change efforts.  
 
Model Three: Transformational Leadership 
The transformational leader understands the 
broader context within which the organization 
and collaborative operates, and knows how to 
use that culture strategically. This leader is 
focused on long-term change strategies, and 
goals which enhance organizational learning 
and encourage a high-performance team and 
work environment. The goal of transformational 
leadership is the creation of self-sustaining 
change.  
 
With respect to systems change, a primary role 
of the transformational leader is to create, 
implement, and sustain organizational 
learning. A transformational leader is a 
strategic architect of the vision (leader as 
design), who holds the vision and keeps if visible 
throughout the change process (leader as 
steward), and mentors others to share and co-
create reform efforts (leader as teacher). 
 
A successful leader analyzes and interprets the 
present, creates a shared horizon of possibilities 
for the future, creates an environment for 
change, and expands the systems’ capacity for 
action. The most effective leaders are those 
who influence others not by making them do 
something but by inspiring them to want to do 
it; not by telling them what to do, but by telling 
them why it is important and how it fits in the 
overall organizational vision for change. 
Effective leaders communicate a compelling 
vision, one that people want to see happen 
and want to participate in making happen.7 A 
compelling vision energizes and motivates, and 
is ultimately reflected in the behavior and 
actions of those striving to bring about its 
realization. All of the aforementioned qualities of 
effective leaders can also be ascribed to 
effective judicial leaders.  
 
 
 
 

“He is open to new ideas. He is always 
wanting to learn about new programs and 
new ways of doing things that are making an 
impact. And, he expects the same from 
everybody.”  
 Stakeholder, Alexandria Project Site 



Chapter 4: Effective Leadership To Support Systems Change 

 
BUILDING A BETTER COLLABORATION  

 

30

Exemplary Leaders in  
Learning Organizations 

• Challenge the process 

• Inspire a shared vision 

• Enable others to act 

• Model the way 

• Engage the heart 

• Keep the purpose, goals, and approach 
relevant and meaningful  

• Build commitment and confidence 

• Strengthen the mix by encouraging 
participation of all level of skills and 
knowledge; Value and encourage 
diversity 

• Manage relationships  

• Create opportunities for others  

• Do real work  

• Conduct effective and meaningful 
meetings 

• Encourage dialogue and discussion  

Leadership Traits 

• Interested in group’s concerns while 
sensitive to individual needs 

• Aware of current social and political 
situations 

• Good communication and group 
interaction skills 

• Earns respect and is viewed as  
knowledgeable and fair 

• Able to share responsibility and credit with 
others 

• Promotes consensus, compromise, and 
trade-offs 

• Integrates a variety of different 
perspectives 

• Is patient, creative, and flexible  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 The Four “I’s” of 
Transformational Leadership 

  
• Idealized Influence  
A transformational leader is a good role 
model for the organization; someone whom 
employees at all levels would aspire to be 
like. 

 
• Inspirational Motivation 
A transformational leader motivates and 
inspires employees by giving meaning to the 
work that is engaged in and empowering 
employees to learn and grow.   
 
• Intellectual Stimulation  
A transformational leader stimulates 
employees to have a questioning attitude, 
in order to challenge basic assumptions and 
mental models, and to reframe problems in 
ways that may be addressed through non-
conventional means; helps individuals “think 
outside the box.” 
 
• Individualized Consideration 
A transformational leader treats each 
employee as an individual, and seeks to 
meet their needs while maximizing their 
potential.  
 
Source: Bass, B.M & Avolio, B.J. (1994). Improving 
Organizational Effectiveness through 
Transformational Leadership. Sage Publications: 
Thousand Oaks, CA. 
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Judge as Leader8 
While the court is responsible for protecting 
procedural due process rights of litigants and 
determining the sufficiency of petition 
allegations, the responsibility of juvenile and 
family court judges has been greatly expanded 
through federal and state mandates to go 
beyond these concerns. The overall role of the 
juvenile and family court judge is complex – a 
confluence of dimensions that in some cases 
may not even be recognized as part of the 
traditional or normative judicial role, much less 
understood in terms of the additional 
responsibilities that are placed upon the judge 
as he or she fulfills the duties of the office.  
 
It is important to recognize and understand the 
complex, multi-dimensional role of juvenile and 
family court judges in dependency practice. 
The role of the judge must be understood as 
broader than that of the conventional view of 
“judge as legal decision-maker.”  
 
In a study of judicial workload in which Model 
Court Lead Judges were asked to discuss their 
judicial role, the importance of the “leadership” 
dimension of judicial work became apparent.9 
It is important to note that the judges 
interviewed were not responding to a question 
specifically designed to gather information 
about judicial leadership. Rather, they were 
asked to provide their opinion about the “role of 
a juvenile and family court judge in 
dependency or child abuse and neglect 
practice.” Almost every judge discussed a 
constellation of leadership expectations and 
responsibilities in response to this general 
question. Indeed, off-the-bench judicial 
leadership activities – convening, facilitating, 
and participating in collaborative meetings and 
community outreach – were identified as 
central role expectations for the dependency 
court judge. The dimensions of leadership and 
the numerous activities related to it that were 
identified by these judges helps highlight how 
difficult and misunderstood the role of the 
dependency court judge is.  
  
Strong judicial leadership is critically important 
to successful systems change. While 
recognizing that there is no definitive leadership 
“style” that has been identified as “most 
effective” or “most successful,” there are 
transformational leadership activities that have 

been found to support, and in some cases 
constrain, reform efforts.  Fostering leadership in 
other stakeholders, ensuring forward movement 
toward an agreed upon vision or goal, and 
facilitating collaborative ownership of outcomes 
(both successful and unsuccessful) are 
important, but difficult, judicial leadership tasks.  
 
Judges are in a unique position to assume the 
mantle of leadership for comprehensive system 
change.  The judge plays a unique role in 
preserving the interests of all involved: the child, 
the parents, and the community. By virtue of his 
or her title, the judge is in a position that invites 
community leadership. 
  
While judges are not granted leadership status 
by their position alone, judges are positioned to 
become leaders. As with any worthwhile skill, 
becoming an effective leader, judicial or 
otherwise, involves life-long learning and 
experience.  As one continually strives to 
become a better judge, one also continually  
strives to become a better leader.   
 
Judges have the positional power to bring 
stakeholders to the table and lead the change 
effort. When a judge invites individuals to the 
collaborative table, they will come. 
 

 
 In recognition of the 
importance of strong and 
visible judicial leadership to 
convene and mobilize 
systems change efforts, the 

national Model Courts Project requires the 
designation of a “Model Court Lead Judge” 
who leads project activities. These judges must 
be willing to accept the responsibility to 
spearhead systems reform efforts specifically 
aimed at improving the lives of children and 
families at risk of abuse and neglect. Model 
Court Lead Judges make an incredible 
commitment of time, effort, personal resources, 
and authority to try to implement these efforts. 
Lead judges develop expertise in a wide variety 
of areas related to improved court practice 
and systems change, which, in turn, benefits the 
jurisdictions they serve. 
 
Model Court Lead Judges in Project Sites were 
interviewed about their judicial leadership role. 
All of the Lead Judges recognize the 
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opportunity their position affords them to 
convene stakeholders at the collaborative 
table, to build consensus around a common 
vision, and to strategically plan for change.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STATUTORY SUPPORT FOR JUDICIAL LEADERSHIP 
 
One of the best formal expressions of the full role of 
the juvenile court judge was adopted in Standards of 
Judicial Administration (SJA 24), California Judicial 
Council (1991). This statutory framework for judicial 
leadership operated in two of the Project Sites (San 
Jose and Los Angeles).  In SJA 24 the Judicial 
Council wrote that juvenile and family court judges 
are encouraged to: 

 Provide active leadership within the community in 
determining the needs and obtaining and 
developing resources and services for at-risk 
children and families. At-risk children include 
delinquent, dependent, and status offenders. 

 Investigate and determine the availability of 
specific prevention, intervention, and treatment 
services in the community for at-risk children and 
their families. 

 Exercise their authority by statute or rule to review, 
order, and enforce the delivery of specific 
services and treatment for children at risk and 
their families. 

 Exercise a leadership role in the development 
and maintenance of permanent programs of 
interagency cooperation and coordination 
among the court and the various public agencies 
that serve at-risk children and their families. 

 Take an active part in the formation of a 
community-wide network to promote and unify 
private and public section efforts to focus 
attention and resources for at-risk children and 
their families. 

 Maintain close liaison with school authorities and 
encourage coordination of policies and 
programs. 

 Educate the community and its institutions 
through every available means, including the 
media, concerning the role of the juvenile court in 
meeting the complex needs of at-risk children 
and their families.  

 Evaluate the criteria established by child 
protection agencies for initial removal and 
reunification decisions and communicate the 
court’s expectations of what constitutes 
“reasonable efforts” to prevent the removal or 
hasten the return of the child. 

 Encourage the development of community 
services and resources to assist homeless, truant, 
runaway, and incorrigible children. 

 Be familiar with all detention facilities, 
placements, and institutions used by the court. 

 

“A lot has to do with our main judge … because 
we have a judge leading our committee, our work 
has some weight in the community … more than 
any other committee would … our judge really 
wants to make a difference and wants everyone 
there … that makes it really nice and meaningful 
for all of us. It is the judge’s leadership style 
that makes us all want to be there and be a part 
of it.”  
       Stakeholder, Alexandria Project Site 
 
“With respect to systems change, I see my role as 
achieving consensus and empowering others to 
help create change systems-wide and to foster 
collaboration … by creating an atmosphere that 
supports collaboration and bringing people to the 
table, listening to their ideas, and helping them 
put their ideas into action.” 
       Lead Judge, Buffalo Project Site 

 
"[The judge] provides direction and can bring 
major stakeholders to the table. He keeps us 
focused and on track. He calls the meetings, 
invites people, and sets topics for discussion. .. 
He is the convener of meetings and a conveyor of 
information. He has the authority of the bench. 
He has the oversight role."  
       Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 
"There is a lot of respect for the court and the 
power of the court ... and the court has high 
expectations for all of the parties involved. ... 
The court identifies areas where system 
collaboration could benefit system reform and 
improve practice. There has definitely been 
direction from the court on what areas they want 
us to work on. It's the only way we can 
accomplish those kinds of reforms."   
       Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
 
“In supporting reform efforts, I present 
problems, bring stakeholders to the table, elicit 
discussion, and encourage everyone to work 
together to create action plans.” 
       Lead Judge, Los Angeles Project Site 

 
“The role of the juvenile and family court judge 
is a unique one and it combines judicial, 
administrative, collaborative, and advocacy 
components. These include holding parents, 
social workers, attorneys, and service providers 
accountable; the creation and dissolution of legal 
rights and responsibilities relating to child 
custody; the protection of children’s rights; and 
the articulation of community norms.” 
       Lead Judge, San Jose Project Site 
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   Judicial Leadership – 
Examples from the 
Project Sites 
Four of the six Lead Judges in 
Project Sites serve in an 
Administrative or Presiding 

Judge capacity.  One judicial leader is serving 
at the pleasure of the Administrative Judge 
(Cincinnati) and, in Charlotte, the Lead Judge 
has been invested with the leadership position 
through the District Court.   
 
Clearly, it is not necessary that a judicial leader 
hold an Administrative or Presiding Judge 
position. The judicial position of the Lead Judge 
varies across the Model Courts – ranging from 
magistrates, pro-tem, and referees to 
Administrative and Presiding Judges. The 
“position” of the judge is not as important as the 
positional authority a judicial officer brings to the 
collaborative through the respect and authority 
afforded the court.  However, if the judicial 
leader is not the Administrative or Presiding 
Judge, it is critically important that the 
Administrative or Presiding Judge visibly support 
reform efforts and the leadership role. Ideally, 
visible support for reforms should not only come 
from the Administrative/Presiding Judge position, 
but also from higher level judicial authorities 
and higher-level courts. For example, the Chief 
Judge of the State of New York, has been very 
supportive of the reforms in both the Erie County 
(Buffalo) and New York City Model Courts, as 
well as family court improvement efforts 
throughout the state. The Ohio Court of Appeals 
has been an active partner in reform efforts and 
has developed procedures to expedite 
appeals at the termination of parental rights 
stage of the proceedings. Indeed, many of the 
Model Courts are actively working to engage 
their appellate court and Chief Judge in reform 
efforts – as advocates and supporters of 
change, but also as active collaborators in 
reform efforts. 
 
 

 
For additional resources related 
to judicial leadership, please visit 
the PPCD website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org. 

 
Shared Leadership 
Although judicial leadership is critically 
important to the change process, it is not 
enough. Meaningful and sustainable systems 
change can only occur through concerted, 
collaborative efforts on the part of all system 
professionals. Ideally, judicial leaders should 
draw on existing leaders throughout the system 
while creating conditions that allow others to 
see their own roles in leadership. Creating an 
environment of shared leadership and 
collective visioning facilitates a more open 
exchange of information, better relationships 
among system participants, and a stronger 
commitment to a common vision. 
 
When shared leadership occurs, people 
approach problems in collaborative ways, 
engage each other in defining the work to be 
done, and are able to facilitate interaction and 
sustain action so that goals can be realized. 
People come to focus on the work itself rather 
than on the person who has the authority to do 
it.  
 
Shared leadership is necessary for guiding 
change, overcoming resistance, and 
mobilizing partners, while, at the same time, 
building competence and self-reliance in 
others.  
 

 
Shared Leadership – 
Examples from the 
Project Sites 
Shared leadership has been 
critical to the success of the 

Buffalo Model Court’s reform efforts since the 
beginning.  In February 1998 the Supervising 
Judge of the Family Court and the 
Commissioner of the Department of Social 
Services (the local child welfare agency) 
committed to a process of long-term systems 
change. 
 
From the beginning of their reform efforts in Erie 
County, leadership was formally and visibly 

“I go around the country and speak to juvenile 
court judges about improving their dependency 
systems…My model of change features judicial 
leadership…Judicial ethics are perceived as a 
barrier to leadership and collaboration…There are 
cautions and encouragements that must be given 
to judges who are about to embark [on 
collaboration] and these must be grounded in the 
judicial canons of ethics.” 

Lead Judge, San Jose Project Site 
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shared. For example, the Supervising Judge 
and DSS Commissioner … 

• Co-chaired collaborative meetings; 

• Publicly endorsed a shared, child-focused 
vision for systems reform; 

• Jointly sponsored multidisciplinary trainings;  

• Shared the dais at professional and 
community events focused on child welfare 
issues;  

• Created staff positions in both the Family 
Court and DSS whose roles were designed 
specifically to work with each other in 
furtherance of joint reform efforts;  

• Strategically, publicly, and jointly leveraged 
the authority of each institution to increase 
available resources, increase public 
awareness, and bring new stakeholders to the 
table; and 

• Publicly supported each institution’s agendas 
and reform initiatives when they were in 
support of the shared vision for system reform. 

The shared model of leadership – especially 
shared leadership between the court and child 
welfare agency – has been adopted by a 
number of Project Sites (and other Model 
Courts), although usually at later stages in the 
evolution of their collaborative process.10  

 
In the Alexandria Project Site, the Lead Judge 
has recently invited the new Director of the city’s 
child welfare agency to co-chair the multi-
disciplinary advisory group.  
 
Sharing Leadership / Sharing Power 
Sharing leadership means being mutually 
responsible for the process of change.  
Sharing power means being mutually 
responsible for the effect of the change. It is 

important to recognize, however, that sharing 
leadership and sharing power does not 
necessarily carry with it shared decision-making 
authority. 

 
In sharing the leadership role and jointly guiding 
and supporting systems reform, neither the 
judge nor the director of the child welfare 
agency relinquishes their individual power or the 
independent roles of their organizations.  
 
Leadership does not necessarily have to start 
with the court, but the positional authority of the 
court needs to be brought into the 
collaborative. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“In Erie County [Buffalo Model Court], the 
success of the project is a direct result of the 
relationship between the Supervising Judge 
and the Commissioner of the Department of 
Social Services (DSS). Unlike the relationships 
of the past, this relationship has been 
focused on the interplay of the various 
systems that comprise child welfare. As co-
chairs of the project, the Court and DSS have 
modeled collaborative leadership to all of 
the stakeholders.”10 

Strategies to Encourage Shared Leadership and 
Shared Power 

• Co-create and share a vision for reform 

• Share relevant information, knowing what is 
relevant may involve educating people so 
that they are able to comprehend the 
information 

• Share credit  

• Share blame 

• Reward and recognize honesty and 
openness 

• Be a role model and mentor 

• Promote and reward partnering, particularly 
across functions and at all levels of the 
collaboration 

• Hold dialogues focused on people’s 
perceptions of their relationships 

• Commit to get to know people behind the 
mask of their job title, role, or function 

 

“Our leader supports systems reform efforts 
by creating a leadership base that involves a 
combination of agencies and folks. A couple of 
judges and the director of social services have 
been instrumental, but many other players 
too, such as legal defense, schools, etc.[are 
involved]. Our Lead Judge supports systems 
change by not being the only leader … by 
giving up some power and letting the ‘myth of 
king’ be dispelled. You can’t have 
collaboration if you have one person running 
everything; if that was the case, it would be 
something else … but it would not be true 
collaboration.” 

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
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     In many of the Project Sites, 
and in many of the Model 
Courts, strong, charismatic 
leaders were critical to 
initiating the reform process. 

Indeed, the "Lead Judge" designation 
somewhat implicitly requires that judicial leaders 
display charismatic leadership qualities — a 
strong, independent voice; a strong hand in 
guiding reform efforts; and a "strong," take-
charge personality. Indeed, at the early stages 
of the change process, a charismatic leader 
may be necessary to bring people together, to 
motivate them, to inspire vision, and instill a 
commitment to that vision.  
  
However, charismatic leadership presents some 
challenges. Charismatic leaders, especially 
charismatic judicial leaders, by sheer force of 
their personality, positional authority, and 
charm, send the message that they can and 
will make things better, find solutions to system 
problems, and guide the reform process. As a 
consequence, people follow the charismatic 
leader. A strong, charismatic leader creates 
strong, committed followers. Strong followership, 
however, fosters dependency on the leader — 
the vision for reform is created by the leader, 
the problems are defined and solutions are 
generated from the perspective of the leader, 
and it is the leader who singularly carries the 
message of reform. Followers buy-into the 
leader's vision for reform, but do not personally 
own it.  Moreover, when reform efforts become 
closely associated with individual people, those 
individual leaders become more open to 
political attacks and, ultimately, reform efforts 
are undermined.  Charismatic leaders may also 
face significant challenges when transitioning to 
new leadership.  
 
Meaningful and sustainable systems change, 
however, requires leadership (not followership) 
from stakeholders throughout the system, a 
shared vision, and the creation of a 
collaborative environment that supports systems 
learning. The challenge for charismatic leaders, 
and for Lead Judges, is to know when to 
strategically be "charismatic leaders" who lead 
by force of their personality and vision, and 
when to move towards a more truly 
collaborative process that facilitates leadership 
(not followership) in others.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The Lead Judge supports reform efforts by 
presenting problems, providing guidance, and 
ensuring forward momentum … and is doing a 
great job; without him we would be in worse 
shape … but we are doomed to be so reliant 
on the Lead Judge. More of the organizations 
around the table need a role in leadership 
too, instead of relying on just one person.” 

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site  
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CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE LEADERS FOR SYSTEMS CHANGE:  
PROJECT SITE STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES 

 
Stakeholders from throughout the system in each project site were asked to identify the characteristics they 
feel a leader should have in order to support effective systems change. Although the leadership structure and 
leadership style differed across project sites, stakeholders from each site identified a number of similar 
characteristics. What emerges is a picture of an “ideal leader” to spearhead reform efforts aimed at 
improving the systems’ response to child abuse and neglect. 
 
Because a primary role of a leader is to create, implement, and sustain a learning organization, the 
characteristics of effective leadership consistently identified by stakeholders in Project Sites are organized 
below according to the factors that facilitate learning (See Chapter 3).   
 
Facilitating Factor:  Involved Leadership 
Leader Task:   Articulate a vision and be engaged in its implementation  
• “Care about children and families.” 
• “Have conviction and a vision of what you would like to achieve and instill that vision in others to act on 

their own and get to that goal.” 
• “Be able to walk the talk.” 
• “Be persistent in bringing different groups together and work alongside others on an equal basis.”  
 
Facilitating Factor:  Multiple Advocates 
Leader Task: Share leadership; create multiple champions throughout the system 
• “Encourage leadership in others and motivate others to do their best.” 
• “Be able to generate other leaders so that everyone can go out and carry forth initiatives.” 
• “Empower others to instill a change process that will still work when [the leader] is gone.” 
• “Be willing to delegate tasks and responsibilities to other group members.” 
• “Encourage new ideas and input from all parts of the system and from people throughout the system.” 
• “Have an expectation that change is possible and the system will improve; communicate that 

expectation.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Climate of Openness 
Leader Task: Create a climate of openness through information sharing, effective 

communication, and dialogue 
• “Have the ability to listen to others in the system and take their ideas into consideration.” 
• “Be able to communicate effectively with multiple stakeholders in different systems.” 
• “Be accountable to yourself and other stakeholders.” 
• “Be tactful, approachable, and accessible.”  
• “Have the ability to mediate opposing viewpoints.” 
• “Encourage meaningful debate and challenge people’s ideas.” 
• “Solicit feedback.” 
• “Encourage information sharing throughout the system and at all levels.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Scanning Imperative 
Leader Task:  Recognize and understand the environment within which systems change 

operates  
• “Be knowledgeable about the history of the relevant organizations and the political climate.” 
• “Understand the law and how it supports and constrains change.” 
• “Be knowledgeable about what is going on with respect to various issues.” 
• “Know your resource community.” 
•  “Be goal-oriented and solution-focused.” 
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Challenges of Leadership: 
Understanding the Importance of 
Management vs. Leadership11 
 
What distinguishes leaders from managers? 
Leaders are interested in direction, vision, goals, 
objectives, effectiveness, and purpose, while 
management relies on using a set of processes 
to help keep systems running smoothly. 
Management includes planning, budgeting, 
organizing, staffing, controlling, and problem-
solving. Leadership, on the other hand, refers to 
a set of processes that creates organizations or 
adapts them to changing circumstances. 

Leadership defines what the future looks like, 
aligns people with that vision, and inspires them 
to make it happen. Managers administer while 
leaders innovate; Managers rely on control 
while leaders inspire trust. Leaders pay attention 
to the details, but within the framework of the 
bigger picture. Leaders also have the ability to 
make people feel valued – to inspire and 
energize, to nurture creativity and to encourage 
people to take risks and learn from their 
mistakes.  
 
According to John Kotter,12 successful change 
efforts are 70-90% leadership and only 10-30% 

 

Facilitating Factor: Performance Gap 
Leader Tasks: Recognize and manage the gap between current performance and the ideal 

system; build consensus for the ideal system 
• “Be able to fully define the problem from all perspectives.” 
• “Be able to identify important issues in need of reform.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Concern for Measurement 
Leader Task: Focus on measurement, define benchmarks and outcomes, and track change 

over time 
• “Stress the importance of really knowing how we are doing; do not just rely on others’ opinions.” 
• “Collect data.” 
• “Set goals, establish benchmarks, and set timeframes for achieving or completing a project.” 
• “Set short-term and long-term goals so that we know when we achieve success.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Experimental Mindset  
Leader Task:  Emphasize experimentation, be curious, and support innovation  
• “Be open to and willing to accept new and different ideas.” 
• “Think outside the box.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Continuous Education 
Leader Task: Provide formal and informal opportunities for training and ongoing education 
• “Be willing to go to others for additional help and knowledge.” 
• “Be willing to understand and learn about all of the systems and how they function, and encourage others 

to do the same.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Operational Variety 
Leader Task:  Envision more than one way to achieve systems change goals  
• “Be innovative.”  
• “Get feedback from others about how to solve problems and address issues.” 
• “Facilitate and support the cross-pollination of ideas.” 
• “Support for brainstorming, seeking new and different ideas.” 
• “Focus on a total systems change approach that includes systems change in court practice, policies, and 

programs.” 
• “Encourage broad consensus across multiple stakeholders.” 
 
Facilitating Factor: Systems Perspective 
Leader Task:  See problems and solutions in terms of systemic relationships  
• “Solicit input and feedback from different parts of the system.” 
• “Have a systems perspective. Be willing to understand and to learn about all of the systems and how they 

function.” 
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management. While managing change is 
clearly important, only leadership can motivate 
the actions needed for widespread and lasting 
change –“only leadership can get change to 
stick.”13 
 
The challenge for effective leaders is to make 
sure that their approach to change includes 
both the management and leadership 
components needed for transforming systems.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fulfilling the Management and 
Leadership Components of Effective 
Systems Change: Examples from the 
Project Sites 
Trying to both manage and lead systems 
change initiatives can be overwhelming, 
especially if both components are the 
responsibility of one person – and even more so 
if leadership activities and reform initiatives are 
carried out in addition to full-time on-the-job 
responsibilities. For example, judicial leaders 
often commented that the leadership activities 
required to facilitate systems change – to 
convene and attend multiple meetings, to plan 
agendas, to disseminate information, to 
engage in community outreach – are done 
during their off-the-bench time, outside of court 
hours.  Many noted how exhausting the 
leadership role can be and the tension it 
creates in trying to balance their professional 
and personal lives.  
 

  In one of the Project Sites (and 
in a number of other Model 
Courts) the management 
component of systems 
change has been formalized 

and institutionalized into a new administrative 
position (e.g., the role of “Project Manager,” or 
“Model Court Project Director”). Whatever the 
formal title, the person holding this position 
usually works closely with the judicial leader to 
coordinate and manage the change process. 
The responsibilities of this position usually include 
convening meetings and disseminating 
meeting notes, organizing training programs, 
collecting data and generating reports, 
developing policy and practice 
recommendations, relationship-building and 
outreach, and sharing information throughout 
the stakeholder community.  
 
In the Buffalo Project Site the Director of the Erie 
County Family Court Improvement Project is 
responsible for much of the management of 
change and works closely with the judicial 
leader. And, recall that in Buffalo, a similar 
position has also been created in the 
Department of Social Services, and the 
individuals holding these two complementary 
positions work very closely together to manage 
the change process and coordinate the 
implementation of reforms.  
 

Leadership 
 

Establishing Direction 
– developing a vision of the future and strategies for 
producing the changes needed to achieve that vision 
 

Aligning People 
– communicating direction in words and deeds to all 
those whose cooperation is needed; influencing and 
creating teams and coalitions that understand the 
vision and strategies and that accept their validity 
 

Motivating and Inspiring 
– energizing people to overcome major political, 
bureaucratic, and resource barriers to change  
 
 
 
Produces change and has the potential to produce 
creative, innovative, and long-term changes  
 
Source: Kotter, J.P. (1996). Leading Change. Harvard 
Business School. 

Management 
 

Planning and Budgeting 
– establishing steps and timetables for achieving 
needed results; finding resources to make results 
happen 

 
Organizing and Staffing 

– establishing structure to accomplish the plan, staffing 
that structure, delegating responsibility and authority for 
carrying out the plan, providing policies and 
procedures to guide people, and creating methods or 
systems to monitor implementation 

 
Controlling and Problem-Solving 

– monitoring results, identifying deviations from the plan, 
then planning and organizing to solve these problems 
 
 
Produces a degree of predictability and order and has 
potential to consistently produce short-term results 
expected by stakeholders 
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In other Project Sites (and in some other Model 
Courts), the position is less formalized and 
usually falls under the job responsibilities of 
someone already working within the court 
administration structure (e.g., a research 
attorney or a “court case coordinator,” or a 
“dependency case manager”).   
 
Management responsibility, like leadership, can 
also be shared by stakeholders throughout the 
system. As with shared leadership, shared 
management facilitates empowerment, 
ownership, and shared vision, and facilitates the 
sustainability of reforms and the collaborative 
process as a whole. 
 

 
 
Challenges of 
Leadership: Limited 
Time to Make 
Meaningful Change 

A number of stakeholders in Project Sites, 
especially Lead Judges and child welfare 
administrators, commented on the pressure 
they feel to make significant and meaningful 
systemic change in a relatively short period of 
time. Often these individuals serve in formal 
leadership positions for a clearly defined period 
of time (e.g., a few years). And, while they 
recognize that change takes time, they feel 
that they only hold the positional power 
necessary to make change happen for a 
limited time.    
 
A number of Project Site leaders recognized 
that because of the time-bound nature of their 
leadership role, they are “rushing” to get things 
done, focusing solely on outcomes, and may 
not be spending the necessary time to build 
relationships and focus on the process of 
change. Rather, in recognition of these time 

constraints, they are using the power of their 
positions and the force of their personalities to 
move the process along as quickly as possible. 
As a result, their change process becomes 
more driven by a single, powerful leader in a 
formal leadership position, rather than being a 
collaborative group of stakeholders throughout 
the system working together toward a common 
vision.  
The tensions created by the time-bound nature 
of these leadership positions should be used 
strategically, and the pull between moving 
reforms forward as quickly as possible and 
taking the time to create a strong collaborative 
needs to be appropriately managed. The 
danger of not balancing this tension is the 
development of a reform effort that becomes 
so tied to the personality of the formal leader 
that it cannot sustain itself beyond the loss of 
that person in a leadership role. Moreover, 
every new individual that assumes the formal 
leadership role drives the reform effort in 
accordance with his or her own vision and 
agenda for reform. As a result, the change 
effort lacks long-term vision and sustainability. 
 
 
Even when system leaders have formal authority 
for only a limited amount of time, they still need 
to focus on building a strong collaborative, 
sharing leadership and power, building a 
common vision, and prioritizing reform efforts. 
Rather than become overwhelmed by “so 
much to do in so little time”  and the 
performance gap between current and ideal 
practice, leaders should focus on identifying 
what the priority areas for reform are and what 
can be accomplished in the time that they 
have. A leader in this predicament can ask, 
“What can be accomplished under my formal 
leadership to ensure that the system continues 
to move forward in the right direction?”   
 
Remember, systems change is an evolutionary 
and ongoing process. Changes in the 
leadership tenure should be seen as stages in 
the change process, not as discrete moments 
and issues in time.  
 
Challenges of Leadership: Dealing 
with Politics and Conflict 
Assuming the mantle of leadership when you 
are buried in the day-to-day work of your 
position can be daunting. Not only do 

Over the history of the Model Courts Project, we 
have seen the “manager of change” role 
become increasingly critical to successful 
systems change. Whether formally created as a 
new role or an expansion of an existing role, 
these “right hand people” serve a critical 
management support role for Model Court Lead 
Judges.  In fact, the role has become so critical 
that the PPCD now strongly suggests that new 
Model Court jurisdictions develop some kind of 
management support role.  
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leadership activities add to your workload, but 
they also place you solidly in the position of 
tackling political and structural arrangements 
that may involve all sorts of negativity and 
conflict. This may be especially true with a 
highly politicized and bureaucratic system such 
as the child welfare system.  
 
No matter how well conflict is handled, it will 
never disappear.  Even the best relationships 
have clashes – there are bound to be 
differences of opinion.  Effective leaders, 
however, do not shy away from these conflicts. 
Instead, they see them as opportunities to learn 
about the needs and perspectives of others, 
build consensus around the vision for reform, 
and move change efforts forward.  
 
Remember, systems change is people-driven – 
fear of, and resistance to, change is to be 
anticipated – change is a human process filled 
with human emotions. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Strategies Leaders can use to Overcome 
Politics and Conflict 

• Ensure that different perspectives are 
included in the collaborative group –
especially those that have been 
identified as leading to resistance to 
change or other potential stumbling 
blocks to change efforts – do not leave 
someone out of the collaborative 
group because they are “hopeless” or 
“difficult” 

• Prepare for conflict – do not speak or 
act out of frustration or anger; allow 
yourself time to “cool off” when 
tempers flare; lead by example – how 
you handle the politics should be the 
way you would want others to behave 

• Clarify problems – when you sit down 
to discuss differences, ask questions 
and be genuinely interested in other 
perspectives; do not assume that you 
know where others stand; ask “What do 
you see as the problem?”; Listen and 
then paraphrase other viewpoints – 
while you may never agree, this will 
demonstrate that you are trying to 
understand and will build trust  

• Seek areas of agreement – identify all 
those areas, no matter how small, that 
you agree on; in a “disagree column” 
record only the main issues which will 
make the areas of disagreement look 
smaller; reinforce agreement about 
the common vision (i.e., better 
outcomes for children and families); 
make peace by stressing common 
vision and goals despite apparent 
differences 

• Take responsibility for how you might 
have contributed to the problem; 
taking responsibility often means 
allowing honesty to come to the 
surface – honesty is best for getting to 
the real difficulties and moving into 
problem-solving 

• Keep the group focused on results –
when conflict arises ask “So, what can 
we do to resolve this situation?”; 
encourage brainstorming to generate 
solutions 

Adapted from: Pastor, J. (2004). “Who is Afraid 
of a Little Conflict?” www.leader-values.com; 
and Joan Pastor (2004). “Conflict Resolution: 

Judges in Project Sites were asked to talk about the 
politics of leadership.  
 
“You have to take your vision on the road and 
talk to staff at all levels … you have to be a 
visible leader … you have to create an 
awareness of the Model Court Project … you 
have to communicate.” 
 
“You have to reinforce that it is about a vision 
for reform and a plan to achieve that vision … 
you have to stress that it is not about one 
individual judge or one individual courtroom.” 
 
“I deal with judge-envy by actively reaching out 
and engaging judicial colleagues and by building 
relationships with other stakeholders.”  
 
“The Chief Judge publicly supports us … you 
need to get the people with the political clout 
to support your reform efforts.” 
 
“You keep it focused on children. This is about 
better outcomes for children and families; this 
is not about the system. You have to keep it 
vision-focused, not personality focused.” 
 
“I do not let it defeat me and I actively work to 
engage judicial colleagues and stakeholders in 
the process.” 
 
“I try to build a network of supports from 
different parts of the system. We all support 
each other.” 
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For tools related to leadership roles 
and overcoming politics, please visit the PPCD 
website at www.pppncjfcj.org.  
 

Challenges of Leadership: 
Transitions 
Periods of leadership transition bring uncertainty 
and there are challenges inherent in identifying 
and supporting a successor.  But, transitions in 
leadership can be powerful opportunities to 
strengthen organizations and change initiatives. 
They can serve as “pivotal learning moments” 
that enable organizations and systems to 
change direction, to maintain momentum, to 
build or rebuild infrastructure, and to clarify the 
mission and vision.  Properly managed, 
leadership transitions provide a “pivotal learning 
moment” – a time when current organizational 
and system practices, positioning, mission, and  

vision can all be re-examined and not feared or 
avoided. Transitions should be seen as 
capacity-building opportunities.  
 
Changes in leadership often lead to periods of 
disruption. These periods of disruption can 
occur for many reasons. For example, a 
successor may operate according to different 
values or be unclear as to the vision for systems 
reform; a successor may lack the informal 
channels of communication and information-
sharing that are available to individuals who are 
well-established in their positions; a successor 
may need time to build a sense of loyalty 
among system professionals; a successor may 
have new ideas on how to approach problems 
and overcome barriers; and a successor may 
have different leadership qualities.  
 
Times of transition may be particularly 
problematic and stressful if the reform effort has 
been led by, and is strongly associated with, 
one, charismatic, larger-than-life leader. While 
such a leader may be necessary to initiate a 
reform effort, transitions will be much smoother, 
and initiatives are much more likely to sustain 
over time, if leaders actively encourage shared 
leadership and shared ownership throughout 
the system. 
 

 
Transitions in 
Leadership: 
Experiences from The 
Project Sites 
During the Packard Project 

period almost all of the Project Sites went 
through significant transitions in leadership – 
whether in the court, the child welfare agency, 
or other key stakeholder agencies. Some 
transitions were planned, some were not. Some 
were relatively smooth transition periods, some 
were not.  
 
In the Cincinnati Model Court, for example, past 
reform efforts are strongly associated with one 
key judicial leader. The judge retired from the 
bench, but retained the formal designation of 
“Model Court Lead Judge” for several years 
post-retirement. During that time he actively 
mentored judicial colleagues to assume the 
leadership role, but only recently has the 
designation and authority of “Model Court Lead 
Judge” been formally transferred. 

 

Managing the Politics of Leadership:  
Advice from Project Sites 

• “Always bring it back to the children – 
remind people that this is not about status, 
authority, resources, or the system. This is 
about children and families.” 

• “Reach out to the highest level of judicial 
authority in your court and in your state 
and ask for public support for reform 
efforts. “ 

• “Ensure that your efforts are truly 
collaborative – get everyone to the table 
that needs to be there.”  

• “Build a network of supports and 
champions. You can support each other.“ 

• “Remember, sometimes people are just 
responding from a position of fear, or they 
feel threatened. Help them deal with it by 
helping them understand the bigger vision 
and their role in achieving it.” 

• “Be open and honest. Recognize the 
problems and challenges; do not try to 
disguise them.” 

• “Do not point fingers. Recognize and 
communicate that everyone is part of the 
problem and part of the solution.” 
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“At the moment, there is not an identifiable 
leader or leadership base directing the overall 
systems reform. That’s a problem we are trying 
to address right now. We have a million 
committees. A committee gets started for 
everything. We have duplicate committees, 
committees that have collapsed, some that are 
conflicting in recommendations, and no overall 
hierarchy. Since there is no clear leader, it is 
difficult to coordinate and direct reform 
efforts.” 
 Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 

The long period of transition from a judicial 
leader so strongly identified with local and 
national child welfare reforms has been 
somewhat of a double-edged sword.  By 
formally and informally staying involved in the 
Model Court reform effort post-retirement, the 
judge demonstrated ongoing, public support 
for reform efforts and continued to provide the 
weight of his authority, reputation, and 
professional network in support of local (and 
national) reform efforts. These transitional 
activities were instrumental in helping to ensure 
that reform efforts continued. 
 
The judge’s continued involvement in the Model 
Court post-retirement presented some 
challenges. For example, stakeholders reported 
that it was difficult for the new leader charged 
with carrying the work forward to convince 
others that they had the necessary authority to 
make strategic decisions. There was also 
confusion about who was actually “leading” 
reform efforts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Charlotte Model Court has gone through 
significant changes in leadership throughout the 
system over the last few years as well – changes 
in Presiding Judges, and changes in the 
administrators of the Child Welfare Agency and 
Behavioral Mental Health Agency. Moreover, 
two relatively recent changes in judicial 
leadership occurred after the retirement of a 
long-time judicial leader.  
 
Stakeholders in Charlotte acknowledge that the 
transitions were not well managed, nor well 
planned. Moreover, they recognize that each 
transition has resulted in a set-back and that it 
has taken some time for a formal leadership 
structure to re-emerge for the purposes of 
continuing system change.  Although Charlotte 
has a very strong collaborative community, 
multiple collaborative committees and 
subcommittees, and stakeholder involvement 
from throughout the system and community, 
reform efforts are not effectively coordinated 

and strategically leveraged. As a collaborative 
community, Charlotte is struggling with how to 
re-align and re-shape its court-agency-
community collaborative network. 
  

Within the next few years, the San Jose Model 
Court will face a significant leadership transition 
with the retirement of the Model Court Lead 
Judge.  The significant reforms of the Model 
Court are very much associated with the 
leadership of the Lead Judge and he serves a 
central role in all child welfare reform efforts in 
Santa Clara County. In preparation for 
retirement, the judge is taking steps to plan his 
transition and mentor his potential successor. 
 
On the surface, it would appear that systems 
reform in San Jose is driven by a single, strong, 
charismatic judicial leader. And, in many ways, 
it is. However, the collaborative process in San 
Jose has become so institutionalized as part of 
the system’s culture and is recognized as such a 
“taken-for granted” approach to problem-
solving and systems change that the judge’s 
strong leadership role may have become more 
symbolic than strategic over time.  And, while 
the transition that will result from his retirement 
will undoubtedly impact the system and culture, 
it should not disrupt the change process to the 
same extent that it would if the change process 
was purely driven by a single, charismatic 
leader.   
 

 

“It is the attitude you have to sustain – the 
process. You should not be just focusing on 
sustaining particular reforms … the challenge is 
bigger than that.” 
 Lead Judge, San Jose Project Site 

“When the judge was directly involved there 
was clear authority and things fell into line… 
When he retired, but was still informally 
involved, it became difficult for those who 
were left to get the same level of buy-in to do 
things without having the judge step in.” 
 Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
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The Buffalo Model Court has also recently 
experienced a transition period in leadership.  
Initially, the Model Court Team was led by both 
the Lead Judge and the Commissioner.  In 
2004, a transition occurred at both the 
Commissioner and Lead Judge level.  The 
transition in Lead Judge was an event that the 
Model Court had been formally planning for 
approximately six months prior.  The existing 
Lead Judge began talking with her fellow 
judges about the role and responsibilities of the 
Lead Judge and continued to encourage their 
leadership on topic specific initiatives.  Once 
the new Lead Judge was identified, the existing 
Lead Judge began meeting one-on-one with 
her to begin formulating a transition plan.  The 
existing Lead Judge began introducing the new 
Lead Judge to the Model Court Team and staff.  
The new Lead Judge also served in place of the 
existing Lead Judge at the NCJFCJ/PPCD 2003 
VAMC All-Sites Conference to become better 
acquainted with her Model Court Team and 
Model Court counterparts across the country.  
Once the transition was in place the Model 
Court faced another transition at the 
Commissioner level.  The existing Commissioner, 
who had been the instrumental in the progress 
of the Buffalo Model Court, was replaced with a 
new Commissioner.  Once the new 
Commissioner was confirmed the Model Court 
Lead Judge and Team began meeting with the 
Commissioner to discuss the Model Court 
process and collaborative structure.  The 
Commissioner had expressed an interest in the 
Model Court Project and actually attended an 
All-Sites Conference a few years ago.  The 
Model Court Lead Judge, Team, and 
Commissioner are hopeful about the transition 
and see the transition as an opportunity to build 
new relationships as well as an opportunity to 
welcome new ideas and initiatives to better 
serve the children and families of Buffalo. 
 

Transition Strategies 
• Develop a Leadership Transition Plan  
Begin early in the process to identify emerging 
leaders or those with the potential to become 
leaders. Successful transitions take time and 
they should be planned.  
 

  
 Although all of the Lead 
Judges in Project Sites have 
either faced, or are about to 
face, significant transitions in 
leadership, all admitted that 

they did not strategically plan for the transition 
as well as they could have. While they all realize 
that transitions have not been well managed in 
the past, all are making a concerted effort to 
plan for transitions in the future.  
 
In the San Jose Project Site, for example, the 
Model Court Lead Judge is beginning to 
actively mentor his judicial colleagues into 
leadership roles and provide them with 
opportunities to demonstrate their leadership 
potential.  
 
In Los Angeles, the Lead Judge encourages his 
judges to take a leadership role in specific 
areas of interest to them. By providing them with 
leadership opportunities, and mentoring their 
emerging leadership roles, the Lead Judge 
hopes to build a leadership base across the 
bench. The Department of Children and Family 
Services in Los Angeles County has also gone 
through some recent transitions. The Lead 
Judge was a formal participant in the selection 
process for the newly appointed director which 
helped to facilitate relationship-building 
between the court and agency and within the 
collaborative group. 
 
Over the next few years, the Alexandria Project 
Site is facing the possible transition of both child 
protection judges and the loss of the Clerk of 
Court to retirement. The leadership of the two 
judges has been central to driving reform efforts 
and the clerk has been a critical member of 
their Model Court Core Advisory Committee 
since its inception. Coupled with recent past 
transitions in the Department of Social Services, 
these upcoming transitions are presenting 
significant challenges to the Model Court Team. 
In anticipation of these transitions, the Core 
Advisory Committee is actively discussing and 
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strategizing about how to manage the 
transitions and beginning to develop transitions 
plans. The recent identification and mentorship 
of the new Director of the Child Welfare Agency 
as a co-leader in reform efforts has been one 
component of their transition strategy.  
 
Encourage and support emerging leaders by 
helping them develop the necessary skills and 
capacities to succeed.  This includes 
transferring knowledge and information about 
the organizational history.  Afford your successor 
opportunities to develop their own leadership 
style and provide feedback and mentorship 
during the process. Begin delegating some of 
the responsibilities of leadership while also 
sharing its benefits. Clarify leadership 
responsibilities and authority – work with your 
successor to develop a logical and orderly 
transition plan.   
 
Some examples of how this can be 
accomplished include:  

• Write and share reports containing traditions, 
ideas, projects, concerns, etc. 
• Constitution and by-laws 
• Statutes and local rules (and rationale 

behind development of local rules) 
• Organizational goals and objectives 
• Job descriptions and role clarifications 
• Status reports on ongoing projects 
• Evaluations of previous reports and 

programs 
• Resources  
• Mailing lists 
• Previous minutes and reports 
 

• Go through personnel and organizational 
files 
• Introduce related personnel 
• Acquaint with physical space, meeting 

structure and process, etc. 
• Institute transition meetings 

 
A thorough leadership transition plan has 
several benefits: 

• Provides for transfer of significant   
organizational knowledge 

• Minimizes confusion over leadership 
change-over 

• Gives outgoing leaders and those involved 
in the collaborative a sense of closure 

• Utilizes the valuable contributions of 
experienced leaders 

• Helps incoming leadership absorb the 
special expertise of outgoing leadership 

• Increases knowledge of, and confidence 
for,  new leadership 

• Minimizes loss of momentum and 
maximizes the efficiency and 
accomplishments achieved by the group 

• Makes leadership transitions less stressful for 
both leaders and collaborative members 

 
• Cultivate a Support Network for Your 

Successor 
No matter how good a leader might be, they 
cannot do it alone. Effective leaders need to 
develop strong networks of advisors and 
counselors. Not only do these support networks 
help leaders avoid becoming isolated and help 
them make more effective decisions, but they 
may also ease transitions in leadership – a 
support network can help leadership successors 
in times of transition, and beyond, to help 
sustain change efforts and minimize disruptions 
to the existing change efforts already underway.  
 
Michael Watkins,14 an expert on leadership, 
suggests cultivating three types of advisors and 
counselors in your leadership support network: 
technical, political, and personal. 
  
Technical Advisors: Provide expert analysis of the 
system; are knowledgeable about structures 
and processes, have access to information, 
and are able to share that information. 
 
Political Counselors: Provide support with culture, 
politics, and relationships; serve as a sounding 
board to help think through options; challenge 
you with “what-if” questions. 
 
Personal Counselors: Provide support during 
times of stress; offer feedback and advice; 
listen to your worries and doubts regarding 
leadership role. 
 
While most leaders are better at seeking 
technical advice, to succeed you need to 
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have the balanced support of all three types of 
help.15 A balanced support network will also 
help your successor make a smooth transition to 
the leadership role.  
 
A network of supporters and leaders throughout 
the system who share the vision for reform will 
also serve to smooth transitions in leadership.  
 

  All of the Project Sites, to 
varying degrees, encourage 
leadership throughout the 
system and develop a 
“network of champions” to 

support reform efforts. Although most of these 
individuals do not serve in a formal advisory 
capacity to the Lead Judges, all serve in some 
informal capacity as supporters, champions, 
advisors, counselors, and such. It is through 
active outreach to stakeholder groups, 
relationship-building, and the creation of a 
collaborative culture that such networks 
emerge.  
 
Many of the Lead Judges in the Project Sites 
have individuals who serve as trusted advisors – 
people who can help brainstorm ideas, provide 
critical feedback and reflection, and offer 
advice. Sometimes these positions are 
formalized as “change management” positions 
(e.g., Model Court Project Directors) and 
sometimes the process is more informal through 
collegial supports. For example, the Model 
Court Lead Judges, representing twenty-five 
jurisdictions across the country, serve as mentors 
and advisors to each other. Wherever the 
support is found, leaders do need to develop a 
network of supporters to help manage politics 
and transitions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Strategies to Support Smooth Transitions in 
Leadership 

• Ensure there is a shared vision for reform that 
is widely held and articulated throughout the 
system. 

• Develop a specific leadership transition 
plan. 

• Reflect on the existing team – are the right 
people on the team? Is there anyone 
missing who might help ease the transition? 

• Assess the network of support for the 
collaborative – will a strong network of 
advisors and counselors be available to your 
successor? If not, recruit these individuals to 
the collaborative before the transition 
occurs. 

• Critically assess whether your successor has 
the right qualities to lead and the necessary 
energy and enthusiasm to motivate others.  
If not, provide mentoring and other learning 
opportunities to help develop these skills. 

• Communicate your support for your 
successor – both orally and through your 
actions (e.g., co-lead or co-chair projects 
and collaborative meetings; identify your 
successor as your successor). 

• Pass the mantle of leadership – once you 
have exited, allow your successor to truly 
lead; while your input may still be sought 
and encouraged, be sure to reinforce that 
a change in leadership has occurred, and 
that it is one that you have supported. 
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For tools to assist with the 
development of transition plans 
and leadership support networks, 

please visit the PPCD website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org. 

 
 

Managing Transitions:  
Advice from Project Sites 

• “Actively plan for transitions. Do no let it 
just happen.” 

• “Share leadership with the [child welfare] 
agency head (e.g., co-chair meetings).” 

• “Identify a process for continuity. Name 
a deputy judge or deputy administrator. 
Begin a line of succession.” 

• “It cannot become personality driven. 
The best way to find someone to 
succeed you is to engage your 
colleagues in what you are doing. You 
will have a better idea of who is 
interested in doing what work and who 
has the potential for leadership.” 

• “Sustain your attitude for change. 
Holding down the fort is not enough.” 

• “There is not a specific formula for 
successful transitions. But each 
jurisdiction needs to think about how to 
develop its own.” 
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Leading Change: The Eight-Stage Process of Creating Major Change 
 
1. Establish a Sense of Urgency 

• Identify and discuss problems and opportunities 
• People start telling each other, “let’s go, we need to change things” 
 

2. Create a Guiding Coalition 
• Put together a group with enough power to lead the change 
• Get the group to work together like a team 
 

3. Develop a Vision and Strategy 
• Create a vision to help direct change efforts 
• Develop strategies for achieving that vision 
 

4. Communicate the Change Vision 
• Use every means possible to constantly communicate the vision and strategies of the collaborative 
• Have the guiding coalition serve as a model for change through their actions – people begin to buy 

into the change, and this will show in their behaviors 
 

5. Empower Broad-Based Action 
• Remove obstacles so that more people feel able to act, and will act, on the vision 
• Change systems or structures that undermine the change vision 
• Encourage risk-taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, and actions 
 

6. Generate Short-term Wins 
• Plan for visible improvements or “wins;” start small with “baby steps” – helps build momentum 
• Create those “wins” – fewer people will resist the change if immediate successes are visible 
• Visibly recognize and reward those who make the wins possible 
 

7. Consolidate Gains and Produce More Change 
• Use increased credibility to change all systems, structures, and policies that don’t complement each 

other and that don’t fit the vision 
• Add new people to the guiding coalition who can implement the change vision 
• Reinvigorate the process with new projects, themes and change agents – “don’t let up” 
 

8. Anchor New Approaches in the Culture 
• Create better performance through better leadership  
• Articulate the connections between new behaviors and organizational success 
• Develop means to ensure leadership development and succession – make change stick 

 
Source: Adapted from John P. Kotter (1995). “Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review.  March-
April, Pg. 61; John P. Kotter. (2002). The Heart of Change: Real-Life Stories of How People Change Their 
Organizations. Harvard Business School Press.  
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Creating a Collaborative, 
Problem-Solving Culture 
 
“A well-managed collaborative effort is like a 
chemical reaction that creates far more energy 
than it consumes. It makes you feel energized, 
not drained. … When a group is in alignment 
about its direction (where it is trying to go), its 
commitment (the will it possesses to get there), 
and its capability (the skills and knowledge it has 
to complete its journey), there is a release of 
energy. Not only are team members energized 
by the process, but so is the surrounding 
organization or community. It’s this energy that 
fuels an extended collaborative effort and 
keeps it going during rough times.”1    

If collaboration is such a potentially 
energizing and powerful experience, 
why do so many people find it 
difficult?  Because, many people 
do not know how to collaborate 
effectively. This lack of 
knowledge becomes even 
more problematic when 
people are attempting to 
collaborate across complex, 
politicized systems. Moreover, 
people tend to focus 
exclusively on the content of 
what they are doing, not the 
process. 

Collaboration is a process of 
learning together.  

Collaborative problem-solving 
encompasses decision-making 
and planning, and creative 
activities, such as exploring new 
opportunities; challenging taken-for-
granted assumptions, practices and 
policies; engaging in inquiry and 
experimentation; visioning; learning; and 
communicating.  

Creating a collaborative culture to support 
systems change requires creating a culture that 
supports individual, organizational, and systems 
learning – a culture that reflects strong 
leadership throughout the system; a shared 
vision for reform; a multi-systems approach to 
problem identification and solution-generation; 
open information sharing and communication 
across individuals, collaborative groups and 
systems; appropriate avenues for assessing and 
challenging current procedures, policies and 

underlying assumptions; and a culture that 
builds personal capacities and ownership of 
change efforts.   
 
The creation of a collaborative culture requires 
strong, transformational leadership.  
 
Leaders are responsible for building learning 
organizations where people continually expand 
their capabilities to understand complexity, 
clarify vision, and improve shared mental 
models – that is, leaders in learning 
organizations are responsible for creating an 
environment for learning. In a learning 
organization, leaders are designers, stewards 
and teachers. (Chapters 3 and 4  outlined some 

of the key characteristics of effective, 
transformational leadership.) 

 
A key function of transformational 

leadership is to bring multiple 
system stakeholders to the table 
and to engage those 
stakeholders in a collaborative 
process that is focused on 
meaningful and sustainable 
systems change and 
improved outcomes for 
children and families.  
 

How do you bring together 
different institutional partners and 

community representatives to 
engage in a process of systems 

change in the child protection arena?   
 
The key to understanding system improvement, 
goal achievement, and sustainability, resides in 
the interaction between stakeholders, the vision 
of a reformed system, and the structural 
arrangements and organizational strategies that 
promote and sustain participation in the 
collaborative process.   
 
Collaboration is more than just bringing 
stakeholders to the table – collaboration is more 
than “cooperation.”  Collaboration involves 
giving collaborators a meaningful role, a strong 

Learning 
Organization 
Facilitating 

Factors 

Involved leadership 

Multiple advocates 

Systems perspective 

Climate of openness 

Scanning imperative 

Performance gap 

Concern for 
measurement 

Experimental mindset 

Continuous education 

Operational variety 

“We have become a 
significant change agent 
in our community … for 
our kids.” 
     Stakeholder,  
     Charlotte Project Site 
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voice, and a real opportunity to make a 
contribution.  Meaningful collaboration emerges 
over time and multiple interactions through 
which trust and mutual respect develop among 
members.   
 

 
 
 
 

To be effective, the 
collaborative group has to 
become more than the sum 
of its individual parts.  A 
collaborative group develops 
a group identity of its own, 
becoming more than a 
meeting of various 
stakeholders who merely 
interact within the limits of status 
and turf boundaries.  
Collaboration involves a 
qualitatively different way of co-
laboring.  
 
To truly collaborate and engage in a 
process of organizational and system learning, it 
is necessary to deepen the level of conversation 
across all system and community partners. 
Collaborative meetings must provide the 
opportunity to openly and honestly discuss 
multiple perspectives on systems reforms, 
underlying assumptions and expectations held 
by each collaborative partner, common and 
competing system goals, and the like.  
 
Collaborative partners must be willing to learn 
from their institutional histories, but not cling to 
them; change their patterns of formal and 
informal interaction, communication, and 
information flow; and provide appropriate and 
public leadership and support for reform efforts. 
All collaborative partners must be willing to 
commit their experience, expertise, energy, and 
authority to moving reform efforts forward.   
 
Partners must also be willing to commit to 
widening the sphere of stakeholders who are 
included in the change process and to 

including representatives with differing levels of 
organizational responsibility (e.g., line workers, 
mid-level staff, and management staff), the 
broader community, and clients or consumers 
(e.g., parents and youth involved in the system).  
 
Successful collaboratives can take many forms.  

For example, there can be differences in 
committee structures, differences in 

how information is brought to the 
group, and differences in how 

tasks are assigned and follow-up 
is managed.  However, all 
collaboratives, to be effective, 
must clearly articulate the 
following: 

• Who participates in the 
collaboratives – who are 
the essential 
stakeholders?  

• What is the purpose of 
this collaborative? How 
does the work of this 

collaborative support the 
achievement of the larger 

vision for reform? 

• How should the collaborative 
be structured to be most 

effective?  

• What is the role of the individual 
participants? 

• What level of decision-making authority 
does the collaborative have? 

• How frequently should the collaborative 
meet?  

• How will the work of the collaborative be 
accomplished? 

• How will information be shared within the 
collaborative and between the 
collaborative group and other entities? 

 
Who are the Stakeholders? 
Within the context of child protection, a 
stakeholder is defined as someone who has a 
“stake” in the outcome of a case.  It is important 
to note, however, that this does not mean that 
stakeholders have a stake in advocating for a 
specific outcome (e.g., reunification vs. 
adoption).  Rather, in this context, a stakeholder 
is someone who has a stake in the overall safety, 
permanency, and well-being of children. 

The inclusion of 
stakeholders from 

throughout the 
system, and from 
different levels 

within the system, 
supports the 

development of a 
collaborative, 

learning culture. 
 

It facilitates the 
development of:  

 Systems Thinking 
Shared Vision 

Personal Mastery 
Mental Models 
Team Learning 

“There are few times in life 
when your participation in 
something can have such an 
impact on the lives of 
children and families. I have 
a great deal of pride in my 
involvement.” 
     Stakeholder,  
     Buffalo Project Site 
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Stakeholders are individual people, as well as 
organizational, institutional, and community 
entities.   

 
Collaborative groups should reflect the system 
and include representatives from all the key 
institutions and agencies who are involved in 
child abuse and neglect cases and the 
provision of services to children and families.  
When the full range of differing interests and 
points of view are involved in solving a problem 
or making a decision, the solution is more 
comprehensive, creative, and systems-focused. 
Moreover, the inclusion of stakeholders from 
throughout the system enables underlying (and 
perhaps previously unrecognized) assumptions, 
philosophies, and “mental models” held by the 
various partner agencies to be challenged and 
further explored. Ultimately, without inclusion of 
all parts of the system, a shared vision for 
system-wide reforms can never be fully 
developed and implemented.  
 
Not only do stakeholders vary by where they are 
in the system and community, they also differ by 
their level of authority and the roles they play in 
the collaborative process.  
 
In creating a collaborative team, or network of 
teams, how broadly you define your stakeholder 
community is a question to be considered.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“I am not anymore important than anyone 
else, but it is important that I am here.”  
 Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
 
“Being part of the collaborative 
compliments everything I do on a daily 
basis. It is important for me to be part of 
this.”  

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 

“Without bringing everyone together it 
cannot be done.” 

Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
 

“To be truly effective … long-lasting results 
can only be achieved when people are 
willing to work together.” 
 Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 

 

“The reality is that the working relationship, 
the ability to make systems improvements, is 
based on a degree of personal relationships 
and personal interactions and allowing these 
relationships to develop around a common 
goal. This only strengthens the working 
relationships between agencies.  

Collaboration is a valuable process. In 
order to be effective it must be part of the 
process in the design of the system reform 
process so everyone feels they have a stake 
in the outcome. It is absolutely critical to 
success that all stakeholders are included.” 
 Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 
“It has allowed people to get to know each 
other. It helps us have more camaraderie 
among the various agencies, and when we 
break off to work on issues, we work better 
together, we understand each other better, 
and we are willing to compromise.” 
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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Four General Types of Stakeholders2 
 

(1) Stakeholders with Formal Decision-Making 
Power 
It is critical that stakeholders with the formal 
authority and power to make decisions about 
changes in practices, policies, structural 
arrangements, and resources are at the 
collaborative table. The inclusion of formal 
decision-makers brings both symbolic and real 
legitimacy to the collaborative effort.  The 
exclusion of formal decision-makers dooms a 
consensus-based decision to be no more than 
a recommendation that can be ignored or 
dismissed by those in higher positions of 
authority.  Dismissal of such consensus-based 

decisions, in turn, can lead to lower morale in 
the collaborative as it sends the message that 
their input is not valued.  If, however, the formal 
decision-makers are included, and if they are 
part of a final consensus, then they will be more 
likely to return to their formal positions and act 
on the agreement.  

 
 
In all of the Project Sites, the 
appropriate level of “executive 
decision-maker” is involved in 
reform efforts. What constitutes 

the appropriate level of decision-maker, 
however, is somewhat dependent on the 
structure of the local system.  
 

 
As discussed in Chapter 3, it is not necessary 
that judicial leaders hold administrative or 
presiding positions. However, it is important that 
Administrative and Presiding Judges are actively 
and visibly supportive of reform efforts.  
Moreover, a number of Project Sites (and a 
number of Model Courts) have engaged their 
Appellate Courts and Chief Judges in reform 
efforts.  
 
Ask yourself: Within each functional part of the 
child welfare system – the court, the child 
welfare agency, legal representatives, etc. – 
who are the people with the formal decision-
making power and authority? Have those 
individuals been invited to the collaborative 
table? 
 
(2) Stakeholders with the Power to Block a 
Decision or Reform Initiative 
Just as it is important to include those 
stakeholders who have the formal power to 
support reform efforts and make the necessary 
policy decisions, it is also important to include 
those stakeholders that have the power to block 
initiatives (recognizing, of course, that this could 
be the same person).  Blocking new initiatives 
and reforms does not necessarily require formal 
authority, nor is it always a visible process. Within 

General Categories of Stakeholders in 
Child Protection Cases 

 
Judiciary  
Court Administration 
Clerks of Court 
 
Legal Representatives – Child 
Legal Representatives – Parents 
Legal Representatives – Child    
    Welfare Agency 
Legal Representatives – State  
 
Child Welfare Agency – Clinical /  
     Services 
Child Welfare Agency – Administration /   
     Policy 
 
Service Providers –  
    Substance Abuse 
    Mental & Behavioral Health 
    Physical Health / Public Health 
     
School Board / Educational Advocates 
 
Domestic Violence Advocates 
 
Community Representatives 
      Faith Community 
      Community Based Non-Profit Corp. 
      Local Universities / Colleges 
      Local Arts / Theater Community 
 
Many stakeholder groups are actively 
working to include individuals that represent 
the children, families, and care providers 
the system serves. 
      Parents (with closed cases) 
      Children 
      Foster Parents 
      Care Providers 

“… it needs to be the prosecutor himself that 
attends, not his assistant, … the Director of 
Children’s Services, not just a 
representative, … there needs to be 
expressed endorsement from the executive 
level decision-makers.”  

Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
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any organization there may be management-
level individuals and other employees who may 
subtly or passively block or undermine reform 
efforts – for example, by ignoring or not acting 
on a new policy; by failing to inform others 
about a new policy or failing to share necessary 
information; by sending mixed messages about 
their level of commitment to, or support for, new 
reforms or policies; or by simply going through 
the motions, but not in any meaningful way. It is 
often this form of passive resistance to change 
that can cause the most problems when 
working to achieve reforms (i.e., it is difficult for 
an organization to address inaction as opposed 
to explicit opposition to change), so 
understanding why people act as “blockers” 
assists the collaborative in the long run. 
 

 
 All of the Project Sites have had 
to manage “blockers” at some 
stage, or at several stages, of 
their collaborative process. 
“Blockers” have ranged from 

top level decision-makers who actively block 
reform efforts to other stakeholders who passively 
undermine the implementation of specific 
reforms.  
 

 
Excluding “powerful blockers” only makes them 
more powerful and legitimizes their ability to 
claim that the process is closed and unfair. It is 
important that these individuals feel they have a 
voice in the consensus-building and decision-
making process. They need to feel that their 
concerns are being addressed.  Including the 
perspective of these individuals also assists in the 
process of problem-definition and the 
identification of barriers to implementation.  
People who were once blockers often become 
strong advocates for collaboration if they are 
treated with respect and educated about how 
to participate constructively.  “If these people 
can learn how to work effectively within the 
guidelines and ground rules of a collaborative 
process, and if the other stakeholders can be 

encouraged to let go of their stereotyped 
preconceptions – to legitimize [concerns without 
necessarily agreeing with them] …”3 these 
individuals can become productive and 
important members of the collaborative.   
 

  All of the Project Sites 
acknowledged the 
frustration engendered by 
having to continually reach 
out and try to engage 

people who were actively (and passively) 
working against their efforts. They also stressed, 
however, that the continual outreach was a 
necessary part of “wearing the person down” 
and eventually engaging them in the process.  
 
Ask yourself: Who could block or delay 
implementation of any decisions that emerge 
from this collaborative process? Who could 
sabotage the process of implementation? Have 
these individuals been invited to the 
collaborative table?  
 
(3) Stakeholders with Relevant Information or 
Experience about the Current Reality of Practice, 
Policies, and Outcomes   
The inclusion of those stakeholders with the day-
to-day experience of working in the system – 
those in the middle-management level, as well 
as those on the “front-line” – is critical.  
Individuals who are most involved in the day-to-
day experience of policies and practices can 
serve as valuable informants. The knowledge 
they can share about current practice, 
challenges, opportunities, and resources is 
invaluable. The inclusion of “front-line” level 
stakeholders ensures that the vision of the 
collaborative “trickles-down” to those individuals 
actually carrying the work forward on a daily 
basis, further expanding the sphere of influence 
of the collaborative. Making certain that a range 
of individuals from differing levels of the 
organization or system’s structure (e.g., 
managers, supervisors, and line level staff) are 
included in the collaborative group not only 
expands the knowledge base of the group, but 
also expands the group’s sphere of influence.  
 

 

 All of the Project Sites include 
multiple levels of stakeholders 
from throughout the system in 
their collaborative efforts, at 
least to some degree. 

 

“We still have some adversarial people, 
as well as others who are reluctant to 
come to the table … I think their 
reluctance comes from fear. But, we just 
keep reaching out.” 

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
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However, two specific stakeholder groups tend 
to be under-represented in collaborative groups: 
front-line case workers and defense attorneys.  
With respect to both groups, caseloads and a 
lack of resources tend to be primary obstacles 
to participation. Their input, however, is critical. 
Active efforts need to be made to more directly 
involve both case workers and defense attorneys 
in collaborative reform efforts – whether as 
committee members, meeting participants, 
faculty/trainers, or training participants.  
 

 
Ask yourself: Are individuals with access to the 
information needed by the collaborative 
included in the group? Are representatives from 
all levels of the system included? Is the 
collaborative group perceived to be inclusive 
rather than an exclusive or elite club? 
 
(4) Stakeholders Affected by Decisions and 
Changes in Policy and Practice 
Those affected by the changes in policy and 
practice proposed by the collaborative deserve 
an opportunity to express their opinions about 
changes and to have a hand in crafting new 
policies and procedures. In the child welfare 
system, these stakeholders encompass all of the 
professions represented in the system (e.g., 
judges, attorneys, caseworkers, advocates, 
administrators, clerks, foster parents, treatment 
or service professionals, etc.).  But in the child 
welfare system, ensuring the inclusion of 
stakeholders affected by the decisions of the 
collaborative group may also involve including 
the “clients” of the system – the children and 
families the child welfare system is designed to 
serve, as well as members of the community at 
large.  Inclusion of “client” stakeholders in the 
collaborative group can serve as a constant 
“reality check” against whether collaborative 
efforts are appropriately targeted and 
implemented (e.g., are reform efforts reaching 
the individuals they were designed to reach? 
Does the collaborative group have an accurate 
picture of the needs and concerns of its 
clients?).    
 

Collaborative groups focused on child welfare 
reform should consider whether there is a role for 
the system’s clients (e.g., the children and 
families impacted by their reform efforts) in the 
collaborative process. And, if they have a role, 
exactly what that role might be and how the 
information they provide might be used to 
further develop and refine change initiatives.  
The contribution of “client” stakeholders may 
take many forms, from direct participation in the 
collaborative group discussion to more remote 
participation via feedback, surveys, or focus 
groups. Collaborative groups should also 
consider how expansive to be when defining this 
stakeholder group – should contributions be 
sought from individuals currently involved in the 
system or will input be sought from “graduates of 
the system” only?  

 
Ask yourself: Is there a forum for the system’s 
clients (e.g., children and families) to contribute 
to the collaborative group? How are the 
contributions made by the system’s clients used 
and shared? What level of direct participation in 
the collaborative is appropriate for the system’s 
clients?  
 
If it is not possible to include clients in the 
collaborative, whether for legal or practical 
reasons, it is still good practice to attempt to 
incorporate the perspective of clients into the 
collaboration.  This can be accomplished by 
consciously trying to adopt a client’s likely view 
or reaction to the collaborative’s goals or vision.  
Some questions the collaborative can ask to 
help orient itself to a “client perspective” are: 

As a client… 

• Would I understand the goals and vision 
being created at the most basic level? 

• Would I agree with the vision and goals as 
being important and meaningful? 

• Would I feel respected and valued if this 
vision and the goals it sets forth were 
adopted on my behalf? 

 

 

“In reality, no one understands the 
obstacles to effective permanency planning 
like the parents who face them. Yet the 
judicial system traditionally assumes that 
judges, lawyers, and other experts have all 
the answers.”4 

 

“[The Parents Attorney Panel] are not 
represented by a particular director. They are 
not an organized entity. They don’t get paid 
for their time.”  
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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 Creating Opportunities for 
Client Input: Examples from 
the Project Sites 
The San Jose Model Court has 
made a concerted effort to 

provide opportunities for parents to have input 
into the permanency planning process.  
 
The San Jose Model Court Lead Judge 
maintains that the child welfare system cannot 
begin to identify and address parents’ needs 
without making a commitment to listening to 
their insights. Acting in accordance with this 
belief, the Lead Judge began listening to 
parents. 
 
As he listened to parents’ experiences in the 
system and their concerns and challenges, the 
Lead Judge became dissatisfied with the quality 
of representation being provided to parents. This 
dissatisfaction led to an organizational re-
structuring and a parental representation system 
was developed in which, among other things, 
parents had access to attorneys who have the 
time to explain the legal process to them.4 
 
Parents also expressed fear that the 
dependency court and the child welfare 
agency had taken away their children forever. 
For parents to change their perception of the 
system and participate in the permanency 
planning process, the court and child welfare 
agency had to first change how it operated. The 
court and child welfare agency began to take a 
more family strengths-based approach and 
focused on building trust and empowering 
families. Through a collaborative process, the 
San Jose Model Court implemented two system 
tools designed to help the court and child 
welfare agency focus on family strengths and 
reunification – mediation and family group 
conferencing.5   
 
Through mediation and family group 
conferencing, the voices of more and more 
parents and families were heard. The court and 
child welfare agency continued to learn more 
about the challenges facing the families that 
came before them; this led to an increased 
focus on providing drug and alcohol services 
and the development of a drug court, as well as 
more attention to the impact of domestic 
violence on child and parent safety and family 
functioning.  

 
The San Jose Model Court also holds town 
meetings within their community, as does the 
Alexandria Model Court. These town meetings 
provide an opportunity for community outreach 
and community feedback, and serve to 
increase community awareness around issues of 
child abuse and neglect. 
 
A stakeholder in the Charlotte Project Site 
commented that she would like to see parents 
and family members more actively involved in 
collaborative meetings. When asked why 
parents were not more involved, she noted both 
the novelty of the concept, as well as some of 
the logistical barriers that may discourage family 
participation.  
 

 
A number of Project Sites invite former foster 
children to participate in trainings and meetings.  
Many jurisdictions throughout the country have 
advocacy groups for foster children and these 
groups serve as a wonderful resource to 
facilitate the inclusion of the child’s perspective.  
Videos are also available, often developed by 
former foster children, which are powerful 
reminders that the most important perspective 
and experience is that of the child. 
 
Project Sites, and other Model Court jurisdictions, 
have often invited children, families, and 
community members to participate in later 
stages of their collaborative process. However, 
the earlier the “client” perspective is included, 
the more likely it is that reform efforts will be truly 
child and family focused.  
 
It is also important to consider the role of the 
community and community agencies. 
Outreach to and collaboration with community 
and local advocacy groups can greatly 
increase the breadth and depth of the 
collaborative and bring new resources and 
creativity to the collaborative table.  
 

 

“It is a relatively new idea. … It is very 
difficult for families to be involved. We 
usually have meetings at lunch. A family 
member would have to give something up to 
be there. We get paid to participate as part 
of our job. This is a goal that would be 
difficult to attain, but worth pursuing.” 

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
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Community stakeholders may include the Board 
of Education or representatives of the local 
school district, the faith community, the 
Departments of Labor and Housing, police 
departments, and advocacy groups.   

  
 Engaging the Community: 
Examples from the Project Sites 
All of the Project Sites have 
actively worked to include their 
local educational community 

in reform efforts. Outreach to the school districts 
has proven particularly challenging for the Los 
Angeles Project Site due to the size of the county 
and the need to reach out to 81 separate 
school districts.  
 
Charlotte has successfully engaged the 
behavioral and mental health community and 
Buffalo has developed strong collaborative ties 
with the local medical community and public 
health agencies.  Charlotte has also developed 
collaborative relationships with the non-profit 
sector of the county and formed a Children’s 
Alliance focused on providing better services 
and supports to Mecklenburg’s vulnerable 
children and families.   
 
The Alexandria Project Site has actively reached 
out the faith and arts community and engaged 
in a number of community outreach activities.  
 
 
Ask Yourself: What constitutes my community? 
Who should I reach out to – in the educational 
and faith communities, in the police 
department, in county agencies, in the non-
profit sector? Am I maximizing resources, 
expertise, and professional networks already 
existing in my community?  

 

It is important to recognize that stakeholder 
types are not mutually exclusive. However, 
including stakeholders from each of the four 
categories discussed above greatly strengthens 
the collaborative effort. 

 
 
For tools and strategies to assist in 
identifying stakeholders and 
including the voice of children 
and parents in collaborative 

reform efforts, please visit the PPCD website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org. 
 
The Scope and Structure of  
Collaborative Groups 
As noted earlier, there are a broad range of 
individuals and organizations that have a “stake” 
in the safety, permanency, and well-being of 
children in their community. Some of these 
stakeholders are more central to the functioning 
of the court and child welfare agency, while 
others are more broadly focused on the overall 
welfare of their communities. 
 
Straus discusses the structure of the collaborative 
process in terms of four expanding “rings of 
involvement.”6 Each larger ring, progressing 
outward from the first one, includes more 
people but at a decreased level of intensity. 
Thus, the first ring involves the fewest people but 
with the highest level of participation intensity, 
while the fourth ring includes the most people 
but at a much lower participation intensity. Not 
all collaborative processes need to include all 
four rings. 
 
In the initial stages of developing a collaborative 
structure, decisions need to be made about the 
scope, structure, and purpose of the 
collaborative group – recognizing that this might 
change over time. 
 “This collaborative is making change in the 

community. It is important that my agency 
and the school system be involved in the 
system of care in general. We are part of this 
community. We have a responsibility.” 
 Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 
“Getting the school districts involved has 
been one of our biggest challenges. There are 
81 school districts here, each a separate 
entity.” 
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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Ring 1: A Core Advisory Group 
The innermost group serves as the core advisory 
group. The size of this core group, and the 
eventual number of “rings” in the overall 
collaborative, depends in large part on the 
number of stakeholders involved in the 
collaborative process and the overall complexity 
of the system.   
 
In smaller communities with less stakeholder 
groups, the core advisory group may be the 
only collaborative group. If this is the case, then 
care must be taken to ensure that all of the 
stakeholder groups have a representative on the 
core committee.  
 
In a complex, collaborative process with 
hundreds, if not thousands, of stakeholders, a 
core advisory group typically serves as a central 
steering or executive committee. This type of 
committee is usually responsible for managing 
and coordinating the collaborative process and 
integrating the work of subcommittees and task 
force groups. 
 
The core advisory group can also serve as a 
starting point which will then, over time, evolve 
into a more formalized structure involving 
multiple rings of involvement (e.g., a 
subcommittee structure may emerge as the 
collaborative develops). 

Core advisory groups or committees usually do 
not hold any centralized, decision-making 
power. Rather, the group’s power to effect 
change comes from their ability to coordinate 
reform initiatives and generate broad-based 
consensus and buy-in across stakeholder 
groups.  
 
 

 Multidisciplinary Advisory 
Groups: Examples from the 
Project Sites 
Lead Judges in a number of 
Model Courts, and almost all 

of the Packard Project Sites, began their 
collaborative efforts by bringing together a core 
group of key decision-makers from each of the 
primary institutional partners within the child 
welfare system. 

• The Court 

• The Child Welfare Agency – Legal and Clinical 
(Service) Representatives 

• Legal Representatives for Children 

• Legal Representatives for Parents  

 
(4)  

  (3)     
   (2)   

 (1) 

(1) Core Problem-Solving Group (Executive or Steering Committee) 

(2) Task Forces, Subcommittees 

(3) Input / Feedback Meetings – Trainings, Kick-Offs 

(4) Communication and Outreach 

Straus’s Rings of Involvement 
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Some of the Project Sites, and many of the 
Model Courts, have developed larger “Model 
Court Advisory Committees” that range in size 
from 10 to 45 people.  These Advisory 
Committees may be relied on instead of, or in 
addition to, a smaller “Table of 5” type of core 
committee.  

These Advisory Committees, comprised of a 
multidisciplinary group of key stakeholders, 
usually meet according to some pre-
determined schedule (e.g., the first Monday of 
every month or every other Tuesday at lunch) to 
discuss reform issues, identify challenges and 
roadblocks, and ensure that efforts are solution-
focused and coordinated.  The Model Court 
Advisory Committees typically focus on core 
practice and policy issues within the court and 
child welfare systems.   

For example, the Alexandria Model Court has a 
collaborative “Core Group” (Model Court 
Advisory Committee) comprised of 
representatives from all relevant agencies and 
professions (i.e., social service personnel, 
attorneys, guardians ad litem, CASA, court 
personnel, and treatment providers).  This Core 
Group of Model Court stakeholders meets 
regularly to examine current practice, create 
innovative solutions for addressing system 
improvement challenges, and strategically plan 
for the achievement of system improvement 
goals.   
 
Strong judicial leadership and the Model Court’s 
Core Group collaborative have been critical to 
sustaining Alexandria’s commitment to applying 
the best practices principles of the RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES in order to achieve better outcomes 
for Alexandria’s children and families.  
  
Over the last few years, many of these Model 
Court Core Committees have formed 
subcommittees to address specific issues or 
initiatives as needed. For example, 
subcommittees have been formed to address 
issues pertaining to the educational needs of 
children in foster care, domestic violence, 
substance abuse, and mental health services in 
many of the Model Court jurisdictions.   
 

 
Ring 2: Task Force Groups and Subcommittees 
The second ring of involvement outlined by 
Straus includes members of task force groups or 
subcommittees.  These individuals are usually 
involved in intensive problem-solving and 
change efforts, but the scope of the topic is 
limited. Almost all of the Project Sites have a 
subcommittee structure. Subcommittees usually 
have a very specific focus and are, quite often, 
time limited.   
 
Like the core committee, subcommittees should 
include a representative from each major 
stakeholder group. Whatever the specific topic 
of focus, problem-definition and solution-
generation will be more innovative, 
comprehensive, systemic, and achievable if a 
multidisciplinary perspective is taken. Inclusion of 
representatives from all stakeholder groups on 
subcommittees also dramatically increases the 
likelihood that the recommendations that are 
generated or innovative programs and policies 
that are created by the subcommittee are 
implemented.  
 

The “Table of 5” concept was begun in the 
Chicago  Model Court in the mid-1990s.  
 
The “Table of 5,” led by the Presiding Judge 
of the Child Protection Division of the Cook 
County Juvenile Court meets regularly with 
the General Counsel of the Department of 
Children and Family Services (DCFS), and the 
Directors of the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, 
Public Defender’s Office, and the Public 
Guardian’s Office to address court and system 
improvements.  
 
Today, the Table of 5 continues to meet has 
generated and as many as 15 interdisciplinary 
committees work under an Advisory Work 
Group to resolve barriers to timely 
permanency.   
 
The “Table of 5” concept has been adopted 
by many Model Courts. Depending on the local 
structure and community, in some 
jurisdictions it is the “Table of 6,” while in 
others it is the “Gang of 8.” Whatever the 
final number of key individuals involved, the 
“Table of 5” concept refers to bringing 
together a small group of the critical decision-
makers (usually Directors and Administrators) 
of the primary institutional partners in child 
welfare.  
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A primary challenge inherent in creating 
multiple, topic-focused subcommittees is 
ensuring that those subcommittees are 
operating within the larger vision (not outside of 
it) and that there is information flow and 
communication between and among 
subcommittees, the core advisory committee, 
and other collaborative entities.  Another 
challenge in developing multiple 
subcommittees is that often the same people 
will end up serving on multiple committees 
which increases the likelihood of burn-out. 
In addition to having representatives from 
throughout the system serving on 
subcommittees, each subcommittee should 
have an identified chair, or co-chairs. Besides 
leading the actual meetings, subcommittee 
chairs should serve as a communication 
mechanism between the subcommittee and 
the core advisory committee and groups falling 
into the other rings of influence.  
 
When subcommittees are developed, key 
decisions need to be made about … 

• What the scope of the subcommittee work will 
be, and what is the expected “product” of the 
subcommittee?  

• What decision-making power will the 
subcommittee have?  

• How the work of the subcommittee relates to 
the overall vision for reform and how it moves 
the system closer to achieving that vision? 

• Who will serve on the subcommittee and what 
are the expectations for membership? 

• Who will chair the subcommittee and what 
are the responsibilities of the chair? 

• What will be the frequency, duration, and 
location of meetings?  

• How will the core advisory committee be kept 
informed about the work of the 
subcommittee? How will the subcommittee 
share information and communicate with 
other committees? 

• What accountability mechanisms are in 
place, or will be put in place, to ensure 
continued progress on collaborative goals 
within the subcommittees? 

Ideally, you should be able to “map” your 
committee structure, showing lines of 
communication and information flow between 
and among the various committees. 

The San Jose 
Model Court 
Lead Judges 
“maps” the 
collaborative 
structure in San 
Jose as a series 
of concentric 
circles. Each 
committee 
supports the work 
of the others 
through frequent 
communication  
and coordination 
of activities  
around goals.  
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Task Force Groups and 
Subcommittees: Examples 
from the Project Sites 
All of the Project Sites, and all 
of the Model Courts, have a 

subcommittee structure to at least some 
degree. 
 
Subcommittee topic areas are diverse and 
include such topics as: 

• Improving Educational Outcomes for Children 
in Foster Care 

• Improving Physical and Behavioral Health 
Outcomes for Children in Foster Care 

• Adolescent Issues 

• Children Aged 0-6 

• Domestic Violence Services 

• Substance Abuse Services 

• Dependency Drug Court 

• Mediation 

• Family Group Conferencing 

• Expediting Adoptions 

• Legal Issues (broadly or narrowly defined) 

• Interdisciplinary Training 

• Foster and Kinship Care 

• Cross-Over Population (Dually adjudicated 
youth) 

Whatever the specific topics, all issues 
addressed by subcommittees should be part of 
the larger vision for systems reform and should 
be a strategic part of moving the system toward 
that shared vision.  
 
In the Buffalo Project Site, there are more than 
175 representatives from throughout the system 
– the court, child welfare agency, mental 
health, legal community, service providers, and 
public school district – who participate in 
subcommittees on a variety of issues (there are 
currently nine subcommittees, although the 
number has fluctuated over the years). These 
multidisciplinary subcommittees routinely 
develop action plans that include 
recommendations for policy and practice 
changes. The actions of the subcommittees are 
overseen and coordinated by a smaller group 
of 25 members who represent the department 

heads of all major stakeholder groups and 
include all subcommittee chairs. This decision-
making group, which meets bi-monthly, 
considers recommendations from the 
subcommittees and oversees their work, surveys 
ongoing changes within the system as a whole 
and communicates those changes back to the 
subcommittees, and directs the overall course 
of systems change. This core decision-making 
group also disbands and creates 
subcommittees as necessary (in collaboration 
with subcommittee chairs and members), and 
serves as the core mechanisms by which the 
work of the subcommittees is coordinated and 
integrated into overall systems reform.7 
 
Like Buffalo, San Jose also has a formal 
subcommittee structure. Each subcommittee 
works on an identified area within the broader 
vision and develops written recommendations 
and a plan for implementation. This plan is then 
shared with everyone in the collaborative via e-
mail. Everyone reviews the plan and provides 
feedback. A final plan is then developed and 
submitted to the court. Ultimately, the court 
makes the final decision. 
 
In contrast to Buffalo and San Jose where the 
core group developed first and then generated 
topic-focused subcommittees, reform in the Los 
Angeles Model Court initially began with a series 
of multi-disciplinary groups focused on very 
specific issues. Although there was common 
membership across groups, there was no formal 
mechanism for information sharing across the 
groups. More recently, the Lead Judge has 
developed a core Advisory Group. A primary 
role of this core group will be better coordination 
of initiatives and the work of the existing 
committees.  
 
Subcommittees in the Los Angeles Model Court 
tend to be very tied to statutory issues and 
challenges and, in fact, the subcommittees are 
often referred to in terms of the relevant statutory 
citation.  Closely tying subcommittees to state 
statute (whether to ensure compliance with 
statute, or to clarify ambiguities or 
inconsistencies, or to strengthen practice), 
enables subcommittees to remain very focused 
on the legal framework, the court oversight role, 
and facilitates state statute and ASFA 
compliance. However, it may also restrict the 
range of problems and challenges identified 
and unintentionally may limit creative problem-
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solving and the kinds of solutions that may be 
offered.  
 
As discussed, one of the primary challenges of 
developing a subcommittee structure is ensuring 
strategic coordination across subcommittees – 
whether through a formal steering committee or 
through more informal means.  The Charlotte 
Model Court continues to struggle with this issue. 
Charlotte is a very collaborative community and 
a large number of multidisciplinary 
subcommittees, that draw membership from a 
broadly defined community of stakeholders, are 
currently meeting on a wide range of topics and 
issues relevant to child welfare reform.  While the 
commitment and energy of system stakeholders 
and the broader community is to be 
commended, the subcommittees are not 
working together in a strategic and coordinated 
way. For example, there are a number of 
subcommittees focused on the same issue, but 
there is no communication or coordination 
between them, and, as a result, potentially 
conflicting recommendations are generated 
and there is no formal authority to implement 
recommendations. Moreover, individuals are 
serving on multiple subcommittees and 
becoming overwhelmed, and in some cases 
defeated, by the time required to attend 
meetings that do not seem to be as productive 
as they could be.  
 
The Charlotte Model Court is actively pursuing 
strategies to build upon and better coordinate 
the collaborative efforts throughout the county. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ring 3: Input and Feedback Meetings – System-
Wide and Community-Wide Trainings, Kick-Offs 
The third ring of involvement includes those 
people who might attend one or more large-
group, “feed-forward” or “feed-back” meetings. 
In “feed-forward” meetings, the information flows 
from a few people out to many people 
throughout the organization or system.  In “feed-
back” meetings, a large group of people gather 
to offer reactions to and reflections on the work 
of the core advisory group or subcommittees. 
These types of meetings are usually held a few 
times a year. Participants in these kinds of 
meetings might show up for the meeting and 
offer input, but they do not roll up their sleeves 
and engage in extended, intensive 
collaborative work.  

Tips from Project Sites for 
Ensuring an Effective Subcommittee 

Structure 
 

• Ensure multidisciplinary representation on 
the subcommittee. 

• Identify a chair or co-chairs. Inviting 
stakeholders to chair or co-chair 
subcommittees is a great way to provide 
an opportunity for shared leadership and 
relationship-building. 

• Make sure the roles and responsibilities of 
subcommittee chairs and co-chairs are 
well-articulated and understood by 
everybody. 

• The subcommittee should have a clear 
purpose that is commonly understood by  
all subcommittee members. The purpose 
of the subcommittee should clearly relate 
to the overall vision for reform. 

• Establish clear goals for the subcommittee 
and expectations for the work product of 
the subcommittee. 

• Establish clear mechanisms for 
communication and information flow 
between the subcommittee and the core, 
or centralized committee, and between 
multiple subcommittees. 

 

“When separate meetings used to be held 
with each different stakeholder or with 
different groups of individuals the message 
seemed to get mixed somehow, or lost in 
translation. By having frequent, collaborative 
meetings, everyone hears the same message, 
they are part of the same dialogue, they get 
to listen to all the perspectives. It is much 
more meaningful and productive.” 

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site
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    Input and Feedback 
Meetings: Experience from 
the Project Sites 
All of the Project Sites, indeed 
all of the Model Courts, utilize 

input and feedback meetings to at least some 
extent.  Most commonly, these meetings take 
the form of multidisciplinary training sessions and 
workshops to present new initiatives and policies 
and to open new dialogues with the broader 
community of stakeholders.  Ideally, these 
multidisciplinary training sessions are jointly 
supported by system partners and leadership 
visibly and collaboratively participates.  
 
Ring 4: Communications and Outreach 
The outermost ring of involvement includes 
broad-based communications and outreach 
activities (e.g., through mass media and public 
awareness campaigns).  Communication and 
outreach, especially through media campaigns, 
is generally undertaken once the collaborative is 
well established and change is well underway. 
 

 

 Communication and 
Outreach Activities: Examples 
from the Project Sites 
Each of the Project Sites 
engages in communication 

and outreach activities, although each to a 
different extent and each in a way that reflects 
their local community culture. 
 
The Alexandria Model Court has made a strong 
commitment to community outreach and 
increasing community awareness of issues 
pertaining to child abuse and neglect.  For 
example, several years ago, with the assistance 
of the Alexandria United Way, four arts programs 
began working with at-risk youth to engage 
them in writing and producing plays, music, 
costume and set-design, theatrical makeup 
application, singing, and acting. Since then 
other teams of people have begun programs to 
link the arts community with at-risk children who 
have not yet entered the court system.  As a 
result of the court’s continued collaboration with 
the arts community, the Alexandria Arts 
Commission approved funding for an ongoing 
children’s art exhibit in the hallways outside of 
the Juvenile Court’s courtrooms.  This exhibit 
premiered in summer 2002.  This arts initiative, 
originally begun in the Reno Model Court 
through the Sierra Arts Foundation, has been 

adopted by other Model Court jurisdictions, 
including the Buffalo Project Site.  
 
The Alexandria Model Court judges and Core 
Group members also regularly appear on local 
cable television programs and participate in 
“town meetings” in order to highlight the needs 
of children and families in Alexandria and the 
reform efforts of the court, social services, and 
other system professionals.  Another significant 
effort at community outreach has involved 
outreach to Alexandria=s faith community.  
Informational memos about children in care, 
the needs of the system, and legal aspects of 
the dependency case process have been 
distributed to the various churches, synagogues, 
and mosques in Alexandria. The goal of this 
effort is to raise public awareness by having 
information about the child welfare system 
included in bulletins for the faith community so 
that their congregations learn more about 
children in their community who would otherwise 
remain hidden from the general public.  
 
In an effort to improve communication between 
the court, stakeholders, and the broader child 
welfare community, the Buffalo Model Court 
Project began a lunchtime series, “Wednesdays 
at Family Court.” The court invited more than 
200 community service providers to participate 
in this child welfare services fair. Each 
Wednesday was given a particular service 
theme. Agencies providing those particular 
services were invited to set up booths and 
provide information to caseworkers, attorneys, 
and other stakeholders. As an added benefit, 
the lunchtime series promoted information-
sharing and relationship-building among the 
provider agencies.  
 
Project Sites also provide training opportunities 
for community members. For example, the 
Buffalo court collaborated with other county, 
city, and private entities to co-sponsor the 
annual Kinship Caregivers’ Conference, in June 
2002. This all-day conference was designed to 
share new ideas, legislation, and program 
improvements with relative caregivers in either a 
formal or informal living arrangement.   
Workshops were given on issues including health 
care, housing, legal issues, special education, 
and benefited nearly 100 relative caregivers. 
 
The Charlotte Project Site hosts a “Children’s 
Summit” which brings together a cross-section of 
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agencies and hundreds of people to discuss 
child protection issues and challenges on many 
levels.  
 
A number of the Project Sites, most notably 
Alexandria and Buffalo, are actively working to 
expand their reform efforts statewide. Both courts 
are working closely with their state Court 
Improvement Programs, participating in 
statewide best practice conferences, hosting 
site visits, and providing support and guidance 
to other jurisdictions around their state who are 
beginning a collaborative reform process and 
working to implement the best practices of the 
RESOURCE GUIDELINES. 
 
It is important to recognize that the boundaries 
between the “rings of involvement” are fluid and 
permeable.  During the course of collaborations, 
people’s level of interest may change, and 
workload and transitions may affect people’s 
level of commitment. The collaborative process 
and structure needs to be flexible to 
accommodate such changes and transitions. 
 
No matter what collaborative structure is put in 
place, it needs to be visible. If a collaborative 
process is not well publicized and visible to the 
broader stakeholder community, it may be 
perceived as a closed or exclusive process.  
Visibility and transparency contribute to 
openness, which, in turn, facilitates broad 
stakeholder involvement – all of which increases 
the power, action, and influence of the 
collaboration. 
 

 

 Making your Collaborative 
Visible: A Lesson Learned in the 
Buffalo Model Court Project Site 
In September 2002, a day-long 
training for DSS line staff and 

contract agency representatives culminated in 
a powerful lesson for the Buffalo Model Court 
Lead Judge and Department of Social Services 
(DSS) Commissioner. The afternoon session, 
intended to be a facilitated discussion on the 
use of outcome measures to improve practice, 
was used by staff to voice strong concern over 
the lack of communication throughout the child 
welfare system.  Participants stated that the 
collaborative goals and vision of the 
Commissioner and Judge as part of the Model 
Court Project were not being communicated 
from the various supervisory levels to the front 

line.  Conversely, they felt that their practice 
needs were not communicated back to the 
highest levels and were not reflected in the 
overall vision for change.   
 
As an immediate response to these concerns, 
the Lead Judge and DSS Commissioner 
embarked on a strategy  to engage all line staff 
in “retro buy-in.”  The strategy included the 
formation of two committees - a Model Court 
subcommittee that engaged stakeholders of all 
levels as consultants to discuss cross-system 
communication and an internal DSS practice 
“think tank.”   
 
The communication subcommittee began work 
by reviewing current and past methods of 
communicating collaborative efforts.  The group 
discussed stakeholder meetings, the 
informational website, and the collaborative 
newsletter.  It was decided that “The Same 
Page” newsletter was the preferred method for 
receiving routine information on projects and 
changes underway.  The group stressed that 
information should be prospective whenever 
possible and that opportunities for participating 
in the development and implementation of 
projects should be extended to line staff.  After 
much discussion on methods of disseminating 
the newsletter, it was decided to e-mail the 
newsletter as a PDF file to each line worker 
directly.   
 
Discussions during the training also brought light 
to the fact that the line workers were unaware of 
projects that could help their practice and had 
been developed in direct response to their 
voiced needs.  The Lead Judge, Commissioner, 
and other key stakeholders presented a 
collaborative update of Model Court projects 
and policies of DSS and court staff.  The agenda 
included an update on collaboration, a 
reintroduction to the roles of the key 
stakeholders, and a statement of goals.  Nearly 
200 staff attended and participated in one of 
three scheduled meetings over the course of a 
year. 
 
Another request voiced at the training was that 
line workers be given an opportunity for direct 
communication with judges and other key 
stakeholders – communication that would not 
be censored or misinterpreted by administrative 
staff.  The DSS, the Court, and key stakeholders 
committed to a process of team meetings 



Chapter 5: Creating a Collaborative, Problem-Solving Culture   
 

 
BUILDING A BETTER COLLABORATION  

66

where every other Wednesday, from April 
through September 2003, two DSS casework 
units would meet at DSS with a Family Court 
judge, court attorney referee, law clerk, law 
guardian, parent’s counsel, DSS counsel, and 
CASA volunteer for one hour.  The agenda was 
set to include one issue provided by the DSS 
units, the other by the legal team, and a period 
dedicated to discussing a collaborative initiative 
relevant to those teams.  The judges and other 
stakeholders were assigned to meeting dates in 
direct consideration of the practice of the DSS 
unit scheduled to participate.  The meetings 
were co-facilitated by DSS and court staff 
representatives.   
 
Over the course of seven months, the teams 
met and discussed issues including caseworker 
involvement in the collaborative process, 
documents caseworkers should bring to court, 
protocol for court reviews, service of petitions 
and reports, change in pre-trial procedure, and 
transfer of cases.  In addition, a representative 
from the child permanency mediation program 
was on hand to discuss the use of mediation in 
all stages of the case and to troubleshoot 
problems observed by the caseworkers. 
 
The results of these meetings include substantive 
changes, some still underway, that improve 
practice, ongoing discussions of practice issues 
and problems, and a united sense that the best 
interest of children and their families is a 
common goal to all.  At the end of each 
meeting, the facilitators conducted a “process 
check” to solicit a comment from each 
participant on how the process worked for them.  
Reactions were overwhelmingly very positive. 
These meetings are anticipated to continue 
throughout 2004 and may include staff from the 
private agencies as well. 
 

What Collaborative Structure is 
Right for your Community?  
There is no “one size fits all” or “right answer” to 
determining which collaborative structure is best 
for your jurisdiction.  The type of collaborative 
structure best suited to your community will 
depend on a variety of things, including the 
structure and size of your court and child welfare 
system, local demographics and resources, and 
the politics and culture of your community. 
 
In deciding who should be part of your 
collaborative team, at least initially, it is often 
helpful to “map the system” or “map the 
process.”  That is, identify each of the primary 
institutional parts and the person who directs that 
agency or institution and then reach out to that 
person.  

 
 Getting Started: 
Examples from the 
Project Sites  
In all of the Project Sites, and 
in almost all of the Model 

Courts, the initial outreach was made by the 
Lead Judge to the local director of the child 
welfare agency. This outreach typically took the 
form of an initial in-person meeting or letter of 
introduction outlining the need to work together 
to initiate systems reform activities.  Relationship-
building usually began through a series of one-
on-one meetings to discuss each other’s 
perspectives and vision for reform. Outreach to 
other key system stakeholders then built on this 
initial outreach and these relationships were 
developed over time in small stages.  
 
Usually, the final scope of the collaborative, and 
the identification of the proper stakeholders to 
involve, is accomplished through the joint efforts 
of those initial key leaders. 

 
 

 

“Multiple, ongoing meetings are critical. It 
helps to build and maintain relationships.” 
 Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
 
“After 35 years in child advocacy, we are 
finally coming together and producing policy 
that changes how we deliver social services 
and presents parents with a minimum 
standard of care that every child and family 
is entitled to.” 
 Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
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In the Buffalo Model Court Project Site, the 
Administrative Judge (Model Court Lead Judge), 
the DSS Commissioner, and the Mayor, with the 
help of the Court Improvement Project 
Committee, identified key players from the 
community that needed to be part of the 
collaborative. Due their influence, when people 
were invited to the table, they came. Initially, 
one large meeting was held with representatives 
from every sector of the child welfare system. At 
that initial meeting, the need for change was 
outlined, data on case backlogs and time to 
permanency were presented, and the initial 
vision for reform was presented – “… to provide 
children with safe, healthy permanent families in 
the shortest time possible.”  Over 150 
stakeholders attended the meeting. Participants 
were asked to support reform efforts and they 
were invited to be part of the collaborative 
change process through work on 
subcommittees. Four priority areas were 
identified: Expediting adoptions; implementing a 
child permanency focused mediation program; 
coordinating service access for hard-to-place 
and hard-to-serve children; and designing a 
comprehensive health care initiative for children 
in foster care. 
 
Then, several small meetings were held to begin 
the change process. More stakeholders were 
invited to participate and a formal 
subcommittee structure was developed. A 
Steering Committee provides general oversight, 
coordinates the work of the subcommittees, and 
guides the overall work of the collaborative.  
 
To encourage the involvement of stakeholders, 
the Erie County Model Court adopted a three 
prong approach: respect, food, and praise. 
Care was taken to provide a respectful and 
professional environment for information sharing 
and dialogue; stakeholders needed to learn to 
recognize the individual funding, staffing, and 
resource constraints faced by each stakeholder 
group, their underlying philosophies, etc. Trust 
among agencies was fostered and given time 
to develop. Sharing food and “breaking bread” 
together fostered collegiality. Since the 
beginning of the reform efforts, through today, 
subcommittees have creatively provided lunch 
and snacks as incentives to attend meetings (at 
little cost, with small contributions by committee 
members). During meetings, stakeholders are 
encouraged to raise issues, be creative, and 
“think outside the box.” All ideas and opinions 

are welcome. A collaborative environment was 
created to facilitate personal ownership over the 
vision and the change efforts.8 
 
Los Angeles is the largest child welfare system in 
the nation. Every year more than 70,000 children 
in Los Angeles who are victims of abuse, 
neglect, abandonment and exploitation are 
entrusted to the care of the Department of 
Children's Services. Just fewer than 30,000 
children currently require the protection of the 
juvenile dependency court system.9  The Los 
Angeles Model Court Lead Judge oversees 20 
judicial officers, hearing dependency cases, 
who have an annual caseload of approximately 
1,500 cases per court.   
 
The sheer size of their jurisdiction and high 
volume of cases was identified by almost all of 
the Model Court stakeholders as the primary 
challenge to their collaborative reform efforts.  
Geographical boundaries also make it difficult 
for people to travel to attend collaborative 
meetings, and this makes it “especially difficult” 
to include community members as participants 
in collaborative group meetings.   
 
The context within which the Los Angeles Model 
Court operates (i.e., that of a large, urban 
jurisdiction) shapes the reform efforts underway 
in Los Angeles. But rather than use size as an 
excuse not to do something, the Los Angeles 
Project Site tries to use its size to its advantage – 
as an opportunity to overcome barriers.  For 
example, the sheer number of people working in 
the court and child welfare agency also means 
that there is a wealth of expertise and systems’ 
knowledge available to “get the work done.”  As 
one stakeholder explained, “With the large 
volume of cases also comes a lot of people  ... 
these individuals are constantly tapped for 
creative solutions to problems and to staff 
reform projects.”  As Model Court Lead Judge 
Michael Nash noted, “size is also a strength … 
we have tons of experienced, diverse, talented, 
and dedicated people and resources to tap 
into.” 
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Other strategies mentioned to overcome the 
barriers imposed by such a large jurisdiction 
included: 

• “Ensuring that the head of every department 
or a representative is present at each 
collaborative meeting where child welfare 
decisions are made – that way policy and 
best practice information shared will trickle 
down from the heads of each department.” 

• “Providing opportunities for multidisciplinary 
training to give staff an opportunity to learn 
along side their counterparts – results in 
better learning as well as relationship-
building.” 

• “Personalizing the problem and appealing 
to the common mission.” 

In contrast to the Los Angeles Project Site, the 
Alexandria Model Court is a relatively small 
jurisdiction with two judges hearing abuse and 
neglect cases.  The small size is clearly identified 
as strength of the collaborative: 

• “The fact that we are a small jurisdiction 
means that we all know each other… you 
feel like you just can’t shrug people off .. 
there is more of a personal connection – 
thus, more of a willingness to see the need 
for collaboration.” 

• “The fact that we are a small jurisdiction 
helps in communication.” 

However, Alexandria’s small size is also a 
challenge.  Stakeholders report that because of 
their small size, all of the same people are 
responsible for carrying the work of the change 
initiative forward.  Individuals report feeling 

“burnt-out,” “over-worked,” and they also express 
concern about sustainability of change efforts 
when “we have to tap into the same individuals.” 
Strategies identified to address this challenge 
include: 

• “Keep inviting new people from the 
community to the group.” 

• “Provide more opportunities for training on 
‘best practices’ so we remain creative and 
innovative.” 

• Provide ‘retreat’ opportunities … make them 
formal but not so formal that people don’t 
feel that they can’t talk …give people a 
forum in which to discuss stress, burn-out, 
etc., but also to re-connect and get re-
motivated and inspired.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
For tools to assist with the 
collaborative mapping process, and 

other planning tools, please visit the PPCD 
website at www.pppncjfcj.org.  

 

“People can be overwhelmed by the size of 
the jurisdiction  ... it’s hard to change 
something this huge  ... Because of the size 
we have a hard time filtering down to the 
line workers” 
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
 
“Transportation is very difficult for 
everyone … there are formidable problems in 
this system that have to do with the distance 
and geographical size of the county.” 
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
 
“The system is just too busy … there are too 
many cases …” 

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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The Evolution of Collaborative Teams 
A collaborative culture, and an effective, multi-
disciplinary collaborative committee, whatever 
its structure and membership, will take time to 
develop.  
 
Remember, the collaborative 
group has to become more 
than the sum of its individual 
parts.  It needs to develop a 
group identity of its own. It 
needs to become more than 
a meeting of various 
stakeholders who merely interact 
within the limits of status and 
institutional boundaries. It needs to become a 
group that can openly discuss issues and 
concerns, challenge each other’s core 
philosophies and practices, and engage in 
meaningful dialogue.  Relationships across 
disciplinary boundaries need to be built and 
trust needs to develop. It takes time to develop 
an effective team and to engage in 
effective teamwork.  
 
Before a team can become 
a “learning team,” it must first 
become a team.  The 
process of becoming a team 
– and the challenges, 
struggles, and developmental 
stages that it involves – is a 
necessary part of developing a strong, 
effective collaborative. The recognition that the 
developmental progress of teams is a natural 
and necessary process that must be engaged 
in enables group leaders and team members to 
see that challenges and frustrations are to be 
expected and natural, that they are not merely 
a reflection of individual personalities, a lack of 
commitment from group members, or 
organizational politics.  
 
Five stages of group or team development are 
generally recognized.10  Although presented as 
steps in a process, the stages are not necessarily 
linear. Any given group or team may move 
back and forth between stages. 
 
Stage 1: Forming 
In the forming stage, group members are 
concerned about how they present themselves 
and how others interact with them.  This stage of 
group development is often characterized by 
polite conversation and explicit recognition of 

status and professional roles. Group members 
tend to rely on safe, patterned behavior and 
traditional role relations. They have a desire to 
be accepted and recognized as an important 
part of the group.   

 
When a group is forming, group 

members are tentatively 
exploring and getting to know 
each other. Group members 
are gathering information 
about each other, including 

similarities and differences in 
comparison to themselves, and 

making judgments about future 
interactions and relationships. Feelings at this 
stage include excitement and optimism, mixed 
with skepticism and anxiety. The emotions and 
hesitancies experienced during the forming 
stage should not come as a surprise and their 
importance should not be under-estimated.  

Remember, systems change is people-driven. 
Like any newly developing 

relationship, time needs to be 
spent getting to know each 

other and building trust.  And, 
just like at the beginning of 
any new relationship, people 
tend to be excited, but also 

somewhat hesitant and 
nervous, unsure of what to 

expect or where the relationship is 
going.  

  
Characteristics of Initial Stage: 

• Silence, awkwardness, and high anxiety. 

• Impatience to "get the ball rolling."  

• Confusion about what everybody is supposed 
to be doing.  

• Storytelling (a tendency to talk about others 
and focus on people and situations outside of 
the group).  

• Central issue is trust vs. mistrust.  

• Testing of each other and the leaders.  

• Requests for greater leader involvement.  

• “Cocktail conversations” and other safe levels 
of conversation.  

• Vying for informal leadership.  

 

5 Stages of Group 
Development 

 
1. Forming 
2. Storming 
3. Norming 
4. Performing 
5. Adjourning 

Team building, like 
systems change 

more generally, is 
an evolutionary 

process that 
occurs over time. 
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The length of time needed to complete this 
stage varies depending on many factors, 
including, among other things, the type of group 
and the history of relationships among group 
members. It is important to recognize that in the 
child protection context, stakeholders have 
traditionally not collaborated with each other.  It 
is also important to realize that the relationship 
building necessary to collaboration and team 
problem-solving is the antithesis of the 
institutional relationships, professional roles, and 
advocacy positions of many stakeholders. Do 
not underestimate the paradigm shift that is 
necessary to support such collaborative action – 
both institutionally and personally. 
 
The major tasks to be undertaken at this initial 
forming stage orient group members to the 
purpose and function of the group.  

• What is the overall purpose of the group?  

• Who will lead the meeting? 

• How often will the group meet? How long will 
each meeting last? 

• How will agendas be set? 

• What information needs to be gathered? 

• What issues will be initially discussed? 

Although the answers to these initial questions 
may change over time, it is important to set 
some initial group rules and to establish some 
clear expectations as to how the group will 
operate. Although still in the forming stage, 
groups can still begin to tackle real issues and 
problems and make significant steps toward 
systems change.  However, the problems and 
issues selected to focus on should be 
appropriate to the stage of group development. 
Start with small, manageable tasks and build-in 
opportunities for early successes.  At this early 
stage, try to avoid very controversial or 
threatening topics.  
 
As team members become more comfortable 
with each other, and as trust grows within the 
group, group members will begin to relinquish 
the comfort of non-threatening topics and be 
willing to risk disagreement and conflict.  
 

 
 
Stage 2: Storming 
Stage two, storming, is characterized by 
competition and conflict in the dimension of 
personal-relations. As the group members 
attempt to organize around a specific task or 
course of action, conflict will inevitably result in 
their personal relations. Individuals have to bend 
and mold their feelings, ideas, attitudes, and 
beliefs to suit the group organization. Because of 
"fear of exposure" or "fear of failure," there will be 
an increased desire for structural clarification 
and commitment at this point. Although 
conflicts may or may not surface as group 
issues, they do exist. Questions will arise about 
who is going to be responsible for what, what 
the rules are, what the reward system is, and 
what the criteria for evaluation are. These reflect 
conflicts over leadership, structure, power, and 
authority. Because of the discomfort generated 
during this stage, some members may remain 
completely silent while others attempt to 
dominate. Partners may become impatient and 
begin arguing. Feelings that may arise include 
resistance to change and negative attitudes 
about the success of the partnership. Group 
members may start arguing about less 
important and peripheral issues, become 
defensive or competitive (choosing sides) or 
develop unrealistic expectations or goals during 
this stage.  

Advice from Project Sites … 

• Start with small, manageable problems. 
Talk concepts and processes not people. 

• Avoid hotly contested or controversial 
topics initially. 

• Build in early successes.  

• Stress the baby steps and small 
accomplishments. Acknowledge all signs of 
change, including the fact that people are 
coming together and talking on a regular 
basis. 

• Stay focused on outcomes for children.  

• Avoid finger-pointing and direct challenges 
in the early stages. 

• Spend time getting to know each other, 
and each other’s roles and responsibilities. 

• Serve food, if possible, as this contributes 
to a more relaxed atmosphere which can 
help people feel more at ease. 
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This is the most difficult stage of group 
development and it can also be the most 
frustrating. Although this can be a frustrating time 
in the group’s development, recognize that it is 
a natural part of the evolution of the team. This 
stage can be useful in terms of identifying 
conflict resolution styles and how the members 
of the collaborative respond to stress.  So, 
recognize entry into this stage as a 
developmental milestone and, as with any 
developmental milestone, celebrate it!  

In order to progress to the next stage, group 
members must move from a "testing and 
proving" mentality to a problem-solving 
mentality. The most important trait in helping 
groups to move on to the next stage seems to 
be the ability to listen. 

The major tasks to be undertaken at the storming 
stage are: 

• Refining and prioritizing goals or areas of 
focus; 

• Identifying performance gaps; and 

• Collecting data and sharing information and 
perspectives. 

Stage 3: Norming 
By stage three, norming, the team or group has 
become more cohesive. There is active 
acknowledgement of all members’ knowledge 
and expertise and their contributions to 
the group, as well as community-
building. Members are more 
open to having their beliefs, 
attitudes, and perceptions – 
their mental models – 
challenged by other group 
members. They actively ask 
questions of each other and actually 
listen to the answers.  

Group members begin to know each other 
better – as professionals and as people – and 
trust begins to develop. Leadership and 
ownership becomes more shared within the 
group, status concerns are diminished, and 
cliques begin to dissolve. Individuals identify with 
the group and the group develops its own group 
identity.  Individuals begin to develop a sense of 
group belonging and a sense of purpose, as 
well as confidence in the ability of the group to 
achieve meaningful systems change.  

 

 

The major tasks of the norming stage are: 

• Ongoing information flow among group 
members; 

• Sharing thoughts and ideas and soliciting 
feedback from one another; and 

• Challenging each others assumptions 
and perceptions (their mental 

models). 

During the norming stage, 
individuals accept their role in 
the team and the ground 

rules for team interaction, and 
they are committed to the purpose 

and goal of the team.  They are addressing 
issues cooperatively (although not necessarily in 
a truly collaborative manner) and are 
comfortable working together on a common 
task.  
 
Stage 4: Performing  
The performing stage is not reached by all 
groups. If group members are able to evolve to 
stage four, their capacity, range, and depth of 
personal relations expand to true 
interdependence. In this stage, people can 
work independently, in subgroups, or as a total 
unit with equal ease and skill. Their roles and 

Advice from Project Sites … 

• Keep meeting, especially when it seems to 
be getting contentious. Trust the process. 

• Recognize that your group is evolving. 
Celebrate it as a developmental milestone. 

• Set ground rules. Model the behavior you 
expect. 

• Challenge issues and assumptions and 
practice, not people. 

• Always bring it back to children.  

• Supply food.  

• Have an agenda and stick to it. Manage the 
dynamics and meeting time effectively. 

• Make it clear that differences of opinion 
and lack of consensus are okay and to be 
expected. Actively solicit different opinions 
and then listen to them. 

• Follow-up with individuals if needed, but 
try to keep it a group process.  

• Use data.  

Leaders – remember 
your role in 

addressing group 
conflict and 

mobilizing differences 
to facilitate learning 



Chapter 5: Creating a Collaborative, Problem-Solving Culture   
 

 
BUILDING A BETTER COLLABORATION  

72

authorities dynamically adjust to the changing 
needs of the group and individuals. Stage four is 
marked by interdependence in personal 
relations and problem-solving. By now, the 
group should be functioning at its most 
productive level. Individual members have 
become self-assured, and are confident of their 
role within the group and the need for group 
approval has passed. Members are both highly 
task- and people-oriented. There is unity: group 
identity is complete, group morale is high, and 
group loyalty is intense. The task function 
becomes genuine problem-solving, leading 
toward optimal solutions, and optimum group 
development. There is support for 
experimentation in solving problems and an 
emphasis on achievement. The overall goal is 
productivity through problem-solving and work. 
By this stage, the partnership has become an 
effective and close-knit unit. People begin to 
really work together. Feelings include new 
insights about the partnership and each 
member's roles as well as satisfaction with the 
partnership's progress.  

 
Stage 5: Adjourning 
The final stage, adjourning, involves the 
termination of task behaviors and 
disengagement from the relationships 
established in the group. A planned conclusion 
usually includes recognition for participation and 
achievement and an opportunity for members 
to say personal goodbyes. Concluding a group 
can create some apprehension - in effect, a 
minor crisis. The most effective interventions in 
this stage are those that facilitate task 
termination and the disengagement process. 
 
Developing effective collaborative teams is not 
the sole responsibility of the leader. Those who 
participate in the process also have a 
responsibility to be effective team participants.  

Does your collaborative group embody the 
perspectives of a learning organization? 

• Are you willing to examine and challenge 
your sacred cows? 

• What kinds of structures have you 
designed for this testing? 

• When people raise potentially negative 
information do you shoot the messenger? 

• Does your collaborative group show 
capabilities it did not have before? 

• Do you feel as if what you know now is 
qualitatively different from what you knew 
before? 

• Are you critically reviewing data and is 
there a “value-added” to that review? 

• Is the knowledge accessible to all of the 
collaborative group members? 

The Evolution of the Team in Project Sites 
 

“There is a great sense of doing the right 
thing. It is amazing. We went from having a 
room of cross-armed individuals to, in about 
10 months, having more believers than non-
believers. People are now working together. 
We started to realize that different frames of 
reference are valuable.”  

Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
 

“I can see that people are now talking the 
problems out instead of just crabbing them to 
whom ever will listen … It has given us a way 
to work on a common purpose or mission. We 
are able to see results as we move along. 
There are so many needy families in our 
areas, the only way we can improve things for 
them is as a group. It is not an easy task … it 
requires good leadership, bridging gaps, and 
building relationships.” 

Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site  
 

“Everyone in the collaborative has a common 
mission and understanding that it is a system 
designed to deal with a defined set of issues. 
We understand the system more. Everyone is 
informed on the issues and topics. The more 
people understand each other’s roles, the 
more they are willing to work together, to 
call each other for help. To accomplish our 
goal, we have to share … we have to learn 
how to collaborate as a team.” 
 Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 



Chapter 5: Creating a Collaborative, Problem-Solving Culture   

 
BUILDING A BETTER COLLABORATION  

73

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

  Stakeholders in each Project 
Site were asked how they view 
their responsibilities as a 
collaborative team member. 
The responses were consistent 

across sites. According to the Project Sites, 
effective team members: 

• Attend meetings regularly; 

• Actively participate in meetings; 

• Represent the position, practices, and 
opinions of the agency or stakeholders they 
represent; 

• Share information with the group; 

• Take information back to their colleagues; 

• Reflect on issues from their individual, 
institutional positions and explain issues and 
challenges from their agency’s perspective; 

• Stay positive; 

• Stay focused on the mission; 

• Be honest;  

• Support reforms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Effective Team Members:  

• Support the team leader  

• Help the team leader to succeed  

• Ensure that all viewpoints are explored  

• Express opinions, both for and against  

• Provide open, honest, and accurate 
information  

• Support, protect, and defend both the team 
and the team leader  

• Act in a positive and constructive manner  

• Provide appropriate feedback  

• Understand personal and team roles  

• Address problems to the team (upward 
feedback)  

• Accept ownership for team decisions  

• Recognize that they each serve as a team 
leader  

• Accept ownership for team decisions  

• Participate voluntarily  

• Maintain confidentiality  

• Show loyalty to the organization, the team 
leader, and the team  

• View criticism as an opportunity to learn and 
develop 

• State problems, along with alternative 
solutions/options  

• Give praise and recognition when warranted 

 
Leadership Tips: Characteristics of Effective Team 
Members. Center for Service and Leadership. 
George Mason University. (www.gmu.edu/student/csi)  
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Characteristics of an Effective Team:* 

• Team members share a sense of purpose and common goals, and each team member is willing to work to 
achieve these goals. Members know what needs to be done next, by whom, and by when to achieve team 
goals.  

• The team has principled, effective leadership.  

• Authority and decision-making lines are clearly articulated and understood, but are not rigidly imposed on the 
others in the group. 

• The team is aware of, and interested in, its own processes and examines the norms operating within the team.  

• The team identifies its own resources and uses them, in accordance with its needs. The team willingly accepts 
the influence and leadership of the members whose resources are relevant to the immediate task. 

• The team members continually listen to and clarify what is being said and show interest in, and listen to, others 
thoughts and feelings. 

• Differences of opinion are encouraged, explored, and freely expressed. The team does not demand narrow 
conformity or adherence to formats that inhibit freedom of movement and expression. 

• The team is willing to identify conflict and focus on it until it is resolved or managed in a way that does not 
reduce the effectiveness of those involved. Conflict is dealt with openly and is considered an important part of 
decision-making and personal growth.  

• The team focuses on problem-solving rather than allowing interpersonal issues or competitive struggles to drain 
the team’s energy. 

• Roles are balanced and shared to facilitate both the accomplishment of tasks and feelings of team cohesion 
and morale. 

• To encourage risk taking and creativity, mistakes are treated as sources of learning rather than reasons for 
punishment. 

• The team is responsive to the changing needs of its members and to the external environment to which it is 
related. 

• Opportunities for feedback and the updating of skills are provided and taken advantage of by team 
members.  

• Team members are committed to periodically evaluating the team’s performance. 

• The members identify with the team and consider it a source of both professional and personal growth. 

• Developing a climate of trust is recognized as the crucial element for facilitating all the above characteristics. 

*Adapted from: Larsen, K. McInerney, B. NyQuist, C., Santos, A., & Silsbee, D. (1996). Learning Organizations. 
http:///home.nycap.rr.com.;  Larson, C.E. & LaFasto, F.M. (1989) Teamwork: What Must Go Right, What Must Go 
Wrong. Newberry Park, CA: Sage.; Starcevich, M.M. & Stowell, S.J. (1990). Teamwork: We Have Met the Enemy 
and They are Us. Bartlesville, OK: The Center for Management Organization.; Stowell, S. & Starcevich, M. (1998). 
The Coach: Creating Partnerships for a Competitive Edge. Salt Lake City, UT: CMOE: Press. 
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Creating a Shared Vision 
The process of creating a shared vision is a 
critical part of developing a collaborative 
culture. A shared vision, and a shared 
commitment to that vision, emerges through the 
interaction of key stakeholders and provides a 
common ground from which coordinated and 
coherent reform activities take root.  Focusing 
on a shared vision and outcome goal 
(e.g., safe, timely permanency for 
children), affords the 
opportunity for differences to 
retreat into the background 
and for commonalities to 
become salient.  By 
maintaining a focus on shared 
goals and by recognizing the vital 
part that each stakeholder plays in 
reforming child abuse and neglect case 
processing, differences and conflict among 
institutions, agencies, and professions that may 
differ in philosophy, positional power, and 
resources can be overcome. 
 
When the focus remains on the child, 
institutional differences and “turf” issues retreat 
into the background. 
  
If significant systems change is to be achieved, 
then members of a collaborative must reach 
consensus on a common vision and must agree 
on the direction reform efforts should take.  
Commitment to a shared vision and common 
goals is revealed through, and reflected in, 
language, behaviors, attitudes, policies, and 
practices.  To the extent that there is not full 
consensus on a vision of reform, or to the extent 
that there is only partial or peripheral 
commitment to a course of action, then systems 
reform efforts are undermined. 
  
“A vision is truly shared when you and I have a 
similar picture and are committed to one 
another having it, not just to each of us, 
individually, having it.  When people truly share 
a vision they are connected, bound together by 
a common aspiration. Personal visions derive 
their power from an individual’s deep care for 
the vision. Shared visions derive their power from 
common caring.”11 
 
Today, “vision” is a familiar concept. But, often a 
vision represents one person’s (or one group’s) 
vision that is imposed on the larger organization 
or system. Such visions command public 

compliance, but not true commitment.  A 
shared vision is a vision that many people are 
truly committed to, because it reflects their own 
personal vision. 

• A shared vision is shared among people 
throughout all levels of an organization and 
system; it focuses the energy and 
commitment of hundreds of people. 

• A shared vision motivates 
people.  Everyday work 

becomes part of pursuing 
a larger purpose. 

• A shared vision compels 
courage. Courage 

becomes doing whatever is 
necessary in pursuit of the vision.  

• A shared vision fosters creativity and 
innovation. 

• A shared vision provides a rudder to keep the 
learning process on course. 

• A shared vision creates an environment in 
which people are more likely to expose their 
ways of thinking, challenge each other’s 
mental models, give up deeply entrenched 
views, and recognize personal and 
organizational shortcomings. 

• A shared vision sustains organizational and 
systems change efforts.  

You cannot have a learning organization or a 
learning system without shared vision. Without a 
pull toward some goal which people truly want 
to achieve, the forces in support of the status 
quo – business as usual – become 
overwhelming.  
 
Encouraging Personal Vision 
Shared vision emerges from personal visions. 
Organizations and systems that want to build 
shared visions must encourage the employees 
to develop their own personal visions.  These 
personal visions should reflect individuals’ hopes 
and concerns for systems change based on 
their own experiences and beliefs.  
 
“If people don’t have their own vision, all they 
can do is ‘sign-up’ for someone else’s. The result 
is compliance, never commitment. On the 
other hand, people with a strong sense of 
personal direction can join together to create a 
powerful synergy toward what I / we truly 
want.”12 

A Primary Role of a 
transformational 

leader is to facilitate 
the co-creation of a 
shared vision among 

collaborative 
stakeholders.   
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From Personal Vision to Shared Vision 
Shared visions take time to emerge; they 
emerge through ongoing interactions among 
stakeholders over time. The emergence of a 
shared vision requires ongoing discussion and 
dialogue between stakeholders guided by a 
strong, transformational leader.  

 
What are the growth factors that support the 
emergence, evolution, and sustainability of a 
shared vision?  

• A transformational leader who is enrolled in 
the vision and actively works to honestly 
communicate and share that vision with 
others. 

• Grounding the vision in core values or 
governing ideas (e.g., the Key Principles of 
Permanency Planning) 

• Ongoing and meaningful interaction, 
communication, and dialogue among 
system stakeholders.  

Shared vision emerges and takes root through 
ongoing interaction and communication – 
through increasing clarity, enthusiasm, and 
commitment. As people talk, the vision 

becomes clearer. As the vision becomes 
clearer, enthusiasm and commitment build. As 
a result, the vision becomes a reinforcing loop 
that allows it to be self-sustaining. 

What are the limiting factors that impede the 
emergence, evolution, and sustainability of a 
shared vision?  

• The inability to inquire into and solicit diverse 
opinions and perspectives in such a way as to 
cultivate a deeper level of understanding. If 
the system is unable to appropriately 
recognize and manage diverse opinions and 
views, conflict arises, polarization increases, 
and the clarity of the vision is decreased. As a 
result, enthusiasm and support for the vision 
wanes. 

• People become discouraged by the 
apparent difficulty in bringing the vision to 
reality. As awareness of the vision increases, 
so does the recognition of the gap between 
the vision and current reality. 

• People become overwhelmed by the 
demands of the current reality and lose their 
focus on the larger vision.  

• People forget their connection for each other, 
lose respect for each other, and groups split 
into “insiders” and “outsiders.” 

• Lack of concrete, intermediate-level, 
measurable goals.  If people are not able to 
“see” results from their efforts then it is difficult 
to maintain momentum.   

How do you balance the growth and limiting 
factors? 

• Reflection and inquiry. Continuous dialogue 
and discussion among stakeholders. Team 
learning. 

• Personal mastery. 

• Systems thinking. 

• Transformational Leadership.  

Vision paints the picture of what you want to 
create. Systems thinking reveals how you have 
created what you currently have (our current 
reality) and what you need to change to realize 
the vision. Once individuals understand that they 
are part of shaping the current reality, they will 
realize that they can also be part of shaping the 
vision. The system ceases being something “out 
there” that is separate from the individual. 

In The Learning Organization, Senge differentiates 
between Commitment, Enrollment, and 
Compliance with a Shared Vision. 
 

Enrollment is a process of becoming part of 
something by choice, of taking on a vision as your 
own.  
 

Committed describes a state of being not only 
enrolled but feeling fully responsible for making the 
vision happen. – “I can be thoroughly enrolled in 
your vision. I can genuinely want it to occur. Yet, it is 
still your vision. I will take action as need arises, but I 
do not spend my waking hours looking for what to 
do next.” 
 

Senge argues that in most organizations, very few 
people are enrolled in the organizational or system 
vision, and even less people are committed to it. 
Rather, he argues, most people are compliant. 
“Compliant followers” go along with a vision. They 
do what is expected of them. They support the 
vision to some degree. But, they are not truly 
enrolled or committed. Senge outlines various 
levels of compliance, ranging from genuine 
compliance to those who are just putting in time. 
 

People who are enrolled or committed want the 
vision. Genuinely compliant people accept the 
vision. 
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Remember … 

• A shared vision is not imposed on others from 
the top down. 

• A shared vision does not emerge from a one-
time meeting or “single shot;” a shared vision 
emerges through interactions and discussions 
over time.  

• A shared vision is not a solution to a problem.  

 

 

 
“The discipline of shared vision is centered 
around a never-ending process, whereby 
people in an organization and throughout the 
system articulate their common stories – around 
vision, purpose, values, why their work matters, 
and how it fits into the larger world.”13 
 
Vision: An image of your desired future. A vision is 
a picture of the future you are seeking to create. 
“Our vision” states where we want to go and 
what we will look like when we get there.  The 
more richly detailed and visual the image is, the 
more compelling it will be. 
 
Values: How you intend to operate, on a day-to-
day basis, as you pursue your vision. Values are 
a set of governing ideas that include how you 
behave with each other, how you behave 
toward the children and families you serve, and 
how you behave toward your communities. 
Values also include the lines that you (as a 
person and as a system) will not cross (the non-
negotiables) to accomplish your goals.  
 
When values are articulated but ignored, it 
undermines the visioning process. But, when 

values are made part of the organization’s and 
system’s shared visioning effort, and put out in 
full view, they become guiding symbols of the 
behavior that will guide people to achieve their 
vision.  
 
Purpose or Mission: The fundamental reason for 
the organization’s and the system’s existence. It 
is the answer to the question – what are we here 
to do together? 
 
Goals: Specific, measurable, attainable and 
time-bound goals. Goals represent what we are 
committing ourselves to do – in the short and 
long-term – to achieve our vision.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

Once a “vision statement” is created, 
organizations often formalize it, laminate it, and 
display it. Be careful however. To be effective, 
shared visions are always evolving – they are 
emergent. A vision for systems change should 
always be re-visited and allowed to evolve to 
meet new needs and situations. 

 

“Embracing systems change is a common goal. 
Improving things for children. Fostering an 
attitude and an approach that says ‘what can 
WE do?’ instead of ‘what can I do?’” 

 Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 

Project Sites – Mission Statements 
 
All but one of the Project Sites have developed a 
child protection specific mission statement. A number 
of sites are revisiting their mission statements as their 
collaborative process evolves.  
 
Alexandria Model Court Project Site:  
• Helping children and families to change their lives.  
 
Buffalo Model Court Project Site:  
• To provide safe, healthy, permanent families in the 

shortest possible time. 
 

Charlotte Model Court Project Site: 
• “To help resolve cases involving children and 

families through the combined efforts of the 
family, the court and community services in ways 
that are the least adversarial and intrusive 
appropriate, and that are just, safe, timely, 
efficient, courteous, and accessible.” 

 
Cincinnati Model Court Project Site: 
• “The mission of the Hamilton County Juvenile Court 

Dependency Department is to provide a safe and 
secure permanent home for every child in the 
shortest time frame possible, avoiding unnecessary 
separation from family whenever possible.”   

 
San Jose Model Court Project Site: 
• “To protect children, preserve families and provide 

permanency for children while treating all with 
dignity, respecting diversity, and valuing each 
child as our own.” 
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A Framework for Developing a Shared 
Vision14 
An effective, transformational leader will begin 
by articulating his or her own personal vision for 
reform in a clear and honest manner. It is 
important that the leader articulate his or her 
vision to stakeholders directly – clearly and 
consistently – and explain why change is 
necessary. Leaders need to be honest about 
the current reality of the system and, to the 
extent possible, use data to demonstrate the 
performance gap between the current reality 
and his or her vision for the system.  Remember, 
one central function of the vision is to generate 
creative tension; to make people understand 
the current reality and feel the “pull” that comes 
from understanding the true distance that needs 
to be bridged in order to realize the vision. The 
leader should be clear about what is negotiable 
and what is not.   Although the leader should 
provide some level of details with respect to his 
or her vision, the details should be filled in 
through the process of interaction, 
communication, and dialogue. 

Once the leader has articulated his or her vision 
for reform, that vision needs to be “sold” to 
stakeholders.  The leader needs to enroll people 
in the vision – a leader cannot force people to 
enroll in the vision, they must enroll themselves.  
Open communication and relationship-building 
between and among the leader and 
stakeholders is critical for encouraging 
stakeholders to enroll in the vision.  In “selling” the 
vision, the leader should focus on the overall 
benefits and outcomes of the vision, not just the 
features of it.  Leaders should talk about the 
vision using “I” statements, demonstrating 
personal commitment to the vision, and not just 
articulating the official vision. 

It is important that stakeholders have the 
opportunity to provide feedback and input on 
the leader’s vision – to “test” the vision. The 
leader needs to see how people really feel 
about the vision -- are they excited and 
motivated by it --and what it is about the vision 
that matters most to them.  The leader needs to 
present the vision with the ramifications and 
challenges clearly spelled out and give as 
much information as possible to facilitate 
informed responses. It is important that 
stakeholders feel comfortable providing 
feedback, even when they disagree with the 
vision or give negative feedback. All types of 
feedback need to be solicited – positive and 

negative.  Leaders can solicit feedback through 
discussions and dialogue, surveys, focus groups, 
and interviews.   

As the process develops, stakeholders will begin 
to articulate their sense of a common purpose 
and feel that they are part of co-creating the 
vision. Leaders need to work with stakeholders to 
link their personal visions to the emerging 
organizational and systems vision. The focus 
should be on dialogues and interactions.  
 
The journey involved in developing a shared 
vision is as important as the vision itself. 
 
Critical to building a collaborative culture is 
remembering that systems change is an 
evolutionary, people-driven process. 
 
 
The Evolution of the Team: 
Communication, Dialogue, and 
Team learning within a 
Collaborative Culture 
 
Developing a collaborative culture and a 
shared vision, as well as developing successful 
partnerships and collaborative teams, requires 
clear and open communication and dialogue. 
Discussion, both during and outside meetings, 
should be honest and open. Partners need to 
listen to each other and be willing to provide 
constructive feedback. Because each partner 
has an interest in the success of the partnership, 
each should participate in discussions and 
decisions.  This type of balanced participation 
will also promote a spirit of trust and 
cooperation. 
 
From the standpoint of building shared meaning 
within teams or between groups, a different 
orientation to discussion must be adopted.  
Traditional discussion is oriented toward 
advocacy.15  In an advocacy-oriented 
discussion, people “discuss” to win; they throw 
out ideas to pit them against others to see which 
ideas are strongest. This is not an effective way 
to encourage and support teamwork or the 
development of a collaborative culture – not just 
because it undermines learning, but because 
ideas and potential “solutions” rarely get the 
consideration they deserve. Ideas and solutions 
are judged according to who said them, and 
whether or not they matched conventional 
wisdom. This form of conversation is often 
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present in the earlier stages of group 
development – the forming and storming 
phases. To become an effective learning team, 
as the group evolves it must develop the 
capacity for more skillful discussion that not only 
encompasses advocacy, but also 
encompasses reflection and inquiry.  
 
Dialogue vs. Discussion16 
The primary difference between dialogue and 
skillful discussion involves intention. In skillful 
discussion, the team intends to come to some 
sort of closure – either to make a decision, 
reach agreement, or identify priorities. In the 
process of making a decision, the team may 
explore new issues and build some deeper 
meaning among the members; but the intent 
involves convergent thinking (i.e., thinking that 
moves in the same direction to a common 
focal point) and decision-making. 
 
Senge defines dialogue as a sustained 
collective inquiry into everyday experience and 
what we take for granted.17 The goal of dialogue 
is to explore, challenge, and “problematize” the 
everyday taken-for-granted realities and 
assumptions. The taken-for-granted nature of 
daily practice is reflected in the often heard 
statement “we do it this way because this is the 
way it has always been done” – that is, we are 
tethered to, and constrained by, what is 
comfortable and familiar. These “taken-for-
granted realities” often constitute the 
unarticulated, and often unrecognized, mental 
models that both guide and constrain our 
behavior – both personally and organizationally. 
It is, therefore, difficult to “think outside the box” 
when you do not even realize that you are in the 
box or that other possibilities exist outside of it.  
Thus, to facilitate systems change, this “attitude 
of everyday life”18 must be suspended, 
examined, challenged, and problematized by 
organizational and system stakeholders through 
a process of dialogue.   
Teams unquestionably benefit from dialogue – 
from exploring assumed understandings and 
shared meaning – but they also have the 
everyday need to come to a conclusion, 
decision, or plan.  To accomplish this work 
productively, skillful discussion incorporates some 
of the techniques and devices of dialogue and 
action learning, but always stays focused on 
tasks (e.g., meetings have agendas and people 
leave with priorities and work assignments in 
hand). Nonetheless, the team also learns to 

make their thought processes visible, to examine 
and challenge assumptions, and to look more 
closely at sources of disagreement. Gradually, 
within their team setting, they improve the quality 
of their collective thinking and interaction. 
Remember, however, it takes time for a group or 
team to develop the capacity for dialogue.  

 
Five Basic Protocols for Skillful 

Discussion19 
 

• Pay Attention to Your Intentions 
As an individual, make sure you understand 
what you hope to accomplish in this discussion – 
“What is my intention?”  “Am I willing to be 
influenced?”  If not, what is the point of the 
discussion? Be clear on what you want, and do 
not mislead others as to your intentions. 
 
• Balance Advocacy with Inquiry 
Some teams take great pride in “challenging 
each other,” but they do not actually challenge 
each other in an effective way. They are merely 
“in your face” with each other – one-upping 
each other. Other teams pride themselves on 
how constructively they deal with confrontation. 
However, this often involves just sitting there and 
listening, in turn, to each other’s position 
statements. Assumptions are not brought to the 
surface, much less challenged. What they are 
really thinking about will only be heard after the 
meeting – in the hallway and bathrooms. While 
there is essentially nothing wrong with this kind of 
advocacy, it is the lack of balance that causes 
misunderstanding, miscommunication, and 
poor decisions. 
 
• Build Shared Meaning 
Different words have different meanings to 
different people. In most multidisciplinary team 
meetings, the discussion moves at a fast pace 
and people use words loosely – which makes it 
very difficult to develop shared meaning. People 
walk away with ambiguous understandings, 
usually not realizing that they have each “heard” 
and “understood” the discussion differently.   

 

 

“Participating in this collaborative process 
has been very personally meaningful to me 
… I’ve gained a better understanding of the 
system and everyone’s roles. It has 
broadened my perspective. It raises new 
things for me to think about, and makes me 
think in new ways.”  

Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
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It is important to use language with precision, 
taking care to make meanings clear. Avoid 
having phrases in your team vocabulary where 
you assume everyone agrees on the definition, 
but nobody actually has any idea what it is (e.g., 
what do you actually mean by terms such as 
“permanency” and “well-being?”). Be careful in 
the use of legal jargon. You may start a 
discussion with a sloppy or loose meaning, but 
as you talk around an issue, you should get 
closer and closer to a specific meaning that 
everyone can agree on.  
 
• Use Self-Awareness as a Resource 
Ask yourself, at moments when you are 
confused, angry, frustrated, concerned, or 
troubled: “What am I thinking?”  “What am I 
feeling?”  “What do I want at this moment?”  You 
will often end up with insights about the team’s 
assumptions or your own concerns, which you 
can then raise for the group without casting 
blame.  
 
• Explore Impasses 
Ask yourself – What do we agree on and what 
do we disagree on? Can we pinpoint the source 
of disagreement or impasse? Often the 
disagreement will fall into one of four categories: 

1. Facts – What exactly happened? What 
are the ‘data’? 

2. Methods – How should we do what we 
need to do? 

3. Goals – What is our objective? Our vision? 

4. Values – Why do we think it must be done 
in a particular way? What do we believe 
in?  

Simply agreeing on a source of disagreement 
often allows people to learn more about the 
situation, clarify assumptions that were previously 
below awareness, and move forward. 
 
Some strategies to help accomplish this include: 

• Listen to ideas as if for the first time. Work at 
being open to new ideas. 

• Consider each person’s mental model as a 
piece of the larger puzzle. Look at the issue 
from the other person’s perspective. 

• Ask yourself and everyone else – what do we 
need to do to move forward? 

 
Preparing the Ground for Skillful 
Discussions: 
 
• Create a safe haven for participants. 
Because people from different parts of the 
system and the community may join the 
collaborative team, ideally the “turf” of the 
meeting must belong to no one. The symbols 
and trappings of power, prestige, and status 
should be minimized to help facilitate this.  

 
 As another power equalizer, all participants in a 
skillful discussion should expressly agree to “treat 
each other as colleagues.”  Curiosity, respect of, 
and support for, each other’s opinions and 
feelings are essential components of a collegial 
relationship. 

 
In almost all the Project Sites 
the collaborative meetings or 
the core advisory group 
meetings were held in the 
courthouse (usually because 

the courthouse had the best meeting space). 
Typically, the meetings were held in conference 
rooms, libraries, or meeting rooms. In Alexandria 
and San Jose, the collaborative meetings of the 
core advisory group are often held in the 
courtroom.  However, even when the meeting is 
held in the courtroom, care is taken to re-
arrange the furniture so that all stakeholders can 
sit around the table together (the judge does 
not sit on the bench, but at the table with the 
stakeholders).   
 
In several of the Project Sites collaborative 
meetings involving the broader community of 
stakeholders are held in different locations 
around the community, and in some cases the 
meeting locations are rotated among agencies 
and offices. 
 
 

 

“Ideas are fleshed out, knocked around, and 
brought back to the group … everybody has 
an open mike and a say in the process … it’s 
an open forum …people aren’t afraid to tell 
the truth here because we all want to learn” 

Lead Judge, Alexandria Project Site 
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• Make openness and trust the rule rather than 
the exception.  

People must feel secure that they can speak 
freely, without fear of being the target of 
criticism, ridicule, or retribution. Agreeing on 
ground rules for the discussion is only the 
beginning. Trust develops only if every 
participant continues to act in a trustworthy 
manner even when they may not agree with the 
points being made. 
 

 
In all of the Project Sites, the 
Lead Judges were clearly in 
charge of running the 
meeting, even when 

leadership was shared. However, in all sites, the 
judges managed the meeting dynamics so that 
everyone had an opportunity to be heard and 
listened to. The judges modeled collegiality, 
professionalism, and openness to information 
and new ideas.  
 
• Encourage and reward the injection of new 

ideas.  
For groups that meet often, it is useful to find 
external sources of new perspectives – such as 
outsiders invited to join in for one or several 
sessions. Regardless of who is present, the 
discussion will broach issues, ideas, and 
approaches typically given short-shrift in day-to-
day work. Whether someone or something is 
right or wrong is not the concern. Instead, it is the 
exchange of different perspectives and points of 
view that matters.  
 

 
In all the Project Sites new and 
creative ideas and solutions 
are actively sought from 
stakeholders. New issues, 
barriers, and areas in need of 

improvement are always being identified. New 
stakeholders are welcomed to the table. In 
several of the Project Sites, collaborative 
meetings are used as a training forum on a fairly 
regular basis.  Local experts are asked to join 
meetings and share knowledge, offer 
information, and provide data with respect to 
certain issues.  
 

• Plan the agenda, time and context to allow 
for concentrated deliberation.  

The best way to ensure discussion focus is to 
make sure that every participant expects to talk 
about the same subject. Agendas should be 
developed and agreed upon in advance. Also, 
creative discussions take time – plan 
accordingly and keep distractions to a 
minimum. 
 
 

  All of the Project Sites develop 
agendas for meetings, often 
with input from meeting 
participants. Agendas are 
usually disseminated in 

advance of the meeting (typically through e-
mail).  (See Chapter 6 for further discussion of 
agenda-setting and successful meeting 
strategies). 
 
In the Los Angeles Model Court “position 
papers,” proposed policy statements, and 
memoranda outlining different perspectives, 
issues, and approaches are also circulated prior 
to the meeting with the expectation that they will 
be reviewed in preparation for discussion at the 
next meeting. 
 

 
 
 
 
For tools to assist with discussion 
and brainstorming, please visit the 

PPCD website at www.pppncjfcj.org.  
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Brainstorming – Encouraging New Ideas and Creative Thinking 
 

Brainstorming  
One reason for discussion and dialogue is to generate new ideas. Brainstorming is an essential 
method to use for bringing out the creativity in your group. The result is often a variety of good, 
and often unexpected, ideas that can lead to new solutions. Below are guides for brainstorming. 
 
Set the stage - Define your purpose in terms of what you want the group to accomplish. Provide a 
relaxed and informal atmosphere. Have all the necessary supplies (such as markers and flip 
charts) on hand. 
 
Go for quantity - People often have different ideas. The key is to get these ideas out quickly 
without concern for the quality of the ideas. Evaluation comes later. 
 
Record ideas - Ideas need to be recorded on a flip chart by a recorder. Another way to get ideas 
down is to allow people to silently record their ideas on post-it notes or other cards. These notes 
and cards are placed on a flip chart so others can see them. 
 
Limit time - Set a time limit for generating ideas so people are motivated to get ideas out quickly. 
This also allows enough time for discussion and evaluation of ideas later. 
 
Encourage “free wheeling” - Let people share ideas no matter how unrealistic they may be. Ask 
people to build off others' ideas. Don't evaluate or criticize ideas at this point. 
 
Use humor - This will allow your group to break out of existing patterns and habits to relax and be 
more creative. 
 
Follow-up - After ideas are generated, the group should identify the most promising ideas. They 
can then work to come up with ways to expand or improve on these. Set a time for the group to 
further evaluate ideas and make decisions as a group. 
 
Rules for Brainstorming: 
• No criticism, evaluation, judgment or defense of ideas during a brainstorming session. 
• No limiting of “wild” ideas, no matter how outrageous or impractical they may seem. Every 

idea is to be expressed. 
• Quantity is more desirable than quality. 
• “Piggybacking” (i.e., building on others ideas) is encouraged. 
• Everyone must be encouraged to participate. 
• Record all ideas – (e.g., on flip charts). 
• Choose “top 5 ideas” – combine similar ideas when appropriate. 
• Individually rank ideas. 
• Decide, as a group, which idea will be enacted first. 
• Begin the brainstorming process again as necessary. 
 
 
Leadership Tips: Rules for Brainstorming. Center for Service and Leadership. George Mason 
University. (www. gmu.edu/student/csi) 
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Building Consensus in a 
Collaborative Group 
A collaborative group reaches consensus on a 
decision when every member can agree to 
support that decision. Each person may not 
think it’s the very best decision, but he or she can 
buy into it and actively support its 
implementation. No one in the group feels that 
his or her fundamental interests have been 
compromised. Consensus is not “almost 
everybody” – it is unanimous support for a 
decision. 
 
The struggle to satisfy and incorporate the views 
of all members tends to produce a synergy and 
creativity not possible when members work 
alone. If all the key stakeholders are involved in 
forging the consensus, they will make a decision 
that they agree to implement, so it is a workable 
solution.  
 
“Consensus building is particularly powerful 
because it connects our minds and our hearts. 
It speaks to what is possible and what is right – 
what makes practical sense and what is the 
moral thing to do …Consensus building respects 
the intelligence and dignity of all individuals. 
And, when treated with respect and dignity, 
most people will act rationally and can bring 
important insights into the collaborative 
process.”20 
 
Effective consensus decisions share the following 
characteristics: 
 
Total participation - All major interests are 
identified and brought together.  
 
All partners are responsible - Everyone helps plan 
activities and offers suggestions to make them 
more effective. 
 
Partners educate each other - Partners spend 
time discussing issues, their perceptions and 
concerns, and ideas for solutions. 
 
People are kept informed - Partners keep their 
own groups and stakeholders informed.  
 
A common definition of the problem is used - 
Partners discuss and agree on a constructive 
definition of the problem. 
 

Multiple options are identified - Partners seek a 
range of options to satisfy their respective 
concerns and avoid pushing single positions. 
 
Decisions are made by mutual agreement - 
Partners do not vote; but rather modify options 
or seek alternatives until everyone agrees that 
the best decision has been reached. 
 
Partners are responsible for implementation - The 
group identifies ways to implement solutions. 
 
Ways to maintain consensus: 
• Actively involve a broad range of system 

stakeholders and community partners in 
planning and implementing system change 
initiatives. 

• Ensure each partner organization has the 
opportunity and responsibility for        
meaningful contributions. 

• Document, publicize, and celebrate 
successes through ongoing information 
sharing and feedback.  

• Designate an effective and respected project 
leader to maintain the activities of the 
collaborative. 

• Identify and manage conflicts early in the 
process.  

• Make sure activities are meaningful in order to 
maintain interest and commitment. 

 

 

“Do not underestimate the power of 
collaboration. It reflects a lot of 
consensus-building that has a lot of 
unanticipated consequences – some 
positive, some negative. “ 
 Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
 
“The broader the consensus, the broader 
the vision, the broader the change.” 

Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
 
“In this group everyone really contributes 
and decisions are made by consensus. I 
feel comfortable voicing my opinion. It is 
heard and respected … I really appreciate 
that.” 
 Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
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Build Consensus Phase by Phase 
The process of building small agreements one 
at a time begins the very first time that the 
stakeholders get together.  The first agreements 
should be about the process – ground rules, 
agendas, roles, time frame, meeting times, etc.. 
 
To build consensus, a group must make 
agreements one phase and one step at a time. 
A group needs to agree that it is even legitimate 
to discuss an issue before it can agree on a 
definition of the problem. 
 
Defining the Problem: The “Problem 
Space” 
Problem perception, problem definition, and 
problem analysis define the “problem space.”  

• Perception: Is there a problem? How do you 
feel about it? Is it legitimate to discuss this 
openly? 

• Definition: What is the problem? What are its 
limits or boundaries? 

• Analysis: Why does this problem exist? What 
are its causes? 

 
Generating Solutions: The “Solution 
Space” 
The generation of alternatives, evaluation, and 
decision-making defines the “solution space.” 

• Generation of Alternatives: What are some 
possible solutions to the problem? 

• Evaluation: What criteria must a good solution 
meet? Which alternatives are better or more 
acceptable than others? 

• Decision-making: Which solution can be 
agreed on? Which alternatives can we 
commit to implementing? 

The bulk of the work in consensus building takes 
place in the problem space. Often, when a 
group has reached consensus on the definition 
of a problem, the solutions will almost “fall out.”  
By contrast, if group members jump to the 
solution space too quickly, each may feel 
compelled to advocate strongly for his or her 
position, thereby polarizing the group. 
 
 

 
Because collaborative problem-solving is a trial-
and-error process, there will be some natural 
jumping back and forth between phases. For 
example, sometimes a stakeholder will feel so 
strongly about a particular solution that it makes 
sense to jump to the solution space early on, 
have the person present the alternative, have 
other group members ask clarifying questions, 
and then defer evaluation and return to the 
problem space for further analysis and problem 
definitions. The key here is to recognize that 
effective collaborative problem-solving requires 
that the whole group stay focused and together 
in the same phase of problem-solving. 
 
Effective consensus building involves making lots 
of little conditional agreements at the 
conclusion of each phase of problem-solving. 
These little agreements build the foundation for 
consensus in the final phases of decision-
making. While the decision-making process 
sometimes requires trade-offs and negotiations, 
this foundation of agreement helps to create a 
spirit of goodwill and a common understanding 
that consensus is possible.  
 
The Fallback Position: What Happens 
When You Cannot Reach Consensus? 
When a group is seeking consensus, it is essential 
that the group specify a fallback decision-
making rule in case consensus cannot be 
achieved.  
 
Fallback Decisions in Hierarchies and 
Horizontal Organizations 
As a leader or manager in a hierarchical 
organization, you can delegate a decision but 
you cannot abandon your ultimate responsibility 
or authority. You can organize an informal group 
to solve a problem collaboratively – using a 
consensus decision rule – as long as the fallback 
is that you, the formal decision maker, have the 
final say.   
 

Something to think about … Some 
commentators argue that using a parliamentary 
procedure to conduct meetings is an ineffective 
tool for building consensus, because it begins in 
solution space by requiring a participant to 
“make a motion” – to propose a solution. The 
motion is then debated before the group even 
agrees on what problem is being addressed. 
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With this notion of fallback, a formal hierarchy 
can coexist with, and take advantage of, the 
power and inclusiveness of consensus building. 
Members of a hierarchical organization can 
periodically convene under the decision-making 
rules of an informal, collaborative structure to 
search for consensus, while preserving the final, 
fallback decision-making authority in case of an 
impasse.  

 
 

 In most of the Project Sites, the 
fall back position for most 
collaborative initiatives and 
reforms rested with the formal 
authority of the court and the   

                             Lead Judge.  
 

 
A similar type of parallel process can take place 
in horizontal, representative bodies (e.g., boards 
of directors, commissions, elected legislatures). 
In these organizations, the decision-making 
process relies on voting and the decision rule is 
usually a majority vote of a quorum of 
members. Typically, these decision-making 
processes are guided by formal parliamentary 
procedures. However, such organizations can 
and should convene in more informal, 
collaborative, consensus-based structures to 
seek win-win solutions by consensus before 
resorting to voting.  Within the parliamentary 
process, this would be called “moving into a 
committee of the whole.” Once a consensus 
agreement is reached, the organization can 
again resume using its traditional procedures 
and vote to ratify any decision that is made. If 
consensus is not reached, the fallback is the 
traditional voting process.  
 
 
Fallback in Multi-Organization 
Collaboratives 
When multiple organizations (both horizontal and 
hierarchical) are involved in collaborative 
problem-solving – as in multi-organizational or 

community collaboratives – the concept of 
fallback is more complex. 
 
Every community contains a variety of 
hierarchical and horizontal organizations in its 
business, government, and community sectors.  
 
Just like individual managers, these 
organizations cannot relinquish their decision-
making responsibility and authority to some 
other formal organization or to a win-lose 
decision-making vote. But, they can send 
representatives to participate in an informal, 
consensus-based collaborative problem-solving 
process.  
 
Stakeholder representatives come together and 
disperse periodically in an attempt to build 
consensus phase by phase, first in the multi-
group collaborative process and then back 
home in their own organizations. To the extent 
that consensus can be reached at the end of a 
collaborative process, stakeholders can return to 
their positions in their own organizations and act 
on the agreements. The fallback is that if 
consensus cannot be reached, then each 
stakeholder, within his or her organization, has 
the freedom to act independently.  
 
Straus refers to this process of convening (i.e., 
coming together as a multi-organizational 
collaborative group) and dispersing (returning to 
your home organization) as an “accordion 
planning process.”21 This type of accordion 
planning process, according to Straus, allows for 
a win-win collaborative process to co-exist with 
the fallback, win-lose processes of the formal 
horizontal and hierarchical organizations.  
 
When dealing with multiple stakeholders, a 
collaborative, accordion consensus-building 
process will take longer than a traditional, top-
down, linear approach but, in the end, should 
progress to the implementation phase much 
more quickly and with a significant saving of 
resources. 

 

“Basically everyone understands that there 
will be differences of opinion and that the 
goal is to reach a common ground. We 
discuss it. We argue it out. If we cannot 
agree … usually the court winds up settling 
issues of conflict.” 
 Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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  We began this chapter with a 
quote … “collaborative effort 
… creates more energy than it 
consumes. It makes you feel 
energized, not drained. … 

there is a release of energy.”  We asked 
stakeholders in Project Sites what their 
involvement in the collaborative process meant 
to them.  Across all Project Sites, the vast majority 
of stakeholders, regardless of what part of the 
system they were from, felt that their 
participation in the collaboration was personally, 
very meaningful to them. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some Representative Quotes from 
Stakeholders in Project Sites 

 
“I have a much better understanding of 
the system, of people’s roles … of why 
we do what we do – the good and not so 
good. Being a collaborative member 
compliments my daily tasks. It 
empowers me to change what I do on a 
daily basis.” 
 
“I can see that we are making progress, 
making change. I think we may have 
been able to bring about significant 
changes in our community.” 
 
“One of the most meaningful and 
productive groups that I have ever been 
involved in.” 

“Our meetings provide an opportunity 
to give a personal perspective on 
theory as it relates to practice.” 

“It’s an opportunity to give input on 
standards prior to having to abide by 
them.” 

“Participating in the meetings allows 
you to gain respect from others in the 
system.” 

“You gain a better understanding of the 
system – it broadens your perspective.”  
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Strategies for Effective Meetings 
and Good Communication1 
 
Meetings have several functions. They give 
members a chance to discuss and evaluate 
goals and objectives, keep people updated on 
the status of specific reform initiatives, maintain 
group cohesion, and provide an opportunity for 
dialogue and discussion. Meetings allow groups 
to draw on each other’s expertise and 
experience to support collaborative decision-
making. If the meeting starts with a careful plan 
and finishes with a thorough follow-up, the 
meeting will "run itself."  
 
A common complaint, however, from people 
who attend meetings is that they “are boring,” 
“take too long,” “do not accomplish anything,” 
or “are a waste of time.”  Unfortunately, all too 
often, they are correct. Below are some 
strategies that can be used to ensure effective 
meetings and to help avoid these complaints. 
Regardless of whether you are holding a 
multidisciplinary collaborative meeting or just a 
small meeting with several administrators, you 
should also try to follow these general guidelines 
for effective meetings. 
 
•   Make sure you need to have a meeting. 
Do not schedule meetings just to have a 
meeting or because you have not met for 
awhile. Meetings should be scheduled when a 
group of people must be involved in an action 
or a decision.  
 
Particular care has to be taken when the 
meetings follow a regular schedule (e.g., first 
Monday of every month). It is counter-productive  
for a collaborative to meet, just because they 
are scheduled to meet. Regular meetings need 
to have a clearly stated purpose, clearly 
articulated expectations for what activity is to 
take place between scheduled meetings, and 
a clear statement of purpose for the next 
meeting. 
 
• Set a goal for the meeting.  
Be very clear about why you are holding a 
meeting and what needs to be accomplished. 
Break that task into steps, or divide the discussion 
into sections—that’s the agenda for your 
meeting. At the start of the meeting say, “this is 
our goal, and if we can get this done, the 
meeting will be a success.” At the end of the 

meeting remind everyone that you achieved 
your goal. This lets everyone leave the meeting 
feeling successful, and they’ll be glad to come 
to the next meeting. 
 
Specifying a clear objective for the meeting, 
preferably before the meeting is held, will also 
encourage people to attend because they will 
understand the meeting’s intent. It will also set 
the foundation for a focused meeting and 
increase the likelihood that people will be 
prepared for discussion.  Meetings usually have 
one or two objectives - to inform or to decide – 
so emphasize which meeting objective is being 
met.  
 
• Identify who needs to participate in the 

meeting. 
Make sure the appropriate people are at the 
meeting, especially given the goal of the 
meeting. Think carefully about whether or not 
someone needs to be in the room for the 
duration of the meeting (perhaps they can join 
you via conference call or for one specific 
topic).  
 
Be definitive when you invite people to a 
meeting. You must be considerate of other 
people's schedules, but you will have an easier 
time scheduling a meeting if you say "Please 
plan to attend and if you cannot make it let me 
know." Always let people know the objective of 
the meeting, the time it will begin and the time it 
will end. Be sure to stress that the meeting will 
begin and end on time – and try to adhere to 
this rule in practice. 
 
When possible, try to invite representatives from 
each part of the system to participate in 
meetings. It is a rare problem or system issue in 
child welfare that is the single domain of one 
agency. Think carefully and strategically about 
who should be at your meeting. 
 
• Create an Agenda.  
An agenda is a list of the key items to review in 
order to achieve your meeting objective. It can 
be something used by the meeting facilitator or 
leader or it can be handed out to everyone at 
the meeting. The advantage of handing out an 
agenda is that it provides a script for people to 
follow. The problem with providing an agenda is 
that the agenda may distract your attendees 
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and tempt them to jump to issues you are not 
ready to cover. If you need to resolve other 
issues first, you may want to keep the agenda to 
yourself. If you are running a project status 
meeting you can use your project timeline as 
your agenda.  
 
Your agenda is the tool you use to make sure 
you are on time and staying on topic. When 
ancillary issues come up, help the group get 
back on track. If the issue sounds important, 
check with the group. “We’re talking about a 
new issue—is this something important that we 
should take time to discuss? Or should we put it 
on our next agenda?” 
 
Set a certain amount of time for each item on 
the agenda, based on how important it is. If the 
group starts spending a lot of time on details, 
ask them “Is this what we want to spend our time 
talking about?” A lot of details can be worked 
out by individuals or committees—meetings are 
for the decisions that need to involve the whole 
group. 
 
If you decide to hand out an agenda, be sure 
to include the objective of the meeting and 
date at the top of the page. All points should be 
bulleted, and everyone in the meeting should 
receive a copy – so be sure to make more than 
enough copies. 
 

 
 All of the Project Sites develop 
agendas for their collaborative 
meetings, although the 
agendas themselves vary in 
detail and level of formality. In 

almost all of the Project Sites, input on agenda 
topics is solicited from stakeholders in advance 
of the meeting. In some Project Sites, the 
potential inclusion of contested or controversial 
issues on a meeting agenda is “tested” with a 
few administrators in advance of the meeting. 
The purpose of “testing” the inclusion of issues is 
not to exclude or avoid controversy, but rather to 
ensure that the timing of the issue is appropriate. 
The final agenda is then disseminated, usually 
via e-mail, to meeting participants in advance 
of the meeting. 
  
In the Los Angeles Project Site, for example, 
stakeholders described collaborative meetings 
as being well-organized, with set agendas which 

are circulated to the group in advance of the 
meeting. Typically the presiding judge presents 
the agenda items to the group and then a “fairly 
free discussion” takes place. Discussion was 
described as “lively” and focused on the issues 
at hand (e.g., “goal-directed,” and “issue-
driven”).  All stakeholders reported that 
differences of opinion are sought by the 
presiding judge who also leads the meeting.  

 
Buffalo Model Court stakeholders discussed a 
change in meeting style that accompanied the 
transition of Lead Judges. Meetings convened 
by the previous Lead Judge were described as 
“more formal” and used written agendas.  
Meeting minutes were taken and copies were 
sent to collaborative group members “well in 
advance” of meetings. Stakeholders noted that 
with a transition to a new Lead Judge the 
meetings became more “informal.”  An agenda 
and meeting minutes, for example, are not 
always in place. Stakeholders explained, 
however, that both approaches have proven 
effective. 

 
 
 
 
For sample meeting agendas 
from Project Sites, please visit the 

PPCD website at www.pppncjfcj.org.  
 

 

“… Being on paper forces people to think 
and prepare... it also helps guide where you 
go for the day.” 

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
 
“…[setting an agenda] makes you think 
about what you have done, where you are 
going, and what you need to do to reach 
your goals.” 

Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 

 

“It’s hard to tell which approach is more 
effective. In fairness, more formality was 
necessary at the ‘infancy’ stage of the 
Committee when systems changes were 
drastic and radical for all involved. Now 
that things are ‘up and running,’ less 
formality may be okay … we’re certainly 
still getting the same level of discussion.” 

Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
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• Arrange the room to facilitate  
communication. 

If possible, arrange the room so that members 
face each other (i.e., a circle or semi-circle). A 
leader has better control when she or he is 
centrally located and status issues are lessened 
when the focus is not placed on any one 
individual (e.g., the person at the head of the 
table, or the person who is most visible to all).  
 

 
In almost all the Project Sites, 
the collaborative meetings or 
the core advisory group 
meetings were held in the 

courthouse (usually because the courthouse 
had the best meeting space). In all but one 
Project Site, the meetings were held in 
conference rooms, libraries, or meeting rooms. 
In Alexandria and San Jose, due to a lack of 
meeting space, collaborative meetings are 
often held in the courtroom.  However, even 
when the meeting is held in the courtroom, care 
is taken to re-arrange the furniture so that all 
stakeholders can sit around the table together 
(the judge does not sit on the bench, but at the 
table with the stakeholders).   
 
In several of the Project Sites, collaborative 
meetings involving the broader community of 
stakeholders are held in different locations 
around the community, and in some cases the 
meeting locations are rotated among agencies 
and offices. 
 
 
• Encourage group discussion and dialogue. 
Encourage group discussion to get everyone’s 
points of view and ideas. This will produce better 
quality decisions as well as highly motivated 
participants. They will feel that attending 
meetings is worth their while and that their 
contributions are valued.  
 
People often evaluate whether a meeting is 
useful or not based on one simple 
consideration: whether they talked. So it is 
important that everybody has a chance to 
share their ideas. It is okay to ask specific people 
what they think if they are not talking – you 
should also be prepared to gently remind 
people when they are talking too much. 
 

Encourage feedback. Ideas, activities and 
commitment to the organization improve when 
members see their impact in the decision-
making process.  
 

 
 

 
All of the Project Sites 
encourage feedback in a 
number of ways – for example, 
through meeting dialogue and 
discussion; by disseminating 

meeting minutes for review; and by 
disseminating policy and practice 
recommendations for review and comment. 
 
In Alexandria, for example, stakeholders report 
that discussions during collaborative meetings 
are facilitated by circulating an agenda in 
advance; holding a discussion regarding old 
business and then new business; throwing out 
ideas that will provoke discussion; ensuring that 
the floor is open to additional issues that may be 
on the minds of the participants but not 
necessarily on the agenda; and having a judge 
who is able to lead the meetings and pull 
people into the discussion.  
 
Once an issue has been discussed and agreed 
upon within the Alexandria collaborative group, 
stakeholders noted that tasks are established 
and assigned out to the appropriate persons or 
agencies. Then, follow-up meetings are 
scheduled. If necessary, subcommittees are 
formed and given goals to achieve by the next 
meeting for a “report back.” Meeting minutes 
are taken and circulated via e-mail to all 
participants. 
 

 

“The judge will ask for everyone’s input … 
he always asks for input … if everybody 
doesn’t respond, he will ask for input from 
those who don’t respond.”  

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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• Put decisions to the group.  
The participants own the meeting. Opportunities 
should be provided to suggest agenda items. If 
decisions need to be made about the process 
(e.g., whether to end a discussion that’s going 
too long) then ask that question to the group 
and let them decide how to address the issue. 
 
• Stay on schedule.  
Remember that for every minute a person 
spends in your meeting, they could be doing 
other things. They are with you because they 
have decided your meeting is important, so 
treat them like their time is important. Do 
everything possible to start and end on time. 
 
• Have good facilitation.  
The facilitator is the person who runs the meeting 
and acts on all the steps listed above. Because 
meeting facilitation is a big job, it usually does 
not allow the facilitator to participate fully in the 
meeting discussion. So, if you need to have your 
views heard, consider letting someone else 
facilitate the meeting. Good facilitation does 
not just happen—it is a skill that can be 
developed through training and practice. 
 
 
 

 

Most of the Project Sites do not 
use a formal facilitator. That 
role is usually performed by 
the Lead Judge or Chair of 
the Committee.  With respect 

to community outreach and working with 
community collaboratives, both Buffalo and 
Charlotte have used facilitators on occasion.  
 
 
• If it is not a standing meeting, schedule the 

next meeting at the end of the current one.  
 
• Have someone take meeting notes and 

make sure they are dispersed to meeting 
participants in a timely fashion. 

 
Put together and distribute an internal memo 
summarizing what was covered, what was 
resolved, and what actions need to be taken for 
issues requiring further clarification. This should 
come straight from the meeting notes. This 
memo should not be too long – a handful of 
bullet points should suffice.  
 

 

 All of the Project Sites distribute 
meeting minutes within a few 
days of the meeting; minutes 
are usually disseminated via 
email. Although minutes vary in 

detail and scope across the Project Sites, they 
generally contain a brief synopsis of the 
meeting, including: 

• The date, time, and location of the meeting. 

• The purpose of the meeting. 

• Who was present. 

• Major issues discussed, including some 
articulation of areas of agreement and 
disagreement within the group. 

• Next steps and who is responsible for them. 

• The date, time, and location of the next 
meeting. 

 
 
 
 
For sample meeting minutes 
from Project Sites, please visit the 

PPCD website at www.pppncjfcj.org.  

 

“… [In order to facilitate participation] I 
have incorporated an informal 
introductory phase for each meeting that 
allows each participant to open their 
mouth and say something.”  
     Judge, Buffalo Project Site 

 
“When an agenda item comes up it is open 
to discussion  ... All opinions are offered 
and an open discussion is held” 
      Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 

 
“Ideas are fleshed out, knocked around, 
and brought back to the group … 
everybody has an open mike and a say in 
the process … it’s an open forum …people 
aren’t afraid to tell the truth here because 
we all want to learn. Then, at the end of 
each meeting we have a ‘process check’ 
that allows for commentary about the 
meeting … I’ve found that this makes 
people more at ease.”  
     Lead Judge, Alexandria Project Site 
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Tips and Reminders for Effective 
Communication2  
 
Communication Strategies 
Look for common ground - Find shared values. 
Consider shared personal experiences. Pay 
attention to and provide feedback. Be yourself 
and expect the same of others. Be willing to 
accept differences in perceptions and opinions. 
 
Find out about others - Learn about others' 
interests and needs. Consider their perspectives. 
Appeal to the highest motives. Let others express 
themselves freely. 
 
Attack problems, not people - Do not waste 
time on personal hostility. Make other people 
feel good. Avoid criticizing people and 
engaging in personal put-downs. 
 
Give and get respect - Show respect for others' 
opinions. Be considerate and friendly. Put 
yourself in the other person's shoes. Be 
responsive to emotions. Speak with confidence, 
but remain tactful. 
 
Proceed slowly - Present one idea at a time. 
Check for understanding and acceptance of 
each idea before moving on to the next. Speak 
in an organized and logical sequence. 
 
Be explicit and clear - Share your ideas and 
feelings. Pay attention to nonverbal 
communication. Speak clearly and look at your 
partners. Select words that have meaning for 
your listeners. 
 
Remember the five "C's" of communication - 
Clarity, Completeness, Conciseness, 
Concreteness, and Correctness.3 
 
Communication Skills 
Listening - Listening helps us learn and shows 
others that we respect their views. There are 
three major steps to listening. First, focus your 
mind on the person speaking. Second, use 
body language to signal attention and interest. 
Third, verbally reflect and respond to what the 
speaker feels and says.  That is, repeat what the 
speaker said to you back to them in your own 
words and ask for clarifications to ensure that 
you understand their position. 
 

Stop talking - You cannot listen when you are 
talking. Concentrate on what others are saying. 
Do not interrupt or change the subject. 
 
Slow down your thoughts - Realize that you can 
listen much faster than a person can talk. Pay 
attention and summarize what a person is 
saying. Do not be too quick to judge the other 
person or offer a solution. 
 
Understand the other person - Review and 
summarize what they are saying. Get their 
meaning, not just the words. Paraphrase what 
you just heard. Listen not only to what was said, 
but also pay attention to what was not said. 
 
Control your own emotions - Do not argue with 
the person. Avoid jumping to conclusions or 
going on the defensive. Avoid arguments or 
personal criticism. 
 
Ask questions - Ask for clarification. Invite the 
other person to provide more detail or present 
new ideas. 
 
Control your body language - Remember that 
actions often speak louder than words. Look at 
the other person and maintain eye contact. 
Respond as appropriate. 
 
Communication Barriers 
Even if you use the strategies listed above and 
are a skilled communicator, problems can arise. 
When communication breaks down, 
partnerships get stuck and people lose energy 
and enthusiasm. It may help to remember these 
barriers so that they can be addressed in a non-
threatening and productive manner. 
 
People are different - They vary in knowledge 
levels, communication skills, and cultural and 
class perspectives. They also have different 
backgrounds and frames of reference. 
 
People are impatient - They jump to 
conclusions. People think faster than they listen, 
which often means they assume they know what 
another person will say next. 
 
People are selective - They tend to only hear 
what they want to hear. People are also more 
likely to accept something that supports what 
they already believe and to be critical of 
information that conflicts with their beliefs. 
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People can be negative - They can be bossy or 
sarcastic. They may take things personally and 
get angry. People can be cynical and 
mistrusting. 
 
Discussion 
Much of the work done in 
collaborative partnerships 
involves face-to-face 
discussions. Leaders, and if 
someone else is serving as a 
meeting facilitator, have the 
responsibility for keeping the 
discussion moving. 
 
Ask questions - If you are not 
sure what a person means or 
why they are taking a particular 
position, ask for clarification. Ask 
people to repeat their statements 
in a different way. Open-ended 
questions, like “Why?” or “How?”, 
generate more discussion than close-ended 
questions that only require a yes or no response. 
 
Seek information and opinions from all 
participants - Some people are naturally quiet or 
have trouble talking in groups. Provide these 
people with a chance to state their opinions. 
Listen actively and carefully to what people say, 
and pay attention to who is not participating so 
that you may draw out their opinions.  
 
Summarize as you go - After discussion winds 
down, ask for or give a brief summary of what 
was discussed and decided. This will point out 
any misunderstandings and ensure everyone 
has the same recollection of the discussion.  
 
Stay on track - Do not let people go too far off 
the subject. Avoid examples that are irrelevant 
or last too long. Reach agreement and move 
on. 
 
Manage time efficiently - If your discussion 
seems to get off-track or bogged down, point 
out the other items on your agenda. Remind 
everyone that there is a need to finish on time. 
 
Recognize when to end discussion - Learn when 
there is nothing to be gained from further 
discussion. Help the group close discussion and 
make a decision. 
 

Test for consensus - State any decisions that 
seem to have been made. Check if everyone 
agrees with the summary and can live with the 
decision. 

 
Constructive Feedback  

Another important skill needed for 
good communication is the 

inclusion of opportunities to 
give and receive constructive 
feedback. Good feedback 
skills are needed to have 
productive meetings and to 
promote cooperation 
among partners. 
 
Everyone should agree that 

giving and receiving feedback 
is an important and acceptable 

part of how you will work together. 
No one should be surprised by open 

and honest feedback. 
 
Be sure to provide both positive and negative 
feedback. We often take good work for granted 
and only give feedback when problems arise. It 
is just as important to point out something that is 
positive as it is to point out something that is 
negative. 
 
Think carefully about what you are going to say 
and how you are going to say it. Make sure the 
time and place are right. 
 
How to give and receive feedback 
 
Giving... 

• Be descriptive. Use specific and concrete 
information. 

• Do not use labels. Be clear and objective. 

• Do not exaggerate. Be exact and avoid using 
absolute words like "always" or "never." 

• Do not be judgmental. Do not compare the 
person you're talking to with others. 

• Speak for yourself. Do not refer to what "others" 
say or think, only focus on your reactions. 

• Talk first about yourself. Start statements with "I" 
not "you."  This helps reduce the potential for a 
defensive reaction on the part of the person 
receiving the feedback.  

Leaders should avoid 
words and actions 

that squash 
independent thinking 

 
Avoid such ‘thought 

killers’ as:  
“Don’t think – do!” 
“Haven’t you fixed 

that yet?” 
“Let me tell you what 

you did wrong” 
“This is really 

important; I better do 
it myself.” 
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• Stick to what you know. Do not present 
opinions as facts. 

 
Receiving... 

• Take a deep breath. Relax before responding. 

• Listen carefully. Do not interrupt. 

• Ask questions for clarity. Ask for specific 
examples. 

• Acknowledge the feedback. Repeat the 
message in your own words to make sure you 
understand. 

• Acknowledge valid points. Agree with what is 
true and what is possible. 

• Take time to think about what you heard. 
Check with others if you are not sure. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conflict Management 
Conflict occurs when individuals or groups are 
not obtaining what they need or want and are 
seeking their own self-interested goals. 
Sometimes the individual is not aware of their 
need to have their goals addressed and 
unconsciously starts to act out. Other times, the 
individual is very aware of what he or she wants 
and actively works at achieving the goal.  Either 
way, the end result can be conflict.   
 

Conflict, however, is normal.  Conflict can even 
been seen as positive behavior exhibited by a 
group because it indicates that the group is 
challenging itself and that an adequate 
communication network is present in the group 
to allow for it. 
 
About conflict…  

• Conflict is inevitable 

• Conflict develops because we are dealing 
with people's lives, jobs, pride, self-concept, 
ego and sense of mission or purpose 

• Early indicators of conflict can be recognized 

• There are strategies for conflict resolution that 
are easily accessible and effective 

• Although inevitable, conflict can be 
minimized, diverted, resolved, or used to 
accomplish positive things 

 
Beginnings of conflict… 

• Poor communication  

• Seeking power  

• Dissatisfaction with management style 

• Weak leadership  

• Lack of openness  

• Change in leadership  

 
Conflict indicators… 

• Body language  

• Disagreements, regardless of issue  

• Withholding bad news  

• Surprises  

• Strong public statements  

• Airing disagreements through media  

• Conflicts in value system  

• Desire for power  

• Increasing lack of respect  

• Open disagreement  

• Lack of openness on budget problems or 
other sensitive issues  

• Lack of clear goals  

Advice from Project Sites for facilitating 
discussion 

• Create an atmosphere of trust that gives 
everyone an opportunity to be heard 

• Set grounds and model appropriate 
behavior 

• During the meeting identify topics for 
discussion for the next meeting so 
people can prepare 

• Assign homework to group members 
and have them report back at the next 
meeting 

• Call on people who have not 
responded or participated, but do so 
respectfully 

• Save time at the end of the meeting for 
people to raise issues that are not on the 
agenda  
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Conflict is destructive when it… 

• Takes attention away from other important 
activities  

• Undermines morale or self-concept  

• Polarizes people and groups, reducing 
cooperation  

• Increases or emphasizes difference 

• Leads to irresponsible and harmful behavior, 
such as gossip and name-calling  

 
Conflict is constructive when it… 

• Results in clarification of important problems 
and issues  

• Results in solutions to problems  

• Involves people in resolving issues important 
to them  

• Causes authentic communication  

• Helps release emotion, anxiety, and stress  

• Builds cooperation among people by 
allowing them to learn more about each 
other 

• Involves others in resolving the conflict  

• Helps individuals develop understanding and 
skills for coping with conflict  

 
Techniques for avoiding and/or resolving 
conflict… 

• Meet conflict head on  

• Set goals  

• Plan for and communicate frequently  

• Be honest about concerns  

• Agree to disagree - understand healthy 
disagreement builds better decisions  

• Get individual ego out of management style  

• Let your team create - people will support 
what they help create  

• Discuss differences in values openly  

• Communicate honestly - avoid playing 
"gotcha" type games  

• Provide more data and information than is 
needed  

 
Managing Group Dynamics: 
Examples from the Project Sites  
Stakeholders in all Project Sites 
report that differences of 
opinion are solicited and 

expressed, and that for the most part, group 
conflict is well managed.  
 
According to stakeholders, differences of 
opinion are often expressed in Charlotte’s 
committee meetings. In general, when 
differences of opinion arise, discussion takes 
place until the matter is reconciled.  

Strategies identified by stakeholders for 
reconciling differences of opinion included:  

• “The group takes a vote and the majority 
rules;” 

• A subcommittee is formed to conduct further 
research on the issue and report findings 
back to the group at the next meeting;” 

• “The issue is mediated – often by the judge or 
another leader;” and  

• “The issue will stay on the agenda until it is 
resolved.”  

Assigning a subcommittee to explore the 
contentious issue in more depth was identified 
by a number of stakeholders as a particularly 
effective strategy for addressing disagreements 
and eventually achieving consensus. 

 
In the Los Angeles Project Site, collaborative 
group members report that differences in 
opinion and perspective are sought from all 
participants during meetings. Due to the “variety 
of backgrounds and perspectives,” collaborative 
members recognized that they “do not always 
agree on issues.” When differences of opinion 

“Assigning subcommittees for follow-up 
research also helps to prevent discussion of 
one issue from dominating or manipulating a 
meeting.”  

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 

“We talk differences through and spend as 
much time on an issue as we need to in order 
to be mindful of everyone’s needs for input 
and to acknowledge the concerns of 
everyone.”  

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
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arise they are “handled very tactfully” and 
“everyone is given an opportunity to share their 
views.”  
 
Strategies used for reconciling differences of 
opinion included:  

 “If there is a difference that can’t be 
handled in one meeting, the judge will 
continue the meeting to allow people to 
reflect;” 

 “Agree to disagree, if necessary in order to 
make progress on our goals;” 

 “Submission of positions in writing before the 
meeting;” 

 “Stressing that the goal is to reach a 
common ground;” and  

 “Recognizing the issues that we can work 
together on and focusing on the goals we 
have established helps us to set aside some 
things in order to find or reach consensus.” 

 
A strategy that was identified as particularly 
effective at generating “thoughtful dialogue” 
about potentially contentious issues was the 
submission of a “position paper” in writing.  The 
document (e.g., memorandum) outlining the 
proposal, position, or suggested approach, is 
then circulated to the group before the 
meeting.  An open discussion occurs during the 
meeting with the judge asking everyone to 
present their side. The judge then comes to the 
next meeting with a new proposal which 
synthesizes the discussion and any agreements 
reached. Discussion continues, until consensus is 
reached.  
 
While collaborative group members indicated 
that everyone is encouraged to participate in 
meeting discussions, some individuals reported 
that because of the “status and power 
differences” in the room “some people may be 
afraid to speak up and express their opinions.”  
Allowing these individuals to express their views in 
writing is seen as a positive way to ensure that 
their input is sought, that they have indeed 
participated, and that they are comfortable with 
the process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We have huge differences of opinion and 
the judge lets everyone argue their 
opinions.”  

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
 
“[The purpose of meetings] is to discuss 
relevant issues, discuss different 
perspectives and opinions, and then see how 
to proceed.” 

Lead Judge, Los Angeles Project Site 
 
“We have worked out an effective working 
model of protocol… when issues or conflicts 
arise we fight in a gentlemanly 
manner…there is an openness to opposing 
views, but everyone understands that we 
need to reach a final consensus decision to 
be able to move on to other goals. We’re 
doing something right; people keep coming 
back for more!” 

Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
 

Advice from the Project Sites … 

• Reinforce that the group has common goals 
and a common vision 

• Use subcommittees or working groups to 
collect additional information on the 
contested issue and report back 

• Allow people to submit “position papers” for 
review prior to meetings 

• Assign a final decision-maker if failure to 
reach consensus means that goals will not 
be reached – but make sure everyone 
agrees and knows who the final decision-
maker is and who has the final authority 

• Agree to disagree 

• Be sensitive to status and power differences 
– create a comfortable forum for 
disagreements to be appropriately 
expressed 
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The Need for Good Data and 
Performance Measurement to 
Support Systems Change 
 
The Learning Organization and 
Measurement 
Evaluation generates new knowledge and 
enables discovery of what works, for whom, and 
in what circumstances. Systematic evaluation 
helps change agents increase their 
accountability, articulate the value of their 
efforts, and compare the effectiveness of 
different reform strategies.  Evaluation helps 
generate buy-in and support for change efforts 
and can marshal new resources, both in 
people and in funding, for the change 
initiatives. Good data and 
performance measurement are also 
essential for the long-term 
expansion and sustainability of 
successful reform efforts. Only 
with clear and objective 
demonstrations of success will 
most courts and child welfare 
agencies be able to access 
the funding needed to 
successfully develop and 
sustain reforms. In the current 
fiscal environment, funding for 
improvements is possible only 
with compelling and objective 
evidence that improvements will 
achieve concrete and favorable 
results for families and children.  
 
Access to good data is important for the 
learning organization – focusing on data 
confronts individuals with hard evidence that 
may challenge existing perceptions of success; 
discrepancies raise sharp questions about what 
is happening and why. In addition, monitoring 
data provides a good way of tracking the 
effects of change efforts. Data can be 
especially important in convincing collaborative 
group members that they can achieve more 
than they thought possible by showing the 
amount and degree of impact systems change 
efforts are having.  Access to data often leads 
to a desire for more information. As reform 
efforts proceed in learning organizations, the 
collaborative group can generate increasingly 
sophisticated data and use it in more and more 
meaningful ways. 
 

Evaluation of the policies, programs, and 
practices developed by the collaborative 
group can increase “client” involvement in the 
reforms of the collaborative and enhance the 
collaborative’s standing in the larger 
community. When a group is viewed as one 
that “evaluates what it does,” it typically attracts 
more interest.  In addition, a focus on 
systematically measuring and evaluating the 
impact of reform efforts shows the community 
that the people involved in the collaborative 
group and the different organizations and 
systems it represents really do care about the 
quality of practice they engage in. 
 

Evaluation is also necessary to maintain 
the integrity of the collaborative 

group’s vision – in the absence of 
good data the collaborative may 

continue the activities they have 
used in the past, even if other 
activities are more relevant. 
They may fail to see that what 
they are doing can be done 
better. Or, conversely, they 
may discard a practical 
reform that is having a 
positive impact and should 
be retained. Activities that 

have drifted away from the 
vision of the collaborative are 

also more likely to occur when the 
collaborative is not held 

accountable by an organizational 
culture that demands constant 

measurement of whether goals are being (have 
been) achieved.  

Evaluation is not always easy, but the rewards 
outweigh the difficulties.  

Learning organization 
Facilitating factors  

 
Concern for 
measurement 

 
Experimental mind-set 

 
Data about the 

functioning of all 
system components 

can be used to 
challenge flawed 
mental models and 
encourage systems 

thinking 

 

“Systematic assessment and evaluation 
are powerful means to educate the public 
and legislature about the successes of 
collaborative efforts …there’s nothing like 
hard data to make your point.” 

Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
 
“Having goals is not important unless they 
are measurable.” 

 Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
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 Data Collection: 
Examples from the 
Project Sites  
Implementation of improved 
data collection procedures 

has been a major court improvement initiative 
of the Cincinnati Model Court. Early in its court 
improvement effort, the Model Court 
recognized the need for specialized data to 
track specific details on children and families, 
to measure case progress through the 
dependency system, to provide performance 
statistics on parties involved in the court 
process, and to provide case documents for 
immediate use. 
 
Hamilton County’s (Cincinnati) “Juvenile Case 
Activity Tracking System” (JCATS) was developed 
to achieve these goals. As improvements in the 
Model Court’s information system made it 
possible to track case movement more 
efficiently, it helped the Model Court initiative to 

identify areas of the court process in need of 
improvement and to design interventions 
targeted at addressing those areas.  For 
example, statistics generated by the JCATS 
system made it apparent that cases were 
stalling at the post-termination of parental rights 
stage – too many children whose parental rights 
had been terminated were spending lengthy 
periods of time awaiting adoption. As a result, 
the Cincinnati Model Court embarked on a 
comprehensive adoption reform initiative that 
included a public awareness campaign, the 
development of a coalition to address barriers 
to adoption, the development of an adoption 
website, and the development of an adoption 
mediation pilot program.  
 
The Cincinnati Model Court continues to revise 
and enhance its management information 
system, especially its ability to generate 
comprehensive performance reports. The 
Model Court is also creating a committee to 
work with a design team from a local contractor 
to perform a needs assessment of the court 
and create a new systems requirement 
document.1 This committee included 
magistrate judges, case managers, end users 
from all divisions of the Hamilton County 
Juvenile Court, and an individual from the 
court’s information services department. The 
input of all representatives in the court system 
was also sought through an interview process.  
 

 

One of the Buffalo Model Court’s initial efforts to 
provide better and more up-to-date information 
to targeted improvements was the “Spring into 
Permanency” Project. The original goal of this 
project was to alleviate the backlog of 
adoptions for as many children as possible, 
and, in so doing, to implement system 

“Collaborative group discussions always 
address how well we are performing, what’s 
working and what isn’t working, and what we 
are or aren’t doing well.”  

Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
 
“We use evaluation reports and any other 
measurements we can to ensure that we have 
a clear purpose and are achieving the goals 
we set out to …reflecting on outcome 
measures provides us with a reality check on 
our effectiveness as change agents.”  

 Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 

Evaluation as Organizational Learning 

 Evaluation allows you to record the history of 
collaborative efforts from their early 
development, through implementation, to 
outcomes. Documenting the history of 
collaborative efforts can be particularly 
important if efforts are to be instituted in other 
jurisdictions or if there are potential changes 
in leadership. 

 Evaluation provides ongoing feedback for all 
those involved in the collaborative initiative --  
it identifies areas needing improvement and 
refinement throughout the change process 
so that resources can be channeled most 
effectively and efficiently. 

 Evaluation emphasizes collaborative goals; it 
underscores the importance of continually 
revisiting and reassessing goals and the level 
of commitment on the part of individuals in 
achieving those goals. 

 Evaluation builds accountability into the 
collaboration by clearly identifying who is 
responsible for what and when.   

 
Adapted from: Dobbin, S. A., and Gatowski, S.I. (1998). 
“Thinking About Program Evaluation: What Is It and Why 
Should You Do It?” Technical Assistance Bulletin.  Vol. II 
(4), April. Pg. 7. NCJFCJ. Reno, NV. 
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improvements so that such a significant 
adoption backlog would never occur again – in 
1998 when this discussion was started, there 
were 746 children designated as having the 
goal of adoption.2    

In order to address the backlog of cases, the 
court and the Department of Social Services 
(DSS) developed a Microsoft Access database 
system to facilitate case monitoring and case 
management. One of the first tasks for this 
database system was to identify and categorize 
the list of children who had been freed for 
adoption. The court and DSS then monitored 
these cases throughout the year and tracked 
their progress against certain case 
processing milestones. This enabled 
the Model Court to chart the 
number of children in adoptive 
placements, the number of 
adoptions pending, the 
number of children adopted, 
and the number of children 
freed for adoption. Regular 
reports of these statistics are 
now shared with the court and 
DSS. For example, a “Pending 
Adoptions Report,” is 
distributed to all judges and 
supervisors at DSS.  
 
The ability to share accurate 
information about the children waiting 
for adoption not only enabled the Buffalo 
Model Court to pinpoint junctures where their 
improvement efforts would make the most 
impact on the backlog, but also generated 
meaningful discussions that led to creative 
solutions for addressing the backlog problem.  
Some of the ideas that arose from this process 
and were selected for implementation included 
the creation of an “Adoption Liaison” between 
the court and DSS to discuss delays on pending 
adoptions; implementing “Adoption Days;” 
shifting of personnel responsibilities for case 
processing from a clerk to judicial law clerks; 
and an “Adoption Manual.” By 2001, a total of 
579 adoptions had taken place.3  
 
 

 
Understanding the Multi-layered 
Nature of Evaluation  
How “success” is specifically measured will 
depend on the nature of the collaborative work 
being undertaken. While specific 

methodologies and research designs 
may vary, as well as the outcome 

measures that are studied, there is 
a basic evaluation process that 

can be applied irrespective of 
the change initiative under 
study.  
 
For an evaluation to be 
comprehensive, it should be 
conducted on many levels 
ranging all the way from 
individual level data, to 
group level information, to 

usage (process) variables, to 
short-term outcomes and long-

term impacts.  
 

It is important to know the appropriate 
level on which to focus. This will usually 

depend on the goals and scope of the change 
initiative under study, as well as the resources 
and time available to conduct the evaluation. 
For example, a training program designed to 
build capacity for collaboration among various 
stakeholders can be evaluated, at a basic 
level, by counting the number of participants in 
the training and assessing their level of 
satisfaction with the training.  Moving deeper, 
the quality of the training practices themselves 
can be studied, and a determination can be 
made about what participants learned, how 
they applied their new knowledge, and how 
their behavior changed. 
 
Ultimately, although it is much more difficult to 
measure, the evaluation can strive to determine 
the long-term impact of capacity-building for 
collaboration on the system, its clients, and the 
community at large. Many child welfare 

Judicial leadership  
 

Concern for 
measurement in  

Juvenile and family 
court system 

 
System should have: 
Capacity to collect, 
Analyze, and report 

Aggregate data 
Relating to  

System Performance 
in accomplishing 

Reform goals 

“Every year we set Model Court goals … at 
the six month mark steps that have been 
made to achieve those goals are reviewed 
and any data we have about how we’ve done 
[are] shared… we try to make sure that all 
goals we set are realistic, clear, concise, 
time-limited, and measurable.”  
            Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
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collaborations strive for change to lead to 
improved performance, improved services, and 
stronger communities. It becomes increasingly 
difficult, however, to measure impact as you 
move from the individual to organizational, to 
systems, to community levels of analysis.  
 
When embarking on any evaluation activity, it is 
important to decide the most appropriate level 
to focus on – this will depend on the goals, 
scope, and duration of the collaborative 
initiative, as well as the resources available to 
the collaborative group to apply to evaluation 
activities.  
 

 
 
 
While it is beyond the scope of 
this Technical Assistance Bulletin 
to provide instruction on 

evaluation, its design and methods – resources 
on this topic are available by visiting the PPCD 
website at www.pppncjfcj.org. 
 
 
Using Logic Models to Guide 
Evaluation and Measurement Efforts 
What effect do collaborative efforts have on 
systems’ functioning? How do changes in 
individual approaches to work within the system 
translate into systems’ change? How do these 
changes affect performance? What is the 
impact of collaborative efforts on the lives of 
the children and families? Admittedly, these are 
not easy questions to answer but there are tools 
available to guide the thought process. A “logic 
model” is one such tool, and can help 
articulate the underlying assumptions of 
collaborative efforts and provide a guiding 
framework for answering these questions. 

 
A logic model is a picture of why and how a 
collaborative effort will happen.  It is a diagram 
that ties collaborative strategies to a vision and 
to expected outcomes in a cohesive and 
orderly manner.  An example of a logic model 
applied to a Model Court Project Site’s change 
efforts is outlined on page 104.  Much as a flow 
chart serves to map and direct movement from 
one place to another, a logic model maps the 
planned reform effort onto increasingly 
concrete and measurable components 
needed to accomplish these changes and the 

short- and long-term effects expected to occur 
as a result of each component. 
 
Logic models can be used to involve key 
stakeholders in visioning, strategizing, or initiative 
design and evaluation planning. Working 
through the design of a logic model helps to 
clarify the purpose of each change initiative or 
program, helps to focus efforts on common 
goals, and helps to communicate the value of 
initiatives to funders, legislators, and the public.  
It also helps guide the collaborative’s thinking as 
it moves from conceptualizing the abstract 
ideas and principles of the vision into the 
relevant and necessary policy and practice 
changes needed to realize the vision, and to 
the types of outcomes that must be produced 
in order to demonstrate success for the change 
efforts. 
 
A logic model also serves as the evaluation 
framework from which all evaluation questions, 
data collection tools, methods, and analytic 
techniques are derived.  It provides a frame of 
reference for testing assumptions and having a 
dialogue about ways to make improvements. 
Logic models clearly identify and link a 
program, practice, policy, or collaborative 
intervention’s inputs, activities, outputs, and 
outcomes.  

• Inputs: the resources employed (such as 
funding, staff, expertise, or skills) to direct or 
cause change 

• Activities: the implementation of the “inputs” 
to create change – the what happens of the 
process (such as the design and 
implementation of a training program)  

• Outputs: the direct results of implementation 
efforts (such as the number of people who 
attended the training, the number of 
programs developed, etc.) 

• Outcomes: the changes, both short- and 
long-term, that are anticipated to be created 
by the program (policy, practice, 
intervention)  

 
A logic model makes the underlying 
intervention’s rationale and goals more explicit 
and provides a framework for dialogue about 
evaluation findings. A logic model also 
indicates ways to improve the intervention’s 
design over time. 
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Logic models can be a powerful means of 
communicating to external stakeholders, in 
graphic form, relevant elements of program 
design -- key inputs, activities and processes, 
outputs, intermediate outcomes, and long-term 
or end outcomes. It can also help highlight 
missing pieces and outcomes that need to be 
included in the change efforts and stimulate 
new thinking about how interventions can be 
implemented at different stages and directed 
at different elements in the process.  
 
The Importance of Sharing 
Evaluation Data with Stakeholders 
Evaluation findings can be used to determine 
what worked, what did not work, and why. These 
insights enable goals to be modified and the 
impact of collaborative work enhanced. 
Evaluation should be a continuous, ongoing 
process, and not just a one-shot activity. 
Periodic evaluations clarify which activities are 
getting results or proving unproductive, which 
strategies need to be refined or abandoned, 
which evaluative techniques need to be 
improved, and which unforeseen challenges or 
benefits have occurred.  
 
True learning, however, cannot result from the 
evaluation process unless findings are shared 
across system stakeholders. Sharing evaluation 
results helps everyone learn from their 
experience, identify the needs and concerns of 
others, sidestep potential pitfalls, and avoid 
reinventing the wheel.  
 
Sharing results of evaluations and performance 
measurement with each stakeholder involved in 
the collaboration reinforces key features of a 
learning organization –  

• Reinforces a climate of openness for 
collaborative efforts; 

• Challenges flawed mental models by making 
them more visible and highlighting their 
flawed nature; and 

• Encourages systems thinking by providing a 
holistic, realistic picture of systems’ operations 
and their inter-relations. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions to ask before embarking on 
measurement activities: 

• Are the people with the authority needed to 
make the decisions on what to measure and 
how to measure it included in the discussion? 

• Are the people with the systems knowledge 
about the current data generation technology 
included in the discussion? 

• Is our vision and strategic plan developed 
enough to allow us to identify what we would 
need to measure?  Is there consensus on what 
we will measure and how we will measure it? 

• Are there existing data sources or 
measurement activities already in place that 
can be used to inform the current discussion? 

• What federal and state guidelines do we need 
to incorporate into our current measurement 
activities (e.g., ASFA timelines, statute-specific 
timelines)?  Is there consensus on how these 
outcomes will be defined and measured? 

• Do the currently existing data tracking systems 
used by each organization contain the 
information needed to assess the performance 
of the collaborative? 

• Can the currently existing data tracking systems 
be adapted to obtain the information needed 
to assess the performance of the 
collaborative? 

• Are the currently existing data tracking systems 
able to share information across organizations 
if needed?  If not, are there ways that this can 
be facilitated (e.g., legal routes to ensure 
protection of confidentiality; software or 
hardware changes, etc…)? 
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THE CINCINNATI MODEL COURT SYSTEMIC REFORMS 
 LOGIC MODEL* 

 
            Expected       Expected 

Inputs Activities         Outputs      Initial Outcomes      Long-Term 
                Outcomes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           
           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*A logic model depicts why and how a collaborative effort happens. The logic model depicted is neither 
comprehensive of the Cincinnati Model Court’s change initiatives, nor is it meant to imply that the links between 
components of the model have been established conclusively by research.  Rather, the logic model serves as an 
example of how Cincinnati’s reform strategies are tied to expected results (both short- and long-term).   

Advisory 
Committee 
to plan and 
guide reform 
efforts  

Design of 
multidisciplinary 
trainings for 
judges, court and 
agency 

ASFA and 
state statutes 
that tighten 
timeframes to 
permanency 

Ongoing 
training and 
technical 
assistance 
provided as 
part of 
participation 
in national 
Model Courts 
Project and 
through state 
court 
improvement 
project 

Development of 
subcommittees 
or working groups 
to focus efforts on 
specific reform 
areas 

RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES 
(outlining best 
practice 
options for 
handling 
child abuse 
and neglect 
cases)  

Court practice 
reforms designed 
to implement 
best practice 
recommendation
s of the 
RESOURCE 
GUIDELINES 

Better knowledge and 
understanding of 
permanency issues 
and best practice in 
child abuse and 
neglect cases 

Better knowledge and 
understanding of 
needs, roles, 
responsibilities of 
system stakeholders 

Creation of initiatives 
and programs such 
as: JCATS 
(dependency court 
automated system); 
family drug court; 
dependency 
mediation, mental 
health court, 
expedited appeals 
project 

Hearing practice 
changes such as: one 
judge/one case 
assignment practice; 
increased judicial 
review of cases; early 
appointment of 
counsel; detailed 
reasonable efforts 
findings; scheduling of 
future hearings in 
courtroom at end of 
current hearing 

 
Culture of 
collaborative 
problem-solving 
institutionalized  

 Improved 
court tracking 
and 
documenta-
tion of 
dependency 
cases; 
improved 
compliance 
with 
timeframes for 
case 
processing; 
earlier 
determination 
of 
permanency 
goals 

Improved 
hearing 
practice; fewer 
continuances 
and delays; 
better 
attendance at 
hearings of all 
parties; more 
active judicial 
inquiry  

Cross-site visits to 
study other Model 
Court practices; 
Advisory 
Committee 
attends state and 
national level 
trainings  

 

Improved 
practice in 
child abuse 
and neglect 
cases; 
improved 
collaboration 
and 
cooperation 
between all 
system 
stakeholders 

 
Shortened 
timeframes to 
permanency   

 

 
Child safety 
maintained 
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The Challenges of Performance 
Measurement4 
Performance measurement should be built 
into all of the collaborative group’s initiatives 
as a critical piece of the change efforts, 
and not just viewed as providing 
supplemental information or as being an 
extra “burden.” Even beyond basic 
accountability requirements, courts and 
child welfare agencies should always be 
asking: “How can we most effectively meet 
the needs of children and their families?” 
“Are families receiving the services they 
need?” “Are services delivered in a way 
that should produce the desired results?”   
 
Performance measures are the yardstick by 
which courts, child welfare agencies, and 
system partners can measure the successes 
they are achieving and the progress they 
are making toward better outcomes for 
children and families. 
 
Ideally, performance measurement should 
not be an activity that collaborative groups 
perform now and then – it should be an 
integral part of its efforts.  
 
In the long-term, performance 
measurement will:  

• Identify examples of excellent 
performance which encourages 
replication; 

• Identify weaker elements of performance 
which encourage improvement or 
refinement; 

• Identify successful types of reforms and 
approaches which lead to acceptance 
and widespread usage; 

• Identify “reforms” that do not work well or 
have limited benefits which lead to their 
redesign or elimination; 

• Increase both court and systems 
accountability which leads to continuing 
performance improvement; and  

• Ultimately help bring about improved 
outcomes for children, by helping to 
achieve those outcomes measured by 
the Child and Family Services Reviews 
(CFSRs) and the goals intended by ASFA.  

Initially, a baseline of current practice needs 
to be established so that improvement 
efforts can be built from this platform and 
measured against it to see the real effects 
that are resulting from improvement efforts. 
Baseline measurement needs to be followed 
by regular practice “reassessments” as 
reforms are put into place, tried, and 
retooled.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Current strengths for, and challenges to 
measurement capacity, identified in Model Court 
Project Sites: 
 
ALEXANDRIA 
+ Strong state focus on improving dependency 

Management Information System (MIS)  
+ Detailed and comprehensive  information on 

case processing maintained in case files 
+ Small caseloads which facilitate case file 

review to obtain needed information 
 -  No dependency MIS currently in place 
 
BUFFALO 
+  Strong relationships with other stakeholders in 

the system 
+  Locally developed dependency Management 

Information System which they are working to 
integrate with statewide MIS 

+ Focus on developing strategies to improve 
dependency MIS  

 -  Statewide MIS does not recognize, or offer 
ability for, the incorporation of data collection 
reflecting local practice needs 

 
CHARLOTTE 
+ Good relationships with agency for sharing 

information 
+ Strategies in place to create and enhance MIS 
+ Strong institutional commitment to addressing 

evaluation needs 
 -  No MIS in place 
 
CINCINNATI 
+ Excellent Management Information System in 

use 
+ MIS able to generate extensive and detailed 

case processing information 
+  All dependency hearings are videotaped and 

can be copied to a CD-ROM which affords an 
opportunity to evaluate hearing practice 
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Performance Measurement Should 
Help Determine: 

 How well the court, child welfare 
agency, and the broader system 
are helping to ensure child safety; 

 How well the court, child welfare 
agency, and the broader system 
are facilitating permanency for 
children; 

 How fairly courts are treating 
children, families, and agencies; 
and,  

 How timely the courts’ hearings 
and decisions are. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For resources on court performance 
measurement and judicial workload assessment, 
please visit the PPCD website at 
www.pppncjfcj.org. 
 

 

The Critical Importance of Measuring 
Performance 

 
• What gets measured gets done 
• If you do not measure results, you cannot tell 

success from failure 
• If you cannot see success, you cannot reward it 
• If you cannot reward success, you’re probably 

rewarding failure 
• If you cannot see success, you can’t learn  

from it 
• If you cannot recognize failure, you can’t  

correct it 
• If you can demonstrate results, you can win 

public support 
 
From Osborne, D. &  Gaebler, T. (1992). Reinventing 
Government: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit is 
Transforming the Public Sector. Addison-Wesley 
Publishing: Reading, MA. Pgs. 146-152. 

Current strengths for, and challenges to 
measurement capacity, identified in Model Court 
Project Sites (cont.): 
 
LOS ANGELES 
+/- MIS tracks detailed and relevant information on 

case processing, but only through disposition 
 -  High costs associated with having data 

analyzed from MIS and used to generate reports 
 
SAN JOSE 
+ Detailed information maintained in case files 

about case processing and client 
demographics 

+ In process of updating the local dependency 
MIS with the statewide dependency MIS in use  

 -  Difficulty accessing information from MIS and 
case files for cases recently closed because files 
are warehoused 
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It is not just the agency that must measure its performance. Measuring the court’s performance also is critical to 
ensuring safe, timely, permanency for children. 
 

Court performance measurement is important to the successful implementation of the Adoption and Safe 
Families Act (ASFA).  ASFA makes the safety, well-being, and permanent placement of abused and neglected 
children its paramount goals.  Court performance measurement can help courts improve their record in 
safeguarding abused and neglected children. Court performance measurement enables courts to measure 
whether they: 

 Comply with ASFA’s timelines; 

 Hold substantive, meaningful, and timely hearings; 

 Achieve timely permanency for children with minimal disruption in placement;  

 Conduct permanency hearings that decide on permanent outcomes for children (return home, adoption, 
legal guardianship, and permanent placements with relatives); and 

 Provide procedural protections for parties — such as notice to parents and foster parents. 

Performance measurement identifies those courts that are achieving positive results. This helps to identify and 
document good practice, while informing the field. For example, by measuring judicial timeliness in various 
courts, court administrators can identify those courts with the timeliest judicial processes. After identifying such 
courts, court administrators can further examine how these courts accomplish such timely decisions, while 
ensuring the quality of the decision-making, and then share the information so that other courts can learn what 
they need to do to replicate such results. By establishing concrete measures of judicial activities, states will be 
able to set certain goals for the courts and determine whether these goals are being met.   
 
Court performance measurement is needed to demonstrate the value of successful pilot or demonstration 
projects. Where successful pilot projects lead to more timely permanency, measurement of the result can help 
courts prove that such reforms are cost-effective and should be replicated.  For example, courts that have the 
capacity to link reforms to shortened lengths of stay for children in foster care can prove that carefully targeted 
resources can actually reduce the overall level of public expenditures for the child welfare system. 
 
Ultimately, measuring court performance will help bring about improved outcomes for children — helping to 
achieve those outcomes measured by CFSRs and intended by ASFA.  

The court performance measures cover four basic outcomes. 

• Safety – to ensure that children are safe from abuse while under court jurisdiction. 

• Permanency – to ensure children have permanency and stability in their living situations. 

• Due Process – to ensure cases are decided impartially and thoroughly on the basis of evidence 
brought before the court. 

• Timeliness – to enhance case expedition of permanency by minimizing the time from the filing of the 
petition or shelter care order to the achievement of permanency. 

 
For more detail on this topic see: Building a Better Court: Measuring and Improving Court Performance and 
Judicial Workload in Child Abuse and Neglect Cases.  (2004). American Bar Association Center on Children 
and the Law, the National Center for State Courts, and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court 
Judges.  This project was funded with generous support from the David and Lucile Packard Foundation. 
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Each of the Project Sites demonstrated a commitment to critical reflection and evaluation activities that can 
be seen in their own comments and in the activities they are engaging in within their collaboratives.  Being 
open to recognizing and discussing the strengths and weaknesses of reform efforts will only improve the ability 
of the collaborative to be successful in accomplishing short- and long-term goals. 
 

Interviews with stakeholders from each of the Project Sites reinforced the importance of engaging in evaluation 
activities to keep reform efforts going.  Each Project Site, while at different stages in the collaborative process, 
shows the type of critical thinking and concern for dealing with assessment in their self-evaluation of change 
efforts and why the changes are occurring…  

 “…we revisit the goals to find out why it is or is not working.  We track logistically—issues/goals stay on the 
agenda until achieved or discussed and revisited—always on forefront of our minds” — Alexandria 

 
  “There are less radical changes [occurring in our efforts because]…we are tweaking what is already in 

place because we really dealt with all of the burning issues in the beginning.” — Buffalo 
 
 “The fact that we have annual goals pushes us to achieve them prior to the year end—also the fact that 

they are in our minutes every meeting.” — Charlotte 
 
 “When the judge was involved…things got done.  There was clear authority and things fell into line.  You 

need authority plus measurable outcomes for kids.  The two must go hand in hand.” — Cincinnati 
 
 “The difference between this and other meetings is that the people get things done here.  When they say 

they are going to do it, it happens.” — Los Angeles 
 
 “…by collecting better information more effectively, it is the first step to make things better for the systems’ 

change efforts.” — San Jose 
 
 

Additionally, however, the interviews also showed why attention to the issues involved in evaluation are 
necessary and that there is still room for improvement even in these forward-thinking  jurisdictions…  

 “The judge does [has goals], but [I] don’t think we have yet [have goals].  Our main goal is permanency.  
We do have a mission statement, but no formal goals or numbers.” — Alexandria 

 
  “The data thing [is a primary challenge], we have systems that don’t talk to each other.  We don’t have   

 common data.” — Buffalo 
 
 “We have built in monitoring for some goals.  Sometimes it is just ‘how is it going?’ ”— Charlotte 

 
 “There is no articulated over-arching mission, which results in not having clear, measurable goals.” — 

Cincinnati 
 
 “An issue stays on the agenda until it is resolved.  That is the extent to which there is formal tracking [of 

goals].” — Los Angeles 
 
 “We don’t issue an end of year report [showing progress on goals] or establish them [goals] at the 

beginning of the year—it is more … ad hoc, addressing issues as they arise.” — San Jose 
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CHAPTER NOTES 
 
1 The development of Cincinnati’s JCATS, its capabilities, and current activity related to automating and integrating 
all divisions of the Hamilton County Juvenile Court into one programming platform, is summarized in Portune, L. 
(2002). “Model Court Approaches to Information Technology: A Dependency Court Data System Implementation 
Guide.” Technical Assistance Bulletin. Vol. VI (5), December. National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. 
Reno, NV.  
 
2 “Child Victims Act Model Courts Project Status Report: 1999.” (2000). Technical Assistance Bulletin. Vol. IV (1). 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Reno, NV. Pg. 29. 
 
3 “Child Victims Act Model Courts Project Status Report: 2000.” (2001). Technical Assistance Bulletin. Vol. V (2). 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, Reno. NV. Pgs. 37-38. 
 
4 This section is excerpted from: Building a Better Court: Measuring and Improving Court Performance and Judicial 
Workload in Child Abuse and Neglect Cases. (2004). American Bar Association Center on Children and the Law, the 
National Center for State Courts, and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. This publication was 
made possible by a grant from the David and Lucile Packard Foundation.  
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Strategically Planning For 
Change 
 
Strategic planning is not something that occurs 
as an independent step in the process of 
developing a learning organization. Nor is it 
something that occurs independently of 
developing a collaborative culture 
and engaging in a process of 
creating a shared vision. 
Rather, strategic planning is 
central to all of these 
activities – it just means 
doing all of these things in a 
strategic, planned, and 
coordinated way. Strategic 
planning for change is essential to 
ensuring meaningful and sustainable systems 
change.  
 
By constantly focusing attention on shared vision 
and on specific goals and objectives, strategic 
planning can keep the organization and the 
broader system on track towards achieving its 
vision for reform – becoming a useful tool for 
creating systemic change. 
 
Strategic planning is a continual process of 
improving system performance by 
developing strategies to produce 
results.1 Strategic planning 
requires looking at the overall 
direction of where the 
collaborative group wants 
to go, assessing the 
system’s current 
performance, and 
developing and 
implementing strategies for 
moving change efforts forward. 
In contrast to traditional long-
range planning, strategic planning is 
flexible and adaptable – it assumes that 
organizations and systems must monitor and 
continually adapt to external forces affecting 
them. At the same time, the system must be 
aware of its internal processes and be willing to 
analyze and change them in an open and 
cooperative manner. Collaborative groups that 
embark on a strategic planning process will 
engage in an in-depth review of itself (i.e., its 
mission, vision, goals, and strategies) and the 
individuals and other groups with which it 

interacts. Based on the recognition that change 
is a constant, ever-present circumstance of life, 
strategic planning should be viewed as an on-
going, continuous activity rather than as a one- 
shot occurrence.2  
 

Basic Guidelines for 
Successful Strategic 

Planning and 
Implementation 

• Involve the right people in 
the planning process. 

• Write down the planning 
information and 

communicate it widely. 

• Develop SMART goals and 
objectives – Specific, Measurable, 
Acceptable, Realistic, and Time-Limited3 
goals and objectives.  

• Build in accountability (e.g., regularly review 
who is doing what according to the plan and 
by when). 

• Note deviations from the plan, explore why 
deviations occurred, and re-plan accordingly. 

• Evaluate the planning process and the plan 
itself. 

• Acknowledge, share, and 
appreciate the results, including 

the achievement of 
intermediate benchmarks 
and short-term goals, as 
well as long-term plans 
and goals. 

A strategic plan identifies 
where an organization is going 

within a specified period of time 
(e.g., within one, three, or five 

years) and how it is going to get 
there. The “strategic” part of the planning 

process is the continual attention to the current 
context and organizational climate, and 
exploration of how this larger context affects the 
future of the organization or system, and the 
change efforts being implemented.   

The planning process is at least as important as 
the plan itself. 

The planning process is never finished. The 
planning process is a continuous cycle of 
learning.  

The strategic planning 
process should 
integrate and 
acknowledge: 

 
Systems Thinking 

Shared Vision 
Personal Mastery 

Mental Models 
Team Learning 

Strategic Plans are 
worthless unless 
there is first a 
strategic vision. 

 
The process of 

strategic planning is a 
process of learning. 
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Forward Thinking – Working 
Backwards 
Whether the strategic planning process involves 
multiple institutions working in partnership toward 
a common goal, individual organizations, or a 
core advisory or working committee, a good 
strategic planning process requires working 
backward through the system.4  Good strategic 
planners start at the results – the vision they want 
to achieve – and then work backwards through 
the system to identify the processes needed to 
produce the desired results, which include 
identifying growth and limiting factors, and the 
resources and inputs that need to be put in 
place to achieve the vision. 
 
Developing a strategic plan  
There are lots of different ways to develop a 
strategic plan, ranging from very formal 
processes to more informal ones. There is also 
no single “correct” process and no single 
“correct” plan that will work for everyone. 
Because of the importance of recognizing and 
responding to unique organizational and 
systemic challenges and resources within your 
jurisdiction, any strategic planning process you 
engage in must be tailored to meet these 
contextual influences.  

Although there is no set process for strategic 
planning, below are some key steps that should 
be undertaken in the process.5 Remember, 
however, that each step should be tailored to 
your particular jurisdictional context and the 
overall vision for reform. 
 
1. Obtain commitment for the strategic planning 
effort and decide how it will be managed and 
who will be involved.  
 
Obtaining commitment for strategic planning is 
critical to its success because a concerted effort 
on the part of the collaborative group as a 
whole and each of its individual members is 
required for the strategic planning process to be 
successful. 

• Assess readiness for change 

To get ready for strategic planning, a system 
must first assess it’s readiness for change. 
Although a number of factors may determine 
an organization’s or system’s readiness for 
change – including recent changes in federal 
legislation, the increased oversight role of the 
juvenile and family court, a systemic focus on 
outcomes, and decreasing resources – the 
visible presence of a strong, committed, 
transformational leader is critical.  
 (Transformational Leadership - 
Strategic planning works best when there is 
strong personal investment from leadership, and 
when the leaders are active, fully participating 
(but not controlling) members of the strategic 
planning working groups or committees.  

• Fully inform collaborative group members  

Fully inform the collaborative group members 
about the nature of strategic planning and what 
to expect from the process – including the time 
and resources that may be required for the 
planning process. There is a great deal of 
confusion over the terminology of strategic 
planning. This becomes particularly problematic 
when working with different organizations in a 
strategic planning process. To avoid 
misunderstandings and confusion, clearly define 
terms at the beginning of the process and 
ensure that there is a common understanding 
across partners. It is also important to clearly 
define task assignments and  responsibilities for 
group members (e.g., for bringing information to 
the group, facilitating discussion, action-

 

Child welfare agencies use a number of 
different planning processes that have the 
potential to improve agency performance – 
among these are: 
 

 The Child and Family Services Reviews 
(CFSRs) and Program Improvement Plans 
(PIPs) 

 The IV-E Review Program Improvement Plan 
(PIP) 

 The 5-Year Child and Family Services Plan 
(CFSP) 

 The Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment 
Act (CAPTA) plan 

 
Because this strategic planning process is in 
place on the child welfare agency side, it 
affords a powerful opportunity for courts, 
agencies, and communities to partner in their 
planning process. Such a partnership promotes 
integrated planning and sharing of knowledge 
and resources – a benefit that can only lead to 
improved outcomes for children and families, as 
well as lower costs in the long run -- for each of 
the agencies and systems involved in the 
sharing of information. 
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planning, documentation of the plan, and tasks 
related to plan implementation).  
 
• Decide who should be involved in the 

planning process 
 
Strategic planning should be conducted by a 
planning team. This team can include the entire 
collaborative group or some subset of 
members. Ultimately, the size of the team may 
depend on the time and resources available to 
conduct the strategic planning session. 
Regardless of its size, the planning team needs 
to include the individuals who have the authority 
to make strategic decisions (i.e., system 
leaders). Besides leadership, the need for other 
stakeholder involvement may be determined by 
the stage of the collaborative process that your 
jurisdiction is in.  For example, strong leadership 
involvement will be needed when the 
collaborative group is determining its strategic 
direction – mission, vision, and values. But more 
expansive stakeholder involvement will be 
needed when helping to determine current 
issues, goals, and strategies to address those 
goals. In general, where there is any doubt 
about whether an individual or group should be 
involved in the strategic planning process, it is 
best to include them. It is better to involve as 
many key stakeholders as possible in all the 
phases of planning then to err in the other 
direction and realize later that a critical person 
was left out. It is also important to involve 
someone whose responsibility will be to 
administer the planning process by arranging 
meetings, helping to record key information, 
and helping with flipcharts.   
 

( Systems’ Thinking – Mixing the status and 
authority levels of the individuals involved in the 
planning process encourages systems’ thinking, 
as it helps collaborative group members 
understand the day-to-day issues faced by line-
level staff as well as the top-level issues faced by 
the organization as a whole. 

 

( Involvement of Multiple Advocates – It is 
important for strategic planning to be managed 
by key stakeholders from each system. This 
encourages a sense that everyone is involved 
and has a stake in the outcomes of the strategic 
planning process. Ownership of results will 
enhance the implementation of action plans. In 

addition, having multiple stakeholders involved 
in the strategic planning process makes the 
identification of, and access to, needed 
resources and inputs for creating change that 
much easier.   

 
2. Establish a vision for reform, including a 
statement of mission and guiding principles.  
The collaborative group’s vision, as well as the 
child welfare systems’ broader vision, should 
reflect why the collaborative group and the 
system exists, how it achieves its purpose and 
goals (e.g., the process or activities through 
which it accomplishes it goals), and its operating 
values and principles. The strategic planning 
process builds on this vision by outlining a 
strategy for achieving it.  
 
3. Assess what is going on inside the 
organization or system, including its current 
performance – Scan the internal environment.  
Once a collaborative has a clear idea of why it 
exists, what it does, and where it wants to be, the 
members must take a clear look at its current 
performance.  There must be an assessment of 
organizational and system strengths, 
weaknesses, and performance generally, and 
the group must develop a strategic plan to 
enhance strengths, address weaknesses, and 
improve performance. Questions to ask at this 
step include: What processes are in place? To 
what extent are we accomplishing current 
goals? What are facilitators of, and barriers to, 
success?  
 
4. Scan the broader environment and culture 
within which the organization or system 
operates. 

In addition to “taking stock” of the internal 
situation, during strategic planning it is also 
important to conduct an external or 
environmental scan. This scan involves 
considering the various driving forces, or major 
influences, that might affect change efforts. 
Such external influences might include changes 
in national and regional leadership, funding 
constraints, and current media attention or news 
events. 

( Scanning Imperative – An “internal scan” 
examines the activities of the system with 
respect to its inputs, outputs, outcomes, 
strengths, and weaknesses. An “external scan” 
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involves examining the external environment for 
factors that may prove to threaten or limit 
change efforts, or facilitate or enhance them. 
Such factors might include demographic 
changes in the population (such as increases in 
child abuse and neglect filings); trends in 
economic conditions; and legal-political factors 
(such as legislative mandates). Regardless of 
whether the collaborative’s focus is on internal or 
external factors, the members need to adopt a 
“scanning imperative” which will lead them to 
regularly and purposefully attend to such issues.  

 

5. Develop a set of strategic issues and prioritize 
them.  

This step in the strategic planning process 
involves taking the results of the internal and 
external scans and synthesizing them into 
strategic issues, problems, or conditions requiring 
action on the part of the collaborative group in 
order to have future success. The group 
members then set priorities by individually 
ranking the issues in terms of what can or should 
be accomplished first (as outlined in the vision), 
or by voting for the most important issues to 
attend to. Setting priorities focuses the group on 
the most critical issues on which to begin 
collaborative work.  

6. Develop action plans to address priority 
areas.  

Once the mission and vision have been 
affirmed, the internal and external environment 
assessed, and critical issues identified and 
prioritized, it is time to figure out what to do. That 
is, an action plan should be created.  An action 
plan will include the broad range of approaches 
that should be taken (strategies), and the 

general and specific results to be sought (the 
goals and objectives).  

• Establish both short- and long-term goals 
that are aligned with the long-term vision 

Based on the analysis of the overall mission, the 
set of goals that are established should build on 
the strengths of the system and take advantage 
of opportunities. Goals should also be designed 
to address perceived weaknesses and ward off 
any potential threats to reform efforts. This step in 
the planning process is usually the most time 
intensive. Honest and ongoing discussion and 
dialogue among system stakeholders is 
essential. If needed, leaders may want to move 
back to an earlier stage in the process to further 
clarify issues and assess performance.  For 
example, new insights and understandings will 
probably occur at this stage in the planning 
process, which may require revisiting earlier 
phases to incorporate this new knowledge.  

• Identify how goals will be reached 
(strategies, responsibilities, and timelines)  

Objectives should be established along the way 
to achieving goals – having a clear objective on 
the way to a goal is an effective way to 
demonstrate early success and continue 
progress towards achieving long-term goals. This 
can be extremely motivational for those 
charged with implementing the plan.  

Clear tasks and responsibilities should be 
assigned, including responsibility for 
implementing aspects of the plan and for 
achieving various goals and objectives. 
Timelines for meeting each responsibility should 
be set.  

( Continuous Education and Training – 
Include in your action plan organizational or 
personal supports for changed behavior (e.g., 
education or training to enhance skill levels 
necessary to implement the change initiative). 

 

 
 

Conducting a SWOT Analysis 
 

What are the systems’ Strengths? 

What are the systems’ Weaknesses? 

What are the systems’ Opportunities? 

What are the systems’ Threats? 

 
*From: McNamara, C. (2003). “Basic Guidelines for 
a Successful Planning Process.” 
www.managementhelp.org 
 

“Providing quality training to collaborative 
members can help overcome barriers to 
change …people need to be educated … what 
they don’t know makes them anxious  ... to 
be effective, training must be superb and 
top-notch, and tied to goals.”  
           Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 



Chapter 8: Strategically Planning for Change  

 
BUILDING A BETTER COLLABORATION  

115

7. Write and communicate a plan document 

Strategic plans should be widely disseminated 
throughout the system to multiple stakeholders, 
even if the plan is an informal one. If the plan 
has been developed through a collaborative 
process, it is, after all, their plan and they should 
receive a copy of it. If there is confidential 
information in the strategic plan, this information 
can be included in a non-disseminating 
appendix. The importance of sharing the plan, 
however, cannot be overstated – it will make the 
collaborative’s efforts more concrete and 
encourage buy-in and persistence for 
accomplishing goals and the objectives the 
plan sets forth.   

As a general guide, organize the strategic plan 
to reflect the culture and purpose of the 
organizations involved and the broader system. 
The strategic planning process ranges in levels 
of formality as well as the plans generated from 
the process. As general rule, however, a good, 
formal strategic plan should have the following 
components:6 

• An Executive Summary  

The Executive Summary should provide a brief 
overview of the plan – its overall mission and 
goals, and the key strategies to reach those 
goals. 

• Authorization  

The signatures of all the appropriate 
administrators, directors, presiding officers, and 
judges should be included, showing that  they 
approve of, and support, the strategic plan. 

• Organizational (or System) Description 

This section should provide an overview of the 
history and purpose of the organization or 
system, its primary initiatives or 
accomplishments, etc. 

• Vision, Mission, Value Statement 

This section provides the “strategic vision” and 
operating philosophy of the organization or 
system. 

• Goals and Strategies 

This section should list all the major goals and 
associated strategies and timelines associated 
with them.  

 Action Plans – including specific objectives, 
responsibilities, and timelines for completion 
of objectives 

 Description of Strategic Planning Process 
Used – including who was involved, the 
number of meetings, major lessons learned, 
etc. 

 Strategic Analysis Plan – including 
information gained during the analysis of 
internal and external factors and 
organizational performance 

 Budget and Resource Plan – including the 
resources and funding needed to obtain 
and use the resources that are to be used to 
accomplish the strategic goals 

 Operating Plan – including a description of 
the major goals and activities to be 
accomplished each year, and who is 
responsible for the various activities (e.g., 
time and task plan) 

 Monitoring and Evaluation Plan – including 
criteria for monitoring and evaluating the 
implementation of the strategic plan, the 
achievement of benchmarks, defining what 
counts as “success” or “failure,” etc.  

 Communication Plan – including the actions 
that will be taken to communicate the plan, 
whose responsibility it is for this task, how 
progress on the plan will be shared, etc.  

 
 
 

 Strategic Planning for Change: 
Experiences from the Project 
Sites 
The Alexandria Model Court 
engaged in a strategic 

planning “retreat” in 2003 that brought together 
child welfare system stakeholders from 
throughout the Model Court Project, including a 
wide range of community partners. Nearly 100 
professionals and community guests 
participated in the retreat. The retreat was 
focused on enhancing everyone’s commitment 
to improving Alexandria’s response to child 
abuse and neglect and beginning a planning 
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“We create a strategic plan that is outcome-
driven  ... we come up with a certain number 
of outcomes that we want to achieve in the 
next six months, and then we rank them in 
priority …we assign the issues to the relevant 
committee, and then assign the appropriate 
individuals with a due date … that person 
then comes back to the full committee and 
reports on what has been done…” 
  Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 

process for supporting current initiatives and 
engaging in new ones.   
  
Participants began by re-visiting their vision for 
the Model Court Project and the strategies they 
have already put in place to achieve that vision. 
For example:  

• The truancy initiative, a partnership between 
the schools and court services; 

• Dependency mediation project; 

• Family group conferencing in the delivery of 
Child Welfare Services; 

• Family Drug Treatment Court; 

• Adoption Saturday; and  

• Collaborating with Virginia's Court 
Improvement Program in creating the Best 
Practice Court Initiative across the state.  

 
Participants then convened into smaller groups 
to discuss the perceived strengths and 
weaknesses of the current system and to 
develop goals to enhance these strengths and 
address any weaknesses. The areas identified as 
priorities for action planning included: 
developing programs aimed at improving 
children’s health and mental health; improving 
educational outcomes for children in foster 
care; designing effective strategies to address 
the intersection between domestic violence and 
child protection; expanding community 
outreach; and, providing better services for 
teens transitioning out of care.   
 
The results of the small group discussions were 
reported back to the larger group and 
recorded. This information was then used by the 
Model Court Core Group who convened 
immediately after the retreat in a smaller, more 
focused, planning session.  This session was 
aimed at updating the Model Court’s mission in 
light of the discussions held during the retreat, 
finalizing strategic issues, setting goals, and 
prioritizing strategies for future Model Court 
activities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Charlotte Model Court collaborative group 
members reported that once an issue has 
been discussed in collaborative group 
meetings, and agreed upon within the 
group as a priority area for improvement 
efforts, the following steps are often made: 

 A subcommittee is formed. The 
subcommittee reports to the larger group 
and then the larger group will vote to adopt 
the subcommittees plan or will make 
recommendations for further investigation. 

 Additional research, if needed, on the issue 
is conducted. 

 An outcome-based strategic plan is 
developed which includes goals and 
timeframes for achieving those goals. 

 Tasks are established and assigned to the 
relevant parties.   

 Goals and action plans are summarized in a 
document and shared. 

 Progress in relation to goals is discussed at 
future meetings.  Methods used to track 
progress are: review of meeting minutes, 
setting timelines and assigned tasks, using 
outside evaluators, reporting back to the 
committee on objectives that have been 
achieved, and regular distribution of 
summaries of progress on goals. 

“The Model Court holds an annual retreat in 
which projects and goals are discussed and 
established … the way we actively get 
ourselves involved in achieving these goals by 
conducting research and doing committee 
work to put plans in place proves our 
commitment to Model Court and, more 
importantly, our clients – children and 
families.”  

Stakeholder, Alexandria Project Site 
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“We go through a process of presenting 
issues for discussion in the group … we take 
the meeting time to break the issue down and 
then set up a plan to determine how we are 
going to get there … once goals are formally 
set they are published and distributed in a 
formal document to all collaborative 
members.”  
  Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 

In both Buffalo and San Jose Project Sites, 
subcommittees develop written plans of action 
that are reviewed and coordinated through the 
Central Model Court Committee or Steering 
Committee.  
 
The Buffalo Model Court has done several 
collaborative strategic planning sessions, 
including small, informal sessions one 
community-wide strategic planning initiative.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Successful Strategic Planning … 

• Leads to action 

• Builds a shared vision that is 
value-based 

• Is an inclusive, participatory 
process that facilitates shared 
ownership of the final plan 

• Is both internally and externally 
focused and is sensitive to the 
organization’s and system’s 
environment and culture 

• Is based on quality data 

• Requires a collaborative 
environment that supports open 
and honest dialogue and discussion 
and supports challenging the 
status quo 

• Is key to effective management and 
effective leadership 

 

 

 

For resources and tools to assist with 
the strategic planning process, please visit the 
PPCD website at www.pppncjfcj.org.  

 

How transformational leadership can be used to 
develop a results-oriented, reality-testing 
perspective: 
 

• Create and nurture a results-oriented, reality-
testing culture; 

• Take the lead in deciding what outcomes to 
commit to and hold selves accountable for; 

• Make measurement of outcomes 
thoughtful, meaningful, and credible; and  

• Use the results to guide and inform change 
efforts. 

 
*Adapted from: Patton, M.Q. (1997). Utilization-
Focused Evaluation, 3rd Edition. Sage 
Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA. 

 

“Each subcommittee of the collaborative group 
works on an identified issue or area and comes 
up with a written plan for action … this plan is 
then shared with everyone in the group by email 
and we review it and give feedback … this 
feedback is incorporated and we come up with a 
final action plan.”  
  Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
 
“I’ve found that it’s key to plan projects that 
will produce short-term wins – early successes 
can energize people and gain buy-in from 
people whose support you didn’t have before.”  

Lead Judge, Los Angeles Project Site 
 
“At the annual Model Court All-Sites meeting we 
engage in a process of setting some initial goals 
and plans to implement them … we make sure 
these goals are realistic, clear, concise and 
time-limited …at the six month mark the steps 
that have been made to achieve these goals are 
reviewed …additional goals are added by the 
larger collaborative group and assigned to 
specific subcommittees who develop strategies, 
develop an action plan, establish timelines and 
report back to the larger group.” 
  Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
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Putting it all together: 
Sustaining the Change in learning 
organizations 
 
How to sustain change efforts is not something 
to consider after change has happened. 
Rather, you must strategically plan for 
sustainable change from the moment you 
initiate your change process. Strategies to 
sustain the momentum of change, to 
institutionalize and sustain specific reform efforts, 
and to generally support ongoing system 
improvements, must be embedded in 
the ongoing activities of your learning 
organization.   
 
Each of the previous chapters 
discussed key elements of the 
collaboration process that 
facilitate systems change – key 
elements that help initiate 
change, establish 
momentum, and, ultimately, 
sustain systems change.   
 

Sustainability of systems 
change efforts is greatly 
enhanced by …  

• Transformational 
leadership—leadership that is 
focused on creating a system of 
self-sustaining change by: 

• Facilitating the 
development of a shared 
vision that unites the system 
and guides change efforts 

• Being aware of individual,  
organizational, and cultural forces that 
influence the ability of the collaborative 
to achieve its goals 

• Recognizing the value of including a 
diverse range of opinions, experiences, 
and perspectives in the group 

• Inspiring others to want to be part of 
change efforts. 

• Shared leadership throughout the system and 
at multiple levels within the system—sharing 
leadership at different levels within and across 
the organizations represented in the 
collaborative helps establish buy-in and ensure 

that resources and barriers from each system 
are accounted for in the change efforts  

• The development of a “learning organization” 
or “system” –a system that is, itself, founded on 
the belief that people and organizations have 
the ability to change. To develop a learning 
organization requires attention to:  

• Systems thinking—looking beyond the 
immediate situation and people 
impacting the change efforts to include 

the larger system of 
organizational and personal 

relationships and inter-
dependence 

• Shared vision—a co-
created vision of what 
the collaborative 
hopes to achieve 
that builds on 
individual and 
agency goals and 
needs 

• Personal mastery—
encouraging and 
rewarding individual 
collaborative 
members for having 
a continuous desire 

to learn and grow 

• Mental models—
sharing, learning about, 

and challenging the 
unique mental frameworks 

each person in the 
collaborative brings to the table  

• Team learning—learning engaged in at 
the collective level that builds on 
personal mastery and diversity of 
experience in order to act on the 
shared vision 

• The involvement of stakeholders from all levels 
of the organizational hierarchy—ensures that all 
of the organizational knowledge is represented 
and  allows for changes to be implemented 
from the top-down and from the bottom-up  

• The development of a collaborative culture 
that supports innovation and collaboration 
throughout the system and a shared vision—
creating a new way of working that requires and 

Learning organization 
Facilitating factors  

 
Involved leadership 

 
Systems perspective 

 
Climate of openness 

 
Scanning imperative 

 
Performance gap 

 
Concern for   
Measurement 

 
Experimental  

Mind-Set 
 

Continuous Education 
 

Operational variety 
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motivates individuals to think and act beyond 
themselves  

•   A strategic planning process informed by 
reliable and valid data, with clearly articulated 
goals and outcomes—engaging in strategic 
planning at all phases of the collaborative 
process helps ensure the most effective and 
efficient use of collaborative efforts and 
resources 

•  A concern for measurement and evaluation 
data to inform change efforts and determine 
success—a  focus on defining outcomes, data 
collection and periodic analysis of these data is 
critical for gauging progress, helping to re-focus 
efforts, and for guiding the change strategies 
used by the collaborative 
 
Sustaining Momentum once You Have 
Begun the Change Process 
Besides ensuring that the change environment 
is conducive to developing a learning 
organization, Senge1 notes that efforts to sustain 
the momentum of change past an initiating 
stage need to address three challenges: fear 
and anxiety; the gap between the stakeholder’s 
perception of how things are going, the 
organization or system’s requirements for 
demonstrating success, and the delay between 
the two; and the tendency for profound 
change to be perceived as both individually 
and organizationally threatening.  
 
Handling Fear and Anxiety 
Fear and anxiety are natural, healthy responses 
by individuals to changes in the level of 
openness among a group of people who are 
embarking on new and innovative “ways of 
doing business.” Feelings of anxiety may surface 
among collaborative group members as 
concerns, objections to unanticipated 
consequences of change, or as passive 
resistance to the changes proposed.  
 
Strategies for handling fear and anxiety: 

 set an example of openness – listen to 
concerns 

 work towards a co-created common 
vision –keep the focus on children and 
improving outcomes 

 demonstrate a commitment to expand 
knowledge of what works and why 

 create a collaborative environment that 
values and encourages diversity of 
opinion and experience 

 
Handling Assessment and Measurement 
Discrepancies and Delays 
The collaborative group often sees their change 
efforts as “working” or producing “positive 
results.” But, these “positive results” may not be 
visible to anyone outside of the collaboration. 
Objective measurement may be required 
before others are as supportive of the change 
effort as members of the collaborative team. It 
may also take time to provide the type of 
objective measurement expected by 
organizational leaders, funders, legislators, etc, 
if they are to believe the “positive” results of the 
change. This can be a frustrating experience.  
 
Strategies for handling assessment and 
measurement concerns: 

 appreciate the time delay that is 
involved in making significant or 
profound changes 

 learn to make interim assessments to 
provide data along the way towards 
achieving long-term goals—assess the 
small steps and short-term impacts 
being made as part of the journey to 
achieving long-term change efforts 

 build partnerships with individuals who 
can bring an assessment expertise to 
the collaborative table 

 make assessment a priority  
 communicate process improvements 

as well as progress on outcomes 
 communicate improvements in 

relationships, systems-thinking, creativity 
and innovation as benefits of the 
collaborative  

 
Handling Perceived Threat (Individual) 
As change efforts proceed, individuals who 
were originally supportive may find the 
innovation implemented by the collaborative 
group “threatening” or “uncomfortable.”2  This 
may occur when change efforts prove to be 
incompatible with an individual’s needs or 
personal vision. It may also occur when 
individuals perceive that the time and effort 
needed to learn new skills, or a “new way of 
doing business,” is not worth their effort. When 
this happens, individuals who were supporters of 
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the change initiative can become “resisters”3 or 
“non-believers.”4 
 
Strategies for handling perceived threat by 
individuals: 

 listen to “resisters” and offer them 
opportunities to express their concerns 
and get them out in the open 

 promote “reflective openness”5 in the 
group – re-visit group assumptions and 
make sure everyone is on the same 
page (do you still share the same 
vision?) 

 connect all group members through a 
common sense of purpose and values 

 if “nonbelievers” cannot be converted 
to “believers” find a way for them to 
contribute comfortably to the change 
effort – these individuals can provide 
the group with important feedback 
about how change efforts may be 
perceived by others outside of the 
collaborative (i.e., they may serve as a 
good reality check or barometer 
against which to measure acceptance 
of proposed changes) 

 
Handling Perceived Threat (Organizational) 
As collaborative groups develop and begin to 
achieve some of their intended results, they 
may appear to operate as “autonomous” and 
outside of the governing organizational 
structure.6 
 
Strategies for handling perceived threat from 
the organization: 

 include leaders on the collaborative 
team who have decision-making 
authority in the organization 

 include stakeholders from multiple 
levels of the organizations that are 
being partnered with 

 make organizational priorities part of the 
collaborative group’s creative thinking 
and brainstorming activities 

 articulate the case for change in terms 
of observable results (i.e., improved 
outcomes for children and families) 

 encourage dialogue across 
organizational boundaries – develop 
working groups or subcommittees that 
include cross-organizational members 

 reinforce that the goal of the change 
effort is to shift from conversational 
interactions to a true dialogue in which 
members develop shared 
understandings with a common vision 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Advice from Project Sites – Sustaining 
Momentum 

 
“Develop person-to-person relationships. You 
have to build trust. We tried for years to 
create reform from the top down and that did 
not work. It didn’t work to try from the 
bottom up either. It must be lateral so there 
are equals working together to create 
change.” 

Stakeholder, Charlotte Project Site 
 
“It is both frustrating and fulfilling. You have 
to give it time. The results are not immediate. 
Especially when [someone] wants to see it 
now—because they are not involved in the day-
to-day, they don’t see the smaller steps that 
are incredible changes.” 

Stakeholder, Buffalo Project Site 
 
“By embracing systems change as a common 
goal, by improving things for children, by 
fostering an attitude and approach that asks 
what can ‘we’ do instead of what can ‘I’ do, 
and broadening our goals.” 

 Stakeholder, San Jose Project Site 
 
“Find ways to engage people in it to help them 
take possession of it as part of their own.” 

Stakeholder, Alexandria Project Site 
 
“Be careful not to do [only] wide sweeping 
change. A lot of work goes into sustaining 
changes that you have made. A lot of people 
make the mistake of always trying to make 
something new.” 

Stakeholder, Cincinnati Project Site 
 
“It’s hard—don’t expect it to be easy. In the 
end it is certainly worthwhile. Budget 
problems affect people’s willingness to work 
together and [keep people from] focusing on 
the bigger picture. It’s hard not to fall back to 
how things were before when big issues hit.”
  Stakeholder, Los Angeles Project Site 
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The Dance of Change 
With respect to sustaining the change, Peter 
Senge argues that the most critical thing to 
remember in systems change is the “dance of 
change” 7 – the inevitable interplay between 
reinforcing growth processes and limiting 
processes. 
 
It is important to remember that change is 
evolutionary, it occurs over time. As with any 
biological entity, all growth arises out of interplay 
between growth factors and limiting factors.  
Nature tries to find a balanced state. When you 
are pushing the system to change, eventually 
the system will push back. 

Therefore, to sustain the change, leaders and 
system stakeholders need to … 

• Identify and understand reinforcing growth 
processes and what is needed to catalyze 
them 

• Identify and understand limiting processes 
and how to overcome them 

Moreover, Senge argues that if the basic 
learning disciplines – systems thinking, shared 
vision, mental models, personal mastery, and 
team learning – are deficient, their deficiency 
becomes a limit to organizational and systems 
growth and long-term sustainability. 
 

You need to appreciate the “dance of 
change.” This requires … 

• Thinking of sustaining change more 
biologically, less mechanistically 

• Patience as well as urgency 

• A real sense of inquiry, a genuine curiosity 
about limiting forces 

• Seeing how significant change invariably 
starts locally, and how it grows over time 

• Recognizing the diverse array of people who 
play key roles in sustaining change – people 
who are ‘leaders’ 

The fundamental flaw in most change strategies 
is that they focus exclusively on innovation, on 
what they are trying to do – rather than on 
understanding how the larger culture, structure, 
and norms will react to their efforts. No progress 
is sustainable unless innovators learn to 
understand why the system is pushing back and 

how their own attitudes and perceptions (as well 
as forces) contribute to this “push back.”  
Research in organizational change and 
sustainability has demonstrated that often too 
little attention is paid to identifying the forces 
and processes that impede progress and, 
therefore, too little time is spent developing 
workable strategies to deal with and overcome 
these limiting factors.  
 

• Limiting processes do not usually become 
visible until they are provoked. By the time 
you provoke them, it may be too late to 
properly deal with them. 

• The best strategy for overcoming limiting 
processes is to anticipate them. Become 
proactive, not reactive. 

• Limits to growth occur when a reinforcing 
process runs up against a balancing 
process – some form of naturally occurring 
resistance; balancing processes are a 
means by which systems maintain integrity, 
continuity and stability. The interplay of 
growth and limiting factors should be 
expected, recognized, and planned for. 

• Balancing points are not always obvious or 
explicit – but they do govern the boundaries 
of system activity. Balancing processes 
have different “time delays” - some appear 
slowly, some quickly, some take years to 
provoke. But, limits are inter-related; they all 
affect each other. 

 
Organizations and systems which embrace 
evolutionary change through process 
improvement and process redesign achieve 
sustainable change. 
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Steps to Creating a New Balance 
 
1. Identify the change you want to 

achieve 
 
2. Identify the forces that 

• will help you achieve that 
change 

• will restrain that change 
 

3. Decide 
• which of these you are going to 

strengthen or weaken 
• how you are going to do that 
• when you are going to do that 

 
4.  Act 
 
Adapted from Kotelnikov, V. “Creating Change: 
Steps to Establishing a New Balance.”  
1000ventures.com 

 
 

 All of the collaborative 
stakeholders in Project Sites 
were asked what advice they 
would give to other 
jurisdictions embarking on or 

already involved in improvement efforts so that 
they can better sustain momentum, and 
ultimately, ensure that their systems’ change 
efforts have longevity. Their responses serve to 
reinforce the points made in each of the 
previous chapters – the sustainability of ongoing 
system improvements are greatly enhanced if 
the collaborative group has incorporated 
features of a true “learning organization.”    
 
The advice offered by each of the Project Sites 
from their own experiences engaging in the 
collaborative process also conforms to the 
findings from organizational literature showing 
that organizations that are able to successfully 
carry out long-term change share seven 
general features.  Each of the features of 
successful change efforts identified by the 
organizational literature is presented below with 
illustrative quotes from the Project Sites.   
 
Organizations that undergo successful, long-
term change processes seem to share seven 
characteristics:8 
 

  A vision of the future that provides people 
with an opportunity to contribute to something 
larger than themselves. 

When people see the possibility of making a 
significant contribution, they operate differently. 
The emphasis shifts from focusing on “why it 
can’t be done” to “how can we make this 
happen?” There is a tangible difference in the 
atmosphere of organizations that have made 
this shift—they feel alive with possibility and 
excitement.  The need to create and 
continually revisit the collaborative group’s 
vision of system change in order to sustain 
change efforts was repeatedly brought up by 
Project Sites.  

 
“Keep your eye on the brass ring.” – Buffalo  
 
“It’s hard… Don’t expect it to be easy…but in 
the end, remember, it’s certainly worth it.” – Los 
Angeles 
 
“You have to have your mission on all of the 
agendas and minutes – it should be posted on 
everything so that you stay focused; so that 
everyone remembers why we are doing this.” – 
Buffalo  
 
“The glue is the cause…we are all interested in 
providing a positive experience for the kids.” – 
Alexandria 
 
“Don’t give up and continue on even when 
frustrations arise.” – Los Angeles 
 

  Involvement of the whole person—the 
head, heart, and spirit of the members of the 
organization.  
 
Over the years, words such as “hands” or 
“heads” have become a way to count 
numbers of people in organizations. They 
reflect a focus on what is considered 
important—hands to do the manual work; 
heads to do the thinking work. A successful 
approach to change re-engages the whole 
person: hands for doing, heads for thinking, 
hearts for caring, and spirits for achieving 
inspired results.  In order to accomplish this, 
there needs to be involved leadership to 
engage people and the right people need to 
be included in the process. 
 

Involved Leadership 
 “…get leaders who invite people to the table 
but don’t do it just for show…” – Buffalo  
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“You need to make sure you have the right 
leader. This person must be dynamic and 
trusted. Later, the leader can be more of a 
manager. The Bench has to take an active role 
in leadership.” – Charlotte  
 
“You must have someone of authority 
leading the group with a vision to 
get things done” – Cincinnati  
 
“Leadership born from 
various agencies 
representing unique 
perspectives, without 
egos affecting their 
performance… it can be 
wonderful. It’s not who gets 
credit; its how do we get it 
done.” – Los Angeles 
 
“It’s important to have the right mindset, 
particularly with those in leadership. If those 
people come in wearing their authority hats, 
and believe it’s going to be ‘my way or not at 
all,’ you don’t have a meaningful process.” 
 – Buffalo  
 
“Be sure to have a good transition plan for 
leadership…start working on this while your 
leaders are still around to mentor their 
replacements.” – Alexandria 
 
Multiple Advocates 
“Invite everyone you can think of and have 
them invite everyone they can think off ... this 
will move the dialogue away from the 
traditional and into the practical.” – Buffalo 
 
“In order to be effective you must be inclusive 
of everyone in the design of the system reform 
process so that everyone feels they have a 
stake in the outcome.” – Charlotte 
 
“You have to get everyone who can make 
decisions at the table.” – Los Angeles 
 

  Understanding that knowledge and wisdom 
reside within the organization’s people.  
 
This belief, that the people in the system know 
best, represents a profound shift from the days 
of bringing in outside experts with “the answer.” 
Instead, successful change strategies engage 

people in the organization in making choices 
about what’s best for them.   
 

Climate of Openness 
“I can’t stress more the importance of openness 
and honesty.” – Buffalo  

 
“You have to be open and check 

your ego at the door ... You 
have to develop a thick skin 

… don’t take things 
personally … build 
relationships to the point 
that you feel that you can 
call on each other.”  

– Charlotte 
 

“You have to be respectful of 
everybody’s opinion and perspective …”  

– San Jose 
 
“Be flexible to changes and competing ideas.” 
 – San Jose 
 
“Allow stakeholders an opportunity to address 
their own issues.” – Cincinnati 
 
“Be neutral and open-minded  ... and listen to 
what others have to say before you fight to the 
death for what you want, because there is 
always a middle ground.” – Cincinnati 
 
“It takes time to build relationships … you need 
to be open and not defensive; try to see things 
from others’ perspectives; you have to be 
willing to compromise  ... it takes time and can 
be a headache … but a good feeling too.” 
 – Cincinnati 
 
“Constant communication is critical … you 
can use the information shared to bridge 
differences.” – Alexandria 
 

Operational Variety 
“Be sure to include different perspectives on 
issues … design projects that address all 
aspects of systems improvement, not just the 
latest trend or program of interest … don’t lose 
sight of foundational practice … without a 
strong foundation you won’t be able to sustain 
any short-term successes over the long haul.” 
 – Alexandria 
 

Systems change is an 
evolutionary and 
organic process. 

 
Growth processes 
Limiting processes 

Balancing processes 
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“Time, patience, and persistence are needed 
for good leadership…Particularly good minority 
leadership [is needed] to ethnically represent 
the groups that you are trying to help…attract 
diverse membership to reflect and encourage 
different perspectives, good listening, and work 
towards consensus.”—Buffalo 
 
Continuous Education 
“Education is important … what people don’t 
know makes them anxious.” – Charlotte 
 
“Cross-training is extremely effective for 
explaining how the jobs of various individuals 
within the system and the collaborative are 
inter-related and important to the system as a 
whole.” – Charlotte 
 
“… It’s a challenge to see things in a different 
light. That’s why constantly educating people 
about ModelCcourts is so important.”  
– Alexandria  
 
 

  A perspective that change is a process, not 
an event.  
 
Events help focus people’s attention, but they 
are only one part of the change equation. It is 
ongoing practice that enables long-term 
success.  The need to be attentive to internal 
and external influences on change efforts is 
critical if change efforts are to be sustained. 

 
Scanning Imperative 
“Make sure that what you do is adapted for 
your jurisdiction … then begin to assess what 
the strengths and weaknesses are of your 
jurisdiction and decide how to proceed.”  
– Cincinnati 
 
“Learn what other jurisdictions have done and 
be inspired by it  ... Come back home, figure 
out how to adapt it locally, and do it.”  
– Charlotte 
 
“The big C word—change! The structure of [the] 
Department of Social Services is unwieldy. New 
ways of thinking are difficult to implement. It’s 
very difficult to put new policies in place. 
Barriers are there…need to come up with ideas 
to overcome barriers. We need to keep hope.” 
– Buffalo  
 

“Try to find out from others what they did … 
what their strengths and weaknesses are, 
whether or not they succeeded or failed, what 
worked for them and what didn’t.” – Charlotte 
 
“It has broadened awareness of the overall 
systems needs and [made me more] 
appreciative of what all of the other 
stakeholders do.”—San Jose 
 
“The biggest lesson [is that you] have to go slow 
and work together and recognize that 
everyone (agencies) are facing different 
obstacles within their agencies. We got past the 
early fighting and now work together for the 
same goals and outcomes.”—Charlotte 
 
“Any group like this—it is cyclical. Relationships 
can improve, deteriorate, improve, 
deteriorate. But that deterioration is the gist—
that’s where the opportunity for improvement 
begins.” – San Jose 
 

  A systems view of the organization.  
 
When people understand that they’re 
collectively creating their organization, they 
begin to understand the system at a deeper 
level. They see interconnections among 
departments, processes, or relationships. 
Because more people understand the whole 
system, they can make intelligent, informed 
contributions to substantive decisions. 

 
“We try to make things easier for everyone not 
just individual agencies. Other collaborative 
groups just look at themselves and their issues. 
Our Model Court embraces everyone to better 
suit the system and the clients we serve. We 
focus on things other than individual issues – we 
focus on all of the system.” – Alexandria  
 
“Have a clear direction that is reflected by 
everyone.” – Buffalo  
 
“We’ve learned that the whole is better than the 
sum of its parts  ... so individuals have started 
thinking that if its something that is in the best 
interests of the whole then they should support 
it.” – Charlotte 
 
“Try to work to find a middle-ground that will 
work for everybody. For example, the 
delinquency and dependency courts are trying 
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to work together regarding placement issues … 
everyone is trying to figure out what is best for 
the child.” – Los Angeles 
 
“A mutual mission statement needs to be in 
place.” – San Jose 
 

  An effort to make critical information 
publicly available to members of the 
organization and system.  
 
What keeps the system whole over time is a 
commitment to sharing information that is 
traditionally provided on a “need-to-know” 
basis. When people are informed of what is 
important to the system and how it is 
performing, they make better decisions about 
their own activities. 
 
“At these meetings information is shared which 
might not normally get filtered down and if it 
did, it wouldn’t be so fast. Prior to it everyone 
was functioning on their own and didn’t have a 
view of the broader picture.” – San Jose 
 
Performance Gap 

“Provide accurate information, if it is available, 
about how you currently do things as a system 
and engage everyone in a discussion of where 
improvements are needed. Provide information 
about ‘best practices’ and put in place a plan 
to get from ‘current practice’ to ‘best 
practice.’”– San Jose 
 
“[Use] embarrassment…doing public pieces 
that highlight barriers … take a look at it from 
all of the angles.” – Los Angeles 
 

  A sense of the power of the individual to 
make a difference.  
 
When people understand the whole system, 
when they feel that their voices matter, they 
are more inclined to make a commitment to 
the change process. 

 
Concern for Measurement 
“It’s very important to articulate the goals of the 
group  ... there has to be agreement among 
the goals and they need to be clearly stated … 
there also has to be a way to determine if you 
are reaching your goals, and if not, why not.” 
 – Buffalo 
 

“There is going to be resistance and fear of 
change. It is very hard to have comfort. Very 
hard because people fear doing something 
they haven’t done before. There needs to be 
training, realistic goals, positive reinforcement, 
and institutional rewards for positive change. 
We make them struggle to keep funding 
instead of telling them they did a good job. We 
need to find different ways to recognize 
courage and positive change.” – Charlotte 
 
“Evaluate sustainability at the beginning of new 
programs.” – Alexandria 
 
“Break down a systems change effort into 
specific goals and [see] where change can be 
made. Delicately weigh challenges; everyone 
who is affected by the change should be at the 
table. Assessment has to be done first to see 
what the potential effects may be.” – San Jose 
 
Experimental Mind-Set 
 “…encourage and support ‘thinking outside of 
the box.” – Alexandria 
 
“Don’t recreate the wheel  ... Take models and 
fit them to your jurisdiction … but be willing to 
tweak and test until you get it right.” – Charlotte 
 
“Just get started … people tend to want to plan  
... just start. Spontaneity can be good; it’s 
important to just do it.” – San Jose 
 
“Keep talking…it’s important to meet on a 
regular basis, focus on issues that are solvable 
so that you can create a better relationship so 
that you can tackle more difficult issues down 
the road.” – Los Angeles 
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Closing Notes 
“Trust the process. We found a model that 
works for us. We are bringing in major players 
and leaving egos at the door. We have to have 
responsible stewardship [of the vision] …we 
realize that there are no bad guys, we are all 
working together. There are people who 
wouldn’t even be in the same room together 
before. Now they are leading by example.” 
 – Buffalo 
 
“Leadership born from various agencies 
representing unique experiences, without egos 
affecting their performance, can be wonderful. 
It’s not who gets credit, it’s how do we get it 
done.” – Los Angeles 
 
“Our system is continuously changing to 
improve the lives of children. More people are 
becoming engaged and excited about what 
we are doing—people are getting excited 
about their jobs. You feel that the work you are 
doing has value.” – Alexandria 
 
“Definitely do it, even if you don’t think it’s done 
right. It creates a sense that we are all in it 
together.” – Cincinnati 
 
“Don’t underestimate it [the collaborative 
process]. It reflects an important consensus 
building that has a lot of unanticipated 

consequences that can be positive or negative. 
Develop efficiency and partnerships. The 
broader the consensus, the broader the vision.” 
– San Jose 
 
“This has been a very valuable process and an 
extremely satisfying one. All of the participants 
are personally staked [in it] which is important if 
you want it to stick…Give it plenty of time. 
Meet. Develop trust. Stick to it when it feels like 
you are just talking because you are 
developing trust and empathy. Our interactions 
are good and something magical happens. It 
is bigger than the individuals and the egos…I’ve 
appreciated the opportunity to work with all of 
the folks.” – Charlotte 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Remember, in Order to Sustain Change Efforts 
You Should….  
 
• Develop a network of change champions 

and facilitate the ongoing expansion of the 
network 

• Support a system-wide dialogue by 
capturing and sharing lessons learned 

• Set-up a network of peers in each part of 
the system for mentoring and support – be 
sensitive to burn-out and provide ways to 
visibly reward continued effort 

• Communicate your successes and 
communicate them widely – have a 
communication campaign (plan for 
frequent dissemination of information on 
group activities as well as results) 

• Include the voice of your “clients” in change 
efforts – this will keep you grounded in reality 
as well as help make in-roads by improving 
the systems’ response to their needs 

• Celebrate your successes 
• Measure and track what you do 
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DEMOGRAPHICS 
(as of 12/31/03) 

 
Number of new abuse/neglect petitions filed: 

207 
 

Number of children under court jurisdiction: 
183 

Alexandria Juvenile and Domestic Relations District Court 
Alexandria, Virginia 
Model Court established November 1995 
 

Snapshot of Model Court Collaborative 
Group Accomplishments 

The following examples are provided to 
demonstrate the progress made in the 
Project Site through collaboration. However, 
these examples are not comprehensive of 
the collaborative work being done in the 
Project Site. 

• Implementation of regular cross-training 
for all dependency participants 

• Increased public awareness of child abuse and neglect and the role of the court in these cases 

o Outreach to the Faith Community — information about children in care, the needs of the 
system, and legal aspects of the dependency case process are shared with Alexandria’s faith 
community to raise public awareness. This information is included in faith community bulletins so 
congregations can learn more about children who otherwise remain hidden from the general 
public.  

o Televised Events — Model Court judges have appeared on local cable television shows to raise 
awareness of the needs of abused and neglected children in the Alexandria community.  
Model Court judges and Department of Social Services representatives also teamed up to write 
a script for the video, “Day in the Life of a Dependency Case,” to demonstrate how cases of 
abuse and neglect are processed through the court system.  

o Town Meetings — the Model Court and its Advisory Committee held a town meeting in order to 
learn what the community felt were the needs of children and families in Alexandria.  

• Increased communication among stakeholders in the dependency system 

o Monthly “Brown Bags” – agency representatives, judges, court service unit personnel, police 
officers, and others regularly discuss issues in an open forum.  

• Collaboration to improve services and opportunities for Alexandria’s foster youth 

o The Alexandria Arts Initiative — the Model Court continues to collaborate with Alexandria’s arts 
community to provide opportunities for youth who are in foster care to engage in music and 
theatre activities. As a result, the Alexandria Arts Commission approved funding for an ongoing 
children’s art exhibit in the hallways of the juvenile court. The court has also collaborated with the 
Alexandria Detention Home to have the youth who are detained participate in art projects that 
will be displayed at the court.   

• Statewide Outreach to spread best practices and involve other jurisdictions in collaborative efforts 
to improve outcomes for children and families 

o Two Model Court judges participated in meetings regarding the creation of “Best Practice 
Courts” in Virginia. The “Best Practice Court Meeting,” held in December 2002, was a 
collaborative effort between the Supreme Court of Virginia, Office of the Executive Secretary, 
and the PPCD.  The two-day training was attended by 12 jurisdictions from around the state.  
Each jurisdiction was represented by a Juvenile and Domestic Relations Judge, Clerk of the 
Court, Department of Social Services representative, and two attorneys. The meeting educated 
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and trained the jurisdictions on Model Court practices, collaboration, and implementation. At 
the conclusion of the meeting, the jurisdictions developed goals to guide future collaborative 
work.   

• Design and implementation of innovative programs, including:  

o Family Treatment Drug Court  
o Family Mediation  
o Family Group Conferencing 
o “Adoption Saturdays” 

 

 
 

For more information about the Alexandria Model Court please contact: 
 Joey A. Orduna, J.D., Model Court Liaison 

 Permanency Planning for Children Department 
 National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 

 (775) 784-7040 
 jorduna@ncjfcj.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Model Court Goals for 2004: 

 Develop a mission statement for the Model Court Project that is inclusive of all the case 
types that the court hears 

 Implement joint court/social services leadership of the Model Court Project including 
establishment of subcommittees to undertake the various projects related to this 
initiative 

 Identify and engage in practices over the coming year that will support the local 
program improvement plan goals established by the Department of Social Services to 
meet the newly established federal standards of best practices in child welfare  
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Erie County Family Court 
Buffalo, New York 
Model Court established July 1998 
 

Snapshot of Model Court Collaborative 
Group Accomplishments 

The following examples are provided to 
demonstrate the progress made in the 
Project Site through collaboration. However, 
these examples are not comprehensive of 
the collaborative work being done in the 
Project Site. 

• Cross-training for all court participants 

• Statewide outreach and leadership 

• Implemented adoption systems 
improvements 

o Expedited Adoption Project — 
alleviated the backlog of cases 
awaiting adoption finalization by changing how these cases were processed (both by the court 
and DSS) and initiating closer monitoring of the status of all children freed for adoption by the 
judges. 

o Adoption Days — held “adoption days” to accommodate a calendar of several adoptions at 
once to make the day more of a celebration for children and families. 

o Foster/Adoption Collaborative Family Recruitment Efforts — engaged community in a 
collaborative made up of agencies from the eight counties of western New York to recruit and 
support foster and adoptive families committed to children.   

• Evaluation, improvement, and monitoring of the implementation of kinship policy 

o Grandparent Advocacy Project – implemented advocacy project designed to provide legal 
representation to grandparents and other kin not eligible for an assigned counsel.  

o Kinship Unit – creation of a DSS kinship unit to specialize in cases where relative resources are 
used.  

o Kinship Resource Center – located in the family court building, the kinship resource center 
provides a variety of services, including: expanded advocacy program; needs assessments; 
arranging, brokering, and referral of families to support services; individual and group support 
services to the kinship family; assistance in navigating multiple systems; and, on a limited basis, 
providing funds for the short-term needs of families such as transportation, child care, furniture, 
and respite services.  

o Kinship Caregivers’ Conference – the Model Court collaborated with other county, city, and 
private entities to co-sponsor an all-day kinship caregivers’ conference designed to share new 
ideas, legislation, and program improvements with relative caregivers. 

o Kinship Manual and Pamphlet – designed materials to provide information about legal 
procedures and available services.  

DEMOGRAPHICS 
 

Number of new abuse/neglect petitions  
filed: (as of 12/31/03) 

1,019 
 

Number of children under court  
jurisdiction: (as of 12/31/00)  

1,477 

Mission/Vision 
 

To provide safe, healthy, permanent families 
in the shortest possible time. 
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• Design and implementation of innovative programs, including:   
o Dependency Mediation 
o Family Treatment Drug Court  
o Benchmark Permanency Hearings 

 

 
 

For more information about the Buffalo Model Court please contact: 
 Joey A. Orduna, J.D., Model Court Liaison 

 Permanency Planning for Children Department 
 National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 

 (775) 784-7040 
 jorduna@ncjfcj.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Model Court Goals for 2004: 

 Improve the quality of information provided to the Court and its stakeholders to ease 
transitions in leadership and continue to implement best practices 

 Engage in a multidisciplinary workgroup to discuss system improvements in the area of 
visitation and begin a process of implementing small changes 

 Develop and begin a process of outreach to the regional Tribal Courts from the Family 
Courts of the 8th Judicial District 
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26th Judicial District Court, Mecklenburg County 
Charlotte, North Carolina 
Model Court established October 1998 
 

Snapshot of Model Court Collaborative Group 
Accomplishments 

The following examples are provided to 
demonstrate the progress made in the Project 
Site through collaboration. However, these 
examples are not comprehensive of the 
collaborative work being done in the Project 
Site. 

• Implementation of regular cross-training 
sessions for all stakeholders including a 
day long community meeting to draft a 
collaborative mission statement to launch 
collaborative efforts 

• Regular meetings with leadership of the 
court, youth and family services, and the 
area mental health authority to facilitate 
a “common vision” 

• An expert in organizational change developed a “process mapping” for the court and stakeholders 

o Process Mapping — the roles, responsibilities, tasks, and expectations of each of the system 
professionals who touch a case were outlined (including the ways in which the work of one 
stakeholder group influences others’). This task and relational mapping was charted on a 
timeline, illustrating in very concrete, chronological steps, the ways one individual’s job 
contributes to overall case processing – and, may impact other individuals’ contributions to the 
case.  The resulting “process map” has been used in cross-training of stakeholders. 

• Implementation of a “System of Care” approach to children and families 

o System of Care (SOC) – the SOC initiative is designed to increase agency cooperation and 
create “children and family teams” in every case involving children with special needs. 
Collaboration among court and community stakeholders resulted in protocols for SOC staff that 
outline expectations of children and family team meetings and staff interaction with families.  A 
court feedback form was developed that seeks information regarding family interaction with 
court staff and personnel. 

• Collaboration with local officials and the North Carolina Administrative Office of the Courts to bring 
an enhanced management information system to juvenile court 

• Outreach to county to increase public awareness of the model court project and collaborative 
efforts aimed at improving the lives of children and families in the community  

• Redefined the juvenile court case manager’s position to facilitate court involvement and active 
participation in a number of collaborative subcommittees  

o Juvenile Case Manager – among the many duties of the juvenile case manager, the position 
also involves serving as an active member and participant in collaborative subcommittees.  This 
ensures that a member of the model court team is always present at as many collaborative 

DEMOGRAPHICS 
(as of 12/31/03) 

 
Number of new abuse/neglect petitions filed: 

472 
 

Number of children under court jurisdiction: 
956 

Mission Statement 
 

To help resolve cases involving children and 
families through the combined effort of the 

family, the court, and community services in ways 
that are the least adversarial and intrusive, 
appropriate, and that are just, safe, timely, 

efficient, courteous, and accessible. 
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meetings as possible.  Information shared, and decisions made, at these meetings are then 
communicated to other model court team members who are not able to attend.   

• Design and implementation of innovative programs, including: 

o Dependency Mediation 
o Truancy Courts  
o F.I.R.S.T. (Families in Recovery Stay Together) Drug Treatment Court 

 

 
 

For more information about the Charlotte Model Court please contact: 
 Julie A. Wise, J.D., Model Court Liaison 

 Permanency Planning for Children Department 
 National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 

 (775) 784-1254 
 jwise@ncjfcj.org 

 
 
 
 

 

Model Court Goals for 2004: 

 Implement a management information system for the juvenile court  

 Strategic planning to better coordinate multi-system and community collaborative 
efforts aimed at improving outcomes for children  

 Develop a domestic violence policy for the juvenile court  
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Hamilton County Juvenile Court 
Cincinnati, Ohio 
Model Court established 1993 
 
Snapshot of Model Court Collaborative Group 
Accomplishments 

The following examples are provided to 
demonstrate the progress made in the Project 
Site through collaboration. However, these 
examples are not comprehensive of the 
collaborative work being done in the Project 
Site. 

• Developed and implemented a 
management information system to track 
child abuse and neglect cases and 
measure case processing outcomes 

o JCATS/Juvenile Court Management 
System (JCMS) — integration of 
management information systems for 
child abuse and neglect, 
delinquency, support and paternity, private custody, and probation. The system tracks specific 
details on children and families, provides information on exactly how cases move through the 
system (including tracking permanency time lines outlined in ASFA), provides information on 
trends in court practice, generates statistics on parties involved in the court process, and 
provides case documents for immediate use. Using the information provided by case specific 
entries, the JCMS automatically updates its system with the results of hearings. 

• Increased community efforts to address barriers to adoption 

o Adoption Task Force — comprised of the major stakeholders from the dependency system, the 
adoption task force reviewed and analyzed adoption practices. This process resulted in a 
number of recommendations for practice improvements, including specific improvements to 
the matching and selection process (e.g., new protocols for transfer of cases to an adoption 
unit), permanency decision-making (e.g., creation of checklists for caseworkers to use in 
determining whether to pursue termination of parental rights), expediting litigation and appeals, 
addressing barriers to foster care and relative adoptions, and adoption recruitment. 

o Permanency Mediation — with funding from a federal Adoption Opportunities Grant, a 
permanency mediation program was designed and implemented. Cases targeted for 
permanency mediation are complaints requesting permanent custody (TPR) and motions to 
modify a disposition to permanent custody. 

o Tri-State Adoption Coalition — the adoption task force expanded and enhanced community 
partnerships to overcome barriers to adoption by creating the Tri-State Adoption Coalition. This 
coalition implemented the “Ohio Adopts Campaign,” a strategic plan to recruit adoptive homes 
by establishing partnerships with 50 community organizations or businesses. 

o Adoption Website — the result of a collaborative effort of five local agencies, the court, and 
Hamilton County Job and Family Services, an adoption website was created. This website allows 
internet users to access up-to-the-minute information about children awaiting adoption. 

DEMOGRAPHICS 
(as of 12/31/03) 

 
Number of new abuse/neglect petitions filed: 

452 
 

Number of children under court jurisdiction: 
1,343 

 
Mission Statement 

 

To help resolve cases involving children and 
families through the combined effort of the 

family, the court, and community services in ways 
that are the least adversarial and intrusive, 
appropriate, and that are just, safe, timely, 

efficient, courteous, and accessible. 
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• Participation in the “Breakthrough Series Collaborative”  

o Breakthrough Series Collaborative (BSC) — to maximize systems’ collaboration, the juvenile court, 
guardian ad litem, Pro-Kids (the CASA agency), and other key system stakeholders joined 
Hamilton County Job and Family Services in this initiative, funded by Casey Family Programs. The 
goal of the BSC is to identify effective strategies to recruit and retain foster, adoptive, and kinship 
families (often referred to as “resource families”). Resource and educational materials will be 
distributed to the larger Cincinnati community and the internet to provide better information to, 
and improved communication with, resource families.  A “family profile” containing a family 
picture and description of each resource family is provided to ensure children have some 
introduction to the homes they are entering.   

• Design and implementation of innovative programs, including:   

o Hamilton County Family Treatment Drug Court 
o Permanency Mediation 
o Child Protection Mediation 
o Family Group Decision-Making Conference 

 

 
 

For more information about the Cincinnati Model Court please contact: 
 2Julie A. Wise, J.D., Model Court Liaison 

 Permanency Planning for Children Department 
 National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 

 (775) 784-1254 
 jwise@ncjfcj.org 

 
 

                                                 
2 The Packard Evaluation is the research project conducted by the PPCD with funding from the David and Lucile Packard 
Foundation described within this Technical Assistance Bulletin. Each project site received a site report detailing specific findings 
and recommendations for improvements. 

 

Model Court Goals for 2004: 
 Design and implement a strategic plan for sustainability 
 Use results of the Packard Evaluation2 to inform policy change, practice reforms, and 

stakeholder training  
 Design and implement a juvenile mental health court 
 Implement the use of written reports for all post-dispositional review hearings to enhance 

courtroom presentation and streamline the hearing process  
 Expansion of the Hamilton County Family Treatment Drug Court, including 

enhancement of services and development of a mentoring program  
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DEMOGRAPHICS 
(as of 12/31/03) 

 
Number of new abuse/neglect petitions filed: 

8,276 
 

Number of children under jurisdiction of the court: 
30,073 

Los Angeles Superior Court, Edmund D. Edelman Children’s Court 
Los Angeles, California 
Model Court established September 1999 
 

Snapshot of Model Court Collaborative 
Group Accomplishments 

The following examples are provided to 
demonstrate the progress made in the 
Project Site through collaboration. However, 
these examples are not comprehensive of 
the work being done in the Project Site. 

• Ongoing collaboration between the 
Juvenile Court and the Department of 
Children and Family Services (DCFS) to reduce the total number of children in care and the 
amount of time children spend in care 

o Strategies designed, among others, include employing structured decision-making as a risk 
assessment tool to ensure consistency in decision-making and implementing a family group 
decision-making program as an alternative to filing dependency petitions. 

• Increased cooperation, better communication, and improved coordination among the 
dependency, delinquency, family, probate, and mental health courts 

o Dependency/Delinquency Cross-Over Committee – developed an operational agreement 
which links the probation department with the DCFS immediately after a foster youth’s arrest. This 
link includes notice to the foster youth’s dependency attorney at the same time so that his/her 
attorney can intervene at the earliest possible time, if necessary. The committee also developed 
a comprehensive protocol defining the role of the Department of Mental Health in the youth 
assessment process in cross-over cases, which requires communication between the attorneys 
representing the youth. 

o Family Law/Dependency Committee – addressed the creation of more comprehensive exit 
orders from the juvenile court; created a “Children’s Index” to identify children involved in 
multiple systems; developed criteria to determine when a social worker should refer domestic 
violence victims to the family law court instead of juvenile court; improved communication 
about restraining orders among systems; and improved coordination between the Juvenile 
Court and Family Support Court to prevent support orders from interfering with reunification. 

o Mental Health Court – the juvenile court has worked with the delinquency court and the mental 
health court to refine notice procedures, resulting in the mental health court notifying the 
juvenile court at the earliest possible time when dependent youth have cases in the mental 
health court. 

o Probate Court – the juvenile court is working with the probate court to establish criteria for 
determining when families can or should utilize the probate court and when they should utilize 
the juvenile court. 

• Increased awareness of foster care and the needs of children and families 

o “Foster Care Awareness Week” – a multi-entity collaboration led by the Children’s Law Center of 
Los Angeles established “Foster Care Awareness Week,” which included activities and events to 
spotlight the foster care system.  
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o “Education Summit on Needs and Challenges Facing Foster Youth” – included in “Foster Care 
Awareness Week” was a day devoted to addressing the educational needs of foster youth. The 
summit brought together 150 educators, judges, social workers, child advocates, community 
leaders, and former foster youth to share expertise and perspectives on the issues affecting the 
education of foster youth. The summit led to the creation of an Education Coordinating Council 
by the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, which includes the juvenile court, the Children’s 
Law Center, the DCFS, probation, the California Youth Connection, local school districts and 
others. The goals of the council are to develop an educational blueprint for dependent youth 
and a clear definition of the roles of all participants in the system. 

• Reform of the adoption process to eliminate adoption backlog, including implementation of 
“Adoption Saturdays” 

o A partnership among the court, DCFS, and the private bar (which has been trained by the 
Alliance for Children’s Rights and the Public Counsel Law Center), continues to work to reform the 
adoption process to make it more efficient. This partnership has led to increased court oversight 
through the use of an adoption progress form, and a court requirement that begins the 
adoption home study at an earlier point in time. 

• Enhanced communication among those working to improve the dependency system 

o “Partners, Programs, and Resources for Children and Families” – a quarterly newsletter is 
distributed throughout the juvenile court and to all agencies, entities, and individuals affiliated 
with the court. Program descriptions, new policies and procedures, legal updates, cultural and 
community information are featured. 

• Implemented county-wide cross training of dependency stakeholders 

o “A New Beginning for Partnerships for Children and Families in Los Angeles County” – the Los 
Angeles Superior Court and California State University, Los Angeles collaborate annually to 
develop and present county-wide training.  The conference attracts over 1,000 participants 
each year, including judicial officers, attorneys, social workers, educators, service providers, 
medical professionals, community leaders, public officials, and others to discuss and learn 
better ways to serve children and families in Los Angeles County. 

 
• Design and implementation of innovative 

programs, including:   

o “Adoption Saturdays”  
o I.C.W.A. Court 
o Dependency Mediation 
o Family Group Decision-Making 

Program 
o Juvenile Delinquency Mental Health 

Court 
 
 

For more information about the Los Angeles Model Court please contact: 
 Elizabeth Whitney Barnes, J.D.,  

Model Court Liaison 
 Permanency Planning for Children Department 

 National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
 (775) 784-7524 

 ebarnes@ncjfcj.org 

Model Court Goals for 2004: 

 Elimination of adoption backlog 

 Creation of an educational blueprint for 
dependent children 

 Development of a health care initiative for 
dependent children  
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Santa Clara County Superior Court 
San Jose, California 
Model Court established November 1997 
 
Snapshot of Model Court Collaborative Group 
Accomplishments 

The following examples are provided to 
demonstrate the progress made in the Project 
Site through collaboration. However, these 
examples are not comprehensive of the 
collaborative work being done in the Project 
Site. 

• Implementation of regular cross-training 
for all dependency participants, including 
one-day local “Beyond the Bench” 
conferences and half-day seminars 

o “Beyond the Bench” — a local 
conference is held annually with 
approximately 300 judges, attorneys, 
social workers, service providers, and community members in attendance to learn about local 
practice and topics related to systems collaboration and improvement efforts. 

• Developed and implemented policy and practice changes to better address the issues that arise 
when domestic violence and child protection intersect 

o “Greenbook Initiative”— the Model Court team is participating in the national “Greenbook” 
initiative, a project designed to reform the ways in which courts, child welfare agencies, and 
domestic violence agencies respond to families experiencing both domestic violence and child 
maltreatment. As a project site, the Model Court has been working collaboratively with both the 
child protection and domestic violence communities to implement the recommendations of 
Effective Intervention in Domestic Violence & Child Maltreatment Cases: Guidelines for Policy 
and Practice (the Greenbook Initiative).3 As a result of participation in this project, the model 
court team has promoted the use of differentiated case plans and domestic violence 
advocacy, both in the juvenile court and within the child welfare services delivery system. 
Stakeholders from both the Family-to-Family initiative4 and the Greenbook project regularly 
participate together in committee activities so that program and service differences are 
reconciled in the planning stage. 

• Improved response to educational needs of children in foster care 

o Improved Protocols — protocols and accompanying forms were developed to enable social 
workers to request transfer of educational oversight from the parent(s) to an educational 
surrogate.  This has streamlined the process of identifying an educational surrogate for foster 
children. 

o Educational Assessment Center — the Model Court team has worked with the County of Santa 
Clara to utilize the Educational Assessment Center established by the county. 

                                                 
3 Schechter, S. & Edelson, J. (1999). Effective Intervention in Domestic Violence & Child Maltreatment Cases: Guidelines for Policy 
and Practice, Recommendations from the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges Family Violence Department. 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Reno, NV. 
4 The Family-to-Family Initiative, funded by Annie E. Casey Foundation, focuses on developing community resources so that 
children who must be removed from parental care may remain in their neighborhood or community. 

DEMOGRAPHICS 
(as of 12/31/03) 

 
Number of new abuse/neglect petitions filed: 

916 
 

Number of children under court jurisdiction: 
2,865 

 
Mission Statement 

 

To protect children, preserve families, and provide 
permanency for children while treating all with 
dignity, respecting diversity, and valuing each 

child as our own. 
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o Education Advocacy — the Model Court team has worked with the Child Advocate Office and 
Project YEA (Youth Educational Advocates) to identify adults who will work with and advocate for 
foster children in the school environment. 

• Efforts to improve parental ability to solve the problems they face in the court system 

o “Mentor Moms” program— the mentor moms program allows selected mothers who have 
successfully completed the dependency drug court program to return to court to “mentor” other 
mothers still struggling with substance abuse issues. Mentoring activities are spearheaded by the 
Dependency Legal Services Program, which employs mothers who have successfully 
completed dependency drug court and have been reunited with their children. Mentor moms 
help explain the road ahead to mothers entering the drug court program, and answer any 
questions, basing their answers on the perspective they gained as parents who have 
successfully worked through the system. The Model Court team has implemented efforts to 
expand this program to domestic violence cases and to design father-mentor outreach 
activities as well. 

o Survey of “Clients” — the Model Court team developed a survey to evaluate “clients’” 
perceptions of their needs and the quality of legal services throughout the dependency court 
process. Results from the survey will be used to expand legal services beyond dependency 
court issues, make access to attorneys easier for clients, and increase communication between 
the client and the attorney. 

• Design and implementation of innovative programs, including:  

o Dependency Mediation 
o Family Conferencing Program and the Family Conferencing Training Institute 
o Juvenile Delinquency Domestic and Family Violence Court (focusing on minors committing 

domestic violence) 
o Dependency Drug Treatment Court 
o Juvenile Mental Health Court 

 
For more information about the San Jose Model Court please contact: 

 Elizabeth Whitney Barnes, J.D., Model Court Liaison 
 Permanency Planning for Children Department 

 National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
 (775) 784-7524 

 ebarnes@ncjfcj.org 
 

 

Model Court Goals for 2004: 
 Upgrade the quality and quantity of visitation in the dependency system 
 Encourage and support parents’ reunification efforts through development of new programs 

and expansion of current programs 
 Convert all minute orders into electronic format  



 

P.O. Box 8970 
Reno, Nevada 89557 

www.ncjfcj.org 


