Ohio Independent Living Legislative Workgroup

Policy Recommendations 
As of February 4, 2009

Building upon the recent developments in the state foster care, adoption, and health care systems for foster youth, the Ohio Association of Child Caring Agencies (OACCA) and several other organizations and public agencies have been leading an initiative to craft policy recommendations for the improvement of services and opportunities to foster youth aging out of the system.  Our goal is to increase their likelihood of becoming productive and responsible adults.  We will present comprehensive and well-researched policy recommendations to the Ohio General Assembly, Ohio Governor, and state executive agencies in early 2009.  This document is the first draft of the recommendations.


These reform efforts were initiated in 2007 by youth and advocates from county and state youth advisory boards, particularly the Montgomery County VISION Youth Advisory Board.  These individuals communicated to OACCA that there are many barriers and obstacles that prevent foster youth from becoming independent and successful adults.  We worked with these youth and advocates to hold four legislative forums around the state during 2008 to gather input and share information about independent living policy concerns.  Topics included: access to college and post-secondary education, access to driver’s education and driver’s licenses, access to affordable and safe housing, access to workforce training, access to and expansion of Medicaid health coverage, and increasing the availability of mentoring services.   Beginning in October of 2008, the Workgroup committees held several meetings to finalize the recommendations that are included in this report.



Higher Education Committee Policy Recommendations


#1 Each University System of Ohio Institution Should Designate and Prepare a Staff Member to Serve As Its Foster Care Liaison

· Student support services, designed to improve student persistence, retention and program completion, play a central role in developing an integrated support approach for students.  However, without coordination and staff training, colleges are unlikely to package and deliver these services in a way that will serve students from foster care in a timely and effective manner.  A series of systematic changes need to occur at institutions of higher learning to ensure the needs of undergraduates from foster care are being recognized and fulfilled before and after they are admitted.  Therefore, the Board of Regents should communicate the need for schools to designate one person to have lead responsibility for students from foster care.  These youth benefit from a single individual on campus who understands how their background and early independence affects their academic success and social integration.  They need someone to help them to take full advantage of all campus support resources as well as appropriate community-based support services.  Fortunately, Miami University-Hamilton has developed a minimal-cost model that could be promoted state-wide.
· The Foster Care Liaisons should be charged with providing outreach and assistance to foster youth at their institution.  This specifically involves the planning of year-round housing plans for foster youth to ensure they do not become homeless during the off-quarter time periods.  The Foster Care Liaisons should also pursue the establishment of admissions, enrollment, and/or financial aid procedures that allows foster youth to self-identify.   This is needed to enable outcomes to be tracked of this population and to ensure that these youth are made aware of available opportunities.   This is also needed so that the Foster Care Liaisons can identify foster youth at their institution.
· Action: The Board of Regents, ODJFS, Miami University-Hamilton, and Casey Family Programs are collaborating to create an annual 1-day training program to prepare Foster Care Liaisons and other social services professionals, which will be sufficient to empower these individuals to meet the needs of the population of students that they serve.  The kick-off training could occur as early as spring 2009 and could be replicated annually.  
· Action: The committee will work with the Board of Regents to determine how the Board may request universities and colleges to select Liaisons. 

#2 Centralize Higher Education Access Resources for Emancipating Youth, Foster Parents, and Case Workers 
· The Board of Regents should establish a website with higher education access resources for emancipating youth, foster parents, and case workers many youth, foster parents, and case workers, many of whom are not aware of the many sources of public and private financial aid available for foster youth.  By collecting this information in one central location, these important opportunities will be promoted. 

· Action: Partner with the Board of Regents to develop the content by April 2009.

#3 The State Should Create a Form That Verifies the “Independent Status” of Foster Youth 
· By partnering with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services, we can create this form in the new Statewide Automated Child Welfare Information System (SACWIS), which easily facilitates this goal.  The independent status of former foster youth enables them to not take into account their biological family’s income in their financial aid determination for any child in foster care at age 13 or older, under the recent federal Higher Education Act. 

· Action: ODJFS is leading this effort.  Writing this process into law could ensure that the forms would be made available to the youth in the long term, and it would identify the form as official for higher education institutions. 

#4 The State Should Track The Higher Educational Outcomes Of Ohio Foster Youth
· The Board of Regents, University System Of Ohio Institutions, and ODJFS should collaborate to track the higher educational outcomes of ohio foster youth.  Tracking these outcomes will enable us to see if and how the establishment of a higher education assistance program increases access and/or retention to higher education.  

· Action: ODJFS, using SACWIS data, and the Board of Regents, using FAFSA and other data made available by University System of Ohio institutions, should determine how information that is already being collected about former foster youth can be aggregated to study their higher educational outcomes.

#5 Establish a State Higher Education Financial Assistance Program for Former Foster Youth
· Through student contribution and either state GRF allocation or institution absorption, the following higher education expenses should be guaranteed by the state for eligible foster youth attending a University System of Ohio institution or public adult career center:
· Tuition (including summer courses); mandatory school, college, or program fees; year-round on-campus room & board or a stipend for year-round off-campus room & board; required text books; student health insurance (for those youth that do not qualify for Medicaid); and institution tutoring services.
· These costs should only be covered if they apply to required undergraduate university, college, department/school and/or program courses in the student’s major/minor/program area(s)

· Assistance shall be provided to last for a specific time frame (in years).  See the full Higher Education Committee Policy Recommendations brief for more information.
· Youth Eligibility: All Ohio youth ages 16-26 that were in the Ohio foster care system (ward of the state) for an aggregate period of at least 24 months beyond the age of 12.  This group does not exclude those youth who were adopted in Ohio or reunited with their families.  More details are included in the full Higher Education Committee Policy Recommendations brief for more information.
· Action: The committee is exploring if a cost-limited first phase implementation of this program could be achieved in the current biennial budget bill.  
Housing Committee Policy Recommendations


#1 Expand Ohio Benefit Bank Services and Sites
· Support addition of all eligible benefit services for transition age foster and homeless youth, including Education and Training Vouchers (ETV), Medicaid healthcare, housing vouchers, federal student aid, and food stamps. 

· Action: Partner with the Ohio Benefit Bank and the Coalition on Housing and Homelessness in Ohio to ensure roll out of ETV benefit (projected summer 2009), Medicaid for emancipated foster youth (projected summer 2009), and FAFSA (projected January 21, 2009). 

· Support expansion of Ohio Benefit Bank sites to non-profit agencies.

· Action: Provide foster care and independent living agencies with information on how to become Ohio Benefit Bank sites. 

· Action: Support a mobile Benefit Bank site to be available during annual Ohio Independent Living Summit in Columbus, Ohio. 

#2 Expand IV-E Eligible Independent Living Settings for Transition-Age Foster Youth

· Support the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to recognize semi-supervised independent living placement settings for transition age foster youth as federal IV-E eligible settings. 
· Action: Issue comments to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services on proposed federal regulations that seek to implement Sec. 472(c)(2) of PL 110-351 that semi-supervised scattered-site independent living placements are “supervised settings” and thus should be IV-E eligible settings for foster youth.
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to recognize in the Ohio Administrative Code that semi-supervised scattered-site independent living placements are “supervised settings” that are IV-E eligible settings; and require minimum standards of required supervision. 

#3 Lift Funding Cap and Remove Funding Eligibility Barriers for Youth Homeless Shelters 
· Support lifting of the Ohio Department of Development Housing Trust Fund cap for emergency homeless shelters.

· Action: Seek a legislative change for removal of the emergency shelter housing grants program funding cap, evident in Sec. 174.02(3) of the Ohio Revised Code.  This law places a 7% cap on the amount of any current year appropriation of the Ohio Department of Development Housing Trust Fund for the emergency shelter housing grants program.

· Support legislation as part of the state budget that would make youth shelters eligible for funding under the Ohio Department of Development Housing Trust Fund.

· Action: Work with Governor Strickland and the General Assembly to have this eligibility issue removed by resolving it in the budget bill.   


#4 Establish the Ohio Foster and Homeless Youth Coordinator

· Support the establishment of a state-level coordinator who shall coordinate and promote services to Ohio’s homeless and transition-age foster youth among state and county agencies.  
· Short Term Action: Work with Foster and Homeless Youth Coordinators in other states, including the coordinator in Colorado, to understand successful methods for interagency collaboration and funding of the position.
· Long Term Action: Seek the establishment of the position Ohio Foster and Homeless Youth Coordinator within the Office of Ohio Family and Children First or in a separate state office under the Governor’s Office, or as created by legislation. 

#5 Support Local Participation in the Family Unification Program (FUP)

· Support local draw down of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Family Unification Program (FUP), which provides homeless and poorly housed families, including former foster youth, involved with the child welfare system with decent and affordable housing and supportive services in order to safely reunite them with their children.  
· Action: Send letters to county children’s services agencies and public housing authorities to urge them to apply for FUP before the 2009 deadline.

· Action: Work with the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to ensure that eligibility requirements of communities’ access to FUP are not unattainable. 
#6 Prevent Homelessness of Former Foster Youth Who Attend Higher Education

· Support methods to prevent homeless of former foster youth who attend higher education.  Institutions of higher education should make available housing options and resources, and the state should provide, as part of a foster youth higher education package, year round housing to former foster youth.  (For more information about the higher education package idea, see the Higher Education Committee recommendations.)
· Action: Work with the Ohio Board of Regents and the General Assembly to designate a Foster Care Liaison at every public university and community college campus.  (Note that there is already a homeless education liaison at every public K-12 school district, per federal law.)  The Foster Care Liaison will develop a year-round housing plan to be made available and communicated to former foster youth on campus to ensure they do not become homeless during the off-quarter time periods.
Workforce Committee Policy Recommendations

#1 Map the System of Workforce Development Opportunities Available to Foster Youth
· Achieving this would be very beneficial to foster youth and the child welfare professionals that work with them.
· Action: Partner with a university to map the wide array of workforce development opportunities specifically available for youth aging out of foster care should be mapped bottom up and top down.


#2 Partner with the Business Community to Expand Workforce Opportunities for Foster Youth
· A public-private partnership could result in the establishment of local internship and employment apprenticeship programs that are targeted at youth aging out of foster care.
· Funding opportunities for this work could include state Workforce Investment Act (WIA) special project funds or the Governor’s Workforce Policy Advisory Board.
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services, the Governor’s Workforce Policy Advisory Board, and county children’s services agencies to facilitate partnerships between counties and businesses to develop employment opportunities for foster youth.
#3 Increase State Drawdown of the Food Stamp and Employment Training (FSET) Program

· While Ohio receives $3 million FSET administration funds annually (2006 level), there are three other FSET funding streams that match state expenditures by 50% which Ohio has not participated in.  These funding streams include costs for: dependent care, training and education related expenses, certain health services such as vision correction and dental work, and legal and housing assistance.  Individuals transitioning out of foster care are eligible for these services.  
· Action: Advocate with the Ohio Anti-Poverty Task Force for Ohio to apply for a waiver from the U.S. Department of Agriculture that would permit state drawdown of funds from the federal Food Stamp and Employment Training (FSET) program. 

#4 Develop a List of High-Demand Jobs That Do Not Require 4-Year Degrees 
· These types of jobs should be promoted to the difficult to employ populations in Ohio, which includes youth aging out of foster care.  These work opportunities should be communicated to foster youth as part of their emancipation plan.
· Action: Urge the Governor’s Workforce Policy Advisory Board to lead the development of this list.


#5 Simplify the Work Permit Approval Process for Foster Youth 
· Current law permits only schools and medical doctors to sign off on work permits for foster youth.  More individuals involved in foster youth’s lives should be authorized to sign off to make the process easier and to encourage more approvals. 
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to permit custodial agencies to sign work permits on behalf of foster youth in their custody.  
Transportation Committee Policy Recommendations

#1 Increase Access to Driver’s Education for Foster Youth
· Many youth in foster care emancipate without having received driver’s education, which prolongs the amount of time needed to learn how to drive and obtain a driver’s license.  Many former foster youth actually wait several years after reaching 18 to learn how to drive, which becomes an impediment to employment.  

· Action: The Ohio Department of Job and Family Services should mandate county children’s services agencies to provide driver’s education to transition-age youth in care.   This should be added to the list of Independent Living mandated services.


#2 Support Legislation that Permits County Children’s Services Agencies to Form Group Auto Insurance Policies for Foster Youth in Custody
· In Ohio, foster youth face many barriers in obtaining a driver’s license.  First and foremost is the issue of liability.  Under current law, custodial agency directors and foster parents are permitted to co-sign a youth’s driver’s license application, but without a process that ensures that they youth always maintains valid state auto insurance, the co-signer would become liable for damages caused by the youth if he or she is uninsured.    
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services and county children’s services agencies to develop policy recommendation to the Ohio General Assembly that would permits counties to establish a group auto insurance policy.  The policy would be made available to qualified and selected youth in care, as determined by the county.  


#3 Develop Best Practices Guide for Foster Youth Transportation Issues to Counties
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services and county children’s services agencies to establish a guide that includes best practices for:

· Co-signing driver’s license applications of foster youth

· Offering driver’s education to foster youth

· Attaining and requiring auto insurance for foster youth

· Financially assisting with the costs of an automobile and its maintenance for foster youth.
 

Mentoring Committee Policy Recommendations


#1 Support the Establishment of Foster Youth Mentoring Program Standards for County Departments of Children Services
· Many young people transition out of the foster care system without solid connections and familial supports, making it challenging, at best, to build successful lives. In an effort to create a healthy support network, it is critical that current and former foster youth connect with a peer who can recognize their strengths, talents, and potential while giving them an “experienced” helping hand into their future.

· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to create state administrative code rules that would establish minimum standards for the mentoring programs that county children services agencies have in place for transition-age foster youth.

· Standards should be based on the Cuyahoga County Department of Children’s Services best practice model.  Determine if WIA could fund the county programs.


Medicaid Committee Policy Recommendations

#1 Improve Implementation of the Medicaid Healthcare Expansion to Emancipated Foster Youth 

· Under HB 119 in 2007, Medicaid was expanded to youth who emancipated out of foster care in Ohio at age 18.  Though it is available to thousands of former foster youth, many are still not enrolled or have faced problems with enrollment. 
· Action: Determine how many youth are enrolled in the Medicaid expansion group by county versus how many are eligible by county.  

· If a particular county is having success at keeping these youth on Medicaid, that county’s model could be promoted as a best practice model for other counties. 
· Action: Identify areas for follow-up training by the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services Office of Ohio Health Plans to county departments of job and family services 
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services Office of Ohio Health Plans to develop a guide or FAQ for JFS and PCSA workers, as well as for the youth that are, or will, be eligible for the expansion of Medicaid
· Action: Determine if there could be a foster care Medicaid contact in each county department of job and family services.

· Action: Partner with the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services Office of Ohio Health Plans to streamline and simplify the Medicaid enrollment transition process for emancipated foster youth. 

#2 Add the Medicaid Benefit for Emancipated Foster Youth to the Ohio Benefit Bank
· The Ohio Benefit Bank is a web-based computer program to connect low and moderate-income Ohioans with access to work supports such as tax credits and public benefits.  It is important to add as many benefits specific to former foster youth into the database of benefits as possible.
· Action: Partner with the Ohio Benefit Bank to ensure that the Medicaid benefit for emancipated foster youth is added to the Benefit Bank database during 2009.

· Action: Promote community agencies to apply to become official Ohio Benefit Bank sites.
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