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Ontario child welfare agencies are committed to providing quality service.  They have also acknowledged the role that the Quality Assurance (QA) function can play in that regard.  As well, the Ministry has identified QA as a key component of the Transformation Agenda.  QA is anticipated to be a cornerstone of the Ministry’s proposed Accountability Framework.

As a result of the expanding role for QA, it is incumbent upon the field to develop a strategy to build the necessary QA capacity.  This discussion paper is meant to stimulate interest for the development of this strategy.

The paper is structured as follows:

A. Definitions

B. Current Capacity

C. Full Capacity - maybe
D. Strategic Considerations

E. Recommendation
A. DEFINITIONS

Quality Assurance as a Management Function
QA is a management function - not unlike the finance or human resource functions – intended to assist the field by monitoring quality requirements and facilitating improvement when gaps are identified.  

Endorsed Definition of Quality Assurance
With the adoption of the QA Framework, the field accepted the following definition for QA:

A formal set of activities that reviews and affects the quality of service provided.  These activities provide both internal and external parties the confidence that the organization will consistently meet the requirements for quality.
 

The QA Framework is envisioned as a cyclical process in relation to the monitoring of quality and quality improvement.  The following diagram
 illustrates the process.
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B. CURRENT CAPACITY
The Field
→ Results of Claude’s survey plus Agency MYRBP quality assurance activities. 

Provincial QA Committee
The Provincial QA Committee has developed considerably since its inception in 1999.  Every agency now has an identified contact person.  The Committee has grown to about 30 active members with the balance receiving minutes.  Two Ministry representatives with responsibility for outcomes and QA also attend regularly.  
The creation of the QA Framework in 2004 is only one of the many activities that the Committee has undertaken in order to advance the QA ‘cause’.  Other initiatives of the Committee include:

· The sharing of QA practices and accountability activities related to stakeholder feedback, Multi Year Results Based Planning, audit processes, Looking After Children, supervision, and planning for clients (plans of service and plans of care); 
· Development of a QA forum on the OACAS website designed to facilitate communication and provide a receptacle for QA materials;
· Enhancement of the OACAS QA Accreditation standards;
· Creation of guidelines for ethics and research;
· Participation in the development of the Accountability Framework;
· Formation of relationships with Ministry representatives in relation to QA initiatives;
· Development of an Outcomes Framework;
· Professional development.

C. FULL CAPACITY
→ This may not be necessary because presumably we will be identifying gaps under CURRENT CAPACITY and the description of the field.

D. STRATEGIC CONSIDERATIONS
In order to develop a comprehensive approach to the building of QA capacity, strategies must be developed to address issues and gaps at many levels:

1. Provincial;

2. Organizational; and
3. Agency QA staff.
1. PROVINCIAL
In order for the field to develop competency re QA in a comprehensive way it will be important to tackle many aspects at a provincial level.  

a. Advocacy

Since the Ministry has acknowledged the value of the QA function, a strategy will be needed to ensure all recipients of Ontario child welfare service have access to the same quality of service.   Advocacy will be needed to address issues related to:

ii. Sufficient and Sustainable Resources 

The QA function and related activities will need to be properly resourced so that benefits can be realized.  Additional activities required by the Transformation Agenda are expected to have associated costs.  The following activities are related to the Agenda:
· Outcomes development and tracking,;
· Internal audits/reviews;
· Quality improvement, and program evaluation;
· Possibly accreditation.
The Crown ward review is a potential area that will require increased agency resources.  If agencies become responsible for conducting their own Crown ward reviews, an internal audit of 9000 Crown wards province-wide will be required.  With an average review rate of four files per day per reviewer
, 2250 days of review will need to be absorbed by the field.  The development of a review tool and reviewer reliability are further considerations.

Another example of required resources is related to funding for statistical software to ensure more complete and comprehensive analysis of collected data.  One SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Science) license, for example, is valued at approximately $2500.

i. Re-Allocation of Resources for Quality Improvement Activities

It is anticipated that information analysis will identify gaps that will need to be addressed.  Resources like staffing, training, and management systems may need to be redeployed or added to improve and demonstrate service delivery quality. These activities may have funding implications.

ii. ‘Appropriate’ Outcomes

As the Ministry places a growing emphasis on outcomes and with the increased possibility that funding could be tied to results, it will be important to advocate for ‘appropriate’ outcomes that are clearly and commonly defined and truly representative of client benefit.

iii. A Credible Accreditation Process

As the Province considers the merits of accreditation, a strategy to ensure the process selected provides quality assurances to all stakeholders will be necessary.

iv.
An Effective CAS/MCYS Partnership re QA
An effective partnership between agencies and the Ministry will ensure clear expectations regarding performance of both parties in relation to:

· Definitions;

· The sharing of information and data;
· Reasonable remedies for performance failure;
· Rewards and/or incentives for quality service.

v. Reporting Outcomes
Since outcomes are expected to have a significant role in agency performance, there are several factors to be considered.  How does the field develop meaning about the results?  How will the results be communicated?  It will be important to ensure a consistent message.

vi.
Provincial Standardization
In order to standardize the QA function across the province, it will be important to develop a provincial strategy for the establishment and/or promotion of:

· Provincial standards (and methods/formats and common definitions) for:

· QA practices including:

· Data collection including audits, reviews, collection of stakeholder feedback;
· Program evaluation;
· Development of outcomes;
· Staffing and organizational structures;
· Best practices;
· The QA Framework;
· Partnerships with academic institutions.

b. Training and Education
Benefits related to cost savings and quality could be realized with the development of provincial training opportunities designed to address organizational and individual staff needs in relation to the QA function.  Expertise could be shared and maximized.  And purchasing power for training to address additional provincial needs could be enhanced. 

c. Sharing Resources

The Ministry is encouraging agencies to share resources.  In order to maximize the potential of this delivery model, it would be helpful to tackle it in a comprehensive manner.  The possibilities of pairing ‘have’ agencies with ‘have not’ agencies and outsourcing QA activities to agencies with the resources are just two of any number of models that could be developed.

d. Single Information System with QA Capacity

The Ministry is currently supporting the development of a Province-wide single information system.  To enhance the effectiveness of this system, a strategy is required to ensure continued support QA activities including outcomes tracking and enhanced reporting.

e. Service Trends
As agencies develop their QA capacity, opportunities will exist to produce a provincial analysis of results from reviews related to Crown wards, Serious Occurrences, and complaints, for example.  Strategies for both the identification of trends requiring attention and the development of plans to address these themes would be advantageous.

2. ORGANIZATIONAL

Each agency will experience its own particular issues in relation to the development of QA capacity depending on its current QA functioning, resources and priorities.  For some organizations, there will be challenges shifting from activity-based results to results-based outcomes.

The QA Framework outlines specifics in relation to building organizational QA capacity including the following key considerations:
· Development of a QA structure to address agency requirements:

· Possible recruitment of staff for the QA function;
· Exploration of opportunities to share resources;
· Facilitation of the shift from an activity-based results approach to results-based outcomes;
· Assessment of specific needs and provision of relevant training re QA to:

· Board of Directors;
· Executive Director;
· Senior management;
· Middle management;
· Frontline staff;
· Foster families;
· Volunteers;
· ‘Suppliers’;
· Community partners;
· Acquisition of knowledge re QI tools;
· Development of a communications strategy;
· Orientation of the larger community re the agency’s shift to QA and an outcomes focus;
· Development of outcomes and outcome indicators;
· Development of the ability to collect and analyse data:

· Software;
· Interface with IS;
· Knowledge of statistical methods of measurement and analysis;
· Report generation;
· Audit methodology;
· Program evaluation know how;
· Client survey methodology;
· Development of relationships with local academic institutions for programme evaluation and research.

3. AGENCY QUALITY ASSURANCE STAFF
A specific skill set is required of those staff performing the QA function.  In order for QA staff (often social work-trained) to be adequately equipped, they will require knowledge (and, therefore, training) and experience regarding, for example:

· Promotion of the QA culture,
· Planning including MYRBP development,
· Qualitative and quantitative analysis,
· Program evaluation and research,
· Facilitation of the development of outcomes,
· Design of surveys for data collection,
· Creation of policies and procedures,
· Application of QI tools,
· Accreditation.

E. RECOMMENDATION
The purpose of this paper was to encourage interest for the development of a strategy to build QA capacity.  The results of the recent QA survey indicate that there are gaps and differences in QA capacity across the Province.  As a result:

It is recommended that the Local Directors endorse the development of a multi-year phased- in strategy to build Quality Assurance capacity that addresses direction, priority, resources and training.
� A Framework for Quality Assurance in Ontario Child Welfare Agencies, p. 5.


� A Framework for Quality Assurance in Ontario Child Welfare Agencies, p. 6


� Current Ministry expectation
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