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	 he work of a child welfare agency is non-stop, difficult, emotional and 
	 often thankless.  The care and commitment of the Department of Human 
	 Resources (DHR) staff has made Maryland’s progress in child welfare possible. 
We thank the hundreds of hard-working and dedicated DHR staff who come to 
work every day to improve the lives of those in need.  We also appreciate the 
important work of our many partners and stakeholders, including the courts, sister 
agencies, local governments, foster parents, providers and advocates.

The Maryland Department of Human Resources oversees 24 local departments of 
social services that serve over 600,000 Marylanders annually.  The department is 
responsible for child welfare and adult services; providing economic assistance to 
families in need; and collecting and distributing child support payments.  The agency 
has 6,600 employees and a $1.9 billion budget funded by both the federal and state 
governments.

Martin O’Malley                  Anthony G. Brown                 
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“One thing is clear: government can’t do it alone.  
Our progress thus far is the result of many hands 
working together on behalf of children.” Brenda Donald

Shortly after Governor Martin O’Malley appointed me secretary 
of DHR in February of 2007, it was clear that Maryland had 
to refocus attention on finding permanent families for foster 
children, update our social work practices and begin the work of 
involving families in decisions affecting children in foster care.  

We began our efforts to reform child welfare with a simple and 
yet undeniable credo:  Nothing matters more to a child than 
a place to call home.  We dubbed our reform agenda Place 

Matters and established specific data-driven performance standards to measure suc-
cess in key areas of child welfare.  

This report highlights where we started, the obstacles we faced and the progress we 
have made since launching Place Matters in July of 2007.  Today, Maryland has a 
stronger and more focused child welfare system committed to finding permanent 
families for as many foster children as possible.

Staff throughout DHR deserve a great amount of credit for our marked improvement.  
Our progress would not have been possible without a supportive governor, experi-
enced leaders, committed managers and a front-line staff willing to carry out new 
practices and embrace the idea that children deserve permanent families.  Everyone 
involved in our child welfare work should be very proud of what we have accom-
plished thus far. 

However, we still have a lot of work ahead of us to achieve the outcomes we want for 
Maryland’s most vulnerable children.  By continuing our all-hands-on-deck approach 
to child welfare, I see an even brighter future for the children in our care.

Brenda Donald
Secretary
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The DHR Transition Team report commissioned by the incoming O’Malley/Brown 
administration cited a host of challenges for the child welfare system, including poor, 
flat outcomes relating to safety; permanency and length of stay; high caseloads; an 
insufficient array of placement resources; and a dysfunctional data system. The report 
stated:  “Not too long ago, Maryland was a leader in human services.  DHR was an 
innovator, developing and executing new ideas and strategies, ideas that were emu-
lated by other states.  Rather than investing in effective prevention, best practices, 
and analytic thinking, Maryland is still paying too much for the cost of failure. “ 

Outdated Child Welfare Practices
Like many child welfare agencies across 
the country, the state’s social work 
practices had not been updated to reflect 
best practices.  For far too long, social 
workers across the country were not 
properly engaging families in the decisions 
regarding their children.  Family-centered 
practice – the latest best practice in social 
work – was beginning to take root in many 
child welfare agencies.  However, Mary-
land lacked a defined model of practice.
 
Lack of Control Over 
Group Homes
Despite the fact that most of the state was 
already over-saturated with existing group 
homes, many of which were operating at 
far less than full capacity, the law virtually 
required DHR to license any new group 
home that met minimum standards.

An Expensive and Long-Standing 
Class-Action Lawsuit
The O’Malley/Brown administration in-
herited an expensive 23-year-old federal 
court-ordered consent decree over 
Baltimore City’s Department of Social Ser-
vices, the jurisdiction carrying 60 percent 
of the state’s child welfare caseload. 

THE CHALLENGES

Too many children in care
Two years ago, DHR had 10,300 
children in foster care, too many fos-
ter children in group homes and too 
few foster parents.  In July of 2007, 20 
percent of Maryland’s foster children 
resided in group homes – an unaccept-
ably high percentage. According to an 
assessment conducted by the Annie E. 
Casey Foundation in November 2007, 
Baltimore City had three times the 
national average of children in foster 
care compared to similar cities, and 
Maryland’s use of congregate care was 
higher than the national average.  

Lack of Data Analysis
Similar to many government entities 
around the country, DHR lacked the data 
essential to making sound decisions to 
guide the agency’s work.  Data were not 
regularly collected or analyzed. The 
situation was compounded by an 
expensive and poorly designed child 
welfare information system (CHESSIE) 
in which workers and stakeholders had 
little confidence.
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Based on its long standing 
child welfare challenges, 
Maryland needed a 
comprehensive reform 
strategy to refocus attention 
on keeping children safe, im-
proving their lives and finding 
permanent families for foster 
children.

Place Matters is Maryland’s 
data-driven and results-ori-
ented child welfare reform 
initiative.  Its ultimate goal 
is to find permanent families 
for foster children – the vast majority 
of whom have been victims of abuse, 
neglect or abandonment.  Focusing 
on permanency for foster children is a 
significant shift in DHR’s child welfare 
priorities in recent years. Research con-
tinues to demonstrate that children who 
grow up with permanent families are 
more likely to succeed later in their lives.  

Place Matters has four primary 
principles: 1) keep a child with his or her 
family as long as it is safe to do so; 2) 
when a child must come into foster care,  
place that child with his or her own rela-
tives whenever possible; 3) place a child 
as close to his or her original community 

as possible; and 4) minimize the length 
of stay for children in foster care.

Through Place Matters, DHR has signif-
icantly altered some long-standing social 
work practices to increase the likelihood 
of finding permanent families for vulner-
able children.  Within DHR, there is a 
new commitment to serve children in the 
most appropriate, least restrictive and 
closest setting to their original home.  
Child welfare workers are routinely 
conducting family involvement meetings, 
engaging families and relatives to find 
permanent families and making a child’s 
stay in foster care as short as possible.

PRINCIPLES 
OF PLACE MATTERS
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Data Collection, 
Review and Analysis
Shortly after taking office in January of 
2007, Governor O’Malley established 
his nationally renowned StateStat data 
collection and analysis program that 
required virtually all state agencies to 
examine their data trends and answer 
pointed questions about progress.  
Collecting, tracking and analyzing data 
has been essential to implementing 
fundamental reform at DHR.  Using 
data to make strategic decisions is now 
routine at DHR.  In partnership with the 
StateStat team, DHR began tracking and 
marking its child welfare progress in six 
areas: 
	

	 1)	 the number of children in          	
		  foster care

	 2)	 the number of new children 		
		  entering foster care

	 3)	 the number of children placed  	
		  in group homes

	 4)	 the number of children placed   	
		  in family homes

	 5)	 the number of children moving 	
		  to permanent homes

	 6)	 the number of active foster 		
		  homes

OUR REFORM TOOLS
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Embracing Family 
Centered-Practice
Under Maryland’s newly implemented 
family-centered practice model, the 
family is viewed as a partner in deciding 
what happens and where a child goes 
when he or she has to be removed from 
a family.  This model fosters greater col-
laboration with families and their re-
spective communities to provide the req-
uisite help and support when a child’s 
health, safety and well-being are called 
into question.  This new social work 
practice involves a range of family mem-
bers and matches those family members 
with available community resources to 
reduce the likelihood of bringing a child 
into foster care. 

Under DHR’s old practice, a caseworker 
and supervisor would make virtually 
independent determinations about a 
child’s safety and well-being.  Many of 
those decisions were based almost solely 
on his or her judgment and past experi-
ences with similar case scenarios.  The 
department no longer wants to make 
decisions for children and families in 
isolation. 

Under the family-centered practice 
model, families are invited to share their 
insights as respected members of the 
child welfare team to develop individual-
ized service plans to enhance the child’s 
outcomes and reframe the way that 
families experience DHR’s services.  

It encompasses five elements:  

1) family involvement meetings; 

2) community partnerships; 

3) recruitment and retention support 
	 for foster families; 

4) evaluation; and 

5) enhanced policy and practice 
	 development.  

By the beginning of fiscal year 2011, all 
local departments will implement all 
aspects of the family-centered practice.

To implement this fundamental practice 
change, the Annie E. Casey Foundation; 
Casey Family Programs; the National 
Resource Centers at the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services; 
and the University of Maryland’s School 
of Social Work have provided technical 
assistance, guidance and advice to DHR. 
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Recruitment and retention of 
Foster Families
To support the goal of placing more 
children in a family, DHR launched a 
statewide campaign to recruit more 
foster families.  The campaign – known 
as 1,000 by 10 – was successful in rais-
ing awareness of the need for foster 
families and resulted in nearly 1,500 
new foster families.  The agency also 
focused on supporting and retaining its 
existing foster families by strengthening 
its relationship with the Maryland Foster 
Parents Association, hiring a foster par-
ent ombudsman, expanding day care 
funding, and revamping the respite 
program.  These actions were bolstered 

by the Maryland General Assembly’s 
support of Governor O’Malley’s 
proposal to increase room and board 
rates to meet the national standard.   

A Comprehensive Legislative 
Strategy
Reforming child welfare in Maryland 
has been a goal shared by the Mary-
land General Assembly as evidenced 
by numerous legislative victories during 
the past three legislative sessions.  The 
legislature helped DHR reform its child 
welfare practice relating to terminat-
ing parental rights.  In cases of extreme 
abuse or neglect, DHR has the statutory 
authority to petition a court to terminate 
parental rights.  The legislature codi-
fied the law to require a judge to clearly 
state on the record that parental rights 
were terminated because that parent 
is not fit to be a parent.  In addition, 
parents who recently had their rights 
terminated will be matched with birth 
records at the Maryland Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene to deter-
mine if another child has been born to 
them.  If so, a child welfare worker will 
automatically be deployed to check on 
the well-being of future children born to 
those parents. 

Also during the 2009 legislative ses-
sion, the General Assembly passed a bill 
strengthening the existing tuition waiver 
laws by lowering the age of eligibility to 
age 13 and including younger siblings. 
This new law will increase the likelihood 
that sibling groups in foster care will be 
adopted together.Lt. Governor Anthony G. Brown puts his values into action to recruit 

additional foster parents in Maryland.
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reforming Group Homes
The agency had historically relied too 
heavily on group homes – many of which 
are now operating at substantially less 
than their capacity.  The department’s 
group home reform effort happened in 
three parts; the first step was to change 
the law to help DHR gain greater control 
over the licensing of new group homes.  

In 2008, at the request of the O’Malley/
Brown Administration, the Maryland 
General Assembly gave DHR greater 
control over licensing group homes.  
Prior to this law, DHR was essentially 
required to grant a license to any new 
group home so long as it met minimum 
standards. The new law gives DHR the 
authority to license a new group home 
only when it responds to a statement of 
need issued by DHR.

After putting more controls on licensing, 
the department focused on reforming its 
group home contracting process.  It es-
tablished an internal report card process 
that addressed two main questions: 
1) What is the quality of care provided to 
children at each group home? 2) Is that 

group home in compliance with DHR’s 
licensing and contractual requirements?

To answer those questions, staff re-
viewed 134 contracts DHR had with 
group home providers at the time. Fol-
lowing the review, DHR did not renew its 
contracts with 23 existing group home 
providers, reducing its total contracted 
group home beds from 2,200 to 1,700.

The third phase of the group home 
reform process is the development of 
a competitive procurement process to 
select group home providers.  Histori-
cally, because there was more demand 
than supply, the agency entered into 
non-competitive, sole-source contracts.  
Because of the over-capacity of group 
home beds, DHR can now invite compe-
tition and be more selective of providers.  

Beginning in fiscal year 2010, group 
home providers will have to respond to 
a request for proposals (RFP) in order to 
have a contract with DHR.
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NEW CHILDREN ENTERING FOSTER CARE

CHILDREN IN FOSTER CAREFigure 1

Figure 2

In just two years, Maryland has shown a marked decline in the number of children 
in foster care (see Figure 1).  The state has also experienced a relatively flat trend line 
in the number of new children entering foster care (see Figure 2).  More children are 
finding permanent families through adoption, reunification and guardianships 
(see Figure 6).

These positive results are largely due to DHR’s focus on permanency and the agency’s 
efforts to implement the family-centered practice model.  

THE TRENDS 
AND RESULTS
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CHILDREN PLACED IN GROUP HOMESFigure 3

At the beginning of Place Matters, 
more than 2,000 foster children were 
residing in group homes – roughly 20 
percent of the caseload.  Today, there 
are fewer than 1,200 children residing 
in group homes – roughly 13 percent of 
the caseload (see Figure 3).  

The state will always need group homes 
to serve children with complex medical 
or behavioral needs or those who need 
a more structured setting. However, the 
supply of group homes now outweighs 

the need for them – particularly in Balti-
more County, Baltimore City and Prince 
George’s County.  Many group homes in 
Maryland are now operating at substan-
tially less than their capacity.  Earlier 
this year, the department addressed this 
imbalance by reducing its contracts with 
group home providers.

Since the inception of Place Matters, 
DHR has reduced the number of children 
placed in group homes by 43 percent.

1,158
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CHILDREN PLACED IN FAMILY HOMESFigure 4

Today the department is placing more 
children in family homes than it did 
at the outset of Place Matters.  The 
number of children placed with families 
continues to decline in conjunction 
with the decline in total numbers of 
children in foster care.  However, the 
percentage of children living in family 
settings continues to rise (see Figure 4).  
The percentage of children residing in 
a family home has increased from 65 
percent two years ago to 72 percent 
today.

The department defines a family home 
as formal kinship care, relative and tra-
ditional foster care or treatment foster 
care.

Improved placement practices; 
additional support for families; 
increased foster and adoptive family 
recruitment; identification of kinship 
providers; and the availability of treat-
ment foster care homes for children 
with greater levels of need all contribute 
to the increasing number of children 
placed in family settings.
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ACTIVE FOSTER FAMILIESFigure 5

In 2008, the department launched an 
aggressive campaign – known as 1,000 
by 10 – to recruit and net 1,000 addi-
tional foster parents by the end of 2010.  
Since establishing that goal, the foster 
care population has changed signifi-
cantly.  The out-of-home caseload has 
dropped more than 13 percent.

The department has successfully recruit-
ed 1,500 new foster parents, roughly 
gaining 66 new foster families per 
month since the inception of Place 
Matters (see Figure 5). These new 
families represent a net gain of approxi-
mately 300 families. More than a dozen 
local jurisdictions have already met their 
foster parent recruitment goals and as 
a result are in the enviable position of 

having more than enough foster homes 
to meet the needs of children in care. 
And while Baltimore City, with an ambi-
tious goal of 600 new foster families, 
fell short of its goal, it currently has 80 
percent of its children in family settings 
and also has a rich pool of available 
foster families. 

Instead of implementing general recruit-
ing techniques, the department will now 
focus on targeting its recruitment strate-
gies to identify and train foster parents 
who are willing to take in children from 
specific at-risk populations.  Filling va-
cant foster homes and retaining current 
foster families will continue to be priori-
ties for the department.  
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Figure 7

Maryland is experiencing an upward 
trend in the number of children leaving 
foster care through increased adop-
tions, reunifications and guardianships 
(see Figure 7). In 2007, 2,454 children 
left foster care to permanent families; 
in 2009 that number increased to 2,872 
even though there were fewer children 
in foster care.  (See Figure 6).
 
In fiscal year 2006, DHR finalized a 
total of 617 adoptions with approxi-
mately 10,300 children in the foster care 
system.  By the end of fiscal year 2009, 
DHR had surpassed its adoption goals 
by finalizing a total 770 adoptions – a 
25 percent increase in finalized adop-
tions in just a short three-year period. 
This encouraging trend, which we expect 
to continue, was made possible by solid 
partnerships between the local depart-

ADOPTIONS

ments of social services and the courts.  
Many of these partnerships were so-
lidified as a result of the Child Welfare 
Summit convened by the Commission on 
Child Welfare in June 2008.

Specifically, in 2006, Baltimore City 
– the jurisdiction with the highest num-
ber of children in care – finalized a total 
of 289 adoptions.  In 2009, that number 
jumped to 384.  This 33 percent in-
crease is a remarkable turnaround.  For 
the first time since 2002, the Baltimore 
City Department of Social Services not 
only met its adoption goal – but exceed-
ed it.  Statewide, 17 out of 24 jurisdic-
tions met their adoption goals in 2009.  
Of the jurisdictions who missed their 
goals, four of them missed by a small 
margin of one, two or three adoptions.

CHILDREN MOVING TO 
PERMANENT FAMILIES

Figure 6
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In the next phase of Place Matters, 
Maryland is committed to further re-
ducing the number of children in out-
of-home care by making foster care a 
temporary safe haven and keeping our 
focus on permanency. 

When we have to bring children into fos-
ter care for their safety, we will strive to 
have 75 percent or more of our children 
placed with families. Our goal is to place 
no more than 12 percent of children in 
group homes.  

We will also focus on stabilizing place-
ments by making the first placement the 
best placement.  Our goal is for children 
to have no more than two placement 
changes a year and to reduce the length 
of stay in foster care.  This will require 
an even greater emphasis on perma-
nency, beginning with the day a child 
first comes into care.  

Full implementation of our family cen-
tered practice model will greatly in-
crease the likelihood of achieving these 
goals.

FUTURE GOALS OF 
PLACE MATTERS
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FISCAL YEAR 2010 CHILD WELFARE TARGETS

We will concentrate on older youth in 
foster care.  Forty-six percent of the 
children in our care are 14 or older, and 
16 percent are 18 or older.  Maryland 
law has allowed children to remain in 
the child welfare system until they reach 
age 21.  

The Governor’s Children’s Cabinet has 
adopted a Ready by 21 action plan 
to support the successful transition of 
youth involved in public systems.  DHR is 
incorporating the Ready by 21 stan-
dards into its Independent Living Pro-
gram for all youth aged 14 – 20.  At the 
same time, we will be working diligently 
to increase permanency for older youth 
so that whenever they leave the foster 

care system, they will be connected to a 
family or caring adult.  

Finally, DHR will be working closely with 
federal partners to develop and imple-
ment Maryland’s Program Improvement 
Plan (PIP) from the second round of the 
Child and Family Services Review pro-
cess in June.  Preliminary results show 
that Maryland needs to continue to focus 
on many of the Place Matters strate-
gies including family-centered practice, 
permanency, community-based resource 
development and supervision.  In 2007, 
Maryland successfully completed its first 
PIP, and we are confident that our Place 
Matters principles and practices will 
guide us to another successful PIP.

INDICATORS EXPECTED TRENDS STATEWIDE 
TARGETS

BASELINE 
JUNE 2009

	
Children in 

out-of-home care
 Reduce by 10% the number 

of children in out-of-home 
placement

8,756 children 

Children in 
group homes

 Ensure no more than 12% 
of children are placed in 

group homes

13%

Children in 
family homes

 Increase to 75% the 
percent of children placed 

in family homes

72.5%

Adoptions  Facilitate 785 adoptions 770 adoptions

Placement in 
home jurisdiction

 
Increase by 10% the 

percent of children placed 
in their home jurisdiction 
(in both group homes and 

foster homes)

Group homes = 38%
Foster homes = 53% 

As of March 2009






