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Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, participants will be 
able to:
• Summarize the research supporting early 

engagement in treatment.
• Explain strategies for early engagement in the 

FTC.
• Propose strategies to increase parent and 

family early engagement in your FTC.



The Need
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Today: 
Over 730 children 
will be removed from 
their parents

This hour: 
30 children will be 
removed; 5 of these will 
be babies under age 1

8.7 million children
live with a parent with an SUD 

(NSDUH, 2017)

94,400 children 
are removed due to parental

substance use (AFCARS, 2019)

(AFCARS 2018)



The Matter of Time

Adoption and Safe 
Families Act (ASFA) –

12-month timetable for 
reunification Conflicting Clocks

Treatment and Recovery 
– lifelong process

Child Development – impact on bonding 
and attachment



Vulnerable children, parents, and 
family members require the intensive, 
collaborative efforts of child welfare, 

the dependency court, treatment 
providers, and other community 
members to meet their complex 

treatment and service needs.

No single agency has the skill or capacity 
to meet all of their needs.



Engagement is Everyone’s Job
Engagement begins during the first interaction and continues 

throughout the entire case



Family Treatment Courts

A meta-analysis of 16 evaluations 
examining FTC outcomes found that 
families that participated in an FTC 
were two times more likely to 
reunify than families receiving 
conventional services. 

(Zhang, Huang, Wu, Li, & Liu, 2019)



How Does Your Team Help Families Succeed?

Individual and family 
health and well-being, safe 
children, healthy 
parenting, basic needs are 
met, and fully engaged in a 
recovery-oriented lifestyle. 
Child welfare case 
successfully closed.

5 R’s and an E  

Success!
The purpose of 
therapeutic responses to 
behavior is to increase 
engagement in services 
and supports to enhance 
the likelihood that family 
can be reunified within 
ASFA timelines

Therapeutic 
Responses 
to Behavior

In addition to high-
quality substance use
and co-occurring mental
health disorder
treatment, the FTC’s
family-centered service
array includes other
clinical treatment and
related clinical and
community support
services

Phased Services 
& Supports

Children, parents, and
family members receive 
comprehensive services
that meet their
assessed needs and 
promotes sustained
family safety,
permanency, recovery,
and well-being

Coordinated & 
Comprehensive Case 

Plans
Use valid and reliable 
assessments to determine 
strengths and needs of 
children, parents, and 
family members

Assessment of 
Strengths & Needs

Family Treatment Court  
BPS Standard 4

Family Treatment Court 
BPS Standard 6

Family Treatment Court 
BPS Standards 5 & 6

Family Treatment Court 
BPS Standard 7

FTC Best Practice Standards 1, 2, & 8
Equitable admissions, retention, treatment, responses, and child welfare outcomes – FTC Best Practice Standard 3



\

Equity

Long Term Outcomes - What is Success?
E and 5 Rs

All outcomes should be disaggregated by race, ethnicity, 
gender, and other key demographic informationEquitable Outcomes in:

•Parents access treatment more quickly
•stay in treatment longer
•decrease substance use

Recovery

More children remain at home throughout program 
participationRemain at Home

Children stay fewer days in foster care and reunify within 12 
months at a higher rate Reunification

Fewer children experience subsequent maltreatmentRepeat Maltreatment

Fewer children re-enter foster case after reunification Re-entry



What Makes Family 
Treatment Courts Effective?

1. Get parents into treatment more quickly.
2. Support parents to remain in treatment 

longer.
3. Provide skills-based training and other 

supports to ensure parents are competent 
and confident to care for their children.

4. Problem-solve barriers to stable recovery 
and reunification.



Early Identification



• At the earliest point possible –
integrated with risk and safety 
assessment by child welfare system

• Multi-prong approach – including 
screening tools, drug testing, 
reports, observations

• Structured protocols that send 
clients with positive screenings to 
timely assessment

• Warm hand-offs, follow-ups and 
communication are critical

Early Identification 



4 Prong – Screening
 Tool
 Signs & symptoms
 Corroborating reports
 Drug screen

Proceed to 
assessmentYes

to any 

Identification of family in need



Screening: Is substance use a factor in the case?
• Generally results in a “yes” or “no”
• Determines whether a more in-depth assessment is needed
• Standardized set of questions to determine the risk or 

probability of an issue
• Brief and easy to administer, orally, or written
• Can be administered by a broad range of people, including those 

with little clinical expertise

• Examples:  UNCOPE; GAIN; AUDIT; CAGE
https://www.ncsacw.samhsa.gov/resources/SAFERR.aspx

Identification of family in need





(Green, et al., 2007) 

Entered substance use 
disorder treatment faster 
after their children were 
placed in substitute care 

Stayed in treatment longer

Completed at least one 
course of treatment 

Significantly more likely to 
be reunified with their 
children 

In a longitudinal study of mothers (N=1,911)
Time To & Time In Treatment Matters



Timely Access to Appropriate Treatment

Participants in an FTC that were provided immediate, intensive SUD 

treatment had significantly more reunifications, their children had 

fewer placements in longer-term foster care, and their children spent 

less time in non-kinship care than families not in the FTC.

(Burrus, et al., 2008)



Timely Referral





Georgia FTC Referral

• Substance use includes cocaine/crack cocaine, methamphetamine, and/or 
heroin/opiates

• Previous drug treatment failure

• Previous CPS history

• Children at significant risk for out-of-home placement or current foster care
• Criminal justice involvement – current supervision, pending charge, prior 

charge, violent offenses

Substantiated child welfare case and one or more of the following risk factors



FTC Target Population

• Substantiated child welfare case
• Child welfare plan for reunification (if children removed)
• Assessed substance use or co-occurring disorder
• Require increased supports to successfully close child welfare case



What Do We Mean by Systematic Approach?
Objective & Systematic 

• Clearly defined protocols and procedures, 
with timelines and communication 
pathways (who needs to know what and 
when)

• Eligibility criteria based on clinical and 
legal assessments

• Match appropriate services to identified 
needs

• Broad objective criteria (e.g., all 
adjudicated families with a SUD diagnosis 
of moderate to severe

Subjective & Informal
• I refer all my clients to FTC because 

I know the people there
• I only refer clients who really want 

to participate
• Let me know when you get in the 

program
• I prefer to refer clients who are 

doing well on their CWS case plan
• I refer all my clients with a drug 

history to the FTC



Studies of family treatment courts showed 

equivalent or better outcomes for the most difficult 

and demanding cases. 

(Boles & Young, 2011; Carey, et al., 2010; Carey, et al., 2010; Worcel, et al., 2007)

Research 

Team should not vote on admissions



Screening and Assessment
Use of subjective criteria has the potential to exclude families from 

FTCs for reasons that have not proved valid or meaningful in the 

course of the court experience. Removing subjective eligibility 

restrictions and applying evidence-based selection criteria 

significantly increase the effectiveness and cost-efficiencies of 

drug courts by allowing them to serve their target population.

(Bhati, et al., 2008)



Timely Admission



Early Engagement Techniques
• Automatic referral
• Attend Shelter Care Hearings
• Consistent messaging about FTC benefits
• Train stakeholders (judges, attorneys, child 

welfare)
• Require all eligible parents to observe an 

FTC Hearing
• Implement a “Test Drive” phase
• Utilize Peer Recovery Support Specialists 

(PRSS)



Liaison
• Links participants to ancillary supports; identifies service 

gaps

Treatment Broker
• Facilitates access to treatment by addressing barriers and

identifies local resources
• Monitors participant progress and compliance
• Enters case data

Advisor
• Educates community; garners local support
• Communicates with FDC team, staff and service providers

33

Recovery Support Matters – Functions of Recovery Support Specialists



(Ryan, et al, 2017)

Comprehensive
Screening &
Assessment

Positive
Outcomes

Early Access to 
Treatment

A Randomized Control Trial – Cook County, IL (n=3440)

34

Recovery Support Matters



Comprehensive
Screening &
Assessment

Early Access to
Treatment

A Randomized Control Trial – Cook County, IL (n=3440)

Positive
OutcomesRecovery Coach

(Ryan, et al, 2017)

35

Recovery Support Matters



FTC Admission
Barriers
• 18 – 24 month mandatory 

participation
• Higher scrutiny (i.e. frequent drug 

testing, court appearances, etc.)
• Intensive program (i.e. mandatory 

participation in treatment, court 
appearances, case management, 
etc.)

• Reputation in the community

Facilitators
• Increased likelihood of 

reunification and stable recovery
• Peer Recovery Support Specialists
• Accountability and support with a 

team to help problem-solve 
barriers

• Evidence-based and evidence-
informed services and practices

• Earlier trial home placement



Drop Off Point Questions to Ask
What could the team do to 

actively engage 
parents/families in this stage?

Number of 
parents/families 
referred to FTC

- Is every eligible family being referred to FTC?
- Who is referring the case/family to the FTC?
- What messaging is the family receiving about the FTC, 

when do they learn about the FTC, and from who?
- Is the family receiving conflicting messaging about the 

FTC from different sources? 

Number of  
parents/families 
admitted to FTC

- Why are families choosing to enter the FTC? Why are 
they choosing to not enter the FTC?

- What engagement practices are in place to work with 
families referred to the FTC until they enter?

Number of 
parents/families who 
move forward out of 

initial phase 

- What practices are in place to actively engage the 
parent/family in the very early stages of FTC?

- What does the team do if a parent is not showing up to 
treatment, FTC hearings, and/or parenting time in the 
first weeks/month?

Focused System Walkthrough



Q&A



Family Treatment Court 
Best Practice 
Standards

8 Standards
and Key Provisions

To obtain a copy or for more information:

FDC              cffutures.org@



NCSACW Online Tutorials Cross-Systems Learning

https://www.ncsacw.samhsa.
gov/

Tutorial 1
Understanding Substance Abuse and 
Facilitating Recovery: A Guide for 
Child Welfare Workers

Tutorial 2
Understanding Child Welfare and the 
Dependency Court: A Guide for 
Substance Abuse Treatment 
Professionals

Tutorial 3
Understanding Substance Use 
Disorders, Treatment and Family 
Recovery: A Guide for Legal 
Professionals

@



NCSACW TIP Guides





Thank you for the work you do on behalf  
of  children and families in Georgia!



Center for Children and Family 
Futures

Family Drug Court Training and 
Technical Assistance Program

www.cffutures.org

fdc@cffutures.org
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