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locally speaking
By Jon Rubin

“The web-based manual is by far 
one of the greatest resources made 
available to our child welfare staff. 
It adds a new dimension to how we 
train and acclimate workers to our 
agency. It is comprehensive, user-
friendly, and promotes self-learning. 
I am always proud and eager to share 
it with new workers, as it demon-
strates a real commitment by our 
department to provide workers with 
the tools necessary to be successful 
and promotes best casework practice 
in all program areas.” 

                                         —TQ, Child 
Welfare Manager 

Following a system assessment con-
ducted by the Child Welfare League 
of America, the Westchester County, 
New York, Department of Social 
Services (DSS) recognized that one 
barrier to improved performance was 
the organization and presentation of 
their policies and procedures—which 
were at that time roughly compiled into 
large binders that were maintained in 
the district offices and not consistently 
accessible to staff. Westchester DSS then 

turned to the Westchester Institute for 
Human Development (WIHD), to help 
guide them through the development 
of a manual that could better serve the 
critical training needs of caseworkers, 
supervisors, and managers working in 
the foster care system.

In the ensuing years, Westchester 
County developed a unique online 
manual that serves the department’s 
needs —a comprehensive, online 

They Do Everything by the eBook:  
Westchester County turned overlooked documents into 
a powerful online tool for its child welfare workers

document that is the go-to resource for 
county caseworkers, supervisors, and 
managers who can find what they need 
to practice in accordance with stan-
dards in one centralized location.  

There are three major program 
areas in the manual: Child Protective 
Services, Preventive Services, and 
Foster Care & Adoption. Each of these 
program areas includes sections on 
Operational Framework, Policies, 

Practices and Procedures, and 
Standards of Practice. Each section 
includes resources (such as directo-
ries and desk aids) and forms that are 
specific to that program area. There 
is also an Overview chapter, which 
includes sections on general child 
welfare standards and practices, global 
policies for all program areas, and 
information on courts and on child 
welfare legislation.  
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The manual is accessible to DSS staff 
24 hours a day, seven days a week, and 
any new policies or changes are imme-
diately incorporated into the manual 
(usually within one day of reaching the 
Program and Policy office). Users can 
depend upon the fact that the informa-
tion they use to guide their practice 
is always complete and up-to-date. 
In fact, DSS staff presenters typically 
cite three aspects of the manual when 
explaining why they find this online 
resource to be so helpful:

1. Confidence in knowing that 
the protocols they are following are 
up-to-date.  

2. The customized Google function-
ality, which allows them to search for 
highly specialized topics and receive 
only the most relevant search results as 
designated by members of the manual 
team.

3. The “fillable” forms. There are 
more than 400 online, “fillable” forms 
currently in the Westchester County 
Manual, and each of these forms can 
be completed, saved, e-mailed, and 
printed without the user ever having to 
leave his/her desk.  

These functions represent a true 
time-saver for child welfare staff that, 
until now, had to search high and low 
just to locate the appropriate form, 
then hope that it was, indeed, the 
correct and most updated version, 
complete it by hand, and then make 
multiple copies and manually send 
them to multiple recipients. Now 
the process is far more efficient and 
pleasant for everyone. The develop-
ment of the online “fillable” forms 
has also been helpful from a strategic 
perspective. It attracts otherwise 
reluctant users to the site; staff who 
make an initial visit to the manual web 
site just to locate a form are pleasantly 
surprised by what other resources 
they discover there—from desk aids to 

directories—and these users often end 
up visiting the site again shortly there-
after for other purposes.

This is not to say that attracting 
potential users to the manual web 
site has been easy. In fact, it has been 
quite challenging to convince some 
DSS employees, many of whom have 
been with the department for decades 
and who have developed their own 
systems for obtaining information and 
direction, to embrace a new resource. 
DSS has therefore undertaken serious 
outreach efforts, including traveling 
to the various district offices around 
Westchester County for multiple 
“Manual Training Tours” and pub-
lishing monthly manual newsletters 
and e-mail blasts. The number of users 
is slowly increasing as a result of these 
efforts.

The manual’s web site allows admin-
istrators to see exactly who is visiting 
the site, which pages they view, and 
the duration of their time on the site. 
This enables county leadership to 
evaluate the manual’s effectiveness 
and the extent to which it is reaching 
its desired audience. To date, well over 
400 unique users have accessed more 
than 2,000 “pages” of the manual. As 
the current sum of DSS caseworkers, 
supervisors, and managers is only 
about 300 people, allowing for staff 
turnover, this number represents a 
very high percentage of staff accessing 
and using the online manual. 

According to Lisa Kahn, program 
manager in Child Welfare Services at 
the Westchester Institute for Human 
Development, what makes the manual 
such an exciting project is not only 
the features and the quality of its 
content and structure, but its apparent 

uniqueness in the field. Over the past 
year, Lisa has been researching other 
online manuals around the country 
and has not yet found anything that 
matches the Westchester County 
Manual in terms of what it can offer to 
public-sector employees. Beyond simply 
serving as a repository for federal, 
state, and local policy directives, the 
Westchester Manual is a dynamic 
document that reads like prose.  

The small but committed manual 
team—composed mostly of current 
or past DSS staff familiar with the 
language and culture of the depart-
ment—studies new policies and 
rewrites them into clear and under-
standable language. Then they 
deliberately place the updated polices 
in the appropriate context within the 
manual along with specific protocols 
that translate those polices into prac-
tical guidance. Nothing about the 
manual is haphazard. Every decision 
about what to include—and where 
to include it—is made with careful 
thought and consideration.  

The organizational framework of 
the current manual, as well as the 
“fillable” forms, the customized Google 
searches, and many other manual 
features can easily be replicated and 
adapted to meet the particular needs 
of other agencies around the country. 
If you are interested in learning more 
about the Westchester County Manual 
please contact Jon Rubin at APHSA 
or Lisa Kahn (lkahn@wihd.org) at 
the Westchester Institute for Human 
Development (www.wihd.org). 

Jon Rubin is an orgnizational  
effectiveness consultant at APHSA.

Beyond simply serving as a repository for 
federal, state, and local policy directives, the 
Westchester Manual is a dynamic document 
that reads like prose.  

October 2012  Policy & Practice 25


	P&P_Oct 2012_final 26.pdf
	P&P_Oct 2012_final 27

