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Executive Summary 
At the request of the Supreme Court of Ohio and in collaboration with the Ohio Department of 

Children and Youth, Action Research is evaluating the Legal Representation Pilot Programs. 

This initiative, implemented in six Ohio counties, provides multidisciplinary legal representation 

to parents involved in or at risk of involvement with the child protection system. Each team—

comprising a lawyer, social worker, and parent advocate—works together to address family 

challenges, including child safety concerns, and to help families remain safely intact while 

avoiding deeper engagement with the child welfare system. 

  

This report highlights findings from the third year of a four-year evaluation. The research team 

conducted site visits to each of the six pilot programs and facilitated focus groups and interviews 

with 48 pilot staff and judges. The team gathered additional information from aggregate program 

and expenditure data, along with program materials and reports submitted by the pilots. 

Researchers also observed technical assistance sessions and participated in an all-pilot 

convening. Using framework analysis, the team identified key themes and patterns, drawing on 

insights from the research literature and developments in the field to contextualize findings. 

  

Key Findings  

This year’s report examines case outcomes and the pilots’ experiences with staffing, 

sustainability, and parent advocates, along with associated strategies.  

 

Case Outcomes. Overall, few families experienced deeper involvement in the child welfare 

system after enrolling in the pilot program. Of the pilot cases, 58 percent resulted in a successful 

outcome, which includes reunifying families, avoiding foster care, and resolving legal matters. In 

five out of the six pilots, 90 percent of caregivers did not receive any new allegations, and only 2 

percent had substantiated child maltreatment allegations following enrollment. Of the 84 pre-

petition cases served by these programs, 92 percent did not progress to a formal court filing, and 

children remained in their own homes in 94 percent of the cases.  

  

Staffing. Many pilot clients face daunting challenges: poverty, domestic violence, mental health 

issues, and more. Addressing these concerns is challenging work that requires a cohesive, 

dedicated staff. Some pilots have built stable teams by cultivating a positive team culture, 

offering strong supervision, and ensuring program management values and tangibly supports 

staff. Sites foster high staff retention through consistent communication, mutual respect, and a 

collaborative environment where team members feel appreciated and aligned with the program’s 

mission. Supervision plays a key role in preventing burnout and providing the necessary support 

for staff to excel in their roles. Programs also prioritize strategic recruitment, focusing on hiring 

individuals with the experience and commitment to thrive on a multidisciplinary team. To 

strengthen hiring and onboarding, pilots may enhance training processes, manualize key 

knowledge, clarify roles, and improve data collection practices.  
  

Sustainability. Pilots have employed several strategies to ensure long-term sustainability, 

including designating administrative staff to focus on securing ongoing funding and actively 
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pursuing various funding streams at the county, state, and federal levels. Strong partnerships with 

juvenile courts, child welfare agencies, and other local stakeholders support efforts to integrate 

the pilots into county child welfare systems. Despite challenges at some pilots related to high 

workloads and strained stakeholder partnerships, many sites have begun to develop strong 

funding strategies, leverage internal resources, and identify potential long-term funding 

solutions. Continued support from the grant team, particularly with grant writing and navigating 

funding streams, may help pilots sustain and expand operations.  

  

Parent Advocates. Site staff emphasized that parent advocates are crucial in empowering parents, 

engendering trust in the pilot team, and bridging gaps between families and the child protection 

system by offering both practical and emotional support. Strategies for integrating parent 

advocates into pilot programs include strategic recruitment, thorough training, robust 

supervision, and adequate compensation. Although sites have faced challenges in finding 

candidates with personal child welfare involvement, many have hired individuals with related 

lived experiences who possess the skills and qualities to excel in the role. Supervisors work with 

advocates to manage secondary trauma, maintain work-life balance, and clarify their role within 

the team. Training in peer support and child welfare policies can further enhance advocates’ 

efficacy. However, low wages and lack of benefits contribute to turnover and job dissatisfaction. 

Fostering team integration and expanding professional development opportunities can help 

sustain the parent advocate role and maximize its effectiveness.  

   

Recommendations  

The research team offers three recommendations based on data collected in Ohio and our 

knowledge of the field:  

  

1. Develop comprehensive action plans for funding. With the grant supporting the pilots set 

to end in September 2025, sites are at risk of collapse in the absence of other sources of 

financial support. Sites would likely benefit from creating detailed written plans that 

outline specific activities, responsibilities, and due dates for fundraising activities. In the 

short term, these efforts may include strengthening relationships with county 

commissioners, public children services agency (PCSA) executives, judges, foundations, 

and service providers. For long-term sustainability, the team recommends focusing on 

securing state and/or federal funding, which is typically larger, more stable, and less 

vulnerable to sudden downturns compared to county or foundation funding. 

  

2. Formalize program processes and documentation. To enhance consistency and team 

cohesion, sites may benefit from defining the program’s mission, role descriptions, 

internal procedures, and training practices. This documentation can help boost retention, 

scale services, and attract well-suited candidates during recruitment.  

  

3. Strengthen data collection and reporting capabilities. Pilots could gain valuable insights 

by developing a robust data system, which includes a database, clear data management 

responsibilities, and a plan to use data analytics. Creating data-driven management 
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practices can support informed decision-making, demonstrate program impact, and 

provide evidence of efficacy to attract public and private funders.   

  

Conclusion  

Over the past three years, the pilots have served more than 350 families and 800 children. Pilots 

aim to sustain their services and staffing after the grant period ends in September 2025. This 

report provides a detailed exploration of these efforts and other aspects of their practice.   
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Introduction 
In 2020, the Supreme Court of Ohio (SCO) and the Ohio Department of Job and Family 

Services, now the Ohio Department of Children and Youth (DCY), launched six innovative 

programs designed to divert parents from involvement in the child welfare system. These pilots 

use a multidisciplinary legal representation approach to promote family safety and unity. This 

report, the third in a series of four annual evaluations commissioned by the SCO and conducted 

by Action Research, highlights pilot developments from the 2024 calendar year and presents 

quantitative data from Program Year 3, spanning October 1, 2023, to September 30, 2024. 

 

The report begins with background on multidisciplinary legal parent representation and a 

summary of the Year 3 evaluation methodology. It then provides an overview of the six Ohio 

pilot programs and developments since Year 2, followed by client demographics and outcomes. 

The remaining findings are structured into sections on staffing, sustainability, and parent 

advocates. Throughout the report, we offer recommendations for multidisciplinary legal 

representation programs, informed by insights and feedback from the pilot teams. 

 

Background 

National child welfare and legal experts agree that effective parent representation in child 

welfare cases plays a critical role in engaging parents, promoting the safety and well-being of 

children and families, reducing reliance on foster care, and saving government resources 

(Guggenheim, 2015). However, studies indicate substantive variations in the delivery of parent 

representation, including quality and practices well below American Bar Association (ABA) 

standards (ABA, 2009, 2011, 2013). Low-quality representation can lead to devastating 

consequences, such as unnecessary family separations and delays in reunification for children 

already in foster care (Gerber et al., 2019, 2020; Guggenheim & Jacobs, 2013). 

 

In 2006, the ABA adopted the Standards of Practice for Attorneys Representing Parents in 

Abuse and Neglect Cases to promote quality legal representation (ABA, 2006). The standards 

emphasize the importance of appointing attorneys early in the court process and encourage 

engaging parents outside the courtroom to foster stronger attorney-client relationships. They also 

advocate for a multidisciplinary approach that integrates social workers and parent advocates 

into the legal team. Many jurisdictions, however, lack oversight of these practices and do not 

guarantee legal representation for parents who cannot afford private attorneys. Ohio’s pilot 

programs represent a bold initiative to provide parents with access to high-quality, 

multidisciplinary legal representation across the state. 

 

Multidisciplinary legal teams comprising attorneys, social workers, and parent advocates 

enhance legal representation in child welfare and other civil legal matters. Rigorous research 

shows that children whose parents receive representation from multidisciplinary teams are 

reunified with their families more quickly than those whose parents are represented by solo 

practitioners, without compromising child safety (Courtney & Hook, 2012; Gerber et al., 2019, 

2020; Thornton & Gwin, 2012). Social workers and parent advocates with lived experience in 

the child welfare system assess client needs, connect families to appropriate services and 
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resources, provide case management, offer social-emotional support, and advocate for parents 

before courts and child welfare agencies. Notably, federal support for this approach has grown in 

recent years. In 2019, the U.S. Children’s Bureau announced it would permit Title IV-E 

reimbursement for multidisciplinary legal representation for parents.1 The rule was codified into 

federal regulation in May 2024. This change resulted from a consensus that expanding access to 

high-quality, multidisciplinary legal representation promotes family safety, reduces avoidable 

foster care placements, and enhances family reunification efforts.  

  

Research Methodology 

In the third evaluation year, the research team conducted six site visits, including five counties in 

April 2024 and Clark County in November 2024. During these visits, the team held six semi-

structured focus groups and 15 semi-structured interviews, speaking with a total of 48 program 

staff and judges across the pilot programs.2 We employed a framework analysis approach to 

identify key themes from the focus groups and interviews and to synthesize these findings with 

other collected data.3 We examined aggregate data submitted by the programs regarding 

participant demographics, referrals, case outcomes, and staffing for Year 3 (October 1, 2023, to 

September 30, 2024), as well as pilot expenditure data, program materials, and quarterly and 

monthly progress reports submitted to the SCO in 2024. Additionally, we reviewed notes from 

quarterly technical assistance calls with each pilot, an all-pilot convening held at the SCO in 

November 2024, and other meetings among pilot and support staff. 

 

Key Questions 

In Year 3, the research team aimed to answer the following questions: 

1. How have the pilots’ program designs changed over time?  

2. What have been the successes of the families served? 

3. How have the pilots navigated staff recruitment, retention, training, and management? 

4. How equipped are the pilot programs to sustain services beyond Year 4? 

5. What have been the contributions and experiences of pilot parent advocates? 

 

Limitations 

This research has limitations. The report relies on information and perspectives from program 

staff and administrators, not direct observation of program activities. Pilot staff self-report 

program data, and the research team did not have access to the state system of record to verify 

data submissions. A low response rate led the team to discontinue a caregiver survey intended to 

gather client perspectives. The team did not collect data from a comparable group of parents not 

receiving pilot services, limiting the ability to make causal inferences about program impacts.  

 

 
1 Title IV-E of the Social Security Act offers federal reimbursement for a portion of the administration, operation, 

and service costs related to youth in foster care or at risk of entering foster care, provided they meet specific 

eligibility criteria. For more information on these policy changes, see 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/technical_bulletin_faq_legal_representation.pdf.  
2 To accommodate staff schedules, two interviews were conducted virtually. 
3 For more information on the methodology used to produce this report, please contact the authors. 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/technical_bulletin_faq_legal_representation.pdf
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Program Overview 

Description of Pilot Programs 

Below are descriptions of the six Ohio pilot programs, each offering multidisciplinary legal 

representation to caregivers—primarily parents—involved or at risk of involvement with the 

child welfare system. All teams include at least one attorney, social worker,4 and parent 

advocate. 

 

Three pilot programs (in Cuyahoga, Stark, and Clark Counties) provide pre-petition services, 

meaning they engage with families before the public children services agency (PCSA) files a 

complaint in juvenile court. The goal of such programs is to prevent trauma families experience 

when entering the child welfare system. They aim to reduce substantiated investigations, court 

filings, foster care placements, subsequent maltreatment reports, and public expenditures. 

Referrals to pre-petition programs typically come from the county’s PCSA, schools, or 

community-based organizations. See Table 1 below for a list of referral sources for each county. 

For more details on the pre-petition program framework, refer to Appendix B.  

 

The Cuyahoga County Public Defender’s Office was already employing social workers 

and providing multidisciplinary legal representation to caregivers involved in child 

maltreatment reports. They used the grant to expand their model, extending services to 

pre-petition families through the Family Intervention Representation and Services Team 

(FIRST) program and adding a parent advocate to the team.5 

 

The Stark County Family Court partnered with the County Family Council, Public 

Defender’s Office, Community Legal Aid, and PCSA6 to develop and implement the 

Boosting Understanding, Interventions, & Legal Defense (BUILD) program. Parents are 

represented by public defenders, legal aid attorneys, and attorneys contracted through the 

Court. Case coordination is provided by a program coordinator funded by the Court, 

while the parent advocate is employed by Stark County Family Council.  

 

The Clark County Juvenile Court partnered with Advocates for Basic Legal Equality 

(ABLE) to establish the SUCCESS Program, which serves families with elementary 

school-aged children facing attendance issues.7 In collaboration with the Juvenile Court’s 

mediation program and Springfield City School District truancy officers, the program 

offers civil legal and case management services to prevent involvement in both the child 

welfare and justice systems. The attorneys and parent advocate are employed by ABLE, 

while the social services worker is employed by the Court. 

 
4 Some pilot staff serving in the social worker role have different titles, including case manager, social services 

worker, and program coordinator. 
5 Cuyahoga County’s pilot continues to serve formerly pre-petition clients for whom there has been a court filing. 
6 Although the PCSA was involved in the pilot planning process, they do not participate in parent representation. 

Instead, they serve as a referral source for the pilot team. 
7 Their primary focus for referrals is elementary-age children, but they also assist older siblings and continue 

supporting some families after the originally referred child transitions to middle school. 



  

 

10 

 

Another pilot program, based in Summit County, provides post-petition services, working with 

families only after a child abuse, neglect, or dependency petition is filed in juvenile court and, in 

some cases, after children are placed in foster care. These services aim to reduce time to 

permanency, increase reunification rates, and prevent subsequent system involvement. Referrals 

to post-petition programs come from the juvenile courts. For more information on the post-

petition program framework, see Appendix C. 

 

The Summit County Juvenile Court brought together Court-employed case managers,  

panel attorneys funded by the Court, and parent advocates from Greenleaf Family Center  

to form the Multidisciplinary Representation Team (MRT).  

 

Two pilot programs (in Erie and Wayne Counties) serve both pre- and post-petition clients.  

 

Housed within the Erie County Public Defender’s office, public defenders, a social 

worker, and a parent advocate staffed by the Sandusky Artisans Recovery Community 

Center together form Project STRENGTH (Solving Truancy Related Educational Needs 

& Generating Teachable Homes).  

 

The Wayne County Juvenile Court partnered with contract attorneys from Hoffee Law 

Firm, the county’s Public Defender’s Office, a parent advocate from The Ridge Project, a 

case manager from Anazao Community Partners, and the local PCSA6 to establish the 

Ohio Legal Representation Program (OLRP) in the county. Additional legal services are 

provided by attorneys contracted through the Court. 

 

Table 1. Sources of Program Referrals in Year 3 
 Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 206 referrals 

Source of Referral  Clark Cuyahoga Erie Stark Summit Wayne Total Percent 

Children’s services 0 46 4 43 0 29 122 59% 

Court 3 1 3 0 17 2 26 13% 

School 16 0 8 0 0 0 24 12% 

Local attorney 0 1 6 0 0 7 14 7% 

Community agency 0 1 3 0 0 9 13 6% 

Word of mouth 0 0 3 0 0 0 3 2% 

Unknown 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1% 

Other 0 2 1 0 0 0 3 2% 

Total 19 51 28 43 17 48 206 100% 

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

 

Program Staffing 

Whether the programs are located in public defender offices, juvenile courthouses, or spread 

across multiple offices, all the pilots have multidisciplinary legal teams consisting of attorneys, 

social workers, and parent advocates. See Table 2a below for the total number of staff working 

with the six pilot sites at the end of Year 3, as well as sums of the average proportion of time that 
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each staff member devoted to pilot work. We use full-time equivalent (FTE) units of 

measurement to standardize time across full- and part-time staff. For example, a combined 5.10 

FTE across seven pilot social workers suggests that, on average, these staff members dedicated 

73 percent of their time to pilot work (i.e., individual FTEs average 0.73). For more details on 

staffing, combined FTEs, and average caseloads in each county, see Table 2b in Appendix A. 

Note that data is self-reported by each site. While some pilots referenced data collected 

throughout the year, others provided general estimates. 

 

Table 2a. Staffing Across Pilot Programs in Year 3 (all sites) 
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 6 pilot programs 

Staffing Metric Attorneys 
Social 

Workers 

Parent 

Advocates 

Other 

Staff 
Total 

Number of Staff (at year-end) 24 7 7 20 58 

Combined FTE 2.178 5.10 5.95 0.81 14.03 

Note: “Other Staff” category includes judges, administrative staff, and supervisors. 

 

The SCO passed through between $98,566.25 and $120,000.00 to each of the pilot programs for 

third-year implementation. Funding came from the federal Court Improvement Program, 

Children’s Justice Act, and Community-Based Child Abuse Prevention Program. As in Years 1 

and 2, in-kind contributions from pilot sites played a substantive role in supporting the initiative, 

since grant funding covered only a portion of each project’s total cost. These contributions 

encompassed both program and administrative staff, in addition to other than personnel services.  

 

Developments Since Year 2 

Turnover. In 2024, staffing changes occurred at all pilot sites except Cuyahoga and Clark 

Counties, although one attorney in Clark County left the role for two months. Wayne County 

saw the departure of a case manager, who the program replaced through a transfer within the 

same contract organization. By contrast, some programs saw more substantial turnover. Erie 

County, which operates with a core team of five, lost three attorneys and one social worker. The 

program replaced two attorneys and a social worker with new hires. Summit County also 

experienced four staff transitions, including a case manager, a parent advocate, and two 

attorneys. The program promoted a parent advocate to fill the open case manager role and hired a 

new parent advocate to take their place. Two new attorneys joined the team, allowing the 

program to maintain a roster of nine contract attorneys. In Stark County, one attorney and two 

parent advocates left the pilot. A lawyer within the same office has temporarily replaced the 

attorney, while the program hired a new full-time parent advocate. A part-time parent advocate 

returned to their contract organization, as their services were no longer needed.   

  

 
8 One pilot employs an attorney at nearly full-time capacity (.75 FTE). Among the remaining 23 pilot attorneys, the 

average FTE is .06, meaning these attorneys allocate an average of six percent of their time to pilot work. Clients 

may also be referred to other attorneys, such as legal aid, for additional services. However, they are not included in 

the total attorney count or combined FTE unless the attorney is a formal member of the pilot team. 
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Program adaptations. Several pilots implemented changes to their programs in Year 3. At the 

all-pilot convening in November 2023, Wayne County’s program identified pivotal issues that 

prompted staff to considerably modify their approach. Previously, the pilot represented 

individuals to whom the PCSA sought to award custody of children (e.g., grandparents), but it 

now provides multidisciplinary legal representation to the legal custodian—typically parents. 

This shift redistributed the workload: whereas attorneys once carried most of the responsibility, 

current clients require substantial support from the case manager and parent advocate. Alongside 

these changes, the county rebranded the program, naming its pre-petition services Families 

Together and its post-petition work the Multidisciplinary Representation Team. 

 

Summit County’s pilot collaborated with magistrates to establish clearer case eligibility 

guidelines aligned with the program’s capacity to provide assistance. The pilot also introduced 

pathways for attorneys to request a client’s participation in the MRT after a case has begun, and 

a standard allowing staff to discontinue MRT services for parents following 60 to 90 days of 

non-cooperation.9 Staff expect these adjustments to enhance the MRT’s capacity and 

effectiveness. Summit County also plans to expand its services by offering pre-petition support 

through the Legal Defenders office. 

 

Clark County staff reported that local schools have scaled back partnerships with external 

programs, including the SUCCESS program, prompting the pilot to suspend client recruitment at 

attendance mediations. To address the resulting gap in referrals, they expanded eligibility criteria 

to accept referrals from service providers and the court, particularly for parents on the adult 

probation docket facing charges related to contributing to the delinquency of a minor or truancy. 

SUCCESS program staff noted that population changes and the end of COVID-19 funding have 

made securing resources for clients more difficult. Staff reported increased challenges in finding 

affordable housing and shortages at food pantries.  

 

Outreach. Pilots received local, state, and national recognition in Year 3. The Ohio State Bar 

Association honored Judge Linda Teodosio and Summit County’s MRT program with the 

Innovative Court Practices Award for their outstanding work. In Erie County, the program 

garnered recognition in the community by organizing three “Parent Cafés” at a local provider 

agency. The local community responded enthusiastically to these evening parenting sessions, 

which featured a family dinner, free childcare, and dedicated time for area parents to discuss 

challenges. Additionally, several pilot staff members shared their expertise at state and national 

conferences. The Cuyahoga pilot, alongside local PCSA staff, hosted a panel at the Public 

Children Services Association of Ohio (PCSAO) Annual Conference to discuss the program’s 

beginnings, their collaboration, and how to launch a similar initiative. A Summit County case 

manager spoke at a PCSAO executive membership meeting, highlighting the critical role of 

parent advocates in building trust, fostering relationships with clients, and bridging the gap 

between clients and the broader system. Clark County’s parent advocate participated in a panel at 

the ABA National Conference on Parent Representation. 

 
9 Staff established procedures that aim to prevent this action from being prejudicial to the family. 
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Findings 
In Year 3, the six pilot programs continued to innovate, enhance their services, and address 

challenges. Below, we present an overview of client demographics, successes, and case 

outcomes as reported by the pilots in Year 3. We organize our key findings from data collection 

into the following topics: staffing, sustainability, and parent advocates. Throughout the findings, 

we suggest practical strategies that the pilots or other jurisdictions implementing 

multidisciplinary legal representation programs could adopt to strengthen their initiatives. 

 

Client Demographics 

In Program Year 3 (October 1, 2023, to September 30, 2024), the six pilots served 185 clients 

(143 pre-petition and 42 post-petition), impacting the lives of 428 children. Over Years 1, 2, and 

3, the programs collectively served 373 families and 818 youth (see Table 3 below for detailed 

data on clients and children served in each county).  

 

Table 3. Clients Served and Children Impacted 
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs 

Impacts Time Period Clark Cuyahoga Erie Stark Summit Wayne Total 

Clients 

served 

Year 3 17 33 20 59 33 23 185 

Across Years 1-3  23 100 43 96 77 34 373 

Children 

impacted 

Year 3 47 81 51 124 68 57 428 

Across Years 1-3 67 193 116 209 157 76 818 

 

As in Years 1 and 2, significantly more clients in Year 3 identified as female (93%) than male 

(7%).10 At the time of program enrollment, most clients were between the ages of 26 and 49 

(78%). Clients aged 18 to 25 comprised 14 percent of all clients served in Year 3, followed by 

those aged 50 and older (6%). No clients were reported to be under 18, and age was unknown for 

three clients (2%). 

 

Of all program clients, 63 percent (117) identified as White, 29 percent (54) as Black/African 

American, three percent (5) as Multiracial, two percent (3) as Other,11 one percent (1) as 

Asian/Pacific Islander, and none as American Indian/Alaska Native. Race was unknown for three 

percent (5) of clients (see Table 4 below). Six clients (3%) identified as Hispanic, but Hispanic 

status was unknown for 36 percent of clients.12  

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 Respondents in other jurisdictions are often predominantly women. See 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/cfsr_aggregate_report_2020.pdf.  
11 All three clients in this category identified as Hispanic. 
12 One pilot served three individuals with a tribal affiliation.  

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/cfsr_aggregate_report_2020.pdf
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Table 4. Race of Program Clients in Year 3 (all sites) 
Sources: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 185 clients 

Race Number Percent 

White 117 63% 

Black/African American 54 29% 

Multiple Races  5 3% 

Other (e.g., Hispanic, Middle Eastern) 3 2% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 1 1% 

American Indian/Alaska Native 0 0% 

Unknown 5 3% 

Total 185 100% 

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

 

Client Successes 

In the third year of the evaluation, staff from the six pilot programs shared case examples that 

highlight how they partner with clients to address challenges contributing to child safety 

concerns. These stories demonstrate how the pilots deliver impactful legal and case management 

services to clients at various stages of their involvement in the child welfare system. During a 

program impact session led by Action Research at the 2024 all-pilot convening, staff from three 

sites presented the following stories. 

 

One pilot described first connecting with a client at an attendance mediation with her child’s 

elementary school. At the time, the client was homeless and struggling to get her three children 

to school consistently. Over the next two and a half years, the program helped her secure 

subsidized housing, obtain Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits for one child, enhance 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) services for two children, navigate a divorce after 

experiencing domestic violence, and resolve a tax debt issue. She later faced eviction after falling 

behind on rent, with her landlord refusing communication. The pilot’s parent advocate 

intervened, reestablishing dialogue with the landlord and persuading them to consider 

alternatives. This led to a negotiated settlement that temporarily kept the family in their home. 

While the advocate assisted the client with finding new housing, program attorneys continued 

negotiations, ultimately facilitating a new lease agreement, repairing the landlord-tenant 

relationship, and ensuring the forgiveness of the client’s remaining rent debt. As a result, she and 

her children remain stably housed. 

 

Another program shared a story of a single father they supported in regaining custody of his 

young son. The court had placed the child with a relative due to housing instability, a challenge 

complicated by the father’s intellectual disability. Although the father maintained part-time 

employment and received disability benefits, he needed assistance navigating the complex 

housing application process. With the program’s support, he completed applications, gathered 

the necessary documents, and ultimately secured a two-bedroom apartment. To aid the transition, 

the program connected him with resources to fully furnish his home and cover his security 

deposit and first month’s rent. Custody petitions from multiple family members added a layer of 
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uncertainty to the father’s ongoing efforts at reunification. However, he remained determined 

and collaborated with program staff to meet financial planning and all other PCSA requirements. 

With the pilot’s legal, practical, and emotional support, the court granted full custody to the 

father, accompanied by a phased transition plan for his son’s return. In the following months, he 

took proactive steps to prepare for reunification, including arranging school enrollment, medical 

care, and mental health services. Father and son were soon fully reunited. 

 

A third site recounted the story of a mother whose two children were placed in foster care by a 

juvenile court judge after she asked a children’s hospital for help finding housing. Hospital staff 

alerted the PCSA when the mother disclosed that her family was homeless and she had been 

leaving her children in parking garage stairwells, sometimes forgetting their location. Though 

initially angry and resistant to the pilot’s support, program staff persuaded the mother that, while 

reunification with her children would take time, working on her case plan with them would offer 

the greatest chance of success. The pilot team assisted the mother in accessing a preferred 

homeless shelter, arranging transportation for mental health assessments, appointments, and 

visits with her children, and ultimately securing a furnished apartment and employment. 

Throughout the case, the team stood by her as she advocated for herself and diligently worked to 

regain custody. Program staff also forged a strong partnership with the PCSA caseworker and a 

Court Appointed Special Advocate, whose joint efforts helped strengthen the family and set them 

up for future success. Aided by the pilot’s support in fostering the mother’s self-sufficiency, the 

family successfully reunified within 15 months. 

 

Case Outcomes 

In Program Year 3, the six pilots received 206 referrals. Of these, 102 referrals led to enrollment, 

while 104 did not.13 Referrals occurred for many reasons, including child welfare allegations 

(24%), truancy or chronic absenteeism (14%), substance misuse (13%), mental health issues 

(12%), lack of housing (8%), domestic violence (7%), and lack of employment or income (5%; 

see Table 5 below). The pilots also received 82 referrals involving clients facing other legal and 

non-legal issues, such as health concerns, family conflicts, incarceration spells, custody issues, 

and developmental disabilities.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 Reasons include clients not meeting eligibility criteria, not responding to outreach, and opting out of participation. 
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Table 5. Reasons for Program Referrals in Year 3 
 Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 206 referrals 

Reason for Referral  Clark Cuyahoga Erie Stark Summit Wayne Total Percent 

Child welfare 

allegations 
0 46 6 43 17 8 120 24% 

Truancy / chronic 

absenteeism 
19 7 22 13 0 8 69 14% 

Substance use 0 13 5 37 0 11 66 13% 

Need for mental 

health services 
0 7 14 22 0 16 59 12% 

Lack of housing 0 8 6 11 0 13 38 8% 

Domestic violence 0 7 2 18 0 10 37 7% 

Lack of employment 

/ income to support 

family / pay bills 

0 3 3 19 0 0 25 5% 

Other 0 27 31 13 0 11 82 16% 

Unknown 0 0 0 0 0 6 6 1% 

Total 19 118 89 176 17 83 502 100% 

Note: The total does not equal the n referenced above because some individuals had multiple reasons for referral. 

 

In Year 3, the pilots closed 130 client cases. Seventy-five cases (58%) were successfully 

resolved (see Table 6 below). Definitions of success varied across programs and included 

reunifying families, avoiding foster care, and resolving legal matters. Only 12 percent of pilot 

cases resulted in an unsuccessful outcome, such as a formal filing.14 Programs closed 19 percent 

of pilot cases due to clients not responding to outreach efforts. Two clients requested termination 

of pilot services, and, in another two cases, staff discontinued services due to client ineligibility. 

Of the 11 “other” reasons for pilot case closure (8%), one program closed seven cases because 

the court granted custody to a kinship caregiver. Additional “other” reasons include “moved out 

of state,” “GAL was assigned,” and PCSA “changed mind.”  

 

 

 

 

 
14 Sites indicated that unsuccessful cases were often due to factors such as mental health and substance use issues 

hindering clients’ participation in the pilot, or clients prioritizing other, more immediate needs that left them with 

insufficient time or energy to engage with the program. 
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Table 6. Reasons for Client Discharge / Case Closures in Year 3 
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 130 discharges / closures 

 Reason for Client 

Discharge /  

Case Closure 

Clark Cuyahoga Erie Stark Summit Wayne Total Percent 

Program completed / 

case successfully 

resolved 

4 10 5 36* 7 13 75 58% 

Unable to contact client 

/ client unresponsive 
2 4 7 2 5 5 25 19% 

Unsuccessful outcome / 

client did not avoid 

formal filing 

0 5 0 10 0 0 15 12% 

Client requested 

termination 
0 0 0 0 2 0 2 2% 

Program decision 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2% 

Other 0 2 1 0 8* 0 11 8% 

Total 6 21 13 48 22 20 130 100% 

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

*Sites were asked to define success according to their own criteria. Stark County defined cases resulting in kin 

placements as successes because the children avoided placements outside their families. In contrast, Summit County 

categorized cases where custody was granted to a kinship caregiver under “other” reasons for case closure. 

 

Overall, few clients experienced deeper involvement in the child welfare system after enrolling 

in a pilot program. Table 7a below presents data for five pilot sites. The sixth site, Stark County, 

is an outlier and is addressed separately in Table 7b. Among the other five pilots, only three 

clients (2%) had substantiated child maltreatment allegations following enrollment,15 with 13 

total clients (10%) receiving new allegations during that period. Of the 84 pre-petition clients 

served by these programs in Year 3, only seven cases (8%) progressed to a formal court filing. 

Seven pre- or post-petition clients (6%) had their children removed from the home after enrolling 

in the program, with six of these clients’ children entering foster care and one placed in kinship 

care. Among all removals that occurred before or after program enrollment,16 eight clients (18%) 

reunified with one or more of their children, with many cases still open at the end of Year 3. The 

research team cannot verify outcomes with official records due to confidentiality concerns. 

According to most pilot sites, they gather information about system involvement through 

informal contact with clients and/or the PCSA. Alternately, one site formally follows up with 

 
15 These figures exclude substantiations of the allegations that initially prompted referrals to post-petition services. 
16 There was a total of 44 removals, as seven clients had children removed after program enrollment and an 

additional thirty-seven post-petition clients had children removed prior to enrollment. 
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clients six months and one year after discharge, while another conducts annual check-ins with 

the PCSA and reviews court records. 

 

Table 7a. Subsequent Child Welfare System Involvement (five sites) 
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 126 enrolled clients from 5 sites (84 pre-petition and 42 post-petition) 

Type of Involvement Number Percent 

Had new referrals for child maltreatment allegations 13 10% 

Had substantiated child maltreatment reports after enrollment 3 2% 

Had juvenile court filing after enrollment (pre-petition only) 7 8%* 

Children removed 

    Had children removed from the home before enrollment (pre-petition only) 0 0% 

    Had children removed from the home after enrollment 7 6% 

    Reunified with 1+ children after enrollment 8 18%** 

*Note: Denominator is the 84 clients enrolled before a petition was filed.  

**Note: Denominator is the 44 removals that occurred pre- or post-program enrollment, 37 of which involve the 

removal of post-petition clients’ children before they enrolled in the program.  

 

Twelve clients from Stark County (20%) had new child maltreatment allegations after program 

enrollment (see Table 7b below). All 12 reports were substantiated, accounting for 80 percent of 

substantiations across the six pilots in Year 3. These twelve clients also faced juvenile court 

filings and removals of their children from the home after program enrollment, representing 63 

percent of post-enrollment filings and removals among all Year 3 clients. Seven of these clients’ 

children entered foster care, and eight entered kinship care.17 Additionally, although Stark 

County provides exclusively pre-petition services, 37 clients (63%) had children removed from 

their homes prior to program enrollment through temporary safety plans or voluntary 

placements. Of the 37 impacted families, 23 clients (62%) reunified with one or more children.18 

Stark County’s pilot transfers clients to other attorneys following formal court filings, so staff do 

not know permanency outcomes for the children of the 12 clients with post-enrollment removals.  

 

Table 7b. Subsequent Child Welfare System Involvement (Stark County) 
Source: Ohio Pilot Program, n = 59 enrolled clients in Stark County (pre-petition only) 

Type of Involvement Number Percent 

Had new referrals for child maltreatment allegations 12 20% 

Had substantiated child maltreatment reports after enrollment 12 20% 

Had juvenile court filing after enrollment  12 20% 

Children removed 

    Had children removed from the home before enrollment  37 63% 

    Had children removed from the home after enrollment 12 20% 

    Reunified with 1+ children after enrollment 23 47%* 

*Note: Denominator is the 49 removals that occurred pre- or post-program enrollment. Program staff did not have 

access to outcomes for the 12 clients whose children were removed after program enrollment. 

 
17 In some families, certain siblings were placed in foster care while others were placed in kinship care.  
18 Only one of these cases was continuing to work toward reunification at the end of Program Year 3.  
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In Year 2, Stark County’s pilot served a similar number of clients (n = 56), but only five clients 

(9%) experienced subsequent referrals, substantiations, and filings, compared to 20 percent in 

Year 3. Just two clients (4%) had children enter foster care after program enrollment in Year 2, 

in contrast to 12 percent in Year 3. Twenty-three clients (41%) had children removed from their 

homes before enrollment in Year 2, while 63 percent of clients faced this situation in Year 3. 

Pilot staff believe that the PCSA began reducing the time allotted for parents to complete their 

case plans in the summer and fall of 2024, leading to an increase in filings, though the research 

team does not have quantitative data to confirm this observation. See Table 7c below for a 

detailed breakdown of subsequent child welfare involvement in each county as of September 30, 

2024.  

 

Table 7c. Subsequent Child Welfare System Involvement as of Sept 2024  
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 185 clients enrolled (143 pre-petition and 42 post-petition) 

Type of Involvement Clark Cuyahoga Erie Stark Summit Wayne Total 

Had new referrals for child 

maltreatment allegations 
1 1 4 12 0 7 25 

Had substantiated child 

maltreatment reports after 

enrollment 

0 0 1 12 0 2 15 

Had juvenile court filing after 

enrollment (pre-petition only) 
0 6 0 12 N/A 1 19 

Had children removed from 

the home before enrollment 
(pre-petition only) 

0 0 0 37 N/A 0 37 

Had children removed from 

the home before enrollment 
(post-petition only) 

N/A N/A 1 N/A 33 3 37 

Had children removed from 

the home after enrollment 
0 5 1 12 0 1 19 

Had children enter foster care 

after enrollment 
0 4 1 7 0 1 13 

Had children placed in kinship 

care after enrollment 
0 1 0 8 1 2 12 

Reunified with 1+ children 

after enrollment 
0 0 0 23 7 1 31 

Note: “N/A” denotes that the program does not enroll the category of clients referenced in the row.  

 

Staffing  

Stability 

Turnover. Turnover at the pilot sites occurred due to several key factors, including burnout, 

limited leadership support, and inadequate compensation.19 Burnout is pervasive in the field and 

has been cited as the leading cause of child welfare staff leaving their positions (Lushin et al., 

 
19 Factors unique to parent advocates are described in the ‘Employment’ section below. 
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2023). According to pilot leads, some employees resigned because they struggled to maintain 

boundaries between work and personal life or became overly involved with clients. Others cited 

heavy workloads as a factor that pushed staff to step away from their roles. In some instances, 

leadership transitions led host organizations to shift priorities, leaving pilot staff feeling 

undervalued and unsupported—a challenge particularly pronounced at one program with high 

turnover. Low compensation can also drive turnover, as staff may need to pursue higher-paying 

roles to support themselves and their families. 

 

Although four sites experienced staff changes in Year 3 (ranging from one to four members 

leaving the team), the pilots have largely maintained stable teams. Notably, two sites have 

retained their entire staff throughout the first three years of the program. While workforce 

turnover is common in child welfare, pilots emphasized that team culture, supervision, and 

program management contribute to staff stability. Research indicates that organizational culture 

and supervision are key factors in reducing turnover in the field (Williams, 2018).  

 

Team culture. Both pilots with full staff retention operate pre-petition programs where most team 

members work from a single site, allowing for frequent in-person interactions beyond formal 

team meetings. These pilots attribute their high retention to a supportive team environment 

characterized by consistent communication, active collaboration, mutual respect, and shared 

commitment to the program’s mission.20 One site highlighted the importance of “celebrating 

wins”—both big and small—through thoughtful gestures such as handwritten notes, shared 

treats, or team lunch outings. This practice helps ensure that every staff member feels valued and 

integral to the group’s success. Sites also noted that building a strong team culture begins with 

hiring individuals who possess the ideal attributes for the team—qualities explored in the ‘Hiring 

& Onboarding’ section. Pilot staff shared that they remain with their team because they are 

passionate about the work, recognize the value of their efforts, and find joy in helping others. 

 

Supervision. Supervision has enhanced team stability at pilot sites by providing staff with 

practical guidance and personal support, helping to prevent burnout and ensure effective 

performance in their roles. While attorneys typically manage their own cases and assume a 

leadership role within multidisciplinary legal teams for each case, pilot attorneys at public 

defender offices and non-profit legal providers are often also supervised by a managing attorney. 

Supervision can help ensure that attorneys, especially those new to the role, maintain the core 

standards of high-quality legal representation for parents,21 such as providing strong in-court22 

and out-of-court23 advocacy.  

 

Pilot social workers and parent advocates underscored the value of supervision. At one program 

with robust supervision and no turnover, these staff have benefited from the guidance of a skilled 

social work supervisor. The social worker and parent advocate had immediate access to an 

 
20 Effective internal team collaboration is described further in the Year 2 report. 
21 See https://familyjusticeinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2019/01/FJI-Attributes-Fact-Sheet.pdf.  
22 See https://familyjusticeinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2022/01/in-court-advocacy.pdf.  
23 See https://familyjusticeinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2021/05/out-of-court-advocacy.pdf.  

https://familyjusticeinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2019/01/FJI-Attributes-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://familyjusticeinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2022/01/in-court-advocacy.pdf
https://familyjusticeinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/48/2021/05/out-of-court-advocacy.pdf
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experienced supervisor through this site’s existing social work team. Social workers at other 

programs reported receiving valuable supervision from their contract agency, managing attorney, 

or court administrator. Those supervised by individuals with clinical or social work training 

valued role-specific support. However, social workers at three pilots lacked formal social work 

supervision, instead reporting to general management.24 Supervision for parent advocates and 

key characteristics of effective supervision are discussed in later sections of this report. 

 

Program management. Pilot staff are also more likely to remain with the team when they feel 

valued and supported by program managers. This role is typically held by supervising attorneys 

and/or court administrators, though in one county, the case coordinator manages these 

responsibilities with support from the court administrator. At pilots with stable staffing, program 

managers strike a balance between trusting their team’s autonomy in daily operations and staying 

connected enough to address broader challenges and provide strategic support when needed. 

Most programs hold weekly or bi-monthly team meetings, allowing managers to stay informed 

about staff needs. Some pilots have two program managers, with one handling administrative 

tasks and the other offering direct staff support. When a single staff member is tasked with both 

duties, challenges can arise. An excessive workload led to burnout and the eventual departure of 

one site lead, highlighting the need for a balanced distribution of responsibilities. 

 

Recommendations. This report, together with the Year 2 report, outlines strategies for promoting 

staff retention, including self-care, hiring practices, team collaboration, effective management, 

and strong supervision. 

 

Hiring & Onboarding 

Most pilot programs managed staff turnover successfully and filled open positions within a 

reasonable period. This process has been notably easier for pilots located in more urban areas, 

where programs often hire internally from larger existing host-site workforces (e.g., juvenile 

courts) and attract more applicants from a broader pool of qualified candidates in the area. 

Programs also found that recruiting staff from organizations already engaged in similar work 

helped fill vacancies. However, some pilot sites faced challenges recruiting for vacant positions. 

Such issues are particularly prevalent in rural areas, where there are fewer eligible candidates 

and county or organizational funding constraints prevent sites from offering competitive 

compensation. Attorney positions at one site remained unfilled for over six months in Year 3.  

 

Recruitment. Pilots employ various recruitment strategies to attract new staff. Many programs 

post job listings on platforms like Indeed and interview top candidates. To counter applicant 

shortages, one site conducts targeted outreach to local social work and law schools, while 

another shares job postings through industry listservs. At some court-based pilot programs, 

leadership invites panel attorneys to join the team, selecting those they view as possessing the 

skills and qualities for the role. In one county, the program’s strong reputation has led attorneys 

 
24 Highly experienced social workers indicated a reduced need for supervision and expressed confidence in 

supervising parent advocates. 
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to actively request participation. Clarifying the mission and goals of multidisciplinary legal 

representation can help overcome resistance from panel attorneys, though not in every instance.25 

 

Some counties contract with organizations to staff parent advocate and case manager positions. 

These organizations typically oversee hiring, and site leads report varying levels of 

communication with hiring personnel. In some cases, site leads participate directly in hiring 

discussions, allowing them to ensure new hires’ qualifications align with program needs. In other 

instances, site leaders do not meet new staff members until after they have been hired, which can 

complicate their integration into the program. Pilot leads at one site highlighted that the contract 

agency struggles to find candidates who meet the hiring agency’s job requirements and are 

willing and able to work with the pilot’s target population.26 

 

Preferred attributes. Many program directors reported difficulties attracting applicants with the 

necessary technical expertise and soft skills for these specialized roles. According to pilot leads, 

ideal staff members exhibit empathy for parents, a passion for strengthening families, and a firm 

belief in the program’s ability to improve outcomes for families. Pilot staff also emphasized that 

successful team members bring both the experience and commitment necessary for effective 

teamwork, along with a willingness to deliver services through a cooperative, multidisciplinary 

legal approach. One site lead recommended that job postings highlight the importance of this 

collaborative mindset to ensure applicants understand the team-oriented nature of the role.  

 

Site leads also stressed the importance of recruiting attorneys who recognize the value of the 

support provided by social workers and parent advocates. As one stakeholder noted, while 

attorneys are generally trained to rely on their legal expertise, they must understand that this 

model emphasizes collaboration with a multidisciplinary legal team that brings unique and 

valuable perspectives. Otherwise, some sites prioritize different qualities in attorneys. For 

instance, one pre-petition pilot lead selects contract attorneys who are willing to strongly 

advocate for families and challenge the PCSA. A post-petition program, on the other hand, 

prefers attorneys who are open to working more collaboratively with the PCSA rather than 

adopting an adversarial approach to the case plan.  

 

One site lead noted that effective social work staff are deeply familiar with local resources and 

have established working relationships within the community. They possess a solid 

understanding of the child welfare system, which helps them prepare clients for home visits and 

family team meetings, while also advocating for clients during these important interactions. 

Strong candidates demonstrate “a real commitment to working hard at [resource coordination] 

for this particular population.” For example, one pilot social worker has successfully addressed 

clients’ needs using a resource spreadsheet—informally called “the underground railroad”—that 

 
25 A county seeking to expand offerings to include post-petition services encountered objections when presenting the 

opportunity to panel attorneys, with one expressing concern that team-based work would increase their workload 

without improving family outcomes. 
26 Parent advocate hiring practices are detailed in the ‘Employment’ section below. 
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they compiled over several years prior to the program’s launch. For further details on the 

qualities of effective parent advocates, see the ‘Employment’ section of this report.  

 

Training. Training is integral to onboarding staff, but pilot sites have faced barriers in obtaining 

specialized resources and materials for this work. Further, no sites have formalized protocols or 

program manuals to guide staff, which complicates their ability to ensure consistency and clarity 

in the training process. The Year 1 report highlighted pilot training experiences during the 

programs’ launch, noting that staff benefited from sessions led by the technical assistance 

provider and staff from the Center for Family Representation.27 These sessions covered topics 

such as teamwork, stakeholder collaboration, client engagement, mandated reporting, and data 

collection, establishing a solid foundation for staff in the early stages of implementation. 

Throughout the last several years, pilot staff have continued to gain valuable insights from 

attending conferences, such as the ABA National Conference on Parent Representation, and 

networking with colleagues from similar programs. Some programs also leaned on established 

training for multidisciplinary parent defense (e.g., Cornerstone Training,28 Preventive Legal 

Advocacy & Pre-Petition National Cohort webinars29), ad hoc training on relevant topics (e.g., 

housing covered by the National Legal Aid & Defender Association), and handbooks from 

established programs (e.g., Washington State30).31 Three pilots reported allocating funding for 

training in Year 3, with expenditures ranging from $1,677 to $6,000 (average: $3,936). 

 

To support onboarding, the pilot programs rely on experienced staff to train new hires, 

leveraging their knowledge and expertise. While this approach has worked well during periods of 

low turnover, it exposes programs to potential inconsistencies in training quality and the loss of 

critical knowledge when key staff members depart. Additionally, the absence of standardized 

training programs tailored to each role complicates integrating new staff into the team and 

ensuring all team members are utilized effectively. In interviews, staff expressed a desire for 

more clarity in roles, particularly between social workers and parent advocates, but struggled to 

pinpoint specific training gaps. 

 

Recommendations. While most sites have defined program focus areas and internal processes, 

none have formally documented them. Research on program implementation underscores the 

value of such documentation in creating a shared understanding of the program’s mission and 

practices among staff.32 Manualizing key knowledge can help promote consistent service 

 
27 Located in New York City, the Center for Family Representation has been delivering multidisciplinary parent 

defense to families navigating the child welfare system since 2002. See https://cfrny.org/.  
28 Cornerstone Training in multidisciplinary representation was developed by the Center for Family Representation. 

Pilots received at least two sessions of this training during the grant’s first two years.  
29 These sessions are hosted by Emory University’s Barton Child Law and Policy Center. More information can be 

found at https://bartoncenter.net/preventive-legal-advocacy/national-cohort/.  
30 See https://opd.wa.gov/find-legal-help-and-information/parents-representation-program/parents-representation-

program-policies.  
31 More information on training for parent advocates is described in the ‘Employment’ section below. 
32 See, for example, Bertram, R. M., Blase, K. A., & Fixsen, D. L. (2015). Improving programs and outcomes: 

Implementation frameworks and organization change. Research on Social Work Practice, 25(4), 477-487. 

https://cfrny.org/
https://bartoncenter.net/preventive-legal-advocacy/national-cohort/
https://opd.wa.gov/find-legal-help-and-information/parents-representation-program/parents-representation-program-policies
https://opd.wa.gov/find-legal-help-and-information/parents-representation-program/parents-representation-program-policies
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delivery, boost retention, manage turnover, and scale services as resources allow. To initiate this 

process, the pilots could prioritize developing detailed role descriptions that outline each 

position’s responsibilities and expectations. Clear role definitions enable team members to work 

independently while collaborating effectively, understanding how their contributions support 

client needs. This clarity also aids program leadership in recruiting candidates who align with the 

program’s needs and team dynamics.     

 

Additionally, enhancing data capacity could support hiring and onboarding efforts. Pilots might 

consider implementing a record-keeping system or database, such as LegalServer,33 to track 

client backgrounds, needs, service utilization, and case outcomes. For sites that choose to modify 

their data practices, it is important to clearly assign responsibility for data input and 

management, ensuring that team members understand their roles in maintaining system integrity. 

Improving data quality and consistency could help pilots make informed decisions about 

program operations and identify needs related to training, hiring, and resource partnerships. 

Strong data collection and analysis practices—such as developing a data utilization plan—may 

also contribute to the program’s long-term sustainability, as outlined in the following section.  

 

Sustainability 

Facilitators & Barriers 

Strengths. During site lead interviews conducted in April and November 2024, leads at all six 

pilot sites expressed a desire for their programs to continue.34 The planned phasing out of grant 

funding during Years 3 and 4 and the end of grant funding after Year 4 amplified concerns 

regarding the pilots’ long-term sustainability. Based on their evaluations of funding prospects 

and staffing stability, leads at four of the six sites were highly optimistic about sustaining 

operations beyond Year 4.35 As a first step toward securing ongoing funding, the four optimistic 

sites designated specific staff members for this effort, typically site leads with support from 

fiscal staff as needed. All staff tasked with securing funding hold administrative roles, rather than 

direct service roles, providing them with more time and relevant experience to focus on this 

responsibility. While many sites are still exploring potential funding opportunities, they reported 

having actionable plans and actively assessing the fit and feasibility of various funding sources.36 

Additionally, five of the six sites anticipated maintaining adequate staffing levels to support 

continuing operations, having retained most staff members and addressed vacancies to date.  

   

Site leads across all six counties highlighted that multiple stakeholders support sustaining the 

programs beyond the grant period. Five sites reported support from the county juvenile court, 

while four noted backing from their local PCSA, with both entities wanting the pilots to become 

 
33 See https://www.legalserver.org/.  
34 One site lead exited the program in Year 3, and researchers have yet to assess the new lead’s commitment to 

sustainability. At another site, one lead is a strong advocate for continuing the program, while the other remains 

hesitant due to competing organizational priorities. 
35 In April 2024, one of these sites, which offers pre- and post-petition services, raised concerns about sustaining 

post-petition work due to attorney staffing and client engagement challenges. However, September 2024 updates 

revealed that they have made notable progress in addressing these issues. 
36 Additional information is provided in the ‘Funding Sources’ section. 

https://www.legalserver.org/
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a permanent part of the county’s child welfare system. Judges at all four pilots hosted by juvenile 

courts emphasized the programs’ success and expressed strong interest in maintaining services, 

as did the truancy division in a fifth county. Judicial support is particularly impactful, as judges 

play a key role in securing both financial and practical resources for the pilots. Support from 

PCSAs in four counties is partially driven by the pilots’ ability to alleviate PCSA staff 

workloads. Additionally, Family & Children First Councils (FCFCs), local attorneys, pilot staff 

contract organizations, and service providers were each identified by three sites as key 

supporters. The endorsement of FCFCs—composed of representatives from the board of county 

commissioners, PCSA, juvenile court, service agencies, private funders, and consumers—reflects 

broad approval for the pilot within their jurisdictions. These counties typically regard the pilots 

as enhancing, rather than undermining, existing systems. Instead of hiring full-time attorneys 

who might compete with local lawyers for clients, five counties engage contract attorneys or 

public defenders who also represent a broader client base.37 The organizations that contract case 

manager or parent advocate roles are incentivized to support the pilots, as they receive program 

funding to cover staff salaries and, in some cases, overhead costs. Service providers and other 

stakeholders value the pilots for enhancing their ability to meet families’ needs. In one county, a 

local law firm housing the pilot supports its continuation, and another county’s school system 

backs the program for its efforts in addressing truancy. 

 

Challenges. Two pilots identified funding as the main barrier to sustaining operations beyond 

Year 4, while four sites cited both funding and staffing as key challenges. Some programs may 

struggle to secure adequate funding due to constrained administrative capacity, as site leads and 

fiscal staff balance multiple competing demands on their time. Further, staff at two sites lack 

experience in establishing new funding streams. Limited capacity and experience in data 

collection and analysis may also hinder sites’ ability to secure funding. 

 

While pilots have taken steps to identify and evaluate potential funders (see ‘Funding Sources’ 

below), none are known to have produced written funding plans. Efforts to acquire new funding 

are especially crucial for parent advocates, whose compensation is covered by pilot grant funds 

in all six counties. Parent advocates also receive lower salaries and may be more vulnerable to 

financial strain than their attorney and social worker colleagues (see the Parent Advocates 

‘Employment’ section below). Funding uncertainty can jeopardize staff stability and recruitment, 

which may, in turn, undermine sustainability. Since the pilots are implementing an innovative 

new practice, recruiting qualified candidates can be challenging, especially if concerns about 

funding spread. As one site lead remarked, “I think that’s one of the vulnerabilities to the 

project… it’s so person dependent.” Broader staffing challenges that may impact program 

sustainability are addressed in the ‘Staffing’ sections above, with considerations specific to 

parent advocates detailed in the ‘Employment’ section below. 

 

 
37 In some jurisdictions outside Ohio, solo practitioners who provide parent representation have undermined political 

support for multidisciplinary representation. See, for example, https://nydailyrecord.com/2018/01/26/countys-grant-

rejection-generates-criticism/. 

https://nydailyrecord.com/2018/01/26/countys-grant-rejection-generates-criticism/
https://nydailyrecord.com/2018/01/26/countys-grant-rejection-generates-criticism/
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Challenges involving referral source partnerships, county leadership, and program leadership 

also pose risks to program sustainability, especially for two sites that are less confident about 

maintaining operations after Year 4. For example, a decline in student referrals at one pilot 

focused on addressing chronic absenteeism reduced the pool of available clients. Actions by 

another county’s commissioners exacerbated staffing and funding challenges. Budget cuts to the 

public defender’s office led to salary reductions and contributed to retention and hiring issues. 

The county commissioners also denied program requests for reimbursement through pilot grant 

funding, including for the team to participate in a national conference attended by numerous staff 

from other pilots. Program leadership priorities have the potential to impact sustainability in two 

counties. Management at one host site is reviewing budgetary goals and may choose to focus on 

larger-scale initiatives that could have a broader impact on the public. In another county, 

ensuring sustainability depends on site leadership assuming responsibility for pilot supervision, 

management, funding, and more after the former lead’s departure in mid-2024. 

 

Recommendations. Most pilot leads believe their program can surmount the aforementioned 

challenges. To ensure ongoing funding after the grant period, sites may want to develop a 

comprehensive written action plan outlining specific tasks, assignments, and deadlines for 

obtaining funding. Sites may also benefit from further engaging beneficiaries of their programs, 

such as PCSAs and the courts, and cultivating deeper relationships with key stakeholders, such 

as county commissioners. The Year 2 report describes strategies for engaging government and 

community stakeholders. Staffing-related recommendations can be found in the ‘Staffing’ 

sections above and the Parent Advocates ‘Employment’ section below. 

 

Funding Sources 

All six pilots identified the need to secure multiple funding streams to sustain their programs 

after Year 4. They were considering various options, including public funding at the county, 

state, and federal levels. Table 8 below provides a summary of potential funding streams 

explored by each pilot, along with the sites’ evaluations of factors that could facilitate or hinder 

access to these sources. 
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Table 8. Funding Sources with Facilitators and Barriers to Use (all sites) 
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs, n = 6 pilot programs 

     

Funding 

Sources 

Site 

A 

Site 

B 

Site 

C 

Site 

D 

Site 

E 

Site 

F 
Facilitators Barriers 

PCSA X X  X X X 
Pilot services supplement PCSA 

staff efforts to support families. 

PCSA-backed funding may limit 

pilots’ autonomy over operations. 

Host site 

internal 

budget 

X X  X X X 

Funds may be allocated from the 

public defender or law office 

budget, court general fund, or court 

special projects fund. 

Access to new or existing funds may 

require the support of county 

commissioners or judges, making it 

vulnerable to leadership changes. 

Foundation X X X   X 
The grant support team has shared 

numerous foundation options.  

Preparing applications is time-

intensive, yet local awards are often 

modest. Courts may not be eligible. 

Title IV-E X X X   X 
New funds may be available in 

addition to existing funding for sites 

designated as IV-E Courts. 

Sites voiced concerns regarding 

delays in the availability of new 

funds and heavy administrative 

burden for courts.   

RECLAIM 

Ohio* 
X    X X 

One site has successfully utilized 

these funds to support program 

operations. 

Funds are only available to programs 

in courts, and sites’ annual receipt of 

funds fluctuates. 

Medicaid    X  X 
Most clients qualify for Medicaid. 

Services can continue after pilot 

case closure. 

Sites need to contract with a 

Medicaid-eligible agency. Only case 

management is covered at present. 

 ADAMHS* 

Board 
   X X  

Many client families are struggling 

with mental health or substance use. 

Only expenses related to these issues 

can be covered. 

TANF*     X  
Most pilot clientele are TANF-

eligible. One court uses TANF to 

fund programs. 

Accessing funds requires 

burdensome documentation. 

Another 

county 

program 

 X     
One site may be able to partner with 

the director of a similar, inactive 

program that has leftover funds. 

It remains unclear if the site can 

access these unallocated funds. 

Legal Aid      X These groups could supplement 

pilots’ legal offerings and alleviate 

related costs. They have existing 

partnerships with some local courts. 

Legal Aid is often underfunded. 

Law school 

legal clinic 
    X  

Courts would have to establish a new 

clinic, which is likely only an option 

in urban areas near law schools.  
  

*Note: RECLAIM Ohio refers to the Reasoned and Equitable Community and Local Alternatives to the 

Incarceration of Minors program. The ADAMHS Board is the Alcohol, Drug Addiction, and Mental Health Services 

Board. TANF references the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program, which is administered by County 

Departments of Job and Family Services. 

 

Site preferences. During interviews conducted at five sites in April 2024, site leads from four 

pilots identified suitable funding sources for their programs and highlighted existing funding 

gaps. While open to other options, these pilots planned to leverage internal funding from host 

sites where possible to minimize new work for administrative staff and reduce dependence on 

external sources. Site C did not have a viable funding plan at that time. The lead’s primary 

strategy was to establish a 501(c)(3) nonprofit to shift financial control from the county 

commissioners, but no one was available to take on that complex task. Site D anticipated that the 

local court general fund and PCSA would fund the program. They mentioned having strong 

relationships with judges and PCSA leadership who appreciate their work. Site B intended to 
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incorporate salary costs into the public defender office’s budget. However, regulations prevent 

the program from covering their “participant fund,” a pot of money that enables pilot staff to 

quickly address clients’ material needs. Leads were exploring several options to maintain the 

fund, including ending formal partnerships with several local agencies. Site F planned to bill 

Medicaid for case management, as their partner agency has an existing Medicaid contract and 

billing infrastructure in place for these services. The site had not yet finalized funding plans for 

legal and parent advocacy services but was considering local court funds and RECLAIM dollars 

as potential funding sources. Site E was evaluating multiple options, with a particular focus on 

the local court’s general fund, RECLAIM, and TANF. Drawing on their experience in funding 

programs, including through these sources, staff at the site are confident in their capacity to 

secure the necessary funds. This site also advocated for the establishment of a statewide fund 

through the General Assembly or the Governor’s office, citing as precedent the funding that 

these sources allocate for specialized dockets (e.g., substance use and mental health dockets).  

 

Title IV-E funding. As of this writing, no pilot relies on statewide IV-E funding to sustain their 

programs. Ohio’s plans for IV-E reimbursement for child welfare legal representation are in 

development.  

 

Recommendations. Transitioning from grant funding to alternative sources is expected to involve 

a process of trial and error, consuming valuable, unbudgeted program time to ensure ongoing 

funding. If funding remains at the county level, sustaining the pilots will be an ongoing strain 

that hinders expansion and exacerbates staff recruitment and retention challenges. Given the 

complexities of securing funding, the instability of many local sources, and insights from other 

jurisdictions, the research team views statewide funding as the most effective and efficient 

strategy for ensuring sustainability and expansion beyond Year 4. In the meantime, sites may 

begin writing an impact summary to share with potential funders and community partners, 

seeking pro bono grant writers and/or college interns, and accessing grant listservs. 

 

Grant Team Support 

Pilot leads, particularly those with less administrative experience, appreciate the grant team’s 

support, including their facilitation of sustainability sessions in early 2024. During April 2024 

interviews, all leads described feeling grateful that the team offered many funding source ideas 

in these sessions, and three leads noted that their teams benefited from the opportunity to 

exchange and discuss ideas. As of April 2024, four of five interviewed site leads wanted to 

continue sustainability meetings in some form, ideally quarterly or when the grant team has new 

content to present. Pilots saw the sessions as valuable “from a project management standpoint,” 

with two leads highlighting that the meetings helped them maintain a focus on sustainability. 

One site suggested distributing funding opportunities between sessions, a recommendation the 

grant team adopted. Two sites requested guidance and clarification on accessing new IV-E funds. 

To address sites’ needs, the grant team dissected potential funding sources, including IV-E, and 

related considerations during a sustainability session they led at the November 2024 convening. 
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Several site leads and judges sought the grant team’s support in presenting a unified message to 

elected officials about the pilots’ efficacy and funding needs. They believe the General Assembly 

and the Governor’s office would respond positively to evidence of the pilots’ effectiveness in 

serving families across counties with different sizes, demographics, and program structures. One 

lead emphasized that the technical assistance provider’s endorsement adds credibility to the 

project. Additionally, site leads proposed soliciting support from the Ohio State Bar Association 

and the Ohio Association of Juvenile Court Judges to advocate for a statewide funding stream.  

 

Recommendations. Once the vendor establishes procedures for accessing IV-E funding, the pilots 

will need clear, comprehensive guidance from the grant team on the information and 

documentation necessary to access these funds. Additionally, the grant team might support pilots 

by offering grant-writing assistance or connecting them with pro bono grant writers to help 

conceptualize and draft proposals for IV-E and foundation funding. The team can also continue 

to link sites with resources on leveraging various funding sources and facilitate connections 

between sites to encourage mutual support in navigating these streams.  

 

Parent Advocates 

Job Function 

According to pilot staff and the research literature, parent advocates offer invaluable and unique 

contributions to the multidisciplinary legal team, complementing the work of program attorneys 

and social workers (Lalayants & Frieson, 2024). Parent advocates “help bridge the gap between 

system-skeptical [clients] and the [child protection] system,” fostering trust and engagement with 

staff from the pilot programs, PCSAs, juvenile courts, and resource agencies. As system 

navigators and “translators,” they serve to clarify complex situations, reframe communications 

from these staff in ways that resonate more effectively with parents, and amplify clients’ voices. 

Having faced similar challenges, their lived experiences are said to cultivate deep empathy and 

connection with clients, while shared community ties and demographics often further establish 

them as trusted allies and examples of resilience.38 In the words of one pilot social worker, parent 

advocates’ “lived experience is the only reason that [clients] trust me and their attorney.” 

Advocates shared that their authenticity, approachability, and sociability also help break down 

barriers with clients, enabling them to facilitate difficult conversations on sensitive topics such as 

relationship troubles, parenting challenges, and economic hardships.  

 

Pilot staff report that parent advocates leverage their experience, expertise, and dedication to 

provide ongoing practical and emotional support. As one public defender noted, their role “fills 

in the gaps of what you wish you could do if you had 10 more hours in each day.” Parent 

advocates maintain consistent, sometimes daily, communication with clients, staying attuned to 

the subtleties of parents’ lives and helping them remain on track—whether by reminding them of 

appointments, facilitating connections with service providers, or aiding them in setting goals and 

breaking down complex tasks.39 They also provide hands-on support, such as shopping for 

 
38 Examples of lived experiences reported by pilot parent advocates extend beyond experiences as a parent involved 

in the child welfare system and are detailed in the ‘Employment’ section below. 
39 In the words of one parent advocate, “That personal touch that we bring makes all the difference.” 
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groceries or accompanying clients to apartment tours. As one parent advocate described, “It’s 

like we have a life vest, and we throw it to the parent and help them swim to shore.”  

 

Beyond practical assistance, parent advocates suggested that they provide a compassionate, non-

judgmental presence, helping clients feel validated, accepted, and less alone.40 They offer both 

motivation and solace, often sharing personal stories of resilience and creating a safe space for 

clients to voice their frustrations. Pilot staff noted that by encouraging clients through 

overwhelming moments, advocates help them find the strength to persevere in difficult times. As 

one social worker explained, “Parents run out of gas all the time, and it’s that [parent advocate] 

who says, ‘You can do this because I felt the same way and I almost gave up too.’” 

 

Employment 

The employment status of parent advocates varies across pilot sites. At three sites, parent 

advocates are employed full-time, while at the other three sites, they work part-time. Among the 

part-time advocates, two dedicate 70 to 75 percent of their time to pilot activities and the other 

allocates 50 percent. Parent advocates typically manage a caseload of 10 to 15 pilot cases per 

week, except for one part-time advocate, who oversees three to four pilot cases and two to three 

cases through their contract agency. This combination of full- and part-time employment, along 

with differing caseloads, reflects the unique staffing and resource constraints at each site. 

 

Experience. Few parent advocates have lived experience as parents in the child welfare system. 

This is not considered ideal within multidisciplinary parent representation because of the 

importance of an advocate who can explain how they overcame challenges when developing 

trust with a client. However, the sites had to adapt their hiring to the realities of the available 

labor pool. This background has been confirmed for just one current parent advocate, as well as 

two former advocates who left their roles during Year 3. Instead, advocates’ lived experiences 

include having family members involved in the child welfare or justice systems, navigating 

personal or familial mental health challenges, experiencing abusive relationships, and utilizing 

public benefits (e.g., the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program). Six of the seven parent 

advocates are parents themselves. Prior to being hired by the pilot, parent advocates at four sites 

were already working in peer support roles. Other experience spans law enforcement 

administration, special education, paralegal work, and healthcare. 

 

Recruitment. Sites recruited parent advocates through a variety of channels. Two advocates 

found the role on the hiring site Indeed, while another heard about the position from a colleague. 

These pilots did not require advocates to have lived experience as parents in the child welfare 

system, a qualification that sites noted they struggled to find. Three parent advocates were 

introduced to the position through their employer at a peer support organization.41 The current 

 
40 In addition to the positive impacts of connection on parents, reducing their perceived social isolation is linked to a 

lower likelihood of child maltreatment. See, for example, Lee, S. J., Ward, K. P., Lee, J. Y., & Rodriguez, C. M. 

(2022). Parental social isolation and child maltreatment risk during the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of Family 

Violence, 37(5), 813–824.  
41 It is unclear whether their employers sought other candidates with child welfare backgrounds.  
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advocate that is confirmed to have lived experience as a parent in the child welfare system 

learned about the position from a staff member at the county PCSA with whom they had 

previously worked as a client. This pilot emphasized that requesting recommendations from 

PCSA staff of formerly involved parents who may be strong candidates for the parent advocate 

role can be an effective strategy to recruit individuals with lived experience. Other pilots shared 

that, over time, former pilot clients may demonstrate the characteristics needed for the position, 

offering a recruitment pathway from within the program. 

 

Preferred attributes. When hiring parent advocates, leads emphasized the importance of 

selecting candidates who have overcome their personal challenges, are prepared to help others, 

and can effectively manage potential triggers. Accordingly, pilot staff described strong 

candidates as “a little older,” “more stabilized,” and no longer actively “living through their life 

experience.” Similarly, a recent study found that younger and early-career peer supporters are 

more susceptible to job-related emotional exhaustion (Godfrey et al., 2022). At the November 

2024 convening, a parent advocate from a well-established program in another state stipulated 

that their advocates must have been “stable from whatever the issue is” for at least two years, 

with their child welfare case closed for at least one year. 

 

Per pilot parent advocates, key qualities for the role include being personable, compassionate, 

open-minded, and skilled in building relationships with clients and stakeholders. These traits 

help parent advocates foster strong connections with families and serve as a link between clients 

and the system. Staff noted that advocates should be dedicated to treating clients with respect and 

dignity, while also having the courage to intervene with families to drive change and the strength 

to navigate resistance. For programs struggling to identify a parent with lived experience in the 

child welfare system who is both interested and equipped for the role, pilot parent advocates 

recommend considering candidates with other relevant lived experiences. They shared that 

overcoming similar life challenges has enabled them to connect effectively with clients.  

 

Retention. To prevent turnover among parent advocates, leads aimed to make careful and 

strategic hiring decisions. According to site leads, turnover in the role often occurred when 

individuals struggled to manage the competing demands of personal and professional 

responsibilities. Secondary trauma can also contribute to turnover, as the role’s proximity to 

advocates’ lived experience presents a unique form of stress. This issue was particularly evident 

among parent advocates with lived experience in the child welfare system, as both advocates 

who left their roles in Year 3 had this background.  

 

Compensation. Compensation is a key factor in recruiting and retaining parent advocates, as 

insufficient pay and benefits to meet their needs can create substantial challenges for these staff. 

One parent advocate described their pay as “excellent,” while another was satisfied but wished 

for a higher salary. In contrast, parent advocates at the other four sites voiced concerns about 

being underpaid. Three advocates reported taking on additional jobs to cover their expenses. One 

advocate described feeling “devastated” about their wage, with another noting that some of their 

pilot clients earn more than they do.  



  

 

32 

 

Most parent advocates, across five of the six programs, are compensated at an hourly rate. 

Research published in 2018 indicated that the national average for the role is $15 an hour 

(Lapidos et al., 2018). While some parent advocates receive benefits like health insurance, a 

401(k), and paid time off, advocates at two sites, both staffed by contract non-profit agencies, 

reported receiving few or no benefits. Specifically, one parent advocate’s health plan does not 

cover any family members, including children, while another relies on a spouse for insurance. In 

contrast, social workers at five pilots receive competitive county salaries and benefits. As a 

result, several advocates expressed a preference for county employment over non-profit work, 

seeking access to a more favorable compensation package. One parent advocate referred to their 

recent transition into the case manager position—which takes on the social worker role at this 

pilot—as a “promotion,” noting the higher salary and improved benefits through the county. 

 

Differences in education, experience, and licensure between parent advocates and other pilot 

staff contribute to variations in compensation levels. Social workers typically hold advanced 

degrees and professional licenses, which secure higher salaries due to the specialized education, 

extensive training, and legal liability associated with their positions. In contrast, some staff in the 

pilot social worker role possess bachelor’s degrees with no licensure, a qualification shared by 

several parent advocates. Additionally, some pilot parent advocates have associate’s degrees 

and/or substantial professional experience. Several advocates expressed feeling “disrespected” 

and demoralized by earning less than those in the social worker role despite performing similar 

tasks, such as connecting clients to resources and attending site visits. Parent advocates’ work 

also involves considerable emotional and relational labor. Pay differences may reflect a broader 

tendency to prioritize formal education and professional experience over the unique value that 

lived experience brings to a team. However, while some sites may see overlap in the 

responsibilities of pilot social workers and parent advocates, the scope of the advocate’s role—

especially in smaller sites with limited caseloads or part-time positions—can also affect 

compensation levels. Further, parent advocates employed by nonprofit agencies are subject to the 

salary structures and financial constraints of their respective organizations, limiting the pilot’s 

ability to set staff compensation and benefits.  

 

Equity concerns arise when pilots cannot offer a livable wage. Many parent advocates are 

women from marginalized communities, who are more likely to experience financial instability 

(Lapidos et al., 2018; Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 2021).42 

Programs that cannot provide adequate compensation may face turnover at the parent advocate 

position, along with the associated recruitment and training costs. Ensuring fair wages for these 

staff is a persistent challenge across multidisciplinary parent representation programs and other 

initiatives that rely on individuals with lived experience (Smith, 2024). 

 

Supervision. Pilot parent advocates receive supervision from various sources, including a social 

work supervisor, a supervisor at their contract agency, the pilot social worker, and the pilot’s 

managing attorney. The quality of supervision appears to depend on the supervisor’s familiarity 

 
42 One site lead stressed the importance of offering strong benefits for those with child welfare experience. Lacking 

that option, they viewed hiring someone with different lived experience as the more responsible choice. 
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with the pilot’s clientele, mission, and operations, as well as their ability to offer guidance rooted 

in peer support and social work principles, rather than their professional background. Relatedly, 

some parent advocates employed by subcontracted agencies reported challenges with supervisors 

who were only minimally familiar with pilot colleagues and clients, which hindered their ability 

to provide meaningful guidance on supporting families and collaborating within the 

multidisciplinary team.43 In describing their supervisor, one parent advocate explained, “Maybe 

five percent of her job is [the pilot]. She doesn’t know [the pilot]… the Court… the attorneys.”  

 

Pilot staff emphasized that strong supervision helps parent advocates protect personal time and 

maintain work-life balance. Key strategies include encouraging parent advocates to limit client 

communication outside work hours and providing schedule flexibility, such as flex time for off-

hours work or four-day workweeks. Effective supervision for parent advocates also involves 

providing emotional support, with managers taking the time to understand the personal 

experiences and potential triggers that impact advocates’ work with clients and colleagues. To 

enable this support, some more established parent representation programs (e.g., within the 

Maryland Office of the Public Defender) opt to use in-house, advocate-to-advocate 

supervision,44 while smaller programs, constrained by staff and budget, often rely on external or 

non-advocate supervisors. 

 

Training. Many parent advocates enroll in formal training programs on topics like parent support 

(e.g., from FREDLA45), mental health peer support (e.g., through the National Alliance on 

Mental Illness46), parenting (e.g., the Positive Parenting Program47), motivational interviewing, 

and ethics. Advocates employed by contracted peer support organizations typically participate in 

standardized peer support training provided by that agency. Some advocates suggested 

certification as a peer supporter through the Ohio Department of Mental Health & Addiction 

Services48 to enhance staff’s professional credibility and effectiveness. Parent advocates also 

described benefiting from targeted training on child welfare policies and procedures, which 

attorneys often delivered. Advocates value ongoing education and networking, with many 

finding conferences beneficial for sharing experiences and best practices with others in their role. 

Pilot funding is typically allocated for multiple staff to attend conferences on preventative legal 

advocacy, rather than for parent advocate-specific training. Advocates recommend utilizing low- 

or no-cost, self-guided resources on peer support and advocacy, such as books, podcasts, and 

YouTube videos. 

 

 
43 For example, parent advocates working on multidisciplinary legal teams commonly rely on their supervisors’ 

guidance to help them differentiate their responsibilities from those of the social worker.  
44 See https://www.fredla.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/SEC-6-supporting-the-workforce-supervision.pdf.  
45 See https://www.fredla.org/training. While not mentioned by pilot staff, the Parent Empowerment Program’s 

Family Peer Advocate Training is an evidence-based program designed specifically for parent support within the 

child welfare context. See https://www.ftnys.org/workforce/parent-empowerment-program-pep/. 
46 See https://www.nami.org/support-education/mental-health-education/nami-peer-to-peer/. 
47 See https://www.triplep.net/glo-en/home/. 
48 See https://mha.ohio.gov/community-partners/peer-supporters. 

https://www.fredla.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/SEC-6-supporting-the-workforce-supervision.pdf
https://www.fredla.org/training
https://www.ftnys.org/workforce/parent-empowerment-program-pep/
https://www.nami.org/support-education/mental-health-education/nami-peer-to-peer/
https://www.triplep.net/glo-en/home/
https://mha.ohio.gov/community-partners/peer-supporters
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Recommendations. While the pilots have found success with parent advocates who have faced 

other challenges, sites seeking advocates with lived experience in the child welfare system may 

request referrals from PCSA staff and recruit former pilot clients.  To increase the chances of 

attracting and retaining qualified parent advocates, pilots need to ensure they have the resources 

to offer adequate supervision, role-specific training, and competitive compensation. Supervisors 

play an important role in clarifying job responsibilities, supporting advocates in managing 

secondary trauma and stress, and fostering team cohesion.49 To further strengthen parent 

advocates’ effectiveness, pilot sites can provide training on child welfare policies and 

procedures, which may be especially valuable for advocates without direct experience in the 

system. Sustaining the parent advocate role, especially amid anticipated grant funding cuts, may 

require exploring alternative funding sources, as outlined in the ‘Funding Sources’ section above. 

 

Experiences in Role 

Parent advocates across all six sites reported finding their work deeply fulfilling, especially in 

seeing clients make meaningful life changes and successfully resolve their cases. They also value 

receiving positive feedback from clients and being contacted by them during key moments in 

their lives. These insights align with recent studies on the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations that 

drive parent advocates (Lalayants & Saitadze, 2022). 

 

Challenges. Despite their passion, parent advocates faced several challenges, including vicarious 

trauma and inadequate compensation, as previously noted. Some have also encountered 

difficulties related to aspects of working with clients and teammates. Advocates can find it 

disheartening when clients do not engage despite repeated outreach, though they acknowledge 

that clients often have more immediate concerns. One advocate highlighted the complexity of 

balancing respect for clients’ autonomy with offering support, specifically when they have 

reservations about a client’s choices. While most parent advocates reported feeling like an 

integral part of the pilot team, some expressed feeling less valued and respected compared to 

other pilot staff. They cited instances of being left off communications, not informed of court 

dates, and underutilized by panel attorneys who may not have understood their role. Research on 

parent advocates highlights that unclear job expectations and underutilization significantly 

predict job dissatisfaction among peer supporters (Clossey et al., 2018).  

 

Self-care. Parent advocates shared that they rely on many self-care practices to preserve their 

well-being and prevent burnout. All reported making time for themselves and engaging in leisure 

activities that help them decompress, such as traveling, reading, watching television, hiking, 

creating art, and enjoying live music. For the three parent advocates with children at home, 

balancing work and personal life is especially challenging. They described struggling with 

carving out time for their own needs and feeling constantly “on.” Advocates also prioritize 

connecting with family, friends, and colleagues for support, with several working with therapists 

to navigate the demands of their personal and professional lives. Some cited setting clear 

boundaries with clients and teammates and maintaining flexibility in their schedules as effective 

 
49 For resources on effective supervision of parent advocates, see the Supervisor’s Guide at 

https://targethiv.org/library/integrating-peers-multidisciplinary-teams.  

https://targethiv.org/library/integrating-peers-multidisciplinary-teams
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strategies for protecting their mental and emotional health. At the November 2024 convening, 

experts underscored the importance of these approaches, emphasizing the need to stay connected 

to the purpose of the work while prioritizing activities that sustain their own recovery. 

 

Recommendations. As noted above, pilot programs can strengthen support for parent advocates 

through standardized training and quality supervision. Training for all staff, including panel 

attorneys and case workers when feasible, could incorporate clearer descriptions of the parent 

advocate’s function within the multidisciplinary legal team. Programs may also want to assess 

how to enhance parent advocates’ involvement in team communications and decision-making 

processes. Recurring meetings where all team members, including parent advocates, discuss 

cases, provide input on key decisions, and stay informed about important court and meeting dates 

often strengthen the sense of teamwork among staff. Additionally, to support emotional well-

being and prevent burnout, pilot programs could consider offering formal mental health support 

services for parent advocates, such as counseling or debriefing sessions with peers or 

supervisors. 

 

Conclusion 

Through Program Year 3, the pilots have served over 350 clients with few experiencing deeper 

involvement in the child welfare system. As the grant funding period nears its end, staff are 

tasked with determining how to continue funding pilot services and maintain adequate staffing. 

This report outlines pilots’ funding and staffing practices to date and explores strategies to 

strengthen these efforts. Leveraging successful elements of pilots’ approaches can support long-

term sustainability. The report also highlights the contributions and experiences of parent 

advocates, whom programs recognize as integral members of pilot teams and important to 

ongoing operations. As part of a comparative case study, the final evaluation report will examine 

how the pilots evolved in different contexts, offering insights for future expansion and 

replication.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Pilot Staffing in Year 3  

 

Table 2b. Staffing Across Pilot Programs in Year 3 
Source: Ohio Pilot Programs 

Staff Role Staffing Metric Clark Cuyahoga Erie Stark Summit Wayne 

Attorneys 

Number of Staff (at year-end) 1 2 2 4 7 8 

Combined FTE 0.75 0.40 0.20 0.09 0.70 0.03 

Average Pilot Caseload 12/month 3/week 4/month 0-3 2 1/week 

Average Overall Caseload 16/month 4-29/week 120/month Unknown 25 20/week 

Average Total # Cases 27/month 4-29/week 170/month Unknown 30 25/week 

Social 

Workers 

Number of Staff (at year-end) 1 1 1 1 2 1 

Combined FTE 0.20 0.75 0.94 0.90 2.00 0.31 

Average Pilot Caseload 2/week 15/week 10/month 15-23 14 8-10/month 

Average Overall Caseload 9/week 22/week 10/month 15-23 14 45-50/month 

Parent 

Advocates 

Number of Staff (at year-end) 1 1 1 1 2 1 

Combined FTE 0.70 1.00 1.00 0.75 2.00 0.50 

Average Pilot Caseload 12/month 15/week 10/month 4-10 14 3-4 

Average Overall Caseload 12/month 15/week 10/month 4-10 14 5-7 

Other 

Staff 

Number of Staff (at year-end) 4 3 2 3 5 3 

Combined FTE 0.25 0.15 0.05 0.01 0.25 0.10 
Note: “Other Staff” category includes judges, court officials, administrative and fiscal staff, and supervisors.  

“Unknown” suggests that the program does not collect the requested data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

40 

 

Appendix B. Pre-Petition Program Framework 
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Appendix C. Post-Petition Program Framework 

 

 
 


