
Briefing to the Committee: Meaningful Family Engagement
September 9, 2026

Commissioner Audrey O'Neill

House Committee  
on Human Services 



Promoting Family Engagement 
Partnering with families early and consistently to improve safety, permanency, and 
well-being

Best Practice Families and children achieve better outcomes when they are actively engaged in decision 
making and connected to the right services at the right time. 

Engaging Families in the 
Right Services

Expand non-investigative 
Alternative Response options 
for young children, refine 
intake screening, and scale 
evidence-based prevention 
programs state-wide.

Engaging Families Earlier

Strengthening early engagement 
across programs through 
ongoing delivery of statewide 
training focused on identifying 
family needs, natural supports, 
and targeted services.

Improving Services so 
Families can Safely Reunify

Standardize staff training, 
strengthen early family 
engagement, and expand access to 
trauma-informed care and 
collaborative service planning.



Alternative Response
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Alternative Response (AR) is a different way of engaging with families in certain cases of 
alleged abuse and neglect; it meets families' needs while keeping children safe and 
works with the family in a collaborative manor.

A Collaborative Model

• No alleged perpetrator is named.

• Eliminates Dispositions 

• No potential entry in the central registry

The Model Encourages
• Parents to be engaged earlier and more 

collaboratively in safety planning

• Caseworkers to focus their efforts on 
locating resources to strengthen family 
functioning

Both tracks assess safety, risk, and family needs: but high-risk cases, such as severe 
physical or sexual abuse or those likely to result in legal action, aways follow the 
traditional investigation track.



Alternative Response Advancement Rollout

Current Regions and planned rollout. Anticipated statewide by fiscal year 2028
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Alterative Response Completed Case 
Closure Data

Data Source: DFPS Data Book CPI Alternative Response: Stages
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Alternative Response (AR) is a 
different way of engaging with families 
in certain cases of alleged abuse and 
neglect:

• Allows DFPS to meet the needs 
families while keeping children 
safe.

• Works with the family in a 
collaborative manner.

In AR, there is no alleged perpetrator, 
no disposition, and no entry into the 
Central Registry.



Cultural Shift in Family Engagement

OUR FOUNDATION

A dedicated focus on safety and 
standardized investigative procedures. 
Prioritizing clear decision-making and 
rapid agency intervention to evaluate 
risk and protect children.

OUR HORIZON
A framework centered on early 
partnership and collaboration. By 
expanding collaborative engagement 
and aligning agency practices, we 
empower families as active leaders in 
building long-term stability and safety.

Turning vision into practice first steps: expanding Family Team Meetings for earlier engagement 
and updating cross-program training to embed engagement practices across all programs.

Ensuring safety while partnering with families begins with emphasizing core values

Family Team Meetings Pilot
For earlier engagement with families and support 
networks

Enhancing Family Engagement Training
Building staff capacity to partner with families in 
decisions



Family Team Meetings Pilot
Family Team Meetings
This collaborative approach to service planning and decision making allows parents, youth, and 
family members to join staff in developing a service plan. This approach honors the fact 
that families have unique strengths, know their children best, and want them to be safe.

• Implementation: A pilot was implemented in June 2026 in Regions 1, 2, and 7 North to expand 
the use of Family Team Meeting for earlier engagement with families and support.

• Action: FTMs are targeted within 7–10 days of the safety plan to engage families and their 
support networks earlier in case planning.

• Early Findings: 97 of 147 eligible cases received an FTM, and 80% of meetings were held within 
the 10-day target. Family engagement and satisfaction were high, and the pilot was implemented 
with a high level of fidelity to the FGDM model. 

• Next Steps: Findings support earlier FTMs promote stronger family engagement and partnership. 
CPI and ODSI are currently determining next steps to further assess whether earlier FTMs 
contribute to removal prevention and increased kinship placements when removals occur.



Enhancing Family Engagement Training

* Data Note: Completion figures are based on workforce data tracked and reported by each region and subsequently compiled for statewide reporting. Regional reporting 
serves as the source for the figures presented.

Statewide progress and workforce training status

Training Purpose & Scope
Build on foundational concepts to empower staff to partner with 
families in decision-making that directly impacts child and 
family outcomes. Applies across CPI, CPS, and SSCC teams.

Regional Delivery Model
Delivered directly by regional leadership teams. Each region 
facilitates training modules and actively tracks workforce 
completion.

Statewide Completion: 37.4%
Approximately 2,825 of 7,552 staff trained as of mid-August 2028. Regional training continues through September and October, with a 
goal of 100% of applicable staff trained by November 2026.

CPI

40.7%
CPI

40.7%
of applicable staff trained

CPS SSCC

34.7% 34.1%
of applicable staff trained of applicable staff trained



Engaging Families Through Family-Based 
Safety Services

• Parenting skills
• Homemaking 
• Nutrition and health support, guidance, and 

connections to providers
• Alcohol or substance use referral 

information, education, counseling, and/or 
treatment

• Domestic violence resources, both survivor 
services and batterers intervention

• Individual and Family Therapy
• Anger management skills
• Public assistance resources and referrals
• Other community-based referrals as 

needed
• Mental Health Evaluation and Treatment 

Referrals

Family-Based Safety Services
FBSS works in partnership with parents, children, and communities to identify and build upon 
strengths of the family and provide time-limited services tailored to address identified needs. 
Participation in these services is considered voluntary and must be mutually agreed upon 
between the family and the agency. FBSS prioritizes family and community engagement to 
mitigate safety threats and allow children to remain in the home with family

Services Offered



Engaging Families Through Texas Family First
Engaging families in services to alleviate safety concerns and prevent removals

Texas Family First (TFF) 
Provides court-ordered, evidence-based 
services to families with children at imminent 
risk of foster care placement, helping address 
safety concerns and support children remaining 
safely at home.

Child Remain with Family
• Services are intensive and begin within 10 days of 

the court order.
• Services are primarily delivered in the family's 

home.
• In-home service delivery reduces barriers to 

participation and supports family engagement.

TFF is currently available in:
Region Evidence-Based Model

1 Family Centered Treatment; Motivational Interviewing

2 Motivational Interviewing; Parent-Child Interaction Therapy; Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy; 
Trust-Based Relational Intervention

3w Functional Family Therapy; High Fidelity Wraparound; Motivational Interviewing

6a High Fidelity Wraparound

8a and 8b Parents as Teachers; Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy; Trust-Based Relational Intervention



Family Engagement Through 
Reunification

Reunification is an ongoing commitment to strengthening families so children 
can thrive safely at home with their parents

Core Mission
Safely returning children in out-of-home care to their parents remains the primary goal whenever 
possible. The focus remains on preserving fundamental family bonds while ensuring safety.

Family Engagement in the Reunification Process

Collaborative Support
Parents and caseworkers partner to identify strengths, address 
underlying safety concerns, and access services.

Strengthening Attachments
Frequent visits give parents opportunities to practice new skills, 
rebuild daily routines, and strength emotional bonds.

Sustained Community Connections
Ongoing in-home support and local resources keep families 
connected to their support network, ensuring long-term stability 
after returning home.

Caseworkers partner with the family to identify the services that will most help a family safely reunify. 



Types of Core Family Engagement 
Services
Eight primary service categories build parenting capacity and support a safe return home.

Parenting Education & Coaching
Evidence-based programs build skills in supervision, 
discipline, and safety planning.

Family Therapy & Counseling
Addresses trauma, attachment disruption, and conflict 
when removal involved family violence or emotional 
neglect.

Individual Counseling for Parents
Treats mental health conditions behind removal 
(depression, anxiety, PTSD) and builds stable, 
consistent functioning.

Substance Use Treatment
Outpatient, intensive outpatient, and residential care 
with recovery support, required when substance use 
drove the removal.

Domestic Violence Intervention
Batterer intervention programs paired with safety planning 
and trauma counseling for survivors.

Parent-Child Visitation & Family Time
Frequent and high quality supervised, therapeutic, and 
coaching-based visits.

Case Management & Service Coordination
Coordinates referrals, safety planning, monitoring, and 
court required documentation or parent progress.

Kinship Support Services
Coaching, training, financial support, and respite for kin 
caregivers, stabilizing placements during reunification.



Family Engagement and Kinship Care
Keeping children connected to their families and communities

Kinship Care
Relatives or close family friends who share a 
meaningful bond with a child step in when 
parents are struggling. This kind of care gives 
children stability and continuity when they 
can't stay with their parents.

Why it Matters
Staying with people they are connect to 
honors a child's background and keeps 
lifelong family relationships intact while still 
meeting safety and well-being needs

Engaging families is the starting point: Caseworkers center efforts on relatives and trusted family 
connections and allow their input to guide processes.



Children in Kinship Care

45% 44% 42% 40% 43% 46%

FY21 Q3 FY22 Q3 FY23 Q3 FY24 Q3 FY25 Q3 FY26 Q3

Percentage of youth in kinship care by fiscal 
year

38% 36%

48%
42%

48% 47%

37%
41%

53% 52%
45%

50%

41%

50%

R1 R2 R3E R3W R4 R5 R6A R6B R7 R8A R8B R9 R10 R11
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• Kinship efforts have resulted in a record high in the 
percent of children living in kinship placements in FY 
2026 to date.

• Regions 1, 2, and 6A remain the only areas under 40% 
for children placed in kinship.

data source: exd1_03; Data is year-to-
date as of 26Q3 (Sept-May 2026)



Improving Child and Family Outcomes through 
Enhanced Support for Kinship Caregivers
Identification & Engagement of Kinship
• Family finding (FINDRS, expanded relative 

search requirements)
• Mandatory notifications to all grandparents 

and adult relatives
• Family Group Decision Making (FGDM) prior to 

or concurrent with removal
• Kinship as first placement Initiative

Financial Assistance & Benefits
• Financial help for eligible caregivers such as 

Relative and Other Designed Caregiver monthly 
reimbursement

• Immediate needs assistance and Permanency 
Care Assistance

• Enhanced support for kinship caregivers of 
children with behavioral health needs

Caregiver Support and Capacity Building
• Kinship support groups and caregiver training
• Navigation assistance for unverified caregivers
• CBC regional kinship capacity building
• Behavioral health coordination
• Placement support efforts to prevent 

disruption

Verification & Licensing Support
• New, more feasible kinship foster home 

standards 
• Licensing navigation support
• Home studies, background checks, safety 

requirements
• Monthly Kinship Corner and statewide kinship 

outreach campaign



Non-Contracted Provider Reimbursement



Non-Contracted Provider 
Reimbursement - HB 793 (88R)

IMPLEMENTED AS OF FEBRUARY 2024

Manual payment process 
created: DFPS implemented a manual 
payment process for providers without a 
contract, and ensured parent-chosen 
providers met certain qualifications.

Statewide rollout: DFPS and SSCC 
staff were informed of the updated rule 
and process through statewide 
broadcasts.
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Texas Administrative Code 
Rule: Adopted TAC 700.905 which 
outlined provider requirements and 
necessary provisions.

Next Steps
• The Department is exploring the creation of a webpage to inform parents of 

this option.



Government Relations Contacts
Whitney Broughton – Government and Stakeholder Relations Director

• Whitney.Broughton@dfps.texas.gov

Kaden Stout – Statewide Intake (SWI), Adult Protective Services (APS)

• Kaden.Stout2@dfps.texas.gov

Christian Mason – Child Protective Services (CPS), Community Based-Care 
(CBC)

• Christian.Mason2@dfps.texas.gov

Vonesha Simon – Child Protective Investigations (CPI)

• Vonesha.Simon3@dfps.texas.gov

Government Relations Office

•  512-929-6459 / GOVREL@dfps.texas.gov
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Questions?
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