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Joint Legislative Committee on Performance
Evaluation and Expenditure Review (PEER)

Report to
the Mississippi Legislature

A Follow-up Review of the Division of Family
and Children’s Services of the Department
of Human Services

In its 1992 review, PEER found that the Department of Human Services’
effectiveness in protecting children and vulnerable adults was seriously
compromised by the absence of well-trained professionals at all levels and the lack
of a quality assurance system capable of identifying and correcting weaknesses in
service delivery.

Many of the problems identified in PEER’s 1992 review persist.  Although
qualifications of social workers in the department’s Division of Family and
Children’s Services improved with passage of a 1994 law requiring licensure, the
department has not provided adequate remedial training to many of the division’s
social workers.  Due to a grandfathering provision in the 1994 law, many of the
division’s social workers have continued employment without passing the state
board’s licensure examination or otherwise demonstrating their competence to
perform social work.

The division’s individual employee performance appraisal system fails to
document serious deficiencies in casework (e.g., failure to conduct investigations of
child abuse and neglect in a timely manner).  This failure deprives management of a
critical tool for early identification and correction of service delivery problems
through remedial training.
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The Mississippi Legislature created the Joint Legislative Committee on
Performance Evaluation and Expenditure Review (PEER Committee) by statute
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members of the House of Representatives appointed by the Speaker and five
members of the Senate appointed by the Lieutenant Governor. Appointments
are made for four-year terms with one Senator and one Representative
appointed from each of the U. S. Congressional Districts. Committee officers
are elected by the membership with officers alternating annually between the
two houses.  All Committee actions by statute require a majority vote of
three Representatives and three Senators voting in the affirmative.

Mississippi’s constitution gives the Legislature broad power to conduct
examinations and investigations.  PEER is authorized by law to review any
public entity, including contractors supported in whole or in part by public
funds, and to address any issues which may require legislative action.  PEER
has statutory access to all state and local records and has subpoena power
to compel testimony or the production of documents.

PEER provides a variety of services to the Legislature, including program
evaluations, economy and efficiency reviews, financial audits, limited scope
evaluations, fiscal notes, special investigations, briefings to individual
legislators, testimony, and other governmental research and assistance.  The
Committee identifies inefficiency or ineffectiveness or a failure to
accomplish legislative objectives, and makes recommendations for
redefinition, redirection, redistribution and/or restructuring of Mississippi
government.  As directed by and subject to the prior approval of the PEER
Committee, the Committee’s professional staff executes audit and evaluation
projects obtaining information and developing options for consideration by
the Committee.  The PEER Committee releases reports to the Legislature,
Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and the agency examined.

The Committee assigns top priority to written requests from individual
legislators and legislative committees.  The Committee also considers PEER
staff proposals and written requests from state officials and others.
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On May 11, 1999, the PEER Committee authorized release of the report
entitled A Follow-up Review of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services of the Department of Human Services.

Representative Tommy Horne, Chairman

This report does not recommend increased funding or additional staff.
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A Follow-up Review of the Division of Family
and Children’s Services of the Department
of Human Services

Executive Summary

The Division of Family and Children’s Services within the
Mississippi Department of Human Services offers protective
services to children, youth, vulnerable adults, and families;
provides foster care and adoption placement services for
children in its custody; and conducts education and prevention
activities for individuals and families who are at risk of
developing behavior patterns associated with abuse and
neglect.

In a 1992 review of the Office of Social Services of the Division
of Family and Children’s Services, the PEER Committee found
that the office had not reached its fullest service potential due
to the absence of well-trained professionals at all levels and
lack of a quality assurance system capable of identifying and
correcting weaknesses in service delivery.  Further, PEER
determined that the office had not collected the information
necessary to determine accurately how many social workers
were needed to deliver the desired level of social services to
all clients.

The Legislature has taken
steps to improve the
qualifications of the
Division of Family and
Children’s Services social
worker staff in the years
since PEER’s 1992 review;
however, despite
improvements, deficiencies
still exist.

With respect to improvements in workforce quality, in 1994 the
Legislature began requiring all social workers hired by the
department to be licensed by the state.  While this is a marked
improvement over having no degree or licensure requirements
for social workers as had previously been the case, the 1994
law contained a “grandfathering” provision.  This provision
allowed social workers in MDHS’s Division of Family and
Children’s Services employed at the time of the law’s passage
to be licensed without a degree in social work and in some
cases without passing the licensure examination.  Of the 381
social workers employed with the Division of Family and
Children’s Services as of January 1999, 204 had been hired
after July 1, 1994, and therefore had obtained their licenses via
normal licensing, 70 had been grandfathered by passing the
licensure examinations and 107 had been grandfathered on the
basis of having five or more years of experience (and were not
required to take the licensure examination).
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MDHS’s training policies do
not insure that the division’s
“grandfathered” social
workers who have not
passed the licensure exam
have obtained the
knowledge, skills, and
abilities necessary to
perform social work
competently.

Given the seriousness of a social worker’s job responsibilities
and the fact that more than a quarter of the division’s social
worker staff employed as of January 1999 were grandfathered
without having demonstrated anything more than five years of
service, training is critical to assuring a competent workforce.
Although the department has developed an in-house training
program since PEER’s 1992 review and all social workers must
now meet continuing education requirements established by
the Board of Examiners for Social Workers and Marriage and
Family Therapists, MDHS does not perform the steps
necessary to determine whether the training it provides is
relevant to and effective in addressing deficiencies and needs
of the social workers in the Division of Family and Children’s
Services.  For example, the department administers tests to
that division’s social workers subsequent to its new
employee training program, but because the department does
not consistently score tests or review the results of those
tests which are scored, it cannot prescribe remediation where
needed.  Further, 91 of the 381 social workers employed with
the Division of Family and Children’s Services as of January
1999 never participated in the training program.

The Division of Family and
Children’s Services still does
not have an adequate
quality assurance system.

With respect to the department’s failure to implement a quality
assurance system capable of identifying and correcting
problems in service delivery on an ongoing basis, PEER found
that:

•  while the department has developed a casework-based
employee appraisal form as recommended by PEER in
1992, supervisors do not use these forms to document
serious deficiencies in case work, although MDHS
investigative teams have clearly documented such
deficiencies in ad hoc reports.  This failure to document
deficiencies through the performance appraisal process
deprives management of a critical tool for identifying and
correcting problems in service delivery (including
providing employees with appropriate training); and,

• the department has not improved its system for
assessing the adequacy and proper placement of service
staff.  The department still uses outdated case/workload
standards in establishing resource needs.

Although MDHS’s Program Integrity Division conducts periodic
reviews in all counties for compliance with policies and
procedures, the division only conducts these reviews for a
small number of cases (e.g., only eight investigation and eight
foster care cases were reviewed in a county with a large
caseload).
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Findings of the
department’s ad hoc reviews
and investigations of
selected county operations
reflect significant
performance deficiencies
and highlight supervisors’
failure to implement
MDHS’s employee
performance appraisal
system properly.

In response to specific complaints or requests, the Division of
Family and Children’s Services conducted three ad hoc
investigations which documented serious service delivery
problems in Hinds and Lauderdale counties and to a lesser
extent in Jackson County.  While it is encouraging that MDHS
has the capacity to conduct such reviews when it commits the
resources, it is essential that the department conduct
intensive casework oversight on an ongoing basis (e.g.,
through properly conducted employee performance
appraisals).

Recommendations for Departmental Action

1.  The Division of Family and Children’s Services Training
Unit Director should ensure that every social worker has
successfully completed (as measured by a passing grade
on the test) the four-week in-house training program and
provide any individual social worker remediation
necessary to achieve this objective.

2.  The Division of Family and Children’s Services Training
Unit Director should conduct a training needs
assessment based on information obtained through
internal program reviews and individual performance
appraisals to identify appropriate continuing education
course offerings for social workers.

3. The Director of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services should ensure that all area social work
supervisors are trained in the proper completion of
employee performance appraisals.  Proper
implementation of the appraisal system requires review
of each case by a social worker for compliance with
departmental policies and procedures.  Division
management should annually review social workers’
performance appraisals to determine problem areas
(e.g., case management) which should be improved.

4.  The Director of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services should carry out PEER’s 1992 recommendation
to:

• identify objectives and standards for each case type;

• determine the average time needed to meet those
objectives and standards;

• determine the maximum number of cases by type that
a social worker can carry on average if service
objectives are to be accomplished;
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• determine current and projected workload by case
type; and,

• apply caseload ratios to current and projected
workload to arrive at resource needs.

For More Information or Clarification, Contact:

PEER Committee
P.O. Box 1204

Jackson, MS  39215-1204
(601) 359-1226

http://www.peer.state.ms.us

Representative Tommy Horne, Chairman
Meridian, MS  (601) 483-1806

Senator William Canon, Vice-Chairman
Columbus, MS  (601) 328-3018

Senator Hob Bryan, Secretary
Amory, MS  (601) 256-9989
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A Follow-up Review of the Division of Family
and Children’s Services of the Department
of Human Services

Introduction

Authority

The PEER Committee reviewed the Division of Family and
Children’s Services of the Mississippi Department of Human
Services (MDHS) pursuant to the authority granted by MISS. CODE
ANN. Section 5-3-57 et seq. (1972).

Scope and Purpose

In response to a legislative request, the PEER Committee
conducted this follow-up review of the Division of Family and
Children’s Services.  The purpose of the review was to evaluate
MDHS’s actions relative to PEER’s 1992 report, A Review of the
Office of Social Services of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services.*

Method

In conducting its follow-up review, PEER reviewed state law,
MDHS reports, records, policies and procedures, licensure
records of the Mississippi Board of Examiners for Social
Workers and Marriage and Family Therapists, and interviewed
MDHS personnel.

* As a result of a departmental reorganization, the Office of Social Services of the Division
of Family and Children’s Services became the equivalent of the Division of Family and
Children’s Services.
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Background

In 1986, the Legislature created the Division of Family and
Children’s Services within the Mississippi Department of Human
Services.  The division offers protective services to children,
youth, vulnerable adults, and families; provides foster care and
adoption placement services for children in its custody; and
conducts education and prevention activities for individuals
and families who are at risk of developing behavior patterns
associated with abuse and neglect.  Because abuse, neglect,
and possible death of children and vulnerable adults are the
issues at stake, adequacy and quality of staff and timely
detection and correction of service delivery problems are
especially critical.  As of January 1999, the Division of Family
and Children’s Services operated with 690 employees
(including 381 social workers) with four program units created
to administer social services to families and children:
prevention, placement, protection, and licensure of child care
agencies, child placing agencies, and foster homes (refer to
Exhibit 1, page 3).
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Exhibit 1:  Department of Human Services Division of Family and Children’s Services
Organization Chart (As of July 1, 1998)
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Qualifications and Training of Social Workers

Minimum Qualifications for Social Workers

1992 Report Conclusions and Recommendations

Social workers employed by the Division of Families and
Children’s Services are responsible for delivering services
designed to strengthen, rehabilitate, and preserve families and
provide protection and care for children and adults.  During
PEER’s 1992 review, the Department of Human Services’
minimum requirement for the social worker position was that
an applicant have a bachelor’s degree in any field from an
accredited four-year college or university. This requirement
provided no assurance that the employee had the minimum
level of knowledge and skills necessary to perform his or her
job duties.

PEER recommended that MDHS identify and validate minimum
employment standards for social workers in the Division of
Family and Children’s Services.  PEER noted that while the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit upheld the department’s
minimum requirement in the 1984 lawsuit Walls v. Department of
Public Welfare, the decision did not prevent the Department of
Human Services from developing valid job-related education or
experience employment standards for social workers
employed by the Division of Family and Children’s Services.

Follow-up Conclusions

Beginning in 1994, all newly hired MDHS social workers must by state law be licensed,
which is a valid minimum qualification.

In 1994, the Legislature passed MISS. CODE  ANN. § 43-27-107
(1972) authorizing MDHS “to set the qualifications necessary for
all social workers employed by the department, which shall at
a minimum require state licensure as a social worker.”  The
Board of Examiners for Social Workers and Marriage and Family
Therapists licenses applicants meeting qualifications as set
forth in MISS. CODE  ANN. § 73-53-13:
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To be licensed, the
division’s social worker
applicants now must hold an
accredited bachelor’s
degree in social work and
must pass the licensure
exam.

• a baccalaureate degree in social work from a college or
university accredited by the Council on Social Work
Education or Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools; and,

• satisfactory completion of the licensure exam (the
American Association of Social Work board exam) or
comparable license or registration from another state or
territory of the United States with substantially similar
qualifications.

MISS. CODE  ANN. § 73-53-13 also requires that the applicant
prove to the satisfaction of the Board of Examiners for Social
Workers and Marriage and Family Therapists that the applicant
is:

• at least 21 years of age;

• of good moral character, (a continuing requirement for
licensure);

• a United States citizen or a legal resident alien;

• without conviction of a felony related to the practice of
social work for the last ten years;

• free of dependency on alcohol or drugs; and,

• not declared mentally incompetent by any court and if
any such decree has ever been rendered that the decree
has since been changed.

By requiring that all social workers employed by the
department be licensed by the state, MDHS has some
assurance that social workers have acquired the knowledge
and skills necessary to deliver appropriate social services to
clients.

All but two of the division’s 381 social workers employed as of
January 1999 had a current license.  PEER determined that the
causes related to the hiring of these two unlicensed social
workers related to administrative errors by the State Personnel
Board and the Department of Health’s Professional Licensure
Branch, which licensed MDHS social workers prior to the
creation of the Board of Examiners for Social Workers and
Marriage and Family Therapists.

During fieldwork, PEER informed the Director of the Division of
Family and Children’s Services of its findings related to the two
MDHS social workers’ unlicensed status.  On March 16, 1999, a
Deputy Director of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services told PEER that both unlicensed social workers had
resigned from their positions with the department.
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“Grandfathering” provisions of the 1994 law have allowed continued employment of
social workers who do not meet the degree and licensure requirements for new hires.

State law allowed
“grandfathering” of the
division’s social workers
employed before 1994 for
those with five years’ social
work experience or a
provisional license and
passage of the exam.

While the requirement established by the Legislature in 1994
that all MDHS social workers be licensed is a valid
employment standard, a provision of MISS. CODE  ANN. § 73-53-
7 allows social workers already employed by MDHS at the
time of the law’s passage to be grandfathered if they have
either (a) five years of experience in social work, or (b) less
than five years of social work experience and a provisional
license for two years, during which time the social worker was
required to pass the state social worker licensure exam.

Of the 381 social workers
employed by the division as
of January 1999, 177 were
grandfathered:  70 by
passing the licensure exam
and 107 on the basis of
experience.

Of the 381 social workers employed with the Division of
Family and Children’s Services as of January 1999, 204 were
hired after July 1, 1994, and obtained their licenses via normal
licensing, 70 were grandfathered by passing the licensure
examination, and 107 were grandfathered on the basis of
having five or more years of experience.  While the 274
employees who passed the state licensure examination
demonstrated that they possess the minimum knowledge and
skills necessary to perform social work, the 107 employees
who were licensed strictly on the basis of experience
provided no such assurance.  Because of the concerns relative
to the adequacy of the knowledge and skills possessed by
this grandfathered group, PEER examined the types of degrees
held by these individuals.

Of the 107 social workers employed with the Division of Family
and Children’s Services who were five-year grandfathered
licensees, twenty-one (20%) have degrees in social work, forty
have degrees in a closely related social sciences field (e.g.,
psychology), thirty-seven have degrees in a non-related field
(e.g., physical education), and four do not have degrees (see
Exhibit 2, page 7).  MDHS had no information on five social
workers’ degree status.

Because the division’s one hundred and seven social workers
grandfathered on the basis of five years’ experience did not
have to pass the state social worker licensure exam or have a
degree in social work, it was especially important for MDHS to
establish a mechanism for identifying any knowledge or skill
deficiencies among members of this group and to provide
appropriate training to ensure that these employees had the
minimum knowledge and skills necessary to perform their job
effectively. As will be discussed in the following sections,
because of flaws in its performance appraisal process, MDHS
has no assurance that it has identified skill deficiencies in
social workers employed by the Division of Family and
Children’s Services (see page 12).  Also, because of flaws in the
training program, the division has no assurance that its social

6 PEER Report #394



workers have been adequately trained (see discussion on page
8).

Exhibit 2:  Educational Credentials of the Division of Family and Children’s Services’
107 Social Workers Grandfathered on the Basis of Five Years’ Experience (As of
January 1999)

No Degree (4)
4%

Social Work (21)

Related Social 
Service Field

(40) 

36%

35%

20%

SOURCE:     PEER analysis of Board of Examiners for
                  Social Workers and Marriage and Family Therapists         
                  and Department of Human Services records. 
                   

Non-related Social 
Service Field (37) 

Unknown Degree (5)
5%
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Training of Social Workers

1992 Report Conclusions and Recommendations

During PEER’s 1992 review, MDHS contracted with the University
of Tennessee to develop and pilot a four-week training
program for the Division of Family and Children’s Services
entry-level social workers.  The program trained the division’s
social workers in seven phases, combining on-the-job and
classroom training in areas including interpersonal skills,
assessment, and treatment and prevention of sexual abuse.
After receiving the training, the division’s social workers took
an exam.  Requirements for certification (i.e., successful
completion of the training course) were met when a social
worker passed the exam and completed one year of
satisfactory job performance with MDHS. This was especially
critical given the inadequacy of the department’s minimum
employment qualifications at the time. Because the state did
not require social workers to be licensed at the time of the
1992 review, PEER recommended that MDHS develop minimum
training and competency requirements to be incorporated into
its social worker training program.

Follow-up Conclusions

While the licensure requirement established in 1994 helps provide assurance that Division of
Family and Children’s Services social workers hired since that date have the minimum
knowledge and skills necessary to perform their jobs, MDHS’s training policies do not
insure that the division’s grandfathered social workers who have not passed the licensure
examination have obtained the knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary to perform social
work competently.  Further, MDHS’s training policies do not ensure that even those
employees with social work degrees who have passed the licensure examination can
perform their jobs within the department’s unique and complex environment.

Development of an In-House Training Program

The division developed an in-
house training program for
social workers based on the
University of Tennessee’s
program.

Following the conclusion of its contract with the University of
Tennessee for training social workers, MDHS developed a four-
week in-house training program for social workers based on
materials from the university.  The department began training
the Division of Family and Children’s Services social workers
with its in-house program during Fall 1994.

PEER reviewed the department’s training materials and
determined that MDHS provides training in subject areas related
to the responsibilities of social workers for the Division of
Family and Children’s Services.  Subject areas addressed by the
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in-house training program include investigation, assessment,
case planning, foster parent licensure, departmental policies
and procedures, and related state laws.

Following the training program, the participants take a test.
MDHS’s Training Coordinator told PEER that the purpose of the
test was to determine whether the participants had learned
what was covered during the training program. According to
the Training Coordinator, if a social worker scores below
seventy, MDHS’s training unit staff provides the social worker,
the area social work supervisor, and the regional director with
a memorandum addressing needed additional training.

Although the division’s in-
house training includes
appropriate subject areas,
MDHS does not effectively
utilize the tests given after
the training program to help
prescribe remediation.

While PEER determined that MDHS’s in-house training program
includes appropriate subject areas, in practice MDHS has not
followed the remediation plan described by the department’s
Training Coordinator because:

• MDHS did not obtain test scores for the 132 Division of
Family and Children’s Services social workers trained by the
University of Tennessee.  Therefore, the department did
not know who passed or failed the University of
Tennessee’s training test and who needed remediation
in what areas.  MDHS only obtained the scores at PEER’s
request, six years after the University of Tennessee
administered the tests.  The test scores obtained by
PEER showed that 10 of the 132 social workers trained
by the University of Tennessee failed the test.  All ten of
these social workers are still employed by the
department.  Because MDHS did not obtain the test
scores from the University of Tennessee before PEER’s
request, these employees never received remedial
training to address their deficiencies.

• MDHS has not consistently scored the tests taken after the
training program.  MDHS did not score any of the 125 tests
taken from Fall 1994 through December 1996 as part of its
in-house training program.  Because the department did
not score the tests, it could not review test results, which
is necessary to determine the subject areas in which
participants need further training.

• MDHS has not provided remediation for individuals who
received failing scores on the test.  Of the 381 social
workers employed by the Division of Family and
Children’s Services as of January 1999, fifty-four failed the
department’s in-house training test, but received no
remediation in areas of deficiencies.  Twenty-two of the
fifty-four had received their license via the grandfathering
route (fifteen based on five years of experience and seven
based on passing the state board’s licensure
examination).  As discussed on page 6, the department
has no assurance that social workers in the Division of
Family and Children’s Services who were licensed strictly
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on the basis of experience have the knowledge and skills
necessary to perform social work.

• Many of the social workers in the Division of Family and
Children’s Services have not participated in the department’s
in-house training program.  Of the 381 social workers
employed in the Division of Family and Children’s Services
as of January 1999, ninety-one did not participate in either
the University of Tennessee’s or MDHS’s in-house training
program.  Of these ninety-one employees, forty-nine were
grandfathered by the state licensure board (forty based
on five years of experience and nine based on passing the
state board’s licensure exam).

Because it does not provide training to all social workers
in the Division of Family and Children’s Services or
remedial training to social workers when needed, the
department does not provide assurance that social
workers have the necessary training to carry out their
responsibilities.

All social workers employed by the Division of Family and Children’s Services as of January
1999 have met the continuing education requirements set forth by the Board of Examiners
for Social Workers and Marriage and Family Therapists.  However, the department has no
formal mechanism in place to insure that this continuing education meets the training needs
of the department for the individual social worker.

The Mississippi Board of Examiners for Social Workers and
Marriage and Family Therapists requires licensed social
workers to complete four social worker units (forty training
hours) to renew their license biennially.   The state licensure
board requires social workers to submit a list of continuing
education credits, with a notarized statement that the list is
true and correct.

The Board of Examiners for Social Workers and Marriage and
Family Therapists has designated MDHS as a provider of
continuing education for social workers.  The board must pre-
approve each continuing education course pursuant to board
regulations.   Continuing education offerings must consist of
subjects relevant to social work practice and include academic
courses related to the licensee’s social work practice, staff
development, workshops, conferences, or continuing programs
sponsored by national, regional, or state social work or social
welfare organizations.  Examples of training topics offered by
the department include:  “Secondary Trauma Stress,” “Working
With Substance Abusing Families,”  “Working with Traumatized
Children,” and “Preparation of Termination of Parental Rights
Cases.”

The Board of Examiners for Social Workers and Marriage and
Family Therapists reported to PEER that all 381 social workers
employed by the Division of Family and Children’s Services as
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of January 1999 are current in meeting their continuing
education requirements.

MDHS does not link
continuing education course
offerings to deficiencies
documented through its in-
house training tests and
performance appraisals.

While social workers of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services are current in meeting continuing education
requirements established by the state licensing board, PEER
determined that MDHS could improve its continuing education
program by tying course offerings to deficiencies documented
through its in-house training tests and performance appraisals
(see discussion of deficiencies in these areas--e.g., failure to
score training tests, failure to document observed
deficiencies on performance appraisals--on pages 9 and 13).
Also, the department does not keep a record of continuing
education courses completed by employees and is therefore
unable to assess training deficiencies on an individual basis in
a timely manner.
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Quality Assurance System

Employee Performance Appraisals

1992 Report Conclusions and Recommendations

During its 1992 review of MDHS, PEER found that area social
work supervisors were not completing performance appraisals
of social workers in a timely manner and in accordance with
MDHS policy.  PEER also found that MDHS did not have a system
to track the status of performance appraisals for its
employees to insure timely performance improvement.  PEER
recommended that all area social work supervisors begin
conducting and documenting performance appraisals in
accordance with departmental policy.  PEER also
recommended that MDHS management make the necessary
revisions to the performance appraisal monitoring system to
allow needed tracking.

Follow-up Conclusion

Although MDHS has developed a casework-based employee appraisal form and has shown
significant improvement in the timeliness of its evaluations, MDHS supervisors do not use
these forms to document serious deficiencies in casework.  This failure to document
performance deficiencies through the performance appraisal process deprives management
of a critical tool for early identification and correction of problems in service delivery.

MDHS’s Performance Appraisal Process

The content of MDHS employee appraisal forms represents an
adequate basis for performance appraisal.  The Appendix,
page 23, provides a copy of MDHS’s performance appraisal
form for social workers.  This form provides a reporting
mechanism for appraising the critical duties of an MDHS social
worker in terms of timeliness and quality.
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MDHS has improved the
timeliness of its
performance appraisals.
However, PEER questions
the quality of these
performance appraisals,
because the division’s high
number of “meets
expectations” ratings
(+99%) contradicts findings
of the department’s own
reviews.

In compliance with State Personnel Board guidelines, MDHS
policy requires appraisal of new MDHS social workers just
prior to the end of the sixth and twelfth month from date of
hire by his or her immediate supervisor.  Thereafter, the
department requires performance appraisals annually.  MDHS’s
Human Resources Division monitors appraisals by computer
and notifies area social work supervisors of appraisals that
are past due.  According to data compiled by MDHS, of the 327
social workers employed by the Division of Family and
Children’s Services as of January 1, 1998, 277 should have had
a current performance appraisal on file.  Of these 277
individuals, 254 (92%) had performance appraisals on file that
had been conducted on a timely basis, 5 (2%) had no current
performance appraisal on file and the appraisals were six
months to twelve months past due, and 18 (6%) had no current
performance appraisal on file and the appraisals were twelve
to twenty-four months past due.  The ninety-two percent of
appraisals which had been conducted on time represented a
significant improvement from 1992 when PEER found that 77%
of the performance appraisals of social workers had been
conducted in a timely manner.

Although the timeliness of MDHS performance appraisals has
improved, significant discrepancies between employee
performance appraisal ratings and ad hoc reports of MDHS
investigative teams cause PEER to question the accuracy and
utility of MDHS employee appraisals for social workers.

Timeliness and content of appraisals represent important
technical elements of a performance appraisal system.
However, those elements lose significance if the appraisal
process is not used to provide quality appraisals that identify
weaknesses and suggest training needs.  In reviewing MDHS
performance ratings, PEER found that all but one of the 277
social workers in the Division of Family and Children’s Services
who were eligible for a performance appraisal in 1998 (with the
exception of one social worker in the first-year probationary
period) received a “meets expectations” rating on their
appraisals.  The rating of “meets expectations” reflects an
acceptable level of performance and does not require
submission of a plan of remediation or correction.

On the basis of the performance appraisal system alone, it
would appear that +99% of social workers in the Division of
Family and Children’s Services are performing at an acceptable
level.  However, other indicators of employee and division
performance bring the validity of MDHS performance appraisal
ratings into question.  The high number of “meets
expectations” individual performance appraisals seems to
contradict the findings of the department’s own Program
Integrity Division reports and the division’s ad hoc reviews of
county operations.
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Program Audits of the Division of Family and Children’s Services
at the County Level

The MDHS Program
Integrity Division’s reviews
document weaknesses in job
performance which should
also be documented in
performance appraisals of
individual employees.

PEER reviewed forty-one MDHS county-level Division of Family
and Children’s Services program audits (for the period July 1,
1995, through December 31, 1997) which had been conducted
by MDHS’s Program Integrity Division staff.  These reports
document problems related to the performance of the
division’s social workers at the county level that should also
be revealed in performance appraisals.  It is to the Program
Integrity Division’s credit that its personnel uncovered and
reported serious problems related to the performance of the
Division of Family and Children’s Services social workers at
the county level.  These problems included failure to conduct
investigations of child abuse and neglect in a timely manner,
to contact law enforcement officials for referrals of sexual
abuse, and to develop a service plan for substantiated or
suspected cases in a timely manner.  All are serious problems
which social worker supervisors should also document
through the performance appraisal process and which MDHS
should be addressing through its training and continuing
education programs.

The Program Integrity Division’s periodic reviews do not take
the place of (and are not an adequate substitute for) properly
executed performance appraisals of each social worker.
Program Integrity Division reviews are small sample reviews
designed to show the presence or absence of problems of
compliance with policies and procedures, but they do not
establish a rate of noncompliance or target the individuals
responsible for the noncompliance.  These reviews are limited
to a small number of cases (e.g., eight  investigation and eight
foster care cases reviewed for a county with a large caseload)
and should not substitute for a performance appraisal system.
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Ad Hoc Reviews and Investigations of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services at the County Level

Findings of the
department’s ad hoc reviews
and investigations of Hinds,
Lauderdale, and Jackson
county operations reflect
significant performance
deficiencies and highlight
supervisors’ failure to
implement MDHS’s
employee performance
appraisal system properly.

In response to specific complaints or requests, the state
office of the Division of Family and Children’s Services
conducted special targeted ad hoc reviews of county-level
operations.  These county reviews document serious
performance deficiencies that PEER believes should be
reflected in routine performance appraisals.  The conclusions
one can draw from these special reviews and the conclusions
one can draw from +99% of the social workers reviewed
receiving a “meets expectations” performance rating on
performance appraisals vary significantly. The discrepancy
calls into question the care with which supervising social
workers carry out their employee evaluation, problem
identification, and remediation responsibilities.  The range of
job performance reported in the department’s special reviews
suggest that the state-level review process is more reflective
of actual job performance in these counties than are recent
employee performance evaluations which, almost universally,
show acceptable job performance by social workers.  Ad hoc
reviews can provide the basis for improvement, but the
department should require that its employee appraisal
process accurately identify deficiencies needing remediation
on an ongoing basis.

The Division’s ad hoc review
of Hinds County operations
noted serious deficiencies
such as lack of
investigation of some high-
risk cases, incomplete and
untimely submission of
reports, and non-
professional staff carrying
primary caseload
responsibility.

During July and August of 1998, staff from the Department of
Human Service’s Division of Family and Children’s Services
conducted a systematic review of the division’s operations in
Hinds County.  The department conducted the review partly in
response to concerns expressed by MDHS supervisors about
the handling of cases in the county and other agencies and
clients’ complaints about the handling of cases.

The review team examined 148 cases.  In addition to reviewing
case records for a subset of these cases, the team
interviewed clients and community professionals.  The review
revealed serious deficiencies in the provision of critical social
work services in Hinds County.  For example, county staff had
ruled all investigations included in the review sample as
“unsubstantiated or inappropriate for investigation,” even
though some of the files were marked “high risk” and several
of the cases contained evidence that the reviewers believed
was adequate to substantiate and which required
investigation under MDHS policy.  Further, the review team
found that some reports were not investigated timely or
submitted to the area social worker supervisor on a timely
basis and that many investigations were not thoroughly
completed according to policy (e.g., required interviews not
conducted, forms unsigned, failure to complete risk
assessments and safety plans).  With respect to these
findings, the reviewers noted:
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The strong pattern of not opening cases after
investigations, unless children are removed, is of grave
concern. While appropriate casework decisions must be
made, and while we cannot intervene in every case, there
were many cases reviewed which had strong indications
of being high risk, yet no case was opened. . . .Because
investigations are not being done according to policy,
adequate and appropriate assessments are not being
made to determine the risk of harm to children or to
determine if the family can protect the children. . . .By
not doing thorough and complete investigations into
allegations of abuse, there is the strong possibility that
children are continuing to be abused and are not
receiving the protection and help that they should.
Because workers and supervisors are responsible for the
actions taken on behalf of the agency, there is great
potential liability for the agency and for the employee
when we cannot clearly show what intervention has been
done in a child’s life.

In addition to the problems documented with respect to
investigations, the review team concluded that in many open
cases, the services which social workers were providing to
clients were inadequate:

This county is making little to no efforts to do family
centered practice, and is providing no follow up services
to ensure that children are being protected or to see if
parents/caretakers have followed through with
Counseling other [sic] recommendations of the court.
Even if a prevention or court ordered supervision is
opened, little intervention is being documented and
appropriate case plans are not being done.

The review team also documented significant recordkeeping
problems, such as abuse/neglect logs kept by the area social
worker supervisors not matching the master log submitted to
the state office; lack of a uniform filing system, making it
difficult to retrieve cases for review; and case materials that
were not organized and filed appropriately, making it “most
difficult” for a new worker to pick up an open case and tell
what had happened on that case.  The poor recordkeeping was
making it difficult to follow the department’s ninety-day rule,
which requires that a second report received within ninety
days of a first report must be routed for investigation to the
unit that received the first report.

Also, the team found one social worker aide who was carrying
primary responsibility for 600 cases.  Regardless of the
number of cases involved, the State Personnel Board’s job
description for “social worker aide” states that the work is
paraprofessional work assisting social workers in county
offices providing social services to protective service cases.
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The reviewers noted that “it is imperative that a licensed social
worker be responsible for these cases and make contact with
these children, and carry out the social work case functions in
these cases.”

The reviewers rejected excessive workloads as an explanation
for the numerous deficiencies cited, noting:

There is a perception by staff and supervisors in these
units that their caseloads are extremely high.  However,
according to workload statistics, and the staff’s own
records, they all have very manageable caseloads.  Most
workers have an average of 20 cases.  There should be
no problem in following policy and in providing
appropriate services to each and every family.

This rejection of the excessive caseload argument, on which
PEER takes no position in this report (see page 21) leads one to
question what is the cause of the serious problems in Hinds
County family and children’s services that were documented
by the review team.  If there is adequate time to conduct
casework according to policy, an alternative explanation for
not conducting casework according to policy could be that the
staff is poorly trained or unable to carry out its
responsibilities.  Yet individual performance appraisals for
Hinds County staff show that everyone is meeting expectations
and little data exists to document the effectiveness of the
department’s training programs.  Thus the number of employee
evaluations requiring comment and plans of correction and
remediation should be above the <1% indicated by
performance appraisal data.

The division’s special
investigation of Lauderdale
County operations noted
failure of a social worker to
respond to the local police
department’s request for
assistance and failure to
investigate at least one
serious incident.

During August 1998, staff from the Department of Human
Services’ Program Integrity Division conducted a special
investigation of two MDHS social workers employed by the
Division of Family and Children’s Services in Lauderdale
County.  The division’s director requested the investigation.

Program Integrity Division staff examined twelve cases.  In
addition to reviewing case records, Program Integrity Division
staff interviewed clients and community professionals.  The
review revealed deficiencies in the provision of social work
services by the two employees who were the subjects of the
investigation.  With respect to its investigation, Program
Integrity Division staff noted:

The casework review combined with interviews of
relevant persons involved reveal a county office poorly
managed and dominated by the personality of the social
worker.  Although the casework was not performed
according to policy in many instances and at times
violated the Mississippi Code, the social worker had the
confidence of the Youth Court Judge.  The employees’
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compliance [sic] with policy was consistent with the
direction and leadership provided by the area social
work supervisor and social worker who displayed either a
lack of understanding regarding agency policies and
laws or disregard for them.  The performance of their
duties were unprofessional at times, even if done with the
best intentions.  As a result, children have been placed at
risk or left unprotected, exposing the Agency to public
criticism if not liability.

The investigative report revealed failure of the social worker
under investigation to respond to the Meridian Police
Department’s requests for assistance.  For example, two
children were found by the police wandering the streets.  When
the police called the Lauderdale County MDHS office, the social
worker advised them to contact the mother and return the
children to her rather than conducting an investigation after
receiving the report.  The Meridian Police Department also cited
the social worker’s failure to investigate an incident in which a
child was locked in the car at a local shopping center on a hot
day.  The two social workers under investigation resigned from
MDHS on October 31, 1998, subsequent to the conclusion of
the investigation.

PEER believes that the special investigation in Lauderdale
County reflects the critical importance of insuring that social
work supervisors perform their duties in accordance with
acceptable professional standards.  If supervisors do not
perform their supervisory and appraisal duties with diligence
and care, children are placed at risk.  Problems compound until
uncovered by targeted state-level office review.

The division’s ad hoc review
of Jackson County
operations noted problems
with meeting contact
requirements and timely
initiation and completion of
cases.

On October 11, 1996, MDHS’s Jackson County Regional
Director requested a review team to identify the county’s
needs and to offer suggestions for resolution.  The team
reviewed 33 placement cases, 30 investigations, and 139
workload cases from May through August 1996.  The Regional
Director for Region 1 prepared a memorandum dated October
11, 1996, reporting the review team’s findings and
recommendations.

Placement case records were “found to be in very good shape”
according to the reviewers.  All cases had been entered into
the MDHS’s Mississippi Social Services Information System
(MSSIS) and a service plan form had been submitted on 119 of
them.

However, the review team also found that several cases had
been active for an extended period with no documented
contact.  (MDHS policy for child protective services requires at
least one monthly home visit which includes face-to-face
contact by the social worker with the primary client and any
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children at risk for the first three months, and then at least one
home visit every three months thereafter.)

Of the thirty investigations reviewed, only six had been
completed within the thirty-day limit set by MDHS, fifteen had
been initiated within the appropriate time frame, and nine had
been discussed with the area social work supervisor within ten
days.  On a positive note, the reviewers concluded that the
thirty investigations had been appropriately investigated and
the division’s social workers followed MDHS policies and
procedures in their decisions as to whether to open cases.

The findings of the division’s ad hoc review of Jackson County
operations are more positive than those of the two studies
previously presented, but specific deficiencies highlight the
contradiction between the “meets expectations” individual
performance appraisals and caseworkers’ performance
deficiencies cited in the report.  PEER would have expected
that at least some of these problems would have been
highlighted and targeted for performance improvement in the
employee appraisal process.
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Adequacy of Staff Resources

1992 Report Conclusions and Recommendations

During its 1992 review, PEER found that the Division of Family
and Children’s Services had not collected the information it
needed to determine accurately how many social workers are
needed to deliver the desired level of social services to clients.
MDHS used Child Welfare League of America
caseload/workload standards to determine the caseload per
social worker performing investigations of abuse and neglect.
In other work areas (e.g., adoptive home studies, foster home
studies), PEER found that MDHS based its workload standards
on outdated time study data collected in 1986.

PEER recommended that the Director of the Division of Family
and Children’s Services appoint a task force, composed of
directors of the Division of Family and Children’s Services
Administration, Protection and Placement Units, area social
work supervisors, and division directors to:

• identify objectives and standards for each case type;

• determine the average time needed to meet those
objectives and standards;

• determine the maximum number of cases by type that a
social worker can carry on average if service objectives
are to be accomplished;

• determine current and projected workload by case type;
and,

• apply caseload ratios to current and projected workload
to arrive at resource needs.
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Follow-up Conclusion

MDHS has not improved its system for assessing the adequacy and proper placement of
service staff.  The department still uses outdated case/workload standards in establishing
resource needs.

MDHS still uses the Child
Welfare League social
worker caseload standards
that it used in 1992, even
though that body
encourages agencies to
determine their own caseload
standards through time
studies.

MDHS has still not conducted the time studies needed to
validate staffing needs.  The Division of Family and Children’s
Services still uses Child Welfare League of America
caseload/workload standards to determine the caseload per
social worker performing abuse and neglect investigations.
The Child Welfare League of America encourages agencies to
determine their own optimum caseload per social worker in
each service category “through careful time studies carried on
within the individual agency. . .based on the responsibilities
assigned to complete a specific set of tasks, or units of work,
for which the worker is responsible.”  Similarly, workload
standards for other categories (e.g., foster care home
supervision, adoptive home supervision), are still based on
time studies which are over ten years old.
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Recommendations

MDHS’s Division of Family
and Children’s Services
should develop a training
program for its social
workers that helps to ensure
that these employees can
perform their jobs within the
department’s unique and
complex environment.

1.  The Division of Family and Children’s Services Training
Unit Director should ensure that every social worker has
successfully completed (as measured by a passing
grade on the test) the four-week in-house training
program and provide any individual social worker
remediation necessary to achieve this objective.

2.  The Division of Family and Children’s Services Training
Unit Director should conduct a training needs
assessment based on information obtained through
internal program reviews and individual performance
appraisals to identify appropriate continuing education
course offerings for social workers.

Division supervisors should
make performance
appraisals a useful tool in
determining problem areas
and making improvements.

3. The Director of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services should ensure that all area social work
supervisors are trained in the proper completion of
employee performance appraisals.  Proper
implementation of the appraisal system requires review
of each case by a social worker for compliance with
departmental policies and procedures.  Division
management should annually review social workers’
performance appraisals to determine problem areas
(e.g., case management) which should be improved.

The division should update
its caseload standards for
social workers.

4.  The Director of the Division of Family and Children’s
Services should carry out PEER’s 1992 recommendation
to:

• identify objectives and standards for each case type;

• determine the average time needed to meet those
objectives and standards;

• determine the maximum number of cases by type that a
social worker can carry on average if service objectives
are to be accomplished;

• determine current and projected workload by case type;
and,

• apply caseload ratios to current and projected
workload to arrive at resource needs.

22 PEER Report #394



















PEER Committee Staff

Max Arinder, Executive Director
James Barber, Deputy Director
Ted Booth, General Counsel

Evaluation Editing and Records
Sam Dawkins, Division Manager Ava Welborn, Editor and Records Coordinator
Linda Triplett, Division Manager Sandra Haller
Pamela O. Carter
Kim Cummins Administration
Kimberly Haacke Mary McNeill, Accounting and Office Manager
Barbara Hamilton Shirley Anderson
Lee Anne Hamilton Pat Luckett
Kelly Lockhart Gale Taylor
Joyce McCants
David Pray Data Processing
Ana Maria Price Larry Landrum, Systems Analyst
John Ringer
Katherine Stark Frith Corrections Audit
LaShonda Stewart Louwill Davis, Corrections Auditor
Lynn Watkins
Larry Whiting


