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REPORT CONCLUSIONS

The audit concluded that foster care reform did not effectively 
increase services for Alaskan children. Implementation of House 
Bill (HB) 151, along with other legislative efforts enacted from 
FY 16 through FY 23, failed to resolve the Office of Children Services’ 
(OCS) labor challenges despite the legislature appropriating over 
$20.7 million of additional funding and authorizing 110 new 
frontline caseworker and support positions. High vacancies and 
turnover led to excess budgetary authority, which was used, in part, 
for other purposes. 

Caseload limits, referred to as “caseload caps”, could not be 
fully implemented due to a lack of workers. Of the 115 case 
carrying workers with at least seven months of experience as 
of March 2024, 80 workers (70 percent) exceeded the average 
caseload cap of 13 families, with 52 workers (45 percent) carrying 
between 20 to 48 cases. 

As a result of HB 151, the number of training weeks increased from 
a minimum of two weeks to a minimum of six weeks; however, the 
training method switched from in-person to virtual. Around the 
same time training became virtual, OCS began hiring workers with 

“core competencies” rather than hiring workers with a college degree 
or prior work experience. The audit questions whether five weeks 
of virtual training and one week of mostly remote mentoring is 
adequate to turn new hires with core competencies into qualified 
frontline caseworkers. 

When considering OCS’s workload, policy makers and other 
stakeholders should recognize that statutory requirements for 
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compliance with select 
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with best practices, reports 
permanency measures, and 
concludes as to the overall 
impact of foster care reform.

What the Legislative Auditor 
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3. OCS’s director should 
consider implementing 
a more comprehensive 
training program that 
is grounded in practical 
applications.

Report
Highlights

A Special Review of the Department of 
Family and Community Services (DFCS), 

Offi  ce of Children's Services (OCS)
Implementation of Foster Care 

Reform Laws, Part 3

November 18, 2024

Audit Control Number 26-30097-25



iiALASKA STATE LEGISLATURE, DIVISION OF LEGISLATIVE AUDIT IMPLEMENTATION OF FOSTER CARE REFORM LAWS PART 3  
ACN 263009725

REPORT CONCLUSIONS (Continued)

OCS’s annual recruitment and retention report understate OCS's 
workload. Specifically, the caseload data does not include cases 
managed by supervisors and other non-case carrying employees. As 
of March 15, 2024, 402 cases were assigned to 49 supervisors and 
other non-case carrying employees. Additionally, the report does 
not include secondary case assignments, which vary in the amount 
of work required and could resemble a primary assignment. 

Auditors found that OCS’s 2023 annual staffing report understated 
vacancies at the statewide and regional levels. Furthermore, the 
staffing report did not fully comply with statutory requirements, 
regional turnover statistics were not fully accurate, and supporting 
data was not consistently maintained by OCS staff.  

A legislative consultant found that OCS’s staffing report could be 
enhanced to better align with best practices. Furthermore, the 
consultant recommended changes to better align OCS management 
with best practices. Improving OCS’s hiring process is critical to 
addressing labor challenges. 

Federally required performance measures indicate that Alaska’s 
children had lower permanency within the first two years than 
experienced nationally. Permanency after two years was generally 
consistent with national norms. Alaska’s re-entry into foster care 
was better, or within, the national rates except during FFY 22. 
Placement stability rates were better than national rates in some 
years but worse in others.

Report
Highlights
(Continued)

4. OCS’s director should 
continue to implement 
hiring best practices.

5. OCS’s director should 
consider enhancing 
data to align with 
best practices and 
make recruitment and 
retention efforts more 
meaningful.

6. OCS’s director should 
develop a forward-
looking plan for 
addressing recruitment 
and retention challenges.

7. Department of Health’s 
assistant commissioner 
of finance and 
management services 
should liquidate an 
unsupported $10 million 
encumbrance.
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         January 21, 2025

Members of the Legislative Budget 
  and Audit Committee:

In accordance with the provisions of Title 24, we have reviewed the activities of the Department of 
Family and Community Services, Offi  ce of Children’s Services implementation of foster care reform 
laws and the degree House Bill (HB) 151 and other legislative foster care reform eff orts improved 
services for Alaska’s children.  e attached report is submitted for your review.

DEPARTMENT OF FAMILY AND COMMUNITY SERVICES
OFFICE OF CHILDREN'S SERVICES

IMPLEMENTATION OF FOSTER CARE REFORM LAWS, PART 3

NOVEMBER 18, 2024

Audit Control Number
26-30097-25

 is audit is the third and ĕ nal audit of the State's implementation of foster care reform laws. Speciĕ cally, 
the audit reviewed the Department of Family and Community Services’ compliance with select HB 151 
foster care reform laws.  e audit also determined whether the Department of Family and Community 
Services’ management structure over the foster care system was in line with best practices, deĕ ned and 
reported permanency measures, and reviewed the overall impact of foster care reform.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards.  ose standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain suffi  cient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our ĕ ndings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our ĕ ndings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives. Fieldwork procedures utilized in the course of developing the ĕ ndings 
and recommendations presented in this report are discussed in the Objectives, Scope, and Methodology.

      Kris Curtis, CPA, CISA
      Legislative Auditor

ALASKA STATE LEGISLATURE
LEGISLATIVE BUDGET AND AUDIT COMMITTEE

Division of Legislative Audit
P.O. Box 113300

Juneau, AK 99811-3300
(907) 465-3830

FAX (907) 465-2347
legaudit@akleg.gov
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Governor Dunleavy’s Executive Order 121 split the Alaska 
Department of Health and Social Services into DFCS and the 
Department of Health effective July 1, 2022. DFCS includes the 
Office of Children's Services (OCS), Division of Juvenile Justice, 
Alaska Psychiatric Institute, and Alaska Pioneer Homes. DFCS’s 
mission is to provide support, safety, and personal well-being for 
vulnerable Alaskans. 

According to OCS’s website, OCS works to ensure the safety, 
permanency, and well-being of children by strengthening families, 
engaging communities, and partnering with tribes. OCS regional 
headquarters are located in Anchorage, Wasilla, Bethel, Fairbanks, 
and Juneau. Twenty-two child protection field offices are located 
across the state. 

ORGANIZATION 
AND FUNCTION

Department of Family 
and Community 
Services (DFCS)

Office of Children's 
Services
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Foster care is a temporary placement setting that provides an 
opportunity to keep children safe while parents engage in services 
that may allow for reunification. When reunification is not possible, 
the Office of Children's Services (OCS) staff work to achieve other 
forms of permanency for a child, either through adoption, legal 
guardianship, or another planned living arrangement. During the 
audit period, an average of 91 children were removed from Alaskan 
homes and placed in foster care each month.1 As of June 2024, there 
were 2,539 Alaskan children in out-of-home placement.2 

Within OCS, an allegation of child maltreatment is referred to as 
a “protective services report.” Once a protective services report 
is “screened in” for investigation, OCS staff gather information 
regarding the allegation to make an informed assessment about 
whether the child is unsafe or at high risk of maltreatment by a 
parent or caregiver. An investigation involves evaluating present 
and impending danger and the extent of familial protective factors; 
determining whether to substantiate or not substantiate child abuse 
or neglect; assessing whether it is likely that the child will soon be 
unsafe; and determining what type of intervention is needed, if any.

If OCS staff determine that a child is unsafe or at high risk of 
maltreatment, a case is opened within OCS’s Family Services section 
and staff work with the family to implement the least intrusive 
approach to keep the child safeӿfirst with consideration of an 
in-home safety plan and last with consideration of an out-of-home 
placement.

If OCS staff determine that child protective services are not 
required, staff will finalize the assessment, close the case, and send 
the parent(s) a closing letter outlining the investigation’s findings. 
Cases may be closed because staff determine the allegations of harm 

1  e average was calculated based on March 2023 through February 2024 data from 
OCS’s monthly statistics reports published on its website.
2 Per OCS’s monthly statistics report.

BACKGROUND 
INFORMATION

Investigative Process 
for Child Protective 
Services

Foster Care Defined
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or maltreatment were not substantiated, the child is safe and is not 
at high risk of harm, there is no impending danger to the child, or 
a combination of factors.

House Bill (HB) 151, known as “Children Deserve a Loving Home 
Act,” was signed into law June 2018. The legislation added and 
amended laws to support the well-being of youth in foster care. 
Exhibit 1, on the following page, summarizes the most significant 
HB 151 provisions.

HB 151 required the Department of Family and Community 
Services to implement all provisions as expediently as possible and, 
depending on the provision, no later than 90 days, one year, or two 
years from the date the bill was enacted. For example, training on 
the reasonable and prudent parent standard was required no later 
than 90 days after the bill was enacted and caseload limits were 
required no later than two years after the bill was enacted.

The bill also required a legislative audit of OCS’s compliance with 
the new reform laws.

Foster Care Reform
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  Exhibit 1

House Bill 151
Signifi cant Provisions

HB 151 Provisions Implementation Deadline
In the event an investigation occurs and protective services are not warranted, 
required OCS seek written consent from a child’s parents or guardian to refer 
the family to a community organization for support services and make the 
referral if consent is given

September 5, 2018

Required OCS to prepare an annual recruitment and retention report September 5, 2018

Empowered foster parents and caregivers to make parenting decisions 
using the prudent parent standard and required foster parents and caregivers be 
trained on use of the standard

December 4, 2018

Expanded the situations that require OCS staff  search for an adult family 
member or a family friend for child placement; also required supervisors 
certify that searches were performed

December 4, 2018

Required OCS to prepare a staffi  ng report if unable to meet training and 
workload limits

September 5, 2019

Required OCS to provide a minimum of six weeks of training September 5, 2019

Required eff orts to encourage and facilitate communication between separated 
siblings

September 5, 2019

Enacted a 45-day timeline for approval or denial of a foster care home license September 5, 2019

Required OCS assist adult family members with obtaining a foster care home 
license, including any variances necessary to obtain the license

September 5, 2019

Allowed adult family members or family friends previously ineligible to be 
foster parents to obtain a waiver if at least 10 years have elapsed since the 
barring conduct occurred

September 5, 2019

Required OCS provide an individual 16 years of age or older, who has been in 
State custody for at least six months and is released from custody, with legal 
documents or with assistance in obtaining legal documents

September 5, 2019

Limited the workload of OCS case carrying employees September 5, 2020

Source: HB 151 (SLA 2018).

 



6ALASKA STATE LEGISLATURE, DIVISION OF LEGISLATIVE AUDIT IMPLEMENTATION OF FOSTER CARE REFORM LAWS PART 3  
ACN 263009725

From FY 16 through FY 23 the legislature approved positions and 
funding for OCS’s frontline social worker budget with the goal 
of reducing workload and improving recruitment and retention. 
Exhibit 2 shows the growth of OCS’s frontline social worker 
positions. Significant changes in positions included 26 positions 
added in FY 16, 31 positions added in FY 18, 21 positions added 
in FY 19 (authorized as part of HB 151), and 26 positions added 
in FY 23.

OCS Frontline Social Workers
Authorized Positions
FY 15 through FY 23

Fiscal Year Full Time Positions
FY 15 452
FY 16 477
FY 17 476
FY 18 507
FY 19 530
FY 20 528
FY 21 528
FY 22 528
FY 23 555

Source: Compiled from Division of Legislative Finance enacted 
budget books. 

Note: Exhibit 2 shows the net positions added each year, which 
includes positions transferred out.

  Exhibit 2

Foster Care Reform 
and Other Legislative 
Actions
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Large caseloads and excessive workloads impair the ability of 
frontline caseworkers to provide quality services to children and 
families in a timely manner. Foster care reform attempted to 
improve services by limiting OCS caseloads as follows:

1. before the beginning of the employee’s fourth month of work 
the employee may supervise not more than six families;

2. after the beginning of the employee’s fourth month of work 
(but before the end of the employee’s sixth month of work) 
the employee may supervise not more than 12 families;

3. for an employee, other than a new employee, the average 
statewide caseload is not more than 13 families for each 
worker.

Additionally, when an employee supervises families in a region 
where travel negatively affects the employee’s ability to supervise 
families and the employee has worked for the department less 
than 12 months, the employee may not supervise the maximum 
number of families provided under items 1 and 2 above.

HB 151 required OCS to annually submit a report on employee 
recruitment and retention that includes a five-year plan, caseload 
and turnover statistics, the number of children removed from home, 
and various performance metrics. Furthermore, if caseload limits or 
training standards were not met, OCS must prepare a staffing report 
to explain why the caseload limits and standards were not met. The 
staffing report must include vacancy metrics and a description of 
the recruitment and retention efforts. 

HB 151 Limited 
Caseloads

OCS Annual Report 
on Recruitment and 
Retention
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The audit concluded that foster care reform did not effectively 
increase services for Alaskan children. Implementation of House 
Bill (HB) 151, along with other legislative efforts enacted from 
FY 16 through FY 23, failed to resolve the Office of Children Services’ 
(OCS) labor challenges despite the legislature appropriating over 
$20.7 million of additional funding and authorizing 110 new 
frontline caseworker and support positions. High vacancies and 
turnover led to excess budgetary authority, which was used, in part, 
for other purposes. 

Caseload limits, referred to as “caseload caps”, could not be 
fully implemented due to a lack of workers. Of the 115 case
carrying workers with at least seven months of experience as 
of March 2024, 80 workers (70 percent) exceeded the average 
caseload cap of 13 families, with 52 workers (45 percent) carrying 
between 20 to 48 cases. 

As a result of HB 151, the number of training weeks increased from 
a minimum of two weeks to a minimum of six weeks; however, the 
training method switched from in-person to virtual. Around the 
same time training became virtual, OCS began hiring workers with 

“core competencies” rather than hiring workers with a college degree 
or prior work experience. The audit questions whether five weeks 
of virtual training and one week of mostly remote mentoring is 
adequate to turn new hires with core competencies into qualified 
frontline caseworkers.3 

When considering OCS’s workload, policy makers and other 
stakeholders should recognize that statutory requirements for 
OCS’s annual recruitment and retention report understate OCS's 
workload. Specifically, the caseload data does not include cases 
managed by supervisors and other non-case carrying employees. As 
of March 15, 2024, 402 cases were assigned to 49 supervisors and 
other non-case carrying employees. Additionally, the report does 
3 Frontline caseworkers are deĕ ned in this report as those employees that supervise the 
care of children under the State’s supervision or custody, work with families to prevent 
the removal of a child from the child’s home, or investigate reports of harm, commonly 
referred to as "case carrying" workers.

REPORT 
CONCLUSIONS
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not include secondary case assignments, which vary in the amount 
of work required and could resemble a primary assignment. 

Auditors found that OCS’s 2023 annual staffing report understated 
vacancies at the statewide and regional levels. Furthermore, the 
staffing report did not fully comply with statutory requirements, 
regional turnover statistics were not fully accurate, and supporting 
data was not consistently maintained by OCS staff. 

A legislative consultant found that OCS’s staffing report could be 
enhanced to better align with best practices. Furthermore, the 
consultant recommended changes to better align OCS management 
with best practices. Improving OCS’s hiring process is critical to 
addressing labor challenges. 

Federally required performance measures indicate that Alaska’s 
children had lower permanency within the first two years than 
experienced nationally. Permanency after two years was generally 
consistent with national norms. Alaska’s re-entry into foster care 
was better than, or within, the national rates, except during FFY 22. 
Placement stability rates were better than national rates in some 
years, but worse in others.

Detailed conclusions are found below.

Overall, the audit found no compelling evidence that HB 151 met 
its intent: to improve training, reduce workloads, and improve 
retention of frontline caseworkers, thereby improving the outcomes 
for Alaskan children and families. Furthermore, other legislative 
actions to reduce workload did not have a significant impact.

HB 151, which attempted to restrict caseloads and improve training 
to alleviate caseworker burnout and turnover, was one of several 
legislative actions taken to address OCS’s workload challenges. From 
FY 16 through FY 23 the legislature authorized an additional 110 
new frontline caseworker and support positions (21 were authorized 

Implementation of 
HB 151, along with other 
legislative eff orts, did 
not resolve OCS's labor 
challenges and excess 
authorization was used, in 
part, for other purposes.
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as part of HB 151). The legislature also authorized additional 
funding for bonuses, mental health support, tuition reimbursement, 
and other retention incentives, for a total increase in personal 
services of $20.7 million.4 Despite these actions, significant progress 
in addressing the labor issues did not materialize. OCS vacancies 
as of October 1, 2023, were 41 percent and turnover for the 
prior 12 months was 47 percent. 

Vacancies and turnover resulted in excess budgetary authority in 
OCS’s frontline social worker appropriations, which was used for 
a variety of purposes. As shown in Exhibit 3, some of the excess 
authorization was used each year to pay overtime ranging from just 
over $936 thousand to approximately $2.2 million.5  

4  e total includes funding for the new positions and retention incentives, but does not 
include subsequent increases to salaries and beneĕ ts. Consequently, the personal services 
ĕ scal impact is understated.
5 Auditors were unable to obtain FY 16 overtime as it was not separately identiĕ ed in the 
accounting system.

  Exhibit 3

Frontline Social Worker Overtime
FY 17 through FY 23

Fiscal Year Amount
FY 17 $     936,265
FY 18 2,084,122
FY 19 2,221,768
FY 20 1,884,545
FY 21 1,508,125
FY 22 1,888,439
FY 23 2,177,216

Total $12,700,480
Source: State of Alaska accounting system.
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During FY 16 through FY 23, OCS management transferred some 
of its excess budgetary authority to other OCS allocations. Annual 
transfers ranged from $400 thousand to $6.1 million. During the 
same period over $4.1 million was permanently transferred to other 
OCS allocations during the annual budget process. Additionally, 
OCS excess authorization was used to pay for retention incentives, 
such as bonuses and tuition reimbursement. The audit also noted 
that $2 million of the frontline social worker authorization was 
reserved to pay a Medicaid-related federal audit finding, $2.5 
million was reserved to pay an anticipated federal Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) fine related to a 2021 
cyberattack, and a total of $11 million was used to pay for the 
tribal compact.6 The audit noted that the $2.5 million reserved to 
pay an anticipated federal HIPAA fine was part of $10 million of 
appropriations encumbered for that purpose. At the time of this 
audit, the federal government had not issued a violation and the 
$10 million encumbrance was not supported by a valid obligation. 
(See Recommendation 7 directed to the Department of Health)

The OCS work measures shown in Exhibit 4 on the following page 
indicate that the provisions of HB 151, the additional 110 positions,7 
and retention incentives did not significantly increase foster care 
services for Alaskan children when compared to the level of services 
that existed in 2015, the year before positions began to be added. To 
the contrary, most work measures significantly decreased. However, 
reforms and financial incentives likely helped stabilize OCS labor 
problems.

6  e Alaska Tribal Child Welfare Compact is an agreement between the State of Alaska 
and Alaska Tribes and Tribal organizations that recognizes the Tribes’ inherent authority 
to provide child welfare services and oversee placement of children.  e compact deĕ nes 
the services and support to be carried out by each Tribe within their services area, and 
outlines how information and resources are shared between the State and each Tribe.  e 
compact was created to reduce the disproportionate number of Alaska Native children in 
State custody and improve outcomes for families statewide.  e compact is a State/Tribal 
initiative that began in 2017 and was formally authorized in state law through HB 184, 
eff ective November 3, 2022.
7  e largest increases in positions were 26 in FY 16, 31 in FY 18, 21 in FY 19, and 26 in 
FY 23.

OCS work measures 
have generally declined 
since 2015.
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According to OCS management, the decline in work measures is 
a positive indicator that shows OCS is effectively working with 
families. Auditors noted that other factors, such as staff shortages, 
turnover, and inadequate training, may also result in a decline in 
workload measures. The audit did not examine the cause of the 
work measure declines.

Per review of OCS training from 2019 through mid-December 2023, 
auditors confirmed that the number of training weeks increased 
from a minimum of two weeks to a minimum of six weeks as a result 
of HB 151; however, beginning in 2020, the method of training new 
staff switched from in-person to virtual. Around the same time 
staff training became virtual, OCS began hiring workers with “core 
competencies” rather than requiring a college degree or prior work 
experience. OCS management did not provide evidence to show 
that five weeks of virtual training and one week of mentoring was 
adequate to turn new hires with core competencies into qualified 
frontline caseworkers. 

Increased training was 
not tied to improved 
retention or increased 
competencies.

  Exhibit 4

OCS Work Measures
2015 Compared to 2023

Work Measure 2015 2023 % Change
Children in State Custody 3,698 3,733     1%
Children Removed from the Home 1,471 1,059 28%
Protective Service Reports Reviewed 16,557  20,498 24%
Protective Service Reports Assigned for Investigation 9,170 6,371 31%
Investigations Completed 7,759 6,009 23%
Investigations Completed with at Least One Substantiated Allegation 1,994 1,477 26%
Source: OCS statistical reports published on OCS’s website.
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Hiring for core competencies was identified as a concern by the 
legislative consultant that reviewed OCS’s management structure. 
The consultant stated: 

Hiring solely based on competency with no actual child 
protection experience or education may be suitable in a 
state that has an intensive training program that includes 
both a grounding in the practice model and pre-service 
and in-service learning support to apply practice model 
theory to ‘real life’ practice. However, supervisors and 
frontline staff  in interviews consistently indicated that 
the current OCS case manager training – [Standards, 
Knowledge, and Insight Leading to Success] SKILS 

– covers only the theoretical aspects of the work and is 
completed in entirety before new hires start managing 
cases. Once on the job, the support remotely located 
mentors and overwhelmed supervisors and co-workers 
can provide the new hire to compensate for inadequate 
training was reported to us as woefully insuffi  cient for 
the majority of new hires, which is a major contributor to 
turnover among recently hired frontline workers.

With foster care casework being person-centric, the audit questions 
whether training new staff using a virtual platform effectively equips 
new workers with the skills and confidence to carry out in-person 
job responsibilities, such as safety risk assessments, investigations, 
and home visits. Insufficiently trained caseworkers may increase 
turnover and negatively impact the outcomes for Alaskan children. 
(See Recommendation 3)

The audit noted that, starting in 2021, OCS began to encourage 
educational opportunities by reimbursing the tuition for employees 
who obtain an Occupational Endorsement Certificate in Child 
Welfare. This certificate program, offered by the University of 
Alaska Anchorage, provides training in child welfare practices 
and theory. From 2021 through the fall semester of 2024, 11 OCS 
workers completed the certificate and 19 were in progress. 
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Workload restrictions for OCS frontline caseworkers, also referred 
to as caseload caps, were a foundational provision of foster care 
reform. Caseload caps were intended to improve turnover, reduce 
vacancies, and improve retention, thereby providing more consistent 
and effective services to children and families. 

An objective of the audit was to evaluate the accuracy of OCS’s 
annual recruitment and retention report, including caseload data. 
Auditors were unable to evaluate the caseload data in OCS’s 2023 
annual recruitment and retention report because OCS staff did not 
maintain support for the data reported. (See Recommendation 2) As 
an alternative to reviewing caseload caps reported in OCS’s annual 
report, auditors obtained caseload data from OCS’s information 
system and independently calculated the frontline worker caseloads 
as of March 15, 2024. Based on this analysis, the audit concluded 
that caseload caps have not been fully implemented due to high 
vacancies and turnover. Compliance with the three types of caseload 
caps is highlighted below.

  Caseloads for workers with less than four months of experience 
are capped at not more than six families.  ere was a total of 10 
caseworkers in this category. Of these 10 workers, three exceeded 
the caseload cap of six families by one or two cases each in the 
Anchorage, Northern, and Southcentral regions. 

  Caseloads for workers with between four and six months of 
experience are capped at not more than 12 families.  ere was a 
total of eight caseworkers in this category. Of these eight workers, 
two exceeded the caseload cap of 12 families by ĕ ve cases each in 
the Anchorage and Northern regions.

  Caseload caps for workers with at least seven months of 
experience are capped in terms of statewide averages (not 
more than 13 families on average). For these caseworkers the 
overall statewide average caseload was 18.5 cases. Of the 115 
workers with at least seven months of experience, 80 workers (70 
percent) exceeded the statewide average caseload cap of 13 families, 

Caseload caps have not 
been fully implemented 
due to high vacancies and 
turnover.
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with 52 workers (45 percent) having between 20 and 48 cases. 
Exhibit 5 shows the caseload average, by region, for frontline 
caseworkers with at least seven months of experience. 

    
  Exhibit 5

Frontline Caseworkers With at Least Seven Months Experience
Average Caseload by Region

as of March 15, 2024

Source: Compiled from OCS’s information system data as of March 15, 2024.
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Per OCS management, many factors are considered when assigning 
cases, such as the number of children in a case, complexity of 
children’s needs, geographic location, and the experience and prior 
history of a caseworker with a family. 

Policy makers and other stakeholders should be aware 
that caseload statistics in OCS’s annual recruitment and 
retention report understate OCS’s overall workload because 
AS 47.14.112(d)(1) only requires OCS to report the caseloads of 
its frontline case carrying workers. The audit found that, due to 
vacancies and turnover, cases that should have been assigned to 
frontline case carrying workers were, instead, assigned to and 
being worked by employees whose primary duties did not include 
case management. As of March 15, 2024, 402 cases were assigned 
to 49 supervisors and other non-case carrying employees.8 These 
non-case carrying employees include protective services managers, 
protective services specialist IVs (supervisors), and some protective 
services specialist IIIs.

The OCS annual report also understates workload by not reporting 
secondary assignments. Each case is assigned a primary frontline 
caseworker; however, in instances where coordination of services 
between workers in different offices is needed, a secondary 
caseworker may also be assigned. According to OCS staff, secondary 
assignments vary in the amount of work required and could 
resemble a primary assignment.9  

8  e 402 cases include cases assigned and actively worked and cases that were not actively 
worked and were temporarily assigned due to turnover.
9 OCS’s policy allows for the following services to be provided by a secondary worker 
to the case: emergency and non-emergency placements in another region or offi  ce 
jurisdiction, caseworker visits, initial investigations, and one time or short-term assistance. 
OCS’s policy states that the Department of Family and Community Services expects all 
workers to manage each case with the same degree of care and oversight, regardless of 
whether the worker is assigned as primary or secondary to the case.

Statutory requirements for 
OCS's annual recruitment 
and retention report 
understate OCS workload.
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Exhibit 6 reports the average secondary caseload, by region, for 
frontline caseworkers by experience level as of March 15, 2024. 
Including secondary assignments in OCS’s workload paints 
a more concerning picture of OCS resources. As shown in 
Exhibit 6, caseworkers in the Anchorage and Southcentral regions 
carried the highest number of secondary assignments.  

OCS is required by AS 47.14.112(b) to submit a staffing report to 
the legislature if the department is unable to meet the caseload 
caps mandated by HB 151. The purpose of the staffing report is 
to provide legislators data regarding OCS vacancies, turnover, 
recruitment and retention efforts, and funding needs. 

An objective of this audit was to identify whether OCS’s staffing 
report reflected best practices and whether it included all elements 
required by state law. A consultant hired to evaluate the annual 
staffing report concluded that OCS’s staffing report did an effective 
job at tracking the number and location of vacancies, turnover, and 
exit reasons for case carrying staff, and generally complied with the 
requirements of state law. However, the consultant recommended 

  Exhibit 6

Frontline Caseworkers Secondary Caseload
Average by Region

as of March 15, 2024

Region
0ӿ3 Months 
Experience

4ӿ6 Months 
Experience

At Least 7 
Months 

Experience
Anchorage Region 7.0 5.3 6.7
Northern Region 1.0 1.0 6.1
Southcentral Region 7.0 0.0 12.9
Southeast Region 0.0 0.0 4.8
Western Region 4.0 0.0 4.4
Source: Compiled from OCS’s information system data as of March 15, 2024.

 e annual staffi  ng report 
could be enhanced to 
better align with best 
practices.
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a number of report enhancements to make OCS’s recruitment 
and retention efforts more meaningful and to better align OCS’s 
efforts with best practices. Recommended enhancements included 
reporting time to fill vacancies, offer acceptance rate, new hire 
turnover rate, supervisor to staff ratio, and tenure in key positions. 
(See Recommendation 5) The consultant’s full report, which 
includes an analysis of OCS’s management structure, is included 
as Appendix A of this report.

An objective of the audit was to determine if OCS submitted a 
staffing report that was accurate. To evaluate the accuracy of 
the 2023 vacancy statistics, auditors independently obtained 
position data from the State’s payroll system, recalculated vacancy 
rates, and compared the results to the OCS staffing report. The 
audit found not all the data was accurate. 

Exhibit 7 on the following page summarizes auditors’ evaluation of 
the vacancy statistics, which found discrepancies at the statewide 
level and at the regional levels. At the statewide level, OCS 
reported 81 vacant case carrying positions as of October 1, 2023, 
while auditors calculated 93 vacant case carrying positionsӿa 
variance of 12. At the regional levels, vacancies reported by OCS 
differed significantly from the rates calculated by auditors for the 
Northern and Southeast regions, both understated by 8.1 percent 
and 12.8 percent respectively. (See Recommendation 1)

OCS's 2023 staffi  ng report 
understated vacancies at 
the statewide and regional 
levels.
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An objective of the audit was to evaluate the accuracy of 
OCS’s 2023 recruitment and retention report. OCS is required by 
AS 47.14.112(d) to prepare an annual report on employee 
recruitment and retention that includes a five-year plan, as well 
as average frontline worker caseloads and turnover, the number of 
children removed from their homes, and various achievement data. 
The report is due to the legislature by November 15 of each year.

The audit found OCS created a five-year recruitment and retention 
plan in 2019 but did not amend the plan each year so that it continued 
to reflect a prospective five-year strategy. Instead, OCS provided a 
status of the 2019 plan each year. While statutory requirements do 
not explicitly require a forward-looking plan or annual amendments, 
the lack of a forward-looking strategy increases the risk that OCS 
may not be prepared to address current and future labor challenges, 

Exhibit 7

Offi  ce of Children’s Services
Case Carrying Vacant Positions by Region

as of October 1, 2023

OCS Reported Auditor Calculated
Case 

Carrying 
Positions

Total 
Vacant

Vacancy 
Rate

FY 24 Budgeted 
Case Carrying 

Positions
Total 

Vacant
Vacancy 

Rate
Rate 

Diff erence

Anchorage Region 73 33 45.2% 75 35 46.7%   1.5%

Northern Region 49 14 28.6% 49 18 36.7%   8.1%

Southcentral Region 59 16 27.1% 60 17 28.3%   1.2%

Southeast Region 20 7 35.0% 23 11 47.8% 12.8%

Western Region 21 11 52.4% 21 12 57.1%   4.7%

Statewide Total 222* 81 36.5%      228 93 40.8%   4.3%

* In OCS’s data 225 positions were reported in the turnover table, yet only 222 positions were reported in the vacancy and 
caseload tables.
Source: Compiled from OCS reported data and State payroll data.

OCS's 2023 annual 
employee recruitment 
and retention report did 
not fully comply with 
statutory requirements, 
regional turnover statistics 
were not fully accurate, 
and supporting data 
was not consistently 
maintained by OCS staff .
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thereby increasing the risk that challenges will continue. (See 
Recommendation 6)

Auditors evaluated the completeness and accuracy of the 2023 
employee recruitment and retention report and noted that 
the report presented caseload and turnover statistics as of 
October 1, 2023, when statutes required the information be 
reported as of January 1, 2023, and July 1, 2023. Furthermore, 
the report’s caseload information could not be verified because 
OCS staff did not maintain support for the information. (See 
Recommendation 2) Auditors independently calculated and 
evaluated caseloads as part of this audit; however, the caseload data 
evaluated by auditors was as of March 15, 2024, and not comparable 
to data presented in the 2023 report. 

Auditors were able to confirm the accuracy of the report’s 
achievement statistics, except for the number of children placed 
in a permanent living arrangement with a guardian, or biological or 
adoptive parent, which OCS did not include in the report. According 
to OCS management, being placed permanently with a guardian 
or biological or adoptive parent is the same as family reunification, 
which is reported elsewhere in the report. However, auditors noted 
that OCS does produce the statistic and it was readily available for 
inclusion in the 2023 report.

Exhibit 8 on the following page summarizes auditors’ evaluation 
of the turnover statistics reported in OCS’s 2023 employee and 
recruitment and retention report. At the statewide level OCS 
reported that the average turnover rate for frontline workers 
was 47.6 percent, which was generally the same as the 47.4 percent 
rate calculated by auditors. More significant differences in turnover 
rates were found at the regional levels. The largest variance was at 
the Southeast region, which was understated by 17.4 percent, and 
the Western and Anchorage regions, which were overstated by 9.5 
percent and 5.1 percent respectively. (See Recommendation 2)
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 Exhibit 8

Offi  ce of Children’s Services
Case Carrying Positions

Turnover by Region

OCS Reported - FFY 23 Auditor Calculated

Case 
Carrying 
Positions

Total 
Turnover

Turnover 
Rate

FY 24 Budgeted 
Case Carrying 

Positions
Total 

Turnover
Turnover 

Rate

Rate 

Diff erence

Anchorage Region   73  30 41.1% 75 27  36%    5.1%

Northern Region   49  28 57.1% 49 29  59.2%   2.1%

Southcentral Region   59  30 50.8% 60 31  51.7%   0.9%

Southeast Region   23    8 34.8% 23 12  52.2% 17.4%

Western Region   21   11 52.4% 21   9  42.9%    9.5%

Statewide Total      225* 107 47.6% 228       108  47.4%   0.2%

* In OCS’s data 225 positions were reported in the turnover table, yet only 222 positions were reported in the vacancy and 
caseload tables.
Source: Compiled from OCS reported data and State payroll data.

The Division of Legislative Audit hired a consultant to evaluate 
whether OCS’s management structure was compliant with 
best practices and to make recommendations accordingly. The 
consultant conducted in-person and virtual focus groups, as well as 
individual interviews covering all five OCS regions. The consultant 
also conducted a qualitative analysis of focus group and interview 
meeting summaries. Based on the consultant’s analysis, review of 
best practice literature, and 80 interviews with over 200 different 
staff from a cross-section of roles and responsibilities, the consultant 
identified seven best practices and 20 actionable components and 
identified whether the components were in place or in practice. The 
consultant then recommended improvements.

As shown in Exhibit 9 on the following page, the consultant made 14 
recommendations that addressed supervision, culture and structure, 
and hiring. Recommendations related to hiring and training may 
help address OCS’s labor challenges. (See Recommendation 4) 

Improvements to OCS's 
hiring process may help 
address labor challenges.
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  Exhibit 9

Legislative Consultant OCS Recommendations

           Supervisory

1. More clearly defi ne and communicate what is expected from managers at all levels 
of the organization.

2. Explore options for building upon existing strategies in place to provide additional 
supports to newly hired caseworkers as a complement to the support provided by 
supervisors and mentors.

3. Encourage teaming approaches to how Protective Services Specialist 1s and 2s 
manage cases.

4. Strengthen new caseworker training, “SKILS”, by utilizing signifi cant feedback 
from newly hired staff  to enhance its value and eff ectiveness.

5. Ensure OCS staff  know how to access up-to-date standard operating procedures.

6. Allow OCS staff  more fl exibility in scheduling and altering their travel schedule.

7. Follow through on work underway in the development of a standardized training 
program for OCS administrative and support staff .

Culture and Structure

1. “Close the loop” more consistently back to staff  who provide input, suggestions, 
and feedback to management.

2. Communicate organizational changes in clear ways that provide people aff ected by 
the changes the information they need to understand why changes are being made, 
how the changes aff ect their specifi c job and function, and what they need to do 
diff erently from what they have been used to.

3. Explore ways to strengthen organizational data capacity and related protocols.

Hiring

1. Streamline the hiring process.

2. Expand and be more intentional about recruiting.

3. Expand the use of creative models to fi ll the vacancies of rural offi  ces.

4. Continue updating Protective Services Specialist 1 and 2 job descriptions and 
related competencies to more accurately describe the nature of the job and include 
a link to a realistic job preview video.

 Source: Appendix A.
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The consultant also reviewed the management layers between a 
frontline social worker and OCS’s director and made the following 
conclusions:

  OCS’s organization layers generally do not contribute to 
ineffi  ciencies.

  OCS’s ability to provide adequate supervision of caseworkers is not 
perpetuated by OCS having too many managerial layers.

A copy of the consultant’s final report is included as Appendix A 
of this report. 

An objective of the audit was to compare Alaska permanency 
measures to the national performance data. National performance 
data communicate how the nation as a whole performed on a given 
data indicator. The national data are used as a reference point to 
determine if a state performed statistically better, worse, or no 
different from the nation after taking into account some of the 
factors over which states have little control.

Federal and state statutes, OCS’s Child Protective Services Manual, 
and other federal resources define “permanency” as a legal, safe, 
and permanent home for a child. Permanency is the goal for every 
child involved in the foster care system. It can be achieved by:

  Reuniĕ cation with the parent

  Adoption with termination of parental rights

  Guardianship with a permanent guardian

  Guardianship with a “ĕ t and willing relative” while remaining in 
the State’s legal custody

  Another planned permanent living arrangement while remaining 
in the State’s legal custody

Performance measures 
for children in Alaska 
compared to national 
data were worse in some 
categories and better in 
other categories.
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Data is compiled by the federal government that places 
permanency into five categories, which are reported in Exhibits 10 
through 14.10 These exhibits show Alaska data compared to national 
data. To adjust for factors over which states have little control, a 
risk-standardized performance (RSP) interval is used to determine 
whether a state’s performance is statistically better, worse, or no 
different from national performance. For example, children of 
different ages have different likelihoods of experiencing an outcome 
(e.g. achieving permanency), regardless of the quality of care a state 
provides. Accounting for such factors allows for a fairer comparison 
of each state’s performance relative to the national performance. 
According to OCS management, adjusting for such factors does not 
fully account for Alaska’s unique demographics. OCS management 
stated that child welfare work in Alaska is more challenging 
than other states and using national averages is an unequitable 
measurement due to the differences in the way child welfare work 
must be performed in Alaska. As examples, OCS management cited 
Alaska’s remote conditions, hazardous weather, vast terrain, lack 
of a statewide road system, and other geographical and seasonal 
challenges that impact child welfare services, as well as working 
with Tribes and adhering to the Indian Child Welfare Act.

Exhibits 10 through 14 compare Alaska’s RSP data to national 
performance data for the five categories of permanency. Overall, 
Alaska’s children had lower permanency within the first two 
years than experienced nationally. Permanency after two years 
was generally consistent with national norms. Alaska’s re-entry 
into foster care was better than or within national rates from 
FFY 18 through FFY 21 and slightly worse than national rates for 
FFY 22. Placement stability rates were better than national 
rates in some years and worse in others. Auditors note that the 
COVID-19 pandemic impacted the delivery of services and should 
be considered when reviewing Exhibits 10 through 14. A brief 
analysis of the data precedes each exhibit.

10 Exhibits 10 and 13 do not have data reported through FFY 23, because those speciĕ c 
performance measures are not available until one or two years a er the reporting year.
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Permanency in 12 Months (entries): Exhibit 10 shows that Alaska’s 
performance was statistically worse than national performance for 
the four years reported. Alaska’s performance appears to trend 
downward with 32.0 percent of children discharging to permanency 
within 12 months of entering care in FFY 18 and 27.2 percent of 
children discharging to permanency within 12 months of entering 
care in FFY 21. With the decrease in national performance, Alaska’s 
performance trends closer to national performance by FFY 21.

          Exhibit 10

Permanency in 12 Months (Entries)

Of  children who enter foster care in a 12-month period, what percent discharged to 

permanency within 12 months of entering foster care?

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families, Children’s 
Bureau, Child and Family Services Review Data Profi le as of February 2024 for the State of Alaska.

Higher value is desired



27ALASKA STATE LEGISLATURE, DIVISION OF LEGISLATIVE AUDIT IMPLEMENTATION OF FOSTER CARE REFORM LAWS PART 3  
ACN 263009725

Permanency in 12 Months (12ӿ23 months): Exhibit 11 shows 
that Alaska’s performance was statistically worse than national 
performance for the six years reported. From FFY 18 through 
FFY 23 between 32.4 percent to 39.3 percent of children who have 
been in foster care continuously between 12 and 23 months were 
discharged to permanency within 12 months.

  Exhibit 11

Permanency in 12 Months (12ӿ23 Months)

Of all children in care on the ĕ rst day of a 12-month period who had been in care 
continuously between 12 and 23 months, what percent discharged to permanency 

within 12 months of the ĕ rst day?

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families, Children’s 
Bureau, Child and Family Services Review Data Profi le as of February 2024 for the State of Alaska.

Higher value is desired
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Permanency in 12 Months (24+ months): Exhibit 12 shows that, 
generally, Alaska’s performance was not statistically different than 
national performance.

  Exhibit 12

Permanency in 12 Months (24+ Months)

Of all children in care on the fi rst day of a 12-month period who had been in care 
continuously for 24 months or more, what percent discharged to permanency within 12 

months of the fi rst day?

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families, Children’s 
Bureau, Child and Family Services Review Data Profi le as of February 2024 for the State of Alaska.

 

Higher value is desired
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Re-Entry to Foster Care: Exhibit 13 shows that Alaska’s performance 
was statistically better than national performance in FFY 19, and 
statistically no different than national performance in FFY 18, 
FFY 20, and FFY 21. Although Alaska’s re-entry rate decreased 
(improved) from FFY 18 to FFY 19, the re-entry rate trended 
upward (worsened) beginning FFY 20. There was a significant 
jump from 5.3 percent in FFY 21 to 8.3 percent in FFY 22 and 
Alaska’s rates were statistically worse than national rates. Per 
OCS management, Alaska has historically lacked basic resources 
for treatment and services for families in need. The COVID-19 
pandemic compounded that problem as service providers closed 
and never re-opened. Additionally, OCS management stated that 
the number of children with complex or high needs increased and 
resources that serve those children decreased, which resulted in 
children returning to foster care.

  Exhibit 13

Re-Entry to Foster Care

Of all children who exit foster care in a 12-month period to reunifi cation, live 
with relative, or guardianship, what percent re-entered care within 12 months 

of their discharge?

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families, Children’s 
Bureau, Child and Family Services Review Data Profi le as of February 2024 for the State of Alaska.

Lower value is desired
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Placement Stability (moves/1,000 days in care): Exhibit 14 shows 
that Alaska’s performance was statistically better than national 
performance during FFY 20, when children moved placements 3.99 
times out of 1,000 days. Performance trended higher (worsened) 
from FFY 18 to FFY 19, then again from FFY 20 to FFY 21 and 
FFY 22. Alaska’s performance greatly improved in FFY 23 when 
children moved placements 3.58 times out of 1,000 days. Auditors 
inquired with OCS regarding factors that may have contributed to 
the increase in performance during FFY 23. Per OCS management, 
the department implemented a centralized hotline for providers 
to contact when providers have questions or basic needs, whereas 
previously providers would contact the OCS worker, who was often 
unavailable. The hotline connects the provider with a person much 
faster. Additionally, a change was made to involve OCS’s medical 
unit earlier to assist in identifying necessary resources/care for the 
children and to help identify appropriate placements.

Exhibit 14

Placement Stability
(Moves/1,000 Days in Care)

Of all children who enter care in a 12-month period,

what was the rate of placement moves per 1,000 days of foster care?

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families, Children’s 
Bureau, Child and Family Services Review Data Profi le as of February 2024 for the State of Alaska.

Lower value is desired
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This audit is the third legislative audit of the Office of Children’s 
Services’ (OCS) implementation of House Bill 151. The prior 
audit of OCS identified recommendations, which are listed below. 
This audit did not evaluate progress in addressing these prior 
recommendations because OCS had insufficient time to address 
the recommendations due to the timing of this audit. 

  OCS’s director should improve training to ensure OCS staff  follow 
procedures for background checks and address the safety risks 
identiĕ ed by auditors.

  OCS’s director should strengthen training and implement 
procedures to ensure application dates are entered accurately and 
consistently in OCS’s information system.

  OCS’s director should continue eff orts to address staffi  ng shortages 
to ensure foster home applications are processed and approved in 
a timely manner.

  OCS’s director should implement procedures for documenting 
efforts made to assist individuals with obtaining important 
documents.

  OCS’s director should continue eff orts to address staffi  ng shortages 
and ensure supervisors certify in writing whether OCS staff  has 
searched for an appropriate placement with a relative or family 
friend as required by law.

  OCS’s director should improve security over access to OCS’s 
information system.

This audit makes seven new recommendations.

FINDINGS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Discrepancies were identified in OCS’s 2023 staffing report 
vacancy statistics. At the statewide level, OCS reported 81 
vacant case carrying positions as of October 1, 2023, while 
auditors calculated 93 vacant positionsӿa variance of 12. At 
the regional levels, vacancy rates reported by OCS differed 
significantly from those calculated by auditors for the Northern 
region and Southeast region, which were understated by 8.1 percent 
and 12.8 percent respectively.

Alaska Statute 47.14.112(b) requires OCS to prepare a staffing 
report as a result of the inability to meet training and workload 
standards. The report is to include information, such as the number 
of employees who vacated positions during the reporting period 
and the number of funded positions that were vacant.

According to OCS staff, there were no formal written procedures 
for the preparation and review of the annual staffing report, which 
contributed to the finding. The lack of procedures increases the risk 
of providing inaccurate information to policy makers.

We recommend OCS’s director implement procedures to ensure the 
annual staffing report is accurate.

Caseload data that was included in OCS’s 2023 recruitment 
and retention report could not be verified by auditors because 
OCS staff did not maintain support for the information. Additionally, 
the 2023 report presented caseload and turnover statistics as of 
October 1, 2023, when statutes required the information be reported 
as of January 1, 2023, and July 1, 2023. The audit also found material 
discrepancies with regional turnover rates. The largest variance was 
at the Southeast region, which was understated by 17.4 percent, and 
the Western and Anchorage regions, which were overstated by 9.5 
percent and 5.1 percent respectively.

OCS management was unable to explain why the caseload and 
turnover statistics were not reported as of January 1, 2023, and 

Recommendation 1:

OCS's director should 
implement procedures 
to ensure the annual 
staffing report is 
accurate.

Recommendation 2:

OCS's director should 
implement procedures 
to ensure the annual 
recruitment and 
retention report is 
accurate and prepared 
in compliance with 
state law.
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July 1, 2023. According to OCS staff, there are no formal written 
procedures for preparing the annual recruitment and retention 
report, which contributed to the deficiencies. The lack of procedures 
increases the risk that inaccurate information is reported to policy 
makers.

Alaska Statute 47.14.112(d) requires OCS to prepare an annual 
report on employee recruitment and retention, including a five-
year plan. The report is to include:

1. the number of frontline social workers employed by the 
division, the annual average turnover rate of the workers, 
and the average caseload of the workers on January 1 and 
July 1 of that year;

2. the number of children removed from their homes;

3. the achievement of success measured by the following:

a) rate of family reuniĕ cation;

b) average length of time children spent in custody of the 
department;

c) rate of placement with an adult family member or family friend;

d) number of children placed in a permanent living arrangement 
with a guardian or biological or adoptive parent;

e) number of children released from the custody of the department.

We recommend OCS’s director implement procedures to ensure the 
annual recruitment and retention report is accurate and prepared 
in compliance with state law.
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During 2020, OCS began hiring workers with “core competencies” 
rather than hiring workers with specific qualifications, such 
as a college degree or prior work experience, as a means to 
expanding the applicant pool. Around the same time, due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, training of new staff switched to a virtual 
platform. Beginning 2020 through November 2023, new workers 
were provided five weeks of virtual training and one week of 
mentoring, often provided remotely. OCS did not collect evidence 
to demonstrate that six weeks of virtual/remote training adequately 
prepared new caseworkers hired with core competencies to 
proficiently provide services.

A legislative consultant hired to review OCS’s management 
structure found the new training program focused on the clinical 
side of the work, but failed to incorporate practical aspects of the 
job. In addition, the consultant noted that interviewees described 
training as taking place remotely with reinforcement "on the job", 
limited mostly to remotely-delivered mentoring, and coaching by 
overburdened supervisors and/or overburdened coworkers. Other 
voluntary supplementary training was not helpful and was difficult 
to take, given high caseloads. 

Alaska Statute 47.14.112(a) requires OCS to implement a longer 
training program for employees who supervise the care of children 
committed to the supervision or custody of the Department of 
Family and Community Services (DFCS). Without a rigorous 
training program that applies theory to "real life" practice, 
caseworkers may not be adequately prepared to provide services, 
which may contribute to higher turnover and lower outcomes. 

We recommend OCS’s director consider implementing a more 
comprehensive training program that is grounded in practical 
applications.

Recommendation 3:

OCS's director should 
consider implementing 
a more comprehensive 
training program that 
is grounded in practical 
applications.
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A legislative consultant hired to evaluate OCS management practices 
identified that OCS’s process to hire staff, and, in particular, frontline 
caseworkers, was strongly out of alignment with best practices. 
Furthermore, the hiring process was not realistic, with newly hired 
caseworkers arriving on the job with little to no understanding of 
what the job actually entailed.   

As communicated by the consultant, hiring best practices require 
agencies establish and implement realistic, streamlined, and 
standardized hiring processes. Not having a hiring process in line 
with best practices may cause major delays in hiring and prevents 
OCS from hiring many of the strongest candidates it attracts. 
Furthermore, hiring candidates that do not fully understand job 
duties increases turnover. Vacancies and turnover negatively impact 
the availability of services for Alaskan children. 

The consultant recommended OCS management implement the 
following:

  Streamline the hiring process.  e consultant found that it took 
around ĕ ve months to hire caseworkers and communication with 
candidates over the course of that time was exceedingly poor. As a 
result, promising candidates dropped out of the process and took 
other job off ers.  e consultant recommended that OCS conduct 
a “business process reengineering” eff ort to change the processes 
to meet the needs of job applicants and hiring managers.

  Be more intentional about recruiting.  e consultant found 
that being more intentional with its recruiting eff orts and actively 
cultivating a pipeline of talent will help OCS develop a pool of 
qualiĕ ed candidates to recruit into vacancies.  e consultant 
recommended that OCS management consider expanding the 
college pipeline beyond current relationships with the University 
of Alaska, to include relationships with other universities in other 
states with a particular focus on social work programs. 

Recommendation 4:

OCS's director should 
continue to implement 
hiring best practices.
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  Expand the use of creative models to ĕ ll vacancies in rural offi  ces. 
 e consultant recognized the diffi  culty of recruiting frontline 
workers in rural communities and the lack of available housing in 
these communities.  e consultant recommended that OCS expand 
its use of creative models to ĕ ll these vacancies. For example, OCS 
can expand its use of a “week-on, week-off ” schedule to bring 
workers to rural communities and utilize State-provided housing.

  Accurately describe the nature of the job.  e consultant found 
that many new hires did not understand the job duties prior to 
being hired. For example, some new hires thought that the position 
provided childcare, while other new hires thought the position 
worked primarily with children, when the position worked primarily 
with adults.  e consultant recommended that job descriptions and 
related competencies be updated to more accurately describe the 
nature of the job. In addition, a link to a realistic video describing 
the job could help screen out potential applicants who may have 
the required competencies, but are not a good ĕ t for the job duties.

In response to the consultant’s report, OCS management stated that 
the division had begun to partner with DFCS’s Talent Acquisition 
team to work on streamlining the hiring process. We recommend 
OCS’s director continue to move forward with implementing hiring 
best practices as recommended by the legislative consultant.

A legislative consultant was hired to determine whether the OCS 
staffing report was fully aligned with best practices. The consultant 
concluded that data contained in the staffing report and the 
recruitment and retention report could be enhanced to make 
recruitment and retention efforts more meaningful. Specifically, 
the following enhancements were recommended:

  Time to ĕ ll vacancies:  is metric can be used to evaluate the 
effi  ciency of the hiring process and the eff ectiveness of recruiting 
strategies. 

Recommendation 5:

OCS's director should 
consider enhancing 
data to align with 
best practices and 
make recruitment and 
retention efforts more 
meaningful.
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  Off er acceptance rate:  is metric can show the success rate of 
recruitment strategies and provide insight into the clarity of job 
descriptions. For example, if positions garner high interest, but have 
low acceptance, it is possible the job descriptions do not accurately 
detail the speciĕ cs of the job. 

  New hire turnover rate:  is metric can show OCS the number 
of new employees that resign within three months, six months, 
and/or 12 months, compared to overall agency turnover, to 
determine if additional supports should be off ered to new employees. 

  Supervisor to staff  ratio: While caseload data provides a metric for 
measuring frontline worker workload, a more accurate picture of 
supervisor workload can be determined by comparing the number 
of supervisors to frontline workers. 

  Tenure in key positions:  is metric shows the makeup of staff  in 
key positions in ways valuable to decision-making and continuous 
improvement in a number of areas, including succession planning 
for leaders approaching retirement age, learning and development 
for staff  in key supervision/management/leadership positions, 
and supervision and support strategies for teams of caseworkers. 
Best practice reporting on tenure includes both total tenure with 
the organization and how long people have occupied a given key 
position.

Alaska Statute 47.14.112(b) requires OCS to prepare a staffing 
report as a result of the department’s inability to meet the training 
requirements and workload standards. The report must include 
vacancy metrics and a description of the efforts to recruit and retain 
employees. Furthermore, AS 47.14.112(d) requires OCS prepare 
and make available to the legislature an annual report on employee 
recruitment and retention that includes, in part, a five-year plan 
and employee turnover data.

The above metrics recommended by the consultant were not 
reported because the metrics were not specifically required by 
statute. A more data driven approach to evaluating recruitment 
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and retention may help identify gaps and challenges, which may 
allow OCS to more effectively address challenges. 

We recommend OCS’s director consider enhancing the data that is 
collected and reported to better align with best practices and make 
recruitment and retention efforts more meaningful.

The audit found OCS created a five-year recruitment and retention 
plan in 2019 and did not update the plan each year to maintain a 
forward-looking five-year strategy. Rather, OCS provided a status of 
the 2019 plan as part of its annual recruitment and retention report. 

Per AS 47.14.112(d), OCS must prepare and make available to the 
legislature an annual report on employee recruitment and retention, 
including a five-year plan for the division. OCS management did 
not interpret this statute as requiring a forward-looking plan each 
year.

The lack of a forward-looking recruitment and retention plan 
increases the risk that OCS may not be effectively planning to 
address the labor challenges, thereby increasing the risk that 
challenges will continue. 

We recommend OCS’s director develop a forward-looking plan for 
addressing recruitment and retention challenges.

Recommendation 6:

OCS's director should 
develop a forward-
looking plan for 
addressing recruitment 
and retention 
challenges.
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Recommendation 7:

Department of Health's 
assistant commissioner 
of finance and 
management services 
should liquidate an 
unsupported $10 
million encumbrance.

During 2021, the Department of Health and Social Services (DHSS) 
website was the target of a cyberattack. When the attack happened, 
DHSS management believed the department may be fined for a 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act violation and 
encumbered $10 million of appropriations to pay the potential fine. 
Of this amount, $2.5 million was encumbered from OCS’s frontline 
workers allocation. At the time of this audit, the federal government 
had not issued a notice of violation and a valid obligation did not 
exist. 

Alaska Administrative Manual 30.040 requires agencies to review 
encumbrances prior to year-end and to update and/or liquidate 
them as necessary. The only encumbrances that may remain at 
August 31 for prior year authorizations are those that represent 
valid obligations. Invalid encumbrances at year-end restrict the 
availability of funds for the future year and may cause financial 
reporting errors.  

We recommend Department of Health’s assistant commissioner 
of finance and management services liquidate the unsupported 
$10 million encumbrance.
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In accordance with Title 24 and Title 44 of the Alaska Statutes and a 
special request by the Legislative Budget and Audit Committee, we 
have conducted a performance audit of the Department of Family 
and Community Services, Office of Children’s Services (OCS) 
compliance with specific foster care reform laws, overall impact 
of foster care reform, and the use of funding appropriated for that 
purpose.

The audit objectives are as follows: 

  Determine whether OCS implemented measurable workload 
standards for employees who supervise the care of children 
committed to OCS’s supervision or custody, work with families to 
prevent the removal of a child from the child’s home, or investigate 
reports of harm as required by House Bill (HB) 151. 

  Determine whether OCS eff ectively implemented caseload caps on 
frontline case managers as required by HB 151.

  Determine whether a staffi  ng report required by AS 47.14.112(b) 
was prepared and submitted to the legislature and conĕ rm the 
accuracy of the information in the submitted report. In addition, 
determine whether the staffi  ng report is based on best practices.

  Determine the accuracy of the most recent annual report on 
employee recruitment and retention required to be submitted under 
AS 47.14.112(d).

  Determine whether OCS’s management structure is compliant with 
best practices.  e evaluation should include, but not be limited 
to, a review of the management layers between a front-line social 
worker and OCS’s director and answer the following questions:

➢ Do the organizational layers contribute to ineffi  ciencies?

➢ Could the organizational chart be restructured to have fewer 
layers while still providing adequate supervision of caseworkers?

OBJECTIVES, 
SCOPE, AND 
METHODOLOGY

Objectives
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➢ What is causing delays in hiring OCS workers?

  Deĕ ne “permanency” in the ĕ nal audit report. Calculate and report 
permanency measures and compare the measures to national 
standards, as well as FFY 18 data. Measures should include:

➢ Permanency in 12 Months for Children Entering Care: Of all 
children who enter foster care in a 12-month period, what 
percent were discharged to permanency within 12 months of 
entering foster care?

➢ Permanency in 12 Months for Children in Care 12ӿ23 months: 
Of all children in foster care on the ĕ rst day of a 12-month 
period who had been in foster care continuously between 12 
and 23 months, what percentage were discharged to permanency 
within 12 months of the ĕ rst day?

➢ Permanency in 12 Months for Children in Care for 24+ months: 
Of all children in foster care on the ĕ rst day of a 12-month 
period who had been in foster care continuously for 24 months 
or more, what percentage were discharged to permanency 
within 12 months of the ĕ rst day?

➢ Re-Entry to Foster Care: Of all children who exit foster care 
in a 12-month period to reuniĕ cation, living with a relative, 
or guardianship, what percentage re-entered care within 12 
months of their discharge?

➢ Placement Stability: Of all children who enter foster care in 
a 12-month period, what was the rate of placement moves 
per 1,000 days of foster care?

  Evaluate the overall impact of HB 151 and other legislative foster 
care reform eff orts on OCS services.

  Identify and report on the amount of funding appropriated for 
foster care reform and use of those funds.
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The audit examined the OCS 2023 annual report dated 
November 15, 2023, which covered the period October 1, 2022 
through September 30, 2023, as well as OCS support for the report. 
The annual report included both the report on employee recruitment 
and retention, as well as the staffing report. Workload standards, 
also referred to as caseload caps, were calculated and evaluated as of 
March 15, 2024. Federal permanency measures were obtained from 
data compiled from the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services’ Administration for Children and Families, Children’s 
Bureau, Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) Data Profiles 
as of February 2024 for the State of Alaska. Budget and expenditure 
information for OCS was obtained from FY 16 through FY 23. 
A legislative consultant evaluated OCS’s management structure 
as of the fall of 2023 (mid-September through mid-December). 
Overall conclusions regarding the impact of foster care reform were 
based on the results of this audit, as well as the results of Part I and 
Part II audits, which were dated November 10, 2020, and 
November 21, 2023, respectively.

The audit could not evaluate the caseload data in OCS’s 2023 
annual recruitment and retention report because OCS staff did 
not maintain support for the reported data.

To address audit objectives, auditors:

  Gained an understanding of child protective services and foster 
care by reviewing HB 151, and statutes and regulations governing 
training and workload standards, caseload caps, and reports to the 
legislature.

  Reviewed articles, reports, and documents issued by federal 
agencies and other state auditor offi  ces, to gain an understanding 
of issues surrounding foster caseworker recruitment and retention, 
training, caseload, and permanency of children in care.

Scope  

Scope Limitation

Methodology
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  Reviewed reports and documents issued by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and 
Families, Children’s Bureau, to gain an understanding of CFSR's 
data proĕ les, federal data quality checks for data submitted by states, 
and various CFSR measures related to permanency and well-being 
of children in care.

  Obtained Alaska’s CFSR data proĕ les from OCS management and 
compiled the data proĕ les for inclusion in the audit report.

  Reviewed OCS child protective services manuals to gain an 
understanding of written policies and procedures related to 
caseworker training, initial assessments and investigations, 
caseworker visits, secondary case assignments and out-of-town 
requests, and permanency goals and permanency planning.

  Conducted interviews, observations, and walkthroughs with OCS 
management and staff  to gain an understanding of the following:

➢ Workload standards implemented by OCS;

➢ Data quality procedures over OCS’s data information system;

➢ Process for submitting foster care data to federal databases and 
passing federal quality checks;

➢ Identifying and tracking case carrying and non-case carrying 
workers;

➢ Caseworker assignments including primary, secondary, 
administrative, and supervisory assignments;

➢ Caseload management and caseload caps;

➢ Process for tracking worker vacancies; and

➢ Methodologies for calculating worker caseload, vacancy, and 
turnover rates.
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  Obtained and reviewed budget information from the Alaska 
Division of Legislative Finance’s website and Alaska Offi  ce of 
Management and Budget's website to gain an understanding of 
OCS’s budget, including position count and budget transfers.

  Generated and analyzed reports from the State’s accounting system 
to gain an understanding of changes in OCS’s authorized budgets 
and signiĕ cant uses of funding from FY 16 through FY 23.

  Obtained and compiled statistical data on child protective services 
published on OCS’s website for calendar years 2015 through 2023 
to gain an understanding of OCS, including the number of children 
served, reports of alleged maltreatment received and reviewed, and 
investigations completed.

  Examined OCS personnel and position data from the State’s payroll 
system and compared the information to OCS’s support for vacancy 
and turnover information to verify the accuracy of OCS’s 2023 
annual report. 

  Obtained case data and analyzed worker assignment information 
of open cases to determine the caseload counts and averages as of 
March 15, 2024. Data from the State’s payroll system was also used 
in the auditors’ calculation of worker caseloads.

  Contracted with a public sector consultant to:

➢ Evaluate whether OCS’s management structure is aligned with 
best practices. 

➢ Determine if organizational layers contribute to ineffi  ciencies.

➢ Determine if the organizational chart should be restructured 
to have fewer layers while still providing adequate supervision 
of caseworkers.

➢ Determine what is causing delays in hiring OCS workers.
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➢ Determine whether the staffi  ng report prepared by OCS, as 
required by AS 47.14.112(b), was based on best practices and 
suggest improvements.

 To gain assurance over the reliability of the consultant’s work, an 
auditor observed eight of the group interviews conducted by the 
consultant.

 Conclusions and recommendations from the consultant’s report 
were reviewed and evaluated for inclusion in the audit report. 
 e consultant’s full report, which includes their methodology, is 
included as Appendix A of this report.

  Inquired with the Department of Administration’s Division of 
Personnel and Labor Relations regarding select consultant ĕ ndings 
and recommendations to gain an understanding of delays in the 
hiring process and eff orts to improve the hiring process.

  Obtained and reviewed OCS’s 2023 Annual Progress and 
Services Report, OCS’s 2023 Staff  Surveys Report, the Child 
Welfare Academy’s FY 23 Annual Report, and the Citizen Review 
Panel’s 2022ӿ2023 Annual Report to gain an understanding of 
OCS’s operations.

Payroll and financial accounting system internal controls were 
evaluated as part of the Division of Legislative Audit's annual 
financial audit. Generally, the internal controls were found to be 
operating effectively. Auditors reviewed federal data quality checks 
related to Alaska’s CFSR data profiles and found the data profiles 
to be reliable for inclusion in the audit report. No other internal 
controls were tested as no other controls were found significant to 
the audit objectives.
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Appendix A: Analysis of Management Structure, Alaska Office of 
Children's Services Final Report issued by Public Consulting Group. 
This consultant was hired by the Division of Legislative Audit to 
evaluate whether Alaska's Office of Children's Services management 
structure was aligned with best practices.

APPENDIX 
SUMMARY
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APPENDIX A
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