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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Texas Court Appointed Special Advocates for Children (Texas CASA) contracted with Dr. Cynthia
Osborne and the Child and Family Research Partnership (CFRP) at the Lyndon B. Johnson School
of Public Affairs at The University of Texas at Austin to design a comprehensive study to evaluate
the effectiveness of the CASA services provided in Texas. CASA is a national network of nonprofit
organizations providing trained volunteer advocates to represent the interests of children who
enter the custody of the child welfare system.

Existing research on the effectiveness of CASA is scant and does not provide strong empirical
evidence on whether CASA services are associated with improved safety, permanency, and
wellbeing outcomes among the children served by CASA volunteers. To address this gap in
research, and to inform CASA’s program and service improvement efforts at the state and local
levels, CFRP designed a four-phase evaluation project called the Child Outcomes and Volunteer
Effectiveness (COVE) study. The broad goals of the COVE evaluation were to determine the
extent to which CASA services improve the permanency, safety, and wellbeing outcomes of
children in the custody of the state, and to identify the factors that enhance or limit the
effective implementation of CASA services. Each of the four COVE studies builds on and
supports the other parts of the evaluation, but each study stands alone as a separate project
with distinct research aims.!

In the fourth and final study, the Implementation study, highlighted here in the final COVE report,
CFRP relied on rich qualitative data to understand better the influence CASAs have on children,
and to identify the factors that both enhance and limit the implementation of CASA services in
Texas. This report weaves together the findings from the Child Outcomes study and the
Volunteer Effectiveness study with the perspectives of three key parties essential to CASA in
Texas: the CASA volunteers, CASA leadership, and the child welfare judges who appoint CASAs to
children. The report is organized around three important research questions:

1. What do CASA volunteers do when they are appointed to a case?
2. What influence do CASA volunteers have on case outcomes?
3. What are the challenges of being a CASA?

The findings from the Implementation study provide important context to help explain why the
findings from both the Child Outcomes and Volunteer Effectiveness studies, though consistent
with the prior research, provided only mixed evidence of effectiveness on outcomes. Analysis of
the qualitative data revealed that, in general, CASAs described their unique role as being able to
build a relationship with the child on the case, which drives their focus areas and how they spend
their time on a case. Overall CASAs focused their efforts on the immediate demands of the case
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and the child. As such, CASAs also reported spending the most amount of time communicating or
meeting with other professionals on the case and assessing the child’s needs. In contrast, CASAs
reported being less focused on long-term child outcomes.

There is considerable misalignment between CASA volunteers’ perception of how they make a
difference on a case and how CASA leadership purports that volunteers influence a case. CASA
volunteers reported only limited influence on children’s outcomes while in care, with the
exception of education and preparation for independent living outcomes, and even more
limited influence on final case outcomes. Instead, volunteers described at length being a
consistent source of support for children as their primary value to the case. Volunteers often
wished they had greater influence on final outcomes, but pointed to numerous challenges that
made it difficult to influence final outcomes.

CASA volunteers identified difficulty communicating with parents and Child Protective Services,
as well as a lack of resources to address children’s needs, children being placed significant
distances from their jurisdiction of removal, and the complexity of the legal system as barriers
to their ability to serve and influence a case. Overall, the challenges that CASAs reported
highlight the fact that volunteers perform their role within a system that is large, complex, and
also strained, but which is nonetheless tasked with making very difficult decisions. The
challenges that the CASAs discussed on the Volunteer Effectiveness survey help to illustrate
why CASAs report only limited influence on the outcomes of the cases they served, and not the
robust influence described in the COVE logic model.

The findings from the COVE evaluation study indicate that a shift may be in order regarding
how Texas CASA and CASA programs conceive of the role of CASA volunteers. According to the
logic model developed as part of the evaluation, CASA leadership’s goal is for volunteers to
influence case outcomes such that children have fewer placements during substitute care,
spend less time in substitute care, reunify with their family of removal, and do not re-enter
substitute care. CASA leadership undoubtedly values the important effect that volunteers’
consistency and stability may have on child wellbeing while in care, but such an effect was not
conceptualized as an “outcome” at the beginning of the study and is difficult to quantify and
measure. Overall, findings from the Child Outcomes, Volunteer Effectiveness, and
Implementation studies all suggest that the effect of CASA on child and case outcomes is not as
straightforward as the logic model suggests.
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INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

Texas Court Appointed Special Advocates for Children (Texas CASA) contracted with Dr. Cynthia
Osborne and the Child and Family Research Partnership (CFRP) at the Lyndon B. Johnson School
of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin to design a comprehensive study to evaluate
the effectiveness of the Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) services provided in Texas.
The National CASA Association is a network of nonprofit organizations across the country
providing trained volunteer advocates to represent the interests of children in substitute care,
and Texas CASA is the state-level organization supporting the independent local CASA programs
operating throughout Texas.

This report is the fourth and final report in the multi-study Child Outcomes and Volunteer
Effectiveness (COVE) evaluation. CFRP designed the evaluation to determine the extent to which
CASA volunteer advocates (CASAs) improve the safety, permanency, and wellbeing of children in
substitute care, and to identify the factors that enhance or limit the effective implementation of
CASA services. The COVE evaluation included four separate, but related, studies to assess the
effectiveness of CASA services statewide. Each study enhances and supports the other pieces of
the COVE evaluation, but each stands alone as a separate project with distinct research aims.?

Developing the Logic Model

Relatively little has been written about the underlying theory of change that connects the
activities of CASA volunteers to the case and child outcomes that CASAs aim to improve through
their advocacy. The lack of knowledge may be, in part, attributable to the fact that CASA is a
broadly-defined intervention that can take many forms. For example, different “models” of CASA
advocacy are used in different jurisdictions across the U.S. and within Texas. In some localities,
CASA volunteer advocates act in an official legal capacity as a Guardian ad Litem (GAL), an entity
with legal standing to represent the child’s interests in court hearings. In other areas, CASA
volunteer advocates act in an independent third-party capacity as a “friend of the court,” advising
the judge of their assessments of the child’s needs and interests. As of January 2015, in 189 of the
207 Texas counties served by CASA, CASA volunteer advocates served as GAL, and in the
remaining 18 counties CASA volunteer advocates served as a “friend of the court.”

In addition to different models of CASA representation across Texas, there is also variation in the
activities CASA volunteers undertake in their work to improve children’s outcomes. Each local
CASA affiliate program within Texas is an independently operated non-profit organization, and
correspondingly, each program has a unique combination of attributes (such as staffing,
structure, leadership, and model of representation), and may hold slightly different perspectives
on the primary goals and actions of volunteer advocates. Further, each child welfare case
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represents a unique combination of child and family circumstances that warrant different
advocacy approaches and priorities to match services to needs. In other words, there is not a
standardized set of actions that evenly applies to all cases involving a CASA volunteer advocate.
Although there are broad national guidelines that represent minimum standards for a CASA’s
activities (for example, engaging in fact-finding about the case, building and maintaining a
relationship with the child through regular contact, assessing the child to identify his or her
needs, advocating for the child’s interests, and attending court hearings), there is latitude for
local agencies to adapt their services according to local needs and preferences, as well as the
unique circumstances of each child’s case.?

Despite the variation in how CASA volunteers represent children in substitute care, it is important
to define CASA’s contributions to child welfare cases and to identify a theory of change that
connects the activities of CASA volunteer advocates to the outcomes of the children they serve.
During the planning stages of the COVE evaluation, the CFRP research team engaged in extensive
collaboration with representatives from Texas CASA and from a group of local CASA affiliate
programs throughout the state, collectively referred to as the COVE Coalition, to identify how
CASA volunteer advocates in Texas may exert a positive influence on the outcomes of the
children they represent. CFRP conducted in-depth interviews with local CASA directors across the
state and Texas CASA administrators, and surveyed CASA volunteer advocates and executive
directors around the state, to gather information to inform the collaborative development of a
logic model linking the activities of CASA volunteer advocates with the desired outcome
improvements that CASAs target through their advocacy.

A wide range of perspectives on the vision and mission of CASA emerged from developing the
logic model, but all pointed to a central theme: improving the lives of children in the child welfare
system by ensuring they have a safe, stable, and permanent home. Some programs discussed a
broader goal of ensuring that every child in the Texas child welfare system who needs a CASA
volunteer advocate gets one. Others talked about more specific goals focused on how volunteer
advocates serve children including ensuring children are safe while in care; advocating for
children’s best interest in court; making sure children receive services needed while in care; being
a constant form of support; and helping children find a safe and loving permanent home as
quickly as possible.

The Texas CASA COVE logic model identifies the inputs, activities, and outputs of CASA volunteer
advocates, and reflects the consensus of the COVE Coalition (Appendix A). In the COVE logic
model, inputs (the resources that a program invests in service delivery) include recruitment,
volunteer advocate training and supervision, funding, and quality review processes. The list of
activities in the logic model highlights the activities that CASAs reported are the most important
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for achieving the positive outcomes that they target through their work with children and
families. These activities include advocacy; ensuring the optimal communication and sharing of
information between all involved parties; building a relationship with the child and other family
members to facilitate the assessment of needs and strengths; connecting children and family
members with appropriate services; searching for relatives to serve as potential placement
resources or emotional support systems; promoting visitation between the child and other
important family members; making recommendations to judges during court hearings; and being
a stable, trusted adult presence in the child’s life. Each case is different, with unique challenges
and circumstances, and therefore, not all activities apply to every case to which a CASA is
appointed. However, the activities in the logic model reflect the actions that CASA stakeholders in
Texas agreed are generally common to their advocacy work.

When asked to reflect on why CASA matters for children to identify the specific outcomes for the
logic model, different perspectives emerged across stakeholders in the COVE Coalition.
Conversations with CASA volunteers and other stakeholders who worked closely with volunteers
(the “on-the-ground” perspective) focused entirely on children’s sense of normalcy during care
and the volunteer being a source of stability and consistency for the child. In contrast,
conversations with CASA leadership, particularly leadership who worked closely with funders and
the legislature, recognized the importance of children’s sense of normalcy and wellbeing during
care, but prioritized and emphasized the long-term case outcomes (e.g., shorter length of time
spent in substitute care; fewer re-entries into substitute care) and the associated cost-savings of
breaking the cycle of child abuse and neglect.

The first version of the logic model (Appendix A) included both the “on-the-ground” and the
“long-term” perspectives on outcomes. Early in the COVE evaluation, however, the outcomes in
the logic model were culled to include only the outcomes that could be measured using readily
available administrative data. In addition to final case outcomes and longer-term outcomes, these
measurable outcomes also include “while in care” outcomes (e.g. child’s health needs are met,
child receives services, child is safe) but do not include normalcy or stability as outcomes. Thus,
the outcomes in the revised logic model primarily reflect the “long-term” perspective and omit
the “on-the-ground” perspective (Appendix B), largely because we were unable to measure
outcomes such as consistency and stability using administrative data.

The Four Studies
SELECTION BIAS

The CASA program is highly regarded by judges and other child welfare professionals,* but efforts
to establish whether CASA is an evidence-based practice for improving child welfare outcomes
have been inconclusive, largely due to a phenomenon called selection bias, which impairs the
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ability of researchers to isolate the effect of the CASA intervention on child and case outcomes. If
certain children or cases are systematically more likely to receive a CASA volunteer advocate
(selection bias), then it is not possible to determine whether any differences in children’s
outcomes are due to pre-existing differences or due to the CASA intervention, without accounting
for the systematic differences.

In the first study of the COVE evaluation, the Selection Bias study, CFRP examined a large
statewide sample of more than 32,000 children who entered substitute care over a two-year
period and carefully identified numerous child-, family-, and case-level characteristics that are
associated with the appointment of a CASA volunteer advocate. Importantly, only characteristics
that were present prior to or near the time of the CASA appointment were examined to ensure
that we did not inadvertently capture factors that may have been the result of CASA advocacy
efforts after the volunteer advocate started working on the case.

The findings from the Selection Bias study confirmed most CASA volunteer advocates’ perception,
which is that CASAs tend to be appointed to cases representing more serious or complicated
circumstances among children in substitute care in Texas. The Selection Bias study laid the
groundwork for the second study, the Child Outcomes study by identifying the pre-existing
differences between children who get a CASA and children who do not.

CHILD OUTCOMES

Prior research on CASA’s effectiveness is limited and has not provided strong empirical evidence
on whether CASA services are associated with improved safety, permanency, and wellbeing
among the children they serve. Results from previous studies are inconclusive, or even
contradictory, in their findings related to whether CASA improves child welfare outcomes. The
equivocal nature of prior findings on CASA’s effectiveness are likely related to limitations in the
design and execution of past studies. In the Child Outcomes study, we improved upon the quality
and rigor of prior research by accounting for the factors identified in the Selection Bias study,
allowing for stronger inferences about the effectiveness of CASA for children’s outcomes.

In the Child Outcomes study, relying on administrative data, CFRP compared the case outcomes
of children who were appointed a CASA volunteer advocate with children who were not.
Statistical procedures accounted for the differences (identified in the Selection Bias study)
between the two groups. CFRP examined a series of outcomes at three points in the lifespan of a
case: while the child is in substitute care, at the time the child exits substitute care, and after the
child exits substitute care and enters a permanent placement.

Consistent with prior research on CASA, the Child Outcomes study findings were mixed and
inconclusive.®7:8910,1112,13 The gutcomes examined in the Child Outcomes study were limited to
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those available in the state’s administrative database, which is insufficient for measuring the full
effect of CASA volunteers on the children they serve. According to the CASA logic model, CASAs
act as social supports, sources of consistency and normalcy, and advocates for children’s medical
and educational needs, none of which are reflected in the administrative data. The third study in
the COVE evaluation, the Volunteer Effectiveness study, provided more nuance about the
intermediate outcomes that volunteers report they influence, volunteer characteristics, the
activities volunteers do, and how the latter are associated with children’s outcomes.

The “intent-to-treat” analysis used in the Child Outcomes study was an additional limitation
addressed in the Volunteer Effectiveness study. An intent-to-treat analysis examines the effect of
an intervention on everyone in the population who was designated to receive the intervention,
whether or not they received all of the treatment as intended. In contrast, a “treatment-on-the-
treated” analysis examines the effect of an intervention solely on members of the population
who received some minimum dosage of the intervention. To conduct the Child Outcomes study,
CFRP requested rosters from the local CASA programs and matched the children on those rosters
to data from the DFPS IMPACT system. The rosters that CFRP received listed the children who
judges had appointed to receive a CASA. However, some children on the rosters may have been
appointed a CASA late in the case, some children may have been served by CASA staff rather than
volunteers, and some children may never have been served at all.

These “real world,” as opposed to “experimental,” conditions require an intent-to-treat analysis;
however, one of the limitations of this approach is the lack of information about the quality or
guantity of the CASA services provided to each child. For example, it is possible that if the Child
Outcomes study had been restricted to children who received a CASA at the time they were
removed and been served by that same CASA for the duration of their case, and with the most
intensive, high-quality version of CASA services we may have observed larger differences in
outcomes between the CASA and no-CASA groups. Though we still lack information in the
Volunteer Effectiveness study about the intensity or quality of CASA services, the Volunteer
Effectiveness sample was limited to CASA volunteers who served the majority of the case they
were appointed. Additionally, CASA staff members were excluded from the study (there was no
way to differentiate children who had been served by a CASA volunteer or CASA staff member in
the Child Outcomes study). A set of post-hoc analyses examined the children in the Volunteer
Effectiveness sample who were served by CASA staff with the children served by CASA volunteers
and found no evidence of systematic differences between the two groups.

VOLUNTEER EFFECTIVENESS

The Volunteer Effectiveness study consisted of over 500 case-study style surveys completed by
CASA volunteer advocates about a child they served during fiscal years 2013 and 2014. Data from
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the Volunteer Effectiveness survey provided CFRP with detailed information about volunteer
attributes and activities that are unavailable in IMPACT. In the Volunteer Effectiveness study, we
found that the activities that CASA volunteers do (e.g., engaging children, kin, and parents; case
coordination and monitoring; providing recommendations to the court; etc.) rather than
characteristics of the CASAs themselves (e.g., demographic characteristics; personality; attitudes;
etc.) were significantly associated with children’s outcomes.

Importantly, however, the findings also indicated that no single activity or set of activities was
consistently associated with better outcomes. Overall, volunteers spent the most time on child
engagement and case coordination activities. In comparison, volunteers spent less time overall on
parent engagement and kin engagement activities. When volunteers reported having spent time
engaging parents or kin, it was most often associated with reunification or kin placement
outcomes, indicating that parents or kin were available or present to be engaged with, and that
when those outcomes were probable, the volunteer spent more time interfacing with parents or
kin. Together, these findings demonstrate that what CASA volunteers do on a case matters more
than the personal characteristics and attributes they bring to a case, and that CASA volunteers
are responsive to the needs of individual cases and adapt their activities based on the
circumstances of the case to ensure the wellbeing of the child.

IMPLEMENTATION

The scope of the Volunteer Effectiveness study, although more nuanced, was limited to the
association between volunteer activities and both child and case outcomes. In the fourth and final
study, CFRP relied on rich qualitative data to understand better the influence CASAs have on
children, and to identify the factors that both enhance and limit the implementation of CASA
services in Texas. The findings from the Implementation study provide important context to help
explain why the findings from both the Child Outcomes and Volunteer Effectiveness studies, though
consistent with the prior research, provided only mixed evidence of effectiveness on outcomes.

The Present Report

This report weaves together the learnings from the Child Outcomes and the Volunteer
Effectiveness studies with the perspectives of three key parties essential to CASA in Texas: the
CASA volunteers, CASA leadership, and the child welfare judges who appoint CASAs to children.
The report is organized around three research questions:

1. What do CASA volunteers do when they are appointed to a case?
2. What influence do CASA volunteers have on case outcomes?
3. What are the challenges of being a CASA?
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The Child Outcomes and Volunteer Effectiveness studies addressed, in part, the first two research
guestions; the Implementation study addresses all three questions. The findings from each of the
three research questions inform a final section in the present report, which explores how the goals
of CASA might be better aligned with the reality of serving children in the child welfare system.
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DATA SOURCES AND ANALYTIC METHOD

Data Sources

The final report relies on data from four sources—administrative data from the Information
Management Protecting Adults and Children in Texas (IMPACT) database at Texas DFPS, CASA
records, the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, and interviews with child welfare judges.

INFORMATION MANAGEMENT PROTECTING ADULTS AND CHILDREN IN TEXAS (IMPACT)

Child Protective Services (CPS) caseworkers collect and record demographic and case
information on every child welfare case opened in Texas in the Information Management
Protecting Adults and Children in Texas (IMPACT) database. Texas CASA and CFRP collaborated
with the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services (DFPS, the parent agency of CPS) to
securely access the data records of all CPS cases for children who entered substitute care
between September 1, 2012, and August 31, 2014, with follow-up data extending through July
2017.2 CFRP analyzed IMPACT data on case characteristics and children’s outcomes for the
Selection Bias, Child Outcomes, and Volunteer Effectiveness studies.

CASA PROGRAM AFFILIATE CASE MANAGEMENT DATA

CPS case records in IMPACT do not consistently record which children in state care receive CASA
representation. For the COVE evaluation, Texas CASA requested that each local CASA program
affiliate provide a roster of all children they were appointed to represent during the study
timeframe (September 2012 through August 2014). In response to this request, 68 of 71 local
CASA programs securely provided rosters containing the names, dates of birth, and court case
numbers of each child they were appointed to serve during the study period. Two programs
declined to supply a roster and one program provided a roster that was of insufficient quality to
use in the study. However, these programs represented counties with relatively small numbers
of children in care. CFRP matched the children identified in the 68 usable CASA program rosters
to their case information in the IMPACT database to create the data set for the evaluation.? The
final analytic data set contained all IMPACT case record data and also an indicator of which
children in substitute care during the study window were appointed a CASA volunteer advocate.

@ Data through June 30, 2017, were considered complete; however, some data were available through mid-July,
2017. We used final case outcome data from after June 30, where available, but all other data were limited to June
30, 2017.

b See Appendix B of the Selection Bias study submitted on March 20, 2017 for detailed information about the
programs and counties that were included in the COVE evaluation.
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VOLUNTEER EFFECTIVENESS SURVEY

To gather information about the activities and characteristics of CASA volunteer advocates from
across the state, CFRP designed a survey to collect data for the Volunteer Effectiveness study. The
survey asked volunteer advocates who were selected to participate in the study (through a
process outlined in the final Volunteer Effectiveness report) about their activities and experiences
as a CASA for a specific pre-selected child in a specific pre-selected case (information on how these
cases were selected is also detailed in the next section). The primary domains of interest included
in the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, along with examples of survey items, are described in Table
1. The complete survey instrument with responses is included as an appendix in the final
Volunteer Effectiveness report.

Table 1: Volunteer Effectiveness Survey Domains with Sample Items

DOMAIN SAMPLE SURVEY ITEMS

Primary areas of focus e Being a consistent source of emotional and social support for the child
as a CASA e Finding a safe and stable placement for the child while in care

Activities related to e Spending face-to-face time with the child on social or relationship-building

assessing the child’s
needs while in care

activities

e Reviewing documents and records in order to understand all relevant case

information
Activities related to e Referring the child to appropriate services or resources based on
advocating for the assessment of needs
child’s interests e Monitoring the implementation of service plans and court orders
Activities related to e Arranging and/or coordinating visitation between the child and his or her
developing the child’s parent(s), siblings, or other relatives
support network e Identifying or locating relatives or others to serve as placement options
Actual and CASA-

e Was the permanency outcome of this case the same outcome that you

recommended ]

recommended as the child’s CASA volunteer advocate?
permanency

e What permanency outcome did you recommend?
outcome/plan

Extent to which the
child’s physical, mental,
and behavioral health
needs were met while

e Child received needed health services, such as medical specialist visits or
dental care
e Child received needed mental health services, such as therapy or

3 counseling

In care

Extent to which the e Child participated in recreational or extracurricular activities such as sports,
child’s wellbeing needs arts, or clubs

were met while in care e Child had positive peer relationships
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DOMAIN SAMPLE SURVEY ITEMS

Extent to which the

child’s educational e Child was enrolled in the most appropriate school setting while in care
needs were met while e Child attained adequate grades to stay on grade-level for his or her age
in care

Extent to which the

child’s placement needs
were met while in care

e Child was safe and free from maltreatment while in care
e  Child experienced a minimal number of unnecessary placement moves

Extent to which the

child’s permanency e Case professionals understood the child’s needs and desires
needs were met while e The judge had all pertinent information to make a permanency decision
in care

Extent to which the
child was prepared for
independent living (for
older youth only)

e Financial literacy, such as obtaining a bank account or using a budget
e Obtaining vital records, such as a birth certificate, social security cards, or

medical records

e Did you make any recommendations to the judge that were contrary to

Recommendations those recommended by CPS?
made to the court e Did the judge order any of the recommendations you made that were
contrary to the recommendations of CPS?
Challenges or barriers e Communication with CPS workers or supervisors involved in the case
to effective advocacy e Policies/procedures of the legal system
e My CASA pre-service training adequately prepared me to perform the tasks
Training and support of a CASA volunteer advocate
from CASA program e My CASA supervisor provided me with the emotional support | needed to

be an effective CASA

INTERVIEWS WITH CHILD WELFARE JUDGES

CFRP conducted semi-structured interviews with nine child welfare judges across Texas to
further support the qualitative data obtained from CASA volunteers in the Volunteer
Effectiveness survey. Texas CASA provided CFRP with a list of judges who represented a diverse
cross-section of Texas regions and who had varying relationships with their local CASA programs.
Texas CASA contacted 14 judges about whether they would be willing to participate in a phone
interview, and CFRP was able to arrange and conduct interviews with nine of the 14 judges.
Between June 23, 2017 and July 21, 2017 CFRP conducted a 30-minute telephone interview with
each judge. During the interviews, CFRP asked about how and when judges choose to appoint
CASA to a case, the value judges believe CASA contributes to a case, the extent to which having a
CASA supports judges’ ability to do their job, and judges’ relationships with their local CASA
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program (see Appendix C for complete interview guide). Researchers summarized findings from
the interviews and included quotes directly from judges to inform analysis in the current study.

Analytic Method

Information collected through open-ended responses in the Volunteer Effectiveness survey was
coded using MAXQDA software. Researchers coded the data through an iterative process,
conducting thematic analyses. Examples of the coding themes, categories, and sub-categories are
presented in Table 2. The information is coded first for large themes (e.g., does the information
relate to CASAs influence on children’s unique needs and outcomes etc.) and second for more
specific themes (e.g., how do volunteers feel they make a difference on a case?). The themes
were divided according to the overarching research questions in the current study. Researchers
summarized findings and included direct quotes from the coded data in the written analysis.

Table 2: Thematic Coding for Volunteer Effectiveness Survey Open-Ended Responses

THEME CATEGORIES AND SUB-CATEGORIES

e Assessing the child’s needs: visit child at home; visit child at school; assess medical
needs; assess educational/social needs; develop trusting relationship with child;
develop relationship with caregiver; research child and family history; communicate
with parents; communicate with caregivers

e Advocating for the child’s best interest: request services; update system actors and

Activities agencies; research placement options; advocate for medical needs; advocate for

educational/social needs; communicate with therapist; communicate with medical

providers; communicate with educators; communicate with CPS caseworker;
communicate with attorneys

CODING

o Developing child’s support network: research and contact relatives; research kin
placements; support caregivers

¢ Difference made on child’s wellbeing while in care: request services; being a
constant in child’s life; build trust relationships; provide support for child; conduct
more face-to-face visits; bridge communication gaps

Influence .

e Difference made on case outcome: advocate safe placement; support parents
toward reunification; support caregiver; research kin placements; voice for child in
court; no difference made

e Communication: CPS caseworkers; parents; attorneys

e Time commitment: distance traveled for visits

Challenges

Intricacies of legal system: legal procedures; access to caseworker records
e Limited resources
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WHO ARE THE TEXAS CASA VOLUNTEER ADVOCATES?

Below is a descriptive portrait of the 529 CASA volunteers who provided detailed information on
the Volunteer Effectiveness survey about how they spent their time on a case, their perceived
influence on child and case outcomes, and the challenges of being a CASA. Comparisons of our
sample of volunteers to the statewide population of CASA volunteers are included where possible.

CASA Volunteer Characteristics
VOLUNTEER AGE AND GENDER

On average, CASA volunteers were female and 59 years old. As shown in Figure 1, 84.9 percent
of volunteers were 45 or older, compared to 15.1 percent under the age of 45. According to
data that Texas CASA collected from all volunteers in fiscal year 2014, 18 percent of volunteers
statewide were between the ages of 40 and 49, and 52 percent were 50 or older.'* Prior
studies of CASA volunteers found that 47 to 64 percent of volunteers were over the age of 50,
suggesting that the volunteers participating in the Volunteer Effectiveness study were older on
average than prior studies.'>1®17 |n addition, approximately 85 percent of volunteers in the
Volunteer Effectiveness sample identified as female (not shown). This is comparable to the 75
to 91 percent female samples in prior studies, and the 83 percent female volunteers reported
by Texas CASA. 1819.20

Figure 1. CASA Volunteer Age

24 to 44,
14.5%

45 to 64,
44.3%

Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=512.
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VOLUNTEER RACE/ETHNICITY

Among the CASA volunteers included in the analytic sample, 86.0 percent identified as white,
9.7 percent identified as Hispanic, and 4.3 percent identified as African-American (Figure 2).
Compared to the volunteer population at the statewide level, white volunteers were
overrepresented, and Hispanic and African-American volunteers were underrepresented in the
Volunteer Effectiveness analytic sample. According to Texas CASA volunteer data, in fiscal year
2014, 75 percent of volunteers were white, 13 percent were Hispanic, and eight percent were
African-American.?! In prior studies, the proportion of white volunteers has ranged from 84 to
94 percent,?%23:24,25

The sampling process for the Volunteer Effectiveness survey attempted to include volunteers
from as many CASA programs as possible, while also minimizing the administrative burden on
any individual program. As such, the analytic sample includes a few volunteers each from many
smaller, rural programs and 20 to 30 volunteers each from larger, urban programs. Despite our
attempts to sample more volunteers from urban programs, the proportion of rural to urban
volunteers in the Volunteer Effectiveness sample did not reflect the true proportion of rural
and urban volunteers in the state. This under-sampling of urban programs likely drove the
underrepresentation of African-American and Hispanic CASA volunteers in the analytic sample.

Figure 2. CASA Volunteer Race/Ethnicity

Hispanic,
9.7% _\

~

African-
American,
4.3%

Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=515.
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VOLUNTEER EDUCATION LEVEL

CASA volunteers who responded to the Volunteer Effectiveness survey were highly educated.
Two-thirds of respondents had a bachelor’s degree or higher, and almost all of the remaining
one-third attended some college or received an associate’s degree (Figure 3). With regard to
education, the Volunteer Effectiveness sample was similar to prior samples of CASA volunteers.
In past studies, between 58 and 71 percent of volunteers had a bachelor’s degree or higher.25%’
For comparison, the U.S. Census Bureau reports that between 2012 and 2016, just 28 percent
of Texans over the age of 25 had a bachelor’s degree or higher.?8

Figure 3. CASA Volunteer Education Level
4.7%

m High school or less
m Some college or associate's degree
m Bachelor's degree

m Master's degree or higher

Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=527.

VOLUNTEER EMPLOYMENT STATUS

Consistent with 40.6 percent of CASA volunteers in the Volunteer Effectiveness study being age
65 or older, 47.7 percent of CASA volunteers reported they were retired (Figure 4). However,
29.8 percent of volunteers were employed full-time, and another 13.7 percent were employed
part-time. The remaining 8.7 percent of volunteers were not employed, but it is unknown
whether they were seeking work or chose to remain outside the labor market. The Volunteer
Effectiveness sample differed from prior samples of CASA volunteers. In three prior studies that
reported employment status, 51 percent of volunteers were employed part-time or less. 2%30:31
In contrast, among the Volunteer Effectiveness sample, 70 percent of volunteers were
employed part-time or less.
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Figure 4. CASA Volunteer Employment Status

Not Retired,

employed,\ 47.7%
8.7%

Employed
Employed - full-time,

Pa;;'t;:/“e' 29.8%
. (]

Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=526.

VOLUNTEER TENURE AND EXPERIENCE

The Volunteer Effectiveness survey asked respondents how long they had been a CASA
volunteer. The majority of respondents (60.2%) reported CASA tenure of over three years, and
88.8 percent of respondents reported tenure over two years (Figure 5). Volunteers responded
to the Volunteer Effectiveness survey in early 2017 about cases they began serving between
September 2012 and August 2014. Volunteers were not required to be an active CASA in 2017
to be eligible for the survey; however, it is possible that survey respondents had longer average
tenure than the overall population of CASA volunteers.

Figure 5. CASA Volunteer Tenure

1.3%

m Less than 1 year

= More than 1 year and fewer
than 2 years

® More than 2 years and fewer
than 3 years

m More than 3 years

Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=528.

COVE: Final Report June 28, 2018




childandfamilyresearch.utexas.edu

In the analytic sample, 43.8 percent of CASA volunteers reported currently or previously being
employed in a human services occupation (not shown). Such occupations included teachers,
social workers, and other social service positions.

Summary

On average, the 529 CASA volunteers who responded to the Volunteer Effectiveness survey
were older, white, educated females. Limited information was available about CASA volunteers,
but where possible, we compared the Volunteer Effectiveness sample of CASA volunteers to
volunteer information from Texas CASA and to samples from prior studies. We found that,
compared to volunteer information collected by Texas CASA, the Volunteer Effectiveness
sample was older and more white. The Volunteer Effectiveness sample was also older on
average than volunteer samples from prior studies, although not different in race/ethnicity
than volunteer samples from prior studies. The Volunteer Effectiveness sample was similarly
educated as Texas CASA’s data and samples from prior studies. CFRP was unable to examine
any response rate bias with regard to volunteer characteristics because we did not have any
demographic information on volunteers who were sampled for the Volunteer Effectiveness
study, but did not respond to the Volunteer Effectiveness survey.
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WHAT DO CASA VOLUNTEERS DO?

Children in the custody of the state face a variety of challenges and have experienced some
form of maltreatment or other adverse experience prior to their entry into care. CASA
volunteer advocates serve as a voice for these children in court, with the goal of promoting
better outcomes for children during and after their time in care. Once assigned to represent a
child, CASA volunteer advocates act as “the eyes and ears” of the judge, bringing independent
information and recommendations to the court that reflect the best interests of the child. CASA
volunteer advocates also seek to be a trusted adult and consistent source of support for the
children they serve.

One of the primary aims of the Volunteer Effectiveness study within the COVE evaluation was
to fill a gap left by the limited prior research on what specifically CASAs do in their work as
volunteer advocates and whether and how that work is related to children’s outcomes. In
addition to the quantitative data collected from the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, CASA
volunteers provided extensive qualitative data about how they attempt to influence child
wellbeing, and the extent to which they perceive that they influence the outcomes of the
children they serve. First, this section highlights the perspective of the volunteers, in their own
words, on how CASAs spend their time while on a case. Second, we discuss the alignment
between the volunteers’ perspectives and how CASA leadership intends for volunteers to spend
their time based on the logic model, and finally, we provide the perspective of the child welfare
judges who appoint CASAs to children who are in the protective custody of the state.

According to the Volunteers:

On the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, volunteers reflected on their unique role or purpose as a
CASA, and provided information about their primary focus areas and how they spent their time
on a specific, pre-determined case they had served. Volunteers largely viewed their unique role
as being able to leverage the relationship they built with the child to assess the child’s needs
and advocate for them. Volunteers reported focusing primarily on case coordination and
monitoring, and ensuring the child’s safety, which aligned relatively well with volunteers’
reports of how they spent their time.

UNIQUE ROLE AND PURPOSE

When asked to describe the unique role or purpose of a CASA volunteer advocate within the
child welfare system, and specifically, how their role differs from the roles of paid child welfare
professionals such as CPS caseworkers or attorneys, volunteers highlighted how they prioritize
building a strong relationship with the child and being a consistent source of support. One
volunteer noted, “We are able to bond with them and get to know them. We gain their trust.”
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Another volunteer elaborated, “I made a difference because | showed [CHILD] that | was a safe
person. | allowed myself to get to his level with play and did not push him. | listened to him when
he was ready to talk, | was silly with him, and he felt like he was my top priority when | was with
him. I believe without my advocacy this case may have ended differently because not only did |
support [CHILD] throughout this case | supported his biological mother. Because of my support to
her we were able to gain a tremendous amount of information that assisted with the outcome of
this case.”

Volunteers discussed at length how their strong relationship with the child enabled them to be
better advocates for the child compared to CPS. One volunteer reflected, “Unlike the attorneys
and caseworkers, | was able to focus on this one case and devote enough time to gain [CHILD’S]
trust so that she could/would tell me her needs that were not obvious. No one but me knew the
stress going on in the first placement [CHILD] and her sister were in because they were afraid to
tell anyone else for fear they'd be moved to a foster home where they didn't know the parents
and outside of their school district.” Another volunteer recounted, “We also have the time to be
an emotional support throughout the case for the children as they are moved through the
system and CPS workers get changed out through the case.”

Although CASAs defined their unique role, broadly, as being able to establish a close relationship
with the child, which informed their advocacy, when asked about their top focus areas on a
specific case, being a consistent source of emotional and social support for the child was one of
the three top focus areas for only one-third of volunteers (Figure 6). Further, fewer than 12
percent of volunteers included being a consistent source of support as their primary focus.
Instead, more than half of volunteers (54.8%) reported one of their top three focus areas was
“monitoring case progress and making recommendations,” though only 10.8 percent of
volunteers said that it was their number one focus. Additionally, just over half of volunteers
(51.0%) reported that “ensuring the child’s safety and wellbeing while in care” was one of their
top three priorities on a case, and nearly one-third of volunteers reported that it was their
number one focus.

Volunteers may view their primary purpose as building a close relationship with the child, but
are trained that their focus on the case should be about ensuring the child’s safety and
wellbeing. Importantly, developing a close relationship with the child provides volunteers with
important means for making appropriate recommendations to the court and ensuring
children’s safety and wellbeing. Notably, when asked about their focus or purpose on a case,
fewer CASAs reported being focused on long-term outcomes—less than one-third of volunteers
said “finding a permanent home for the child,” and less than 10 percent of volunteers said
“supporting the child’s educational attainment” were among their top three focus areas.
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Figure 6. Volunteers' Top Focus Areas
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Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=529.
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HOW VOLUNTEERS SPEND THEIR TIME

The Volunteer Effectiveness survey asked volunteers not only about their focus on a case, but
also asked CASA volunteers to indicate the relative amount of time they spent on various child
engagement, parent engagement, kin engagement, and case coordination activities on a
specific child’s case. The survey questions were designed to understand which activities CASA
volunteers engage in and how CASA volunteers allocate their time. Volunteers were also asked
to provide additional detail about specific examples of assessing and understanding the child’s
needs, advocating for their best interests, and developing the child’s support networks. CASAs
described spending their time doing a variety of different activities, which were largely aligned
with their reported focus areas on the case. Overall, most CASAs reported spending a significant
amount of time on case coordination activities including communicating with case professionals
and attending meetings, and assessing children’s needs.

CASE COORDINATION AND MONITORING

In line with their primary focus on monitoring case progress, volunteers spent a significant amount
of their time 1) communicating with other professionals on the case to gather case information
and to advocate for the child’s needs; and 2) attending meetings with case professionals about the
child’s case (Figure 7). One volunteer noted, “I met with [CHILD’S] school principal, counselor and
teachers, her psychologist, and her paternal grandmother on a frequent basis and reviewed all
relevant evaluations and tried my best to ensure that all parties were informed of what was
happening. | also communicated regularly with her ad-litem and parents.” Volunteers described at
length attending mediation meetings, court hearings, and CPS conferences to discuss case
progress, placement options, and to make sure the child’s needs were met. One volunteer
recalled, “I attended mediation meetings with the lawyers, assistant district attorney, and others
to give my input as to placement and visitation for [CHILD’S] best interests”

“I attended mediation and court hearings to discuss the best placement for the
four children. Mother was incarcerated for most of the time, but father was bailed
out and | supervised his weekly visits with the children. | helped the grandmother
make sure all the kids’ needs were met.” — CASA Volunteer

One volunteer in particular noted the important value CASAs add to these meetings: “/ felt the
most important action | took was to make sure [CHILD’S] attorney had all the information |
could gather about the case so he could fight for the child in court. | feel the most important job
of the advocate is to make sure you have ALL the information about the child, that no one in the
courtroom knows more about your case than you do, and to get the information to the court.”
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Figure 7. Volunteer-Reported Time Spent on Case Coordination Activities
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Source: CASA COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. Note: Analyses were run
separately for children based on age in the Volunteer Effectiveness study: Early childhood = ages 0 up to 5 years; School aged =
ages 5 up to 18 years.

ASSESSING THE CHILD’S NEEDS

Overall, volunteers reported spending much of their time (“a lot” or “quite a bit”) on child
engagement activities for both younger and older children. Child engagement activities
included assessing the needs, strengths, and best interests of the child to guide advocacy
efforts (74% of volunteers; Figure 8), which as one volunteer noted is due in part because, “the
CASA has time to focus on the children and really get to know them and their needs.” Another
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volunteer recalled, “...spending a great deal of time with the child in the beginning of the case
to understand specific needs due to a failure to thrive diagnosis and developmental delays.”
Figure 8. Volunteer-Reported Time Spent Assessing Child’'s Needs to Guide Advocacy Efforts
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Source: COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey data, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017. N=529.

CASA volunteers described at length the advantage they have over CPS caseworkers in assessing
the needs of the child while in care. One CASA said, “The CASA worker is the only person involved
in the case that has the sole purpose and interest of looking out for what's best for the child.”
CASAs also indicated that their assessments are unique compared to caseworkers because they
have more time. One volunteer said, “Since we don't have as many cases at one time, we are
better able to assess the child’s needs.” Another volunteer said, “I think a CASA can devote more
time and therefore offer a greater depth to understanding the needs of a particular child.”

“We focus on one child/family at a time. CPS caseworkers have to juggle multiple
cases and can tend to just want to get them through the system and move on to
the next. It can be difficult for them to keep all the facts in a case straight or do
the extra work to seek solutions that don't easily present themselves. | feel like
the CASA worker is a good support for the CPS caseworker by helping them to see
what they don't have time to consider.” — CASA Volunteer

Being a consistent source of support for the child(ren) requires that CASA volunteers spend
face-to-face time with the child, which according to the volunteers, is crucial for building a
more trusting, stronger relationship with the child. As some CASAs described, once trust is
established, the child feels more comfortable expressing their needs or frustrations. On the
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Volunteer Effectiveness survey, over half of CASAs (54%) reported spending a lot of time or
quite a bit of time face-to-face with the child. One CASA volunteer noted, “We take an
undivided interest in the child. Sometimes we are the only ones to truly engage with and take
the time to bond with the child, and we often are the only person who is on the case from
beginning to end--others involved may change--CASA does not.” Another volunteer commented
about how face-to-face time was essential for assessing the child’s needs, “Face-to-face visits
allowed me to assess the needs of down syndrome. The more | visited, | observed her
development. | talked to medical specialists and researched the topic online.”

The Perspective of CASA Leadership:

The Texas CASA COVE logic model outlines the volunteer activities that CASA leadership expects
are associated with positive outcomes for children (Figure 9). Overall, the volunteer activities in
the logic model are largely aligned with the activities volunteers report doing while serving on a
case. In particular, volunteers’ reports of spending their time advocating for the child, assessing
their needs, and case coordination (e.g., right information to right people at right time;
communication; documentation) all reflect activities identified in the CASA COVE logic model.

Figure 9. Activities Identified in the Texas CASA COVE Logic Model
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Importantly, however, the volunteers’ reports of their activities diverge from the logic model in
a few distinct ways. First, the findings from the Volunteer Effectiveness study indicated
considerable variety in the CASA “intervention” across cases. That is, no single activity or set of
activities was associated with positive outcomes. In part, this is because volunteer activities do
not appear to determine the trajectory of a case, rather CASA volunteers respond to the needs
and complexities of the case, and each case requires a different set of activities. The logic
model assumes activities predict the outcomes, which is counter to the findings from the
Volunteer Effectiveness study that suggest volunteers are responsive to case circumstances,
making it nearly impossible to conclude that volunteer activities determine the trajectory of a
case toward a specific outcome. Second, some of the activities in the logic model, namely acting
as a stable adult in child’s life and building relationships, are described in the next section by
volunteers not as activities, but as their greatest value-add to the case. This suggests that
volunteers view their value or influence on a case in terms of the things they do, and not in
terms of the things they may or may not be able to change (outcomes).

From the Judges’ Perspective:

The child welfare judges who participated in interviews with CFRP varied in the extent to which
they valued the input of CASA volunteers. Most agreed that CASA’s activities were beneficial in
part because compared to caseworkers, CASAs have more time and freedom, and have lower
caseloads, providing more time for face-to-face assessments and for collecting information. One
judge elaborated, “For me the most important thing is that there’s a piece of information | need to
get from CASA that | might not get from anybody else. If they’re [CASA] not there, you’re missing a
part of the equation. CASA provides a perspective that | wouldn’t get otherwise.”

Judges especially valued the frequent contact CASAs have with children, and often the child’s
parents as well. For example, one judge said, “CASAs have so much more contact with the children,
and often with the parents. If we’re trying to reunify, CASAs will supervise visits or inspect the
house. The traditional role is advocating for kids. Another area is educational issues, CASA makes
child specific recommendations that the caseworker is too bogged down for.” When it comes to
decision-making, judges are appreciative of CASAs’ detailed, informational case monitoring
reports. Judges described that CASAs’ reports provide them with a fuller picture of the child’s
situation, needs, and environment. One judge described CASA’s value as follows, “CASAs have
more interaction with the kids. We rely on a CASA’s report when it comes to the well-being of the
child because | know they’ve kept up with their education — | know they’ve kept up with their
medication.” Other judges reported that CASA’s activities help boost the child’s confidence and
ease their emotional trauma while in care. From the judges’ perspective, CASA’s activities,
compared to CPS caseworkers, are unique and influential for a child’s wellbeing while in care.
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Summary

In general, CASAs described their unique role as being able to build a relationship with the child
on the case, which drives their focus areas and how they spend their time on a case. Overall
CASAs focused their efforts on the immediate demands of the case and the child. As such, CASAs
also reported spending the most amount of time communicating or meeting with the other
professionals on the case and assessing the child’s needs. In contrast, CASAs reported being less
focused on long-term outcomes.

There is relative alignment between what CASA leadership has identified CASAs should be doing on
a case and what CASAs are actually doing. CASA volunteers spend the majority of their time on case
activities to influence the child’s wellbeing while in care. Although the outcomes of case activities
are difficult to measure, volunteers expressed that their role, compared to CPS caseworkers, is
more impactful for the child’s experience while in care. Judges echo volunteer sentiments, and
most believe that CASAs are valuable because they paint a more complete picture of the case, work
to minimize the child’s trauma while in care, and act as the eyes and ears of the court.
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WHAT INFLUENCE DO CASA VOLUNTEERS HAVE ON OUTCOMES?

Existing research on the effectiveness of CASA does not provide strong empirical evidence on
whether CASA services are associated with improved safety, permanency, and wellbeing among
the children they serve. The overall COVE evaluation was designed, in part, to address this gap
in the research, and to inform CASA’s program and service improvement efforts at the state
and local levels. The CASA COVE logic model (Appendix B), developed collaboratively by CFRP
and Texas CASA, identifies the activities that CASA volunteers engage in (i.e. advocating for the
child’s best interest; assessing the child and family’s needs, strengths, and supports; writing
court reports and making recommendations, etc.), and the outcomes they seek to influence
(i.e. child in safe and nurturing placement; reduced time in substitute care; reduced number of
placements; child does not age out etc.). The logic model, however, does not provide a clear
indication of how volunteer activities should influence outcomes, or which activities should
align with which outcomes.

In the Child Outcomes study, CFRP was limited to studying the outcomes available in the IMPACT
database. The IMPACT outcomes examined in the study encompassed three points across the
lifespan of a case: 1) while the child was in DFPS temporary managing conservatorship (TMC); € 2)
at the time the child exited substitute care; and 3) after the child exited substitute care and
entered a permanent placement. The findings from the Child Outcomes study, although consistent
with existing prior research, provided only mixed evidence of the effectiveness of CASA. We were
unable to examine other important outcomes such as the child’s feelings about their placements,
the child’s emotional wellbeing while in care, or the extent to which the child felt they had an
adult they could turn to while in care, all of which are outcomes that CASA may influence. The
Child Outcomes study highlighted the shortcomings of relying solely on outcomes that are
measureable in administrative data. Though the IMPACT outcomes are readily collected and easy
to measure, and are valued by CASA leadership, funders, and the public, they are insufficient for
capturing the breadth of influence CASA volunteers have on the children they serve.

The Volunteer Effectiveness study intended to provide more nuance about the effect CASAs have
on children and their outcomes by asking CASA volunteers to provide information about the
extent to which children’s needs were met while they were in care. In addition to the IMPACT
outcomes from the Child Outcomes study, in the Volunteer Effectiveness study, we also examined

¢ DFPS temporary managing conservatorship (TMC) is a 365-day period (extendable up to 540 days) that begins
upon a child’s removal from his or her home and ends with a final decision about whether or not to reunify the
child with his or her family of origin.

COVE: Final Report June 28, 2018 31



childandfamilyresearch.utexas.edu

four areas of children’s needs: 1) health (e.g., child received the appropriate health assessments
and services); 2) wellbeing (e.g., child had “normalcy” while in care); 3) quality of placement (e.g.,
child was safe while in care; experienced minimal moves); and 4) permanency planning (e.g.,
parents received necessary services; child had an appropriate permanency plan while in care).
Across age groups, on average, almost all volunteers agreed that children’s health needs were
met, children experienced “normalcy” while in care (this was slightly less true for older children),
children were safe in care, and there was an appropriate permanency plan in place. Importantly,
analyses linking the activities volunteers engage in during a case to child and case outcomes (both
volunteer-reported and IMPACT outcomes), found no consistent story. Among the activities and
outcomes examined, volunteers’ activities did little to determine the trajectory of a case; rather
the needs of the case seemed to dictate how volunteers spent their time. The Volunteer
Effectiveness study expanded the types of child and case outcomes investigated, but shed little
light on the actual influence volunteers have on the children they serve.

In addition to the quantitative data collected for the Volunteer Effectiveness study, in the
Volunteer Effectiveness survey, volunteers also provided rich qualitative data that help to
provide a clearer picture of the type of influence volunteers feel they do (and do not) have on
child and case outcomes. Those data, along with the perspective of CASA leadership and data
from interviews with child welfare judges also help provide important context to why the
findings from both the Child Outcomes and Volunteer Effectiveness studies are not as
conclusive as expected.

According to CASA Volunteers

On the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, although volunteers responded favorably overall about
the wellbeing during care of the child(ren) they were serving (i.e., health and safety; experiencing
normalcy; having an appropriate permanency plan in place), volunteers responded less favorably
about the extent to which they themselves influenced these outcomes. The majority of
volunteers reported they had only a little or no influence at all on children’s health, wellbeing,
quality/safety of placement, or their permanency plan while in care (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Volunteer-Reported Influence on Outcomes during Care
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Source: COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey data, Child and Family Research Partnership 2017.

Instead, as described below, volunteers primarily discussed the difference they made on a case
in terms of being a consistent presence in the child’s life, which allowed the volunteers to
assess and respond to the needs of the child and the case. Volunteers recognized their
influence on education and preparation for independent living outcomes, but described a far
more limited role in determining the child’s final case outcomes.

BEING A CONSISTENT SOURCE OF SUPPORT ALLOWS VOLUNTEERS TO BE RESPONSIVE

When asked to explain in their own words the influence they made on a case, volunteers largely
described being a consistent source of support for the child(ren) they were serving as their
greatest influence on a case. CASAs discussed being a stable adult in the child’s life as extremely
important because of the high turnover among CPS caseworkers and often-absent parental
figures. One volunteer described, “I think that the child knowing someone was there for her and
on her side made a big impact. That she didn't feel alone in all of it.” Another volunteer
remarked, “I think the most important aspect of my CASA relationship with [CHILD] was just
being consistently there for her in all her living situations.” Yet another volunteer likened being
a support for the child as their purpose, “the purpose of CASA is to provide a more individual,
one on one support to the child and family.”
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“The one thing | do feel that made a difference is | was a constant.”
- CASA Volunteer

Moreover, volunteers noted that their consistent presence helps them build trusting
relationships, which makes a difference for a child’s wellbeing because the trust allows the child
to open up about their needs and experience while in care. One CASA said that, “with a CASA
volunteer the child received the attention he needed in the most crucial time. He couldn't
depend on his mother or father and needed someone consistent during this time.” Another
CASA concluded that she had been a positive role model for the child she served and that the,
“continuous contact built confidence in [CHILD].”

Although volunteers did not report having a large influence on children’s health and wellbeing,
they described being uniquely situated to assess the child’s needs and request services. That is,
volunteers did not perceive having an influence on children’s overall health and wellbeing, but
their frequent interaction with the child they served allowed them to respond with appropriate
service requests. Specifically, one volunteer commented, “We [...] spend more time with the
children. Also we see the child/children and spend more time than most other people related to
the case and have a better understanding of the situation and the child's feelings.” Another
volunteer added, “I aided the caregivers in guiding them through updating and maintaining the
child's health records (which were not current). | went through shot records and found
discrepancies, researched to verify the discrepancies, and then advised the caregivers on which
immunizations the child needed before starting school. We were also able to obtain much
needed glasses for the child.” Another volunteer recalled noticing a child falling behind in
school, and advocated directly for services in court, noting “/ had the court order math tutoring
for [CHILD] because [CHILD] was failing and CPS was doing nothing.” Finally, volunteers
explained how their close attention to the child’s needs and placements helped them be better
advocates for the child in court—advocating for the child’s safety and appropriate placements
while in care. One volunteer wrote, “With my recommendations he was placed in a safer
setting, received speech therapy, stayed with two of his three siblings, and was eventually
adopted with those two siblings in a loving home.” Another volunteer reflected, “When |
discovered that the father of the younger child, an ex-convict straight out of prison, was living
and caring for the children, the school officials notified me someone not authorized was picking
up the children. | notified CASA, CPS and local authorities for the safety of the children.”

CASAs attributed their ability to determine whether or not placements during DFPS temporary
managing conservatorship (TMC) were best for the child to spending their time closely
assessing the child’s needs. A CASA volunteer explained further, “Because of her mother's
relapse into drug use, the TMC placement had become unsafe. She was removed and placed
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with her father. On a follow up visit with him, my supervisor and | visited the day care center
where she was enrolled while her father was at work. We both concluded that the center was
safe and well managed. Upon our further interview with the father at his home, we were able to
conclude that this was the best placement.” Another volunteer reflected, “I feel | was the
person who located a relative for [CHILD] to live with while he was in TMC. Maybe CPS would
have eventually have found this uncle, maybe not. After the uncle was located [CHILD] was able
to move out of foster care and into a home with his uncle.”

SOME INFLUENCE ON EDUCATION AND PREPARATION FOR INDEPENDENT LIVING

In contrast to children’s health, wellbeing, placement and permanency outcomes, volunteers did
report on the Volunteer Effectiveness survey that they felt they were able to influence children’s
outcomes related to education and preparation for independent living. Over half (54%) of
volunteers reported they influenced children’s educational outcomes either a lot or somewhat.
Educational outcomes included whether the child’s school setting was appropriate, whether
children received needed educational services, and whether they attended school adequately,
among others. One volunteer recalled, “I was able to coordinate with the teachers, nurse, speech
therapist, and administration at the school district to be sure services were implemented
properly.” Another volunteer noted, “After spending time with she and her brother and
arranging for counseling and tutoring at school both children adjusted well to their new
environment and setting. Having past experience as a special education teacher was helpful.”

“I believe the largest impact | had on [CHILD] was facilitating her enrollment in
the local Head Start program. Her family placement was adequate, but the care
provider was young, had several children, and major financial hardships. By
enrolling [CHILD] in Head Start, | knew she was in the best hands during the day,
with nutritious meals, education, a safe environment and more.”

— CASA Volunteer

Over 90 percent of the 115 volunteers who served a child who was age 10 or older at removal
reported they influenced children’s outcomes related to preparation for independent living.
Preparation of independent living outcomes included locating and maintaining independent
housing, obtaining and maintaining employment, financial literacy, and accessing public benefits,
among others. One volunteer noted, "I have worked to get [CHILD] involved in preparation for
adult living activities and also attended and participated in all of his Circle of Support meetings."
Another volunteer reflected, “I do feel that | exposed her to many opportunities for a better life,
i.e., educational opportunities & applying for jobs that she thought were out of her reach. | think
[CHILD] aged out before I could have a real impact on her case outcome.”
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LIMITED INFLUENCE ON FINAL CASE OUTCOMES

In contrast to the value volunteers see in their role while children are in care, volunteers
described a limited influence on children’s final case outcomes. One CASA in particular noted, “/
don't really feel | made any difference in the outcome.” Another CASA reflected, “In the end the
outcome would have been the same, whether | was the advocate or not.”

CASAs primarily saw their influence on final case outcomes through providing support to the
child’s parents to help them complete the necessary requirements to achieve reunification.
CASAs indicated they encourage parents to complete services and counseling, as well as
maintain suitable living arrangements. One volunteer remarked, “I believe | made a difference
by insisting mother and her boyfriend undergo more drug screenings and extended treatment.”
Another CASA noted that she had, “...encouraged mother in consistent performance of her
services, steady employment, and believe PMC [permanent managing conservatorship] with
grandparents will enable her to regain the children, as her relationship with them became
solid.” Still another volunteer wrote, “I encouraged and supported the parent who wanted
custody and who | thought should have custody. Based on the information | received from CPS
and mainly my own assessment, | was convinced that the father was the family member that
the child should be returned to. | encouraged the father to complete his services, show up in
court as required and to find a proper living arrangement for him and the child. | encouraged
him to think of a backup plan for [CHILD’S] care on those days that he had to work or complete
services and could not take care of [CHILD].”

The other way in which CASAs described having some influence on final case outcomes was by
advocating against final placements the volunteers deemed unsuitable or unsafe for the child.
One volunteer wrote, “I believe [CHILD] would have been reunified with mother and isolated
from grandparent without CASA. A report of suspected abuse of the child while visiting with
mother was made and a safety plan was put in place to prevent visitation with mother pending
a new case. This causes me to believe my instincts were correct and [CHILD] was positively
affected by my work against reunification.” Another volunteer recalled, “This mother (and step-
father) did not protect her child after being informed by the child of repeated abuse. They
wanted the child back and hated the idea of the child living with maternal grandparents. |
strongly advocated to keep this child out of the parents' home. The judge eventually ordered
home visits and then unsupervised overnight visits. However, | fought (along with CPS) and
would never agree to reunification. The case ended with grandparents having PMC and the
parent received alternating weekend visitations at their home.”

In general, CASAs felt limited in their ability to influence final case outcomes given the frequent
challenges they encounter with communicating with parents and the other parties involved in
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the case, limited resources, and navigating the intricacies of the legal system, among others.

These challenges are discussed in detail later in the report.

The Perspective of CASA Leadership:

The Texas CASA COVE logic model outlines the outcomes for children that CASA leadership
expects are associated with having a CASA volunteer (Figure 11). The outcomes span three
phases of the case—while children are in the custody of the state, the final case outcome, and

outcomes after case closure. Figure 11. Outcomes Identified in the Texas CASA COVE Logic Model
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In the Volunteer Effectiveness study, volunteers mostly agreed that the children who they were
serving achieved many of the “while in care” outcomes including being in a safe placement and
having their health needs met including receiving needed health services. With the exception of

education and preparation for independent living outcomes, volunteers also reported,
however, that they felt they had little to no influence on children’s outcomes while in care
(Figure 10). Instead, volunteers primarily described making a difference by being a consistent
source of support for the child they were serving, which allowed volunteers to be responsive to
needs of the child and the case. Being a consistent presence and source of support, however, is

included in the logic model as an activity, not as an outcome.

The logic model prioritizes measurable child and case outcomes including reduced time in substitute

care, fewer placements while in care, a favorable final placement type, and fewer investigations or
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substantiated cases of abuse or neglect after care, which very few CASA volunteers report being
able to influence. CASA leadership recognizes the importance and value of CASA volunteers being a
consistent and supportive presence in children’s lives (as discussed earlier in the report), but
because Texas CASA is held accountable for the measurable child and case outcomes important to
the state and to funders, leadership at Texas CASA and at the local programs views stability and
consistency as a means to demonstrating an impact on final outcomes.

From the Judges’ Perspective:

Although volunteers and child welfare judges generally agreed that CASA’s influence on final
case outcomes is often limited, judges found CASAs important for decision-making while
children are still in care. One judge said, “/ often rely on CASA recommendations because | know
the department’s strict policies get in the way.” Other judges acknowledged the importance of
the consistency of CASAs during a case. Another noted, “Given the CPS turnover, CASA is the
person who notices need.” Another judge said, “If a child or children are placed with a relative,
CASA will monitor the relative’s home, visit announced and unannounced, visit the children at
school or day care.”

On the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, CASA volunteers reported that when they made
additional (but not contrary) recommendations to those made by CPS, the recommendations
were frequently ordered by judges (Figure 12). CASAs made service requests including
counseling, educational assessments, psychiatric evaluations, and drug testing. Additionally,
CASAs frequently recommended supervised family visitations and case monitoring.

Figure 12. CASA Volunteer Recommendations to Judges

Judge ordered
CASA made additional CASA
CASA made NO additional recommendatig

addltlonal. recommendations,
recommendations, 30.5%

69.5%

Source: COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey data, Child and Family Research Partnership, 2017. N=531.
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During the interviews, judges reflected on the factors that made it difficult for CASA volunteers
to influence final case outcomes, pointing to both insufficient training and personal biases. One
judge said, “Knowledge of the legal system is a constant area of need for [CASA] training.”
Another judge noted, “It’s the more difficult cases that need a CASA, but CASA’s don’t always
feel as well trained to handle those cases — teenagers, particularly.” Some judges worried that
CASA volunteers may exhibit “white-picket-fence” thinking when making recommendations for
permanency outcomes. Judges observed that CASAs sometimes advocated against reunification
in cases where the foster or potential adoptive placement had better amenities compared to
the child’s birth family. In fact, judges’ primary concern about CASA was the need for volunteers
to adjust their expectations regarding families’ material circumstances, and to evaluate
reunification using a standard of child safety, not parental perfection.

Summary

Overall, there is considerable misalignment between CASA volunteers’ perception of how they
make a difference on a case and how CASA leadership purports that volunteers should influence
a case. CASA volunteers reported only limited influence on children’s outcomes while in care,
with the exception of education and preparation for independent living outcomes, and even
more limited influence on final case outcomes. Instead, volunteers described at length being a
consistent source of support for children as their primary value to the case. Volunteers often
wished they had greater influence on final outcomes, but pointed to the numerous challenges
(discussed next) that made it difficult to have a greater influence. Judges generally valued the
opinions and information offered by CASA volunteers, particularly the recommendations for
while the child is in care, but also recognized the limits of what CASAs can influence.
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WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES OF BEING A CASA?

Factors outside the control of CASA volunteer advocates influence their ability to perform
certain activities and achieve desired child and case outcomes. Identifying these factors, which
include the relationship between CASA volunteer advocates, judges, CPS, and other parties in
their jurisdiction; CPS policies and procedures; jurisdictional laws and policies; and funding and
training available for CASA volunteer advocates were the focus of the Implementation study.
These challenges, detailed in this section, partially account for why CASA volunteers have a
limited effect on long-term outcomes.

Past studies have examined the effect of external factors on case outcomes, but most studies
have failed to define a clear link between external factors and differences in child and case
outcomes. Several studies that surveyed different parties involved in the child welfare system
have found judges generally have positive opinions of CASA volunteer advocates,3%3%34 whereas
child welfare caseworkers generally have negative opinions of CASA volunteer advocates.3>

Importantly, the Implementation study also highlighted that challenges may stem from
differences in advocate training among CASA programs. According to National CASA protocols, all
CASA volunteer advocates are required to complete 30 hours of training prior to serving on a case
and 12 hours of training per year once they begin their advocacy work.3® However, certain
jurisdictions require different amounts of training and may provide additional training
opportunities in specialized topics, which may improve the effectiveness of a volunteer advocate.

Relationship between CASA Volunteers and Other Parties on Case

On the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, CASAs were asked about the extent to which they
experienced challenges related to communication with the other parties on the case including
the child’s parents, the child’s family members, the child’s foster parents/other substitute
caregivers, CPS workers or supervisors, or judges. Over half of CASAs (nearly 60%) reported that
they agreed that communication with the child’s parents was a challenge (Figure 13).
Additionally, more than 40 percent of CASAs agreed that they experienced challenges related to
communicating with CPS workers or supervisors. Additionally, on the Volunteer Effectiveness
survey, CASA volunteers were asked to explain in greater detail how these challenges made it
more difficult for them to serve the child or to be an effective advocate.
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Figure 13. Volunteer-Reported Communication Challenges
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COMMUNICATING WITH THE CHILD’S PARENT(S)

CASAs are appointed when children have been removed from their homes, which presents a
tricky set of circumstances for CASAs to navigate in terms of communicating with the child’s
parent(s). Sometimes, CASAs were unable to communicate with the child’s parent(s) because of
the parents’ incarceration, severe drug addiction or substance abuse, the parents were in a
different state, or because the parents’ attorneys advised them against speaking with CASA.

Many CASAs expressed that communicating and acquiring information was more difficult on
cases where parents presented one or multiple of the aforementioned factors. One volunteer
said, “The biggest challenge | had was communicating with [CHILD’s] parents. One parent was
serving a prison sentence without parole or visitation. The other parent was not an active
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participant in the case and only made it to a couple supervised visits.” Another volunteer
remarked, “The parents were homeless and still using drugs. Communicating with them was
next to impossible unless they showed up to court.” Another explained, “Parents were not easy
to communicate with as they moved frequently, didn‘t return calls, and were late for visits etc.”

In some cases, CASA volunteers also reported that the parents’ attorneys were an obstacle to
communicating with parents. One volunteer explained, “/ could never contact the mother
directly. It always had to be through her attorney, it made it cumbersome to set up meetings
and assess the home environment. The attorney and therapist insisted on being present for all
meetings and often answered questioned directed at the mother.” Another volunteer said, “In
this case as in many others, | find that when defense attorneys do not allow us to speak to their
clients it interferes with our ability to make a good assessment of the situation.”

COMMUNICATING WITH CPS CASEWORKERS AND SUPERVISORS

In addition to communication with the child’s parents, many CASA volunteer respondents
indicated that communicating and working with CPS professionals and caseworkers was a
significant challenge. Communication breakdowns between CASA and CPS made it difficult for
CASA volunteers to have all the information they needed to advocate for the child and for CPS
caseworkers to make informed decisions. One volunteer described the challenge, “CPS does a
dismal job of communicating with CASA. | often discovered information completely by accident.
Additionally, | often had information about the child or his circumstances that CPS did not know,
and should have. This makes it difficult to serve the case to maximum benefit if CPS and CASA do
not share information and work as a team.” Another volunteer explained, “Communication is
the key to a successful outcome. Often in working with CPS it is very difficult to obtain
information on the case. Phone calls are often not returned. Communication with the
Department is often a one-way street. We provide information to CPS and get information from
them only when, and if, we specifically request it.”

“Getting copies of records was like pulling teeth and | never got a CPS court
report prior to a hearing, although | had to have mine in two weeks before.”
- CASA Volunteer

Volunteers reported that the difficulty of getting in touch with the CPS caseworker on the
child’s case was due, in part, to high caseworker turnover. One volunteer noted that, “there
had been five CPS caseworkers on the case, [and that] the CPS supervisor had changed.”
Another commented, “There is continual turnover at CPS. It is very rare to start and finish a case
with the same caseworker.”
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CASA volunteers also attributed the communication difficulties to caseworker’s high workloads.
One CASA described, “They have unusually high caseloads and it makes it difficult for them to
respond in a timely manner as well as keep all the information accurate.” Furthermore, another
volunteer said, “Understanding that CPS case workers are very busy, there were times that
records were not shared timely, which affected my ability and that of my supervisor to understand
what was going on in therapy and what new issues had arisen so that | could advocate properly.”

Additional Challenges

In addition to the challenges associated with communicating with the child’s parents and with
CPS, at least one-quarter of volunteers reported facing additional challenges including
navigating the policies/procedures of the legal system, the time commitment, and limited
resources (Figure 14).

Figure 14. Additional Challenges Experienced by CASA Volunteers
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Source: COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey data, Child and Family Research Partnership, 2017. *Number of respondents varied
from 519 to 524.
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TIME COMMITMENT

It is not uncommon for CASA volunteers to be assigned to cases that require driving significant
distances in order to visit the child in their placement. CASA volunteers described that the time
commitment associated with driving for face-to-face visits with the child is a challenging aspect
of their job. One volunteer noted, “In Texas, the distances can be very challenging. | have a case
now that the child has been moved over 250 miles away. This is difficult for all parties involved.”
For volunteers who are employed, the time commitment and distance is made even more
challenging. Another volunteer remarked, “The distance of travel from my home (6 hours round
trip) was very hard to do frequently, especially since | work full time.”

INTRICACIES OF LEGAL SYSTEM

For some CASA volunteers, the complexities of the legal system are challenging. A volunteer
said, “The intricacies and complexities of the legal system can be confusing and daunting at
times, especially when caregivers/children are confused and asking questions, or CASA is called
to the witness stand. Though | wish | had more training about these legal issues, | doubt CASA
would be able to cover every possible scenario in their training of volunteers.” The nature of
legal proceedings can be frustrating to navigate, for example, a volunteer said, “Time and
pressures of the legal system equal nothing legally happening between hearings (3-6 months
apart). That volunteer also expressed that the, “Tons of rules and hoops to get anything done, “
is challenging on a case. CASA volunteers expressed a desire for more flexible policies that allow
them to address the unique needs of their case. One respondant said, “It is difficult, as a CASA
volunteer, to fulfill our role of advocating for a child's best interest if our recommendations are
automatically discounted due to CPS policy. Advocacy for individual children could be more
effective if policies were flexible enough to deal with the differences in individual cases.”

LIMITED RESOURCES

CASA volunteers reported that it was challenging to be successful in their advocacy efforts in
geographical regions where there were limited resources available to support the child’s needs.
Volunteers expressed that access to primary care, mental health, and education services was
more limited in rural areas across Texas. A volunteer said, “This case was located in a rural area,
with minimal services available, and those services were very general in nature. Those few
service providers are over booked and only have general knowledge, they’re not experts with
narrowed focus.” CASA volunteers recognized that this is a difficult part of their job, one
respondent expressed, “The lack of resources, such as counseling, were a definite challenge.
There do not seem to be enough good therapists to accommodate the needs of children in care.
A CASA has to really fight for services and scheduling.” Moreover, CASA volunteers emphasized
that caregivers often face difficulty, or delays, obtaining financial resources. “The state was very
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slow in approving the foster care license for the relatives so they did not get the financial
support they needed in a timely manner.” The variation in resource availability, whether that’s
due to financial or geographic constraints, presented a significant challenge for CASA volunteers
to be successful in influencing case outcomes.

CASA Training and Supervisor Support

On the Volunteer Effectiveness survey, CASA volunteer advocates were asked about their
experiences as a CASA volunteer, including their perceptions of the adequacy of their training
and support. Overall, most volunteers reported their training adequately prepared them for the
technical and logistical aspects of being a CASA, but fewer volunteers reported feeling they
were adequately trained for the position overall, and especially for the emotional demands
associated with being a CASA. Fewer than 30 percent of volunteers strongly agreed that their
pre-service training adequately prepared them for the emotional demands of being a CASA
(Figure 15). Similarly, less than one-third of volunteers strongly agreed that they received the
emotional support they needed from their CASA supervisor. One volunteer said, “The biggest
challenge was learning and responding to the dramatic emotional needs [of the child]. Another
said, “/ am not a trained social worker and felt that both the CASA supervisor and CPS put me in
positions to make decisions that | am not trained for.”

Figure 15. CASA Pre-Service Training and Supervisor Support
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Source: COVE Volunteer Effectiveness Survey data, Child and Family Research Partnership, 2017.
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Summary

CASA volunteers experience multiple challenges to serving the children to whom they are
appointed to the best of their ability. CASAs most frequently reported experiencing challenges
with parents and CPS staff, although for different reasons. The parents of children who have
been removed by CPS often struggle with problems that create significant barriers to
communication with CASA, such as substance abuse, unstable housing, and incarceration.
When CASAs cannot communicate with parents they are unable to obtain all of the information
necessary to make a fully informed recommendation on reunification. For some parents, CASAs
are a potential source of support, but CASAs are also unable to perform this role when they
cannot communicate with parents. The barriers that CASAs experience to communicating with
CPS have different causes: high caseloads and caseworker turnover, but in some ways a similar
effect. When CASAs cannot communicate with CPS caseworkers or supervisors, CASAs are
unable to obtain or provide important information and they are unable to act as a support for
the CPS staff on the case.

Other challenges that CASAs experience are structural in nature and are common complaints of
the child welfare system in Texas: there are insufficient resources to meet children’s medical
and psychological needs, particularly in rural areas, and in those same areas, there are
insufficient foster homes and group homes, meaning that children in DFPS custody are placed
far away from their support network and CASAs must travel considerable distances to visit
them. As a result, CASAs likely spend less time visiting children than if the children had been
placed closer to the home from which they were removed.

Additionally, CASAs identify the legal system and CPS policy as barriers to their being the most
effective advocates possible. CASAs report confusion regarding the intricacies of the legal
system and frustration at the constraints of CPS policy. As noted by at least one judge, court
procedures and CPS policy may be good areas for enhanced support for volunteers. Another
area in which volunteers may benefit from enhanced support is handling the emotional
demands of child welfare cases. Some volunteers expressed concern that their responsibilities
on cases exceeded their knowledge and training.

Overall, the challenges that CASAs report highlight the fact that volunteers perform their role
within a system that is large, complex, and also strained, but which is nonetheless tasked with
making very difficult decisions. The challenges that CASAs discussed on the Volunteer
Effectiveness survey illustrate why CASAs report only limited influence on the outcomes of the
cases they served and not the robust influence described in the COVE logic model.
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HOW CAN THE GOALS OF CASA BE BETTER ALIGNED WITH THE
REALITY OF SERVING CHILDREN IN THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM?

Overall, the findings from the COVE evaluation study indicate that a shift may be in order
regarding how Texas CASA and CASA programs conceive of the role of CASA volunteers.
According to the logic model developed as part of the evaluation, CASA leadership’s goal is for
volunteers to influence case outcomes such that children have fewer placements during
substitute care, spend less time in substitute care, reunify with their family of removal, and do
not re-enter substitute care. Findings from the Child Outcomes, Volunteer Effectiveness, and
Implementation studies all suggest that the effect of CASA on child and case outcomes is not as
straightforward as the logic model suggests.

No consistent story emerged from the Child Outcomes study, but the study highlighted the
importance of two factors out of the control of a CASA in predicting children’s outcomes—the
age of the child at removal, and the first substitute care placement type. Similarly, in the
Volunteer Effectiveness study, volunteer activities were not consistently related to children’s
outcomes, regardless of whether the outcomes were volunteer-reported or the measurable
outcomes from IMPACT. Instead, the findings from the Volunteer Effectiveness study indicated
that volunteers’ activities did not determine the trajectory of a case, rather volunteers assessed
the circumstances and challenges the case presented, and responded accordingly. And finally,
in the Implementation study, volunteers pointed to their consistent presence in the child’s life
and being a source of support for the child as the biggest differences they made as a CASA. The
Implementation study also highlighted the many challenges CASAs encounter that impede the
ability of CASAs to influence case outcomes.

The findings from the COVE evaluation study have two important implications for aligning the
goals of CASA with the realities of serving children in the child welfare system. First, the CASA
logic model developed collaboratively by CFRP and the Texas CASA COVE Coalition assumes that
volunteer activities predict child and case outcomes, which is counter to the findings from COVE.
The findings from COVE suggest instead that a) there is no consistent association between
having a CASA and final case outcomes, and b) volunteer activities are responsive to the
trajectory of a case, rather than causal. The lack of evidence for causality between volunteer
activities and child outcomes is not inherently negative, but may require a shift in what is
expected from CASA volunteers. Each child welfare case is unique and complex, and it is unlikely
that a singular set of activities and outcome goals would be appropriate for each child served by
CASA. The findings from the COVE study reflect the complex reality of child welfare cases and
indicate that instead of advocating for a predetermined set of outcomes, in fact, volunteers
assess and respond to the needs of each child and case, adapting and advocating as volunteers
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deem appropriate. In addition, given the challenges CASAs encounter, particularly around
working with CPS, it may be unrealistic to expect CASA volunteers to substantially impact final
case outcomes.

The second implication stems from CASA volunteers overwhelmingly viewing being a consistent
source of support for the child as both the most important thing they do and their greatest
influence on the case. The CASA logic model reflects a wide variation in the understanding of
what CASAs do on a case and the outcomes they should impact, but at the end of the day, CASA
volunteers see their primary role as being a consistent support for the child. To date,
researchers have not done a good job of measuring the extent to which CASAs are a consistent
support for the child. Aligning the goals of CASA with the reality of what CASAs do (and can do)
on a case would require CASA recognizing and prioritizing the value add of CASA as a support
for the children they serve over being a major influence on case outcomes.

The way in which CASAs view their role is already aligned with the theoretical framework for
CASA’s advocacy offered by National CASA. National CASA argues that “the risk factors facing
foster youth center around the complete absence of trusted adults in their lives.”3” The
organization asserts that children in substitute care are unlikely to have had “trusted adults” in
their lives prior to entering care (due to the abuse or neglect that led them into state custody),
while in care (due to the prevalence of placement disruptions), and after exiting care (due to
the increased risk of instability in employment and housing facing former foster youth).3®
National CASA posits that their model of providing a trusted adult for mentorship and advocacy
can intervene to help children overcome the increased risks that result from the lack of trusted
adults that they would otherwise experience, but it is not clear how this is operationalized.

The process of developing the COVE logic model revealed a tension within Texas CASA and the
COVE Coalition regarding the value a CASA volunteer advocate provides to a child. Coalition
members who worked closely with volunteers believed that the value of CASA lies in the
consistency and support that volunteers provide for children. In contrast, Coalition members who
interface with legislators and funders advocated for prioritizing measurable outcomes in line with
legislative and funding priorities. These priorities are understandable, given that funders and
legislators hold Texas CASA accountable for making a difference for children and improving their
outcomes. Thus Texas CASA targets improving final case outcomes, which creates a tension
between what the larger child welfare field says is important (improved final case outcomes) and
what CASA actually does for children (providing stability and consistency for children).

The tension that exists for Texas CASA reflects a larger shift in the social services funding and
policy landscape that is increasingly requiring that social interventions demonstrate empirical
evidence of effectiveness to receive public or private support. Yet, demonstrating outcomes in
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the context of social service delivery, where the nature, dosage, and focus of a given
intervention can vary substantially based on the unique circumstances of the individuals and
families being treated, is increasingly difficult. This emphasis on evidence is particularly true for
interventions such as Texas CASA, which often take a “whatever it takes” approach to improve
and change lives. Traditional methodologies are limited in being able to determine whether and
how change occurred, and to draw conclusions about program effectiveness.3®

In light of this tension and shift toward holding social services accountable, we need to
reevaluate what we do and do not consider as “improved outcomes,” especially for the most
vulnerable children. For children who have been removed from their homes, having a stable
and consistent source of support in their lives may be as critical to their resilience as having
their physical and basic needs met. In addition to developing appropriate definitions of success,
we also need to develop new ways to measure success. Traditional methodologies are falling
short, and may continue to do so at the expense of social service organizations such as Texas
CASA, who provide value for children that is both difficult to measure and not aligned with
current definitions of “success.”
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Appendix A: Original COVE Logic Model

INPUTS r—‘—'—'\ ACTIVITIES

» Recruitment
» Initial training
» Ongoing training

» Supervision support by
CASA staff

» Private and public
funding invested in CASA
programs

» Quality assurance
measures by Texas CASA
for local CASA programs

» Advocate for child’s best
interest

» Right information to right
people at right time:
Communicate with all parties

» Build relationships

»Write court reports and make
recommendations

» Request hearings and make
court appearances

» Assess child and family’s needs,
strengths, and supports

» Identify and refer child and
parents to appropriate services

» Create and help implement
visitation plans

» Identify and secure appropriate
placement

» Explain the process to the child

» Act as stable adult in child’s life

» Document everything

r—‘—'—‘\_ OUTPUTS l—'—'\

OUTCOMES

1
l/ Number of ...

» Children served by CASA

» Children placed in safe/stable
home

» Services provided to a child

» Services provided to the
parents

*» Placements for child

» Visits child had with
biological parent

» Reports and number of
recommendations made to
the court

* Hours volunteer advocates
spend communicating with
other parties and service
providers

» Number of contacts volunteer
makes with other parties

involved in the case

/ While in Care

Final Case Outcomes

After Leaving Care

*» Child in safe and
nurturing placement
(kinship home if
possible)

» Child in correct grade
for age

* Child receives needed
services

*» Child’s mental and
medical health needs
are met

» Visitation occurs
between child and
family (parents &
siblings)

» Child does not change
schools

» CASA recommendations|
that are additional to
or in conflict with those|
of CPS are accepted by
judge

* Final placement
type: reunification,
adoption,
guardianship, or
PMC

» Reduced time in
substitute care

* Reduced number of
placements

» Child less likely to
experience new
allegations of abuse
and neglect or have
a hew substantiated
case of abuse or
neglect in care

b Child less likely to be
involved in juvenile justice
system or be incarcerated
b Reduced chance of teen
pregnancy

I Reduced chance of
homelessness after age
out

b Child remains in safe,
stable, and loving home

F Child more likely to
graduate high school/seek
higher education

+ Child more likely to be
employed as an adult

I Child less likely to
re-enter foster care

t Child less likely to
continue cycle of foster
care with future
generations

+ Child more likely to have
better mental health, and
social and cognitive
functioning




Appendix B: Revised COVE Logic Model

INPUTS

ACTIVITIES

» Recruitment

* Initial training
» Ongoing training
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CASA staff

»Private and public
funding invested in CASA
programs

» Quality assurance
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» Build relationships
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court appearances
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» Create and help implement
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» Identify and secure appropriate
placement

» Explain the process to the child

» Act as stable adult in child’s life

* Document everything

Number of ...
»Children served by CASA
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the court
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» Child in correct grade
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services

*» Child’s mental and
medical health needs
are met
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family (parents &
siblings)

» Child does not change
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or in conflict with those|
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judge

OUTCOMES

Final Case Outcomes

*Final placement
type: reunification,
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» Reduced number of
placements
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case of abuse or
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After Leaving Care

> Child less likely to
re-enter substitute care
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Appendix C: COVE Interview Guide for Judges

What is your relationship with your local CASA program like?
What is the role of a CASA volunteer during a child welfare case?

When do your CASAs typically get involved? When are they helping you?

N =

Does having a CASA on a case support your ability to do your job? Do you receive

different or better information when a child has a Volunteer Advocate?

5. When you receive a court report from CASA, what are you reading for?

6. Do CASAs often make requests or recommendations that are contrary to CPS? How do
you handle those situations?

7. In what ways do you see CASA volunteers influencing the trajectory of child welfare cases?

8. To what extent can CASA influence the kind of outcomes we are looking at?

9. What is the mechanism through which CASA might influence those sorts of outcomes?

10. Do you think having a CASA changes child/case outcomes?

11. Does having a CASA affect the length of a case?

12. Do CASA have greater influence in certain types of cases? Younger children? Children in RTCs?

13. From your perspective, what makes an effective CASA volunteer?

14. Does CASA provide different information regarding community-based resources than CPS?

15. Do you tend to appoint CASA to babies removed at birth?

16. In your opinion, other than the standard outcomes, what is the impact that CASA has on
these kids and their families that may not be well measured in our CPS data?

17. Do you feel that there is wide variation in the extent to which judges value CASAs across

the state?
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