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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In 2018, CASA Youth Advocates, Inc. (CASA) partnered with Capacity for Change, LLC to conduct a long-
term qualitative evaluation to explore the experiences and factors that contribute to progress and 
success for children and youth served by CASA. Key findings and recommendations that emerged 
during the course of the two-year study include: 

• CASA improves the quality of life and experience of 
children and youth by mobilizing and preparing 
volunteer advocates to ensure they have a voice to 
communicate about their needs and desires, and to 
shape their own futures.  

• CASA’s effectiveness reflects its consistent commitment 
to continual improvement and high performance 
standards for its volunteers and staff.  

As a qualitative study, a range of data collection activities were 
used to gather input about the outcomes and experiences that 
result from CASA’s interventions. A qualitative approach lends itself well to CASA as it is a model 
rooted in relationships and individualized interventions.  

The study amplified that relationships and trust are key ingredients in every dimension of every case – 
between and across children and youth, caregivers and parents, county staff and supervisors, CASA 
staff and supervisors, advocates, and representatives from all systems (schools, therapists, medical 
care providers, among others). Collectively, the evaluation findings point to a range of strengths across 
CASA that contribute to improved outcomes for children and youth who have access to a volunteer 
advocate, and offer possibilities for further inquiry to contribute to ever-deeper understandings of 
CASA and how to achieve the best possible experiences and outcomes for children and youth.  
 

INTRODUCTION 

CASA began in 1970 as Youth Advocates Inc., an organization of volunteers in Delaware County, 
Pennsylvania working to help young people in trouble or at risk of getting into trouble with the law. 
Working one-on-one with young people, this group of volunteers strived to improve community 
attitudes toward troubled youths and advocated for more comprehensive youth services.  

In 1990, the organization could no longer sustain itself and sought to create a new, volunteer-based 
model to help Delaware County youth. Over a period of two years, the volunteers worked with the 

 Success is different for every 
child. It is not nearly enough 
to capture the outcome for a 
child. Rather, the individual 
experience of every child is 
paramount, including the 

common benefits of having a 
CASA: emotional support, 

having a sense of agency in 
the process, the presence of a 

consistent adult. That is the 
ultimate impact of a CASA in a 

child’s life. 
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National CASA Association to establish a CASA program in Delaware County and, in 1992, CASA Youth 
Advocates Inc. was incorporated and accepted its first volunteers and its first cases. In 2015, CASA 
expanded its reach to Chester County, establishing a formal relationship with the Chester County 
dependency court to serve children in that county as well as Delaware County.  

CASAs are Court Appointed Special Advocates. Volunteer advocates are official appointed by a judge, 
authorizing them to become involved in the child’s case, gain access to their records, advocate on the 
child’s behalf, and help to navigate numerous systems.  

In this report, evaluation findings are presented that resulted from a two-year process to gain an in-
depth understanding of CASA’s approach, why it works (or does not), and variables that might be 
modified to improve its processes and outcomes.  
 

EVALUATION ACTIVITIES AND FINDINGS 

At the outset of the project, Capacity for Change and CASA outlined an evaluation plan, which included 
several framing questions and a combination of evaluation activities, including observation, interviews, 
surveys, document reviews, and research.  

 
The activities evolved during the course of the project with additional rounds of these activities and the 
incorporation of other activities. This allowed the project to build on initial findings and respond to 

Evaluation Activities 
Observations of key activities: 
• Volunteer advocate trainings and meetings 
• Court appearances 
• Staff case meeting 

Interviews: 
• Former ‘CASA youth’ – those with experience of being paired with a volunteer advocate 
• Volunteer advocates 
• Partners and colleagues from other organizations and government agencies  
• Staff   

Surveys:  
• Staff 
• Volunteer advocates  
• Partners 

Other:  
• Case studies 
• Document and data review 
• Field research 
• Alignment of the findings from the RISE Partnership, an evaluation capacity building initiative  
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emerging needs, such as the impact of COVID-19 on the staff, systems, and children and families. A 
description of the activities and the findings from the distinct methodologies follow below.  

Program Observations: Volunteer Advocate Meetings, Court, Staff Case 
Meeting 

Volunteer Advocate Meetings 

Three volunteer advocate meetings were observed during the course of the evaluation: two volunteer 
support circles (2018 and 2019) and a meeting of the Diversity Committee (2019). Observations: 

• In each meeting, CASA created a space for conversation, structured it, and ultimately let the 
volunteer advocates steer the direction, which was effective in each circumstance since it 
clearly made the volunteer advocates feel respected, valued, and cared for. It also allowed the 
advocates to connect directly with each other and benefit from genuine peer support, which, as 
surveys and interviews with advocates revealed, is essential for sustaining the advocates. 
CASA’s staff demonstrate strong facilitation skills in these spaces.  

• The volunteer support circles are spaces for CASAs to bring-up questions, trouble-shoot, check 
rules and expectations, and get tips from other volunteers. For example, in one meeting, an 
advocate recommended to another that they take pictures of a house during a home visit, and 
another modeled how to ask questions in ways that will get clear answers (e.g., “Show me what 
you are feeding the kids”). It is clear that supervisors play a central role, with the volunteer 
advocates consistently noting that they lean on their supervisors for support and guidance. 
Staff presented as open, supportive, non-judgmental, and familiar with the nuances of every 
case and situation.  

• The Diversity Committee meeting was designed to leverage the insights and connections of 
current volunteer advocates to increase and deepen the diversity of volunteers, and to develop 
strategies that would prove effective at recruiting new volunteers. The meeting benefited from 
excellent CASA staff facilitation, which included connecting the current conversation to past 
situations to be sure all were working with the same information. The work of the Diversity 
Committee is important on its own and laid a foundation for deeper diversity, equity, and 
inclusion and anti-racism work that began in 2020.  

Court Hearings 

Four court hearings were observed, covering three cases. Three observations took place in 2019 and 
early 2020. Two were in Delaware County and two in Chester County.  

• During one observation in Chester County, several new CASA volunteer advocates attended 
with a CASA supervisor to observe the proceedings. The CASA supervisor spent time explaining 
the proceedings and maximizing it as an opportunity for learning and preparation. It was clearly 
an important learning experience. The camaraderie among the volunteers present was obvious, 
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and seemed to deepen with the shared experience. The new CASAs were clearly nervous and 
the CASA supervisor was extremely comforting and engaging. The new CASAs asked questions 
about who-was-who in the courtroom, where to sit, how they will get matched with a case, and 
what role they should expect to play in proceedings.  

• In the court appearances, the volunteer advocates took the lead role, when necessary, and 
CASA staff was in the background, always attentive and on-call to provide constant support. 
Without exception, every advocate and staff member exhibited patience while waiting for the 
proceedings, and they were ever-focused on the children, the status of the case, and ideas for 
what comes next. While all were passionate, they presented information dispassionately, 
lending credibility to their reports and insights. The judges showed deference to and 
appreciation for CASA, more often than not showing delight at their presence, affirming the 
reflections several shared during stakeholder interview.  

• Much of the important work in the cases – exchanges of information and strategy development 
– seems to happen outside of the formal proceedings and in the hallways while waiting for 
sessions to begin. Perhaps this is because the hallways are neutral round, making it easier for 
stakeholders to engage in open conversations focused on the children and family.  

• One of the most notable observations was the contrast between the Chester County and  
Delaware County court experiences, which are influenced by complex factors beyond the 
people working in the systems and courts, and far beyond CASA – namely, the court scheduling 
practices and the facilities. The Chester County experience lends far more dignity and respect to 
those involved in the proceedings with close adherence to scheduled sessions, comfortable 
places to sit, a waiting room designed for children, spaces for private conversations, and under-
crowding. The Delaware County experience offers none of those.  

Given that the parents and caregivers involved in the hearings are in inherently stressful 
situations, the Delaware County experience adds to the stress while the Chester County 
experience does not it (e.g., observed in Delaware County, a parent sitting with a young child, 
waiting for two+ hours for a proceeding to start, who was overheard – unavoidable due to the 
limited space to sit and stand while waiting – talking about the struggle to find work and pay 
rent; several parents with young children with no place to sit, forced to hold them for long 
periods of time). One advocate who volunteers in both counties remarked about the disparate 
treatment across the counties related to scheduling and facilities, raising the question of 
whether or not this is a contributing factor to the proceedings and outcomes of cases.  

Staff Case Meeting 

One staff case meeting was observed in early 2020, in which the full staff reviews a case conference 
form to review a case, trouble shoot, and offer advice about how to proceed. The case supervisor and 
the volunteer advocate provided an overview of the case and asked for advice about specific issues 
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related to the placement and school for the children. The staff was attentive and helpful to each other, 
and identified ideas for the case supervisor and advocate to explore to address some issues in the case.  

Following the case review, Capacity for Change made suggestions for structuring the case meeting to 
make it more interactive, namely employing the Peer Consultation Methodology from Cambridge 
Leadership Associates, LLC. This method consists of:  

• Presentation of a dilemma (5 minutes) 
• Colleagues ask clarifying and data gather questions (10 minutes) 
• Colleagues help to diagnose the problem and brainstorm solutions, and presenter reflects on 

what they heard (15 minutes) 

Staff and Volunteer Advocate Interviews 

This section presents high-level themes that surfaced from interviews of six CASA staff members and 
12 volunteers in late 2018. The purpose of the first round of interviews was to gather baseline 
information on identifying factors that contribute to progress and success, and areas for continual 
improvement.  

Part 1: Side-by-side Reflections from Staff and Volunteers 

For areas where similar questions were asked of staff and volunteers, a snapshot is provided side-by-
side of the themes that emerged, followed by representative quotes from staff and volunteers.  

Common Circumstances or Factors that Contribute to Success 

Staff Volunteers 

- Committed and dedicated volunteers 
- Support for volunteers: Understanding what 

volunteers need and being accessible to them 
- Committed and dedicated staff  
- Combination of relationships between staff, 

supervisors and volunteers, volunteers with 
each other, volunteer and the child 

- CASA staff/supervisor: Coaching, support, 
encouragement; especially important to have 
a strong working relationship and connection 

- Initial and ongoing training  
- Interaction with other advocates  
- CYS caseworkers (not necessarily in a 

positive way) 

Comments:  

- A combination of relationships – the relationship between the supervisor and the volunteer, 
the volunteer and the child, relationships with other stakeholders even when there are 
different views of the case; having enough structures and process in place to hold-up those 
relationships. – Staff  

- It’s difficult to talk about successful cases because we measure it in small ways and big – a 
case may have moments of success but it may not end in the way we hoped, and that 
doesn’t mean we didn’t have success as we worked toward something. – Staff  
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- All volunteers should be trained in listening skills. Some of us all go in preaching to the kids 
instead of asking the child to talk to you. – Volunteer  

- It’s hard to pin down what I did that made a difference in any case. It’s impossible to know. 
– Volunteer  

 
Common Obstacles to Success 

Staff Volunteers 

- Unfair system: CYS, child welfare, courts  
 

- CYS: Perception that some are not doing 
what is in the best interest of the child; slow 
pace; sloppy work; capacity is overstretched  

- Court system: Slow pace 

Comments: 

- Losing people in the beginning weeks of a case is most frustrating. If people make it past the 
first 5-6 months, they tend to stay for a long time. – Staff  

- We might do everything we can and then you have a social worker or attorney who is not 
responsive so it’s more systematic. It opens the door to being more involved in policy 
change, how to make things run more effectively. – Staff  

- There are people getting paid to do things in the best interest of the child, and they are not. 
You see the neglect in reports written up with incorrect information, unwillingness to 
correct them – and what would be the long-term effects if no one was speaking up for 
them? – Volunteer 

- The child welfare system. They focus on the basics – if they get to school and get food; they 
are not able to go deeper in thinking about the mental health or psychological profile of a 
kid. – Volunteer  
 

What is Frustrating or Hinders Success 

Staff Volunteers 

- Time constraints and management 
- Balancing reporting requirements 
- Caseload size  
- System in general  
- Lack of resources for kids 

- Communications issues: Turnover with CYS 
staff, lack of responsiveness from foster 
parents 

- Rotating variables: Caseworker, parent, child 
(namely, teenagers), foster homes – every 
case is different  

- “The System”: CYS, courts, supports 
available, intergenerational poverty  
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Comments: 

- Sometimes there is a lack of understanding among outside stakeholders about what we 
bring to a case. – Staff  

- CYS is the thing. Even on a case that ended well, I was pulling CYS along. Otherwise I find 
them to be slow, they don’t do a lot to progress a case – they have their own series of issues 
and obstacles. It’s not individual caseworkers, it is the system. They are overworked, have 
too many cases. – Volunteer  
 

Reflections on Support Provided by CASA  

Staff Volunteers 

- Recent changes have been very positive, in 
terms of leadership and structure  

- Level of support is very good 

- Praise for the staff and supervisors, and 
special recognition for Leigh Anne  

- Concern about potential implications of 
recent growth  

- Educational classes work well 
- Support groups are good 
- Optima is a great new system 
- Increased awareness and access to range of 

support resources and options would be 
helpful 

Comments: 

- They treat volunteers great, which is important to me. They do a lot to treat volunteers 
well, and they need to keep that as their focus. They do it so well. – Volunteer  

- The two supervisors I’ve worked with have been great – they are patient, treated me very 
well. Patience is such a positive quality – they are positive, and have good sense of humor, 
they don’t let these sad situations get them down. They seem to know how to care for 
themselves so they can put the sadness aside. – Volunteer  

- CASA is supportive – always take the time, and I never feel like they are in a rush, and they 
give me extra things to think about. I find my supervisor to be a great resource, including 
books to read. They all want our cases to succeed so they are always there in support of a 
case. – Volunteer  
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What They Know Now that We Wish They Knew Then 

Staff Volunteers 

- No big surprises; CASA is up-front and fair 
- Learning curve is long 

- The need to emphasize self-care, which is 
taught in the training, but hard to appreciate 
how important it is  

- Traditional definition of “success” does not 
apply in this work; contributions are not 
measured in the usual way  

Comments: 

- What you’re working toward, the outcome, might not happen, and that’s okay. They talked 
about that in training, but you have to live through it to understand. – Volunteer  

- The exact depth of dysfunction of the system and individual families. I believe in the 
organization. They make a true difference. – Volunteer  

- I feel more ignorant. When I knew less, I was happy and ignorant. I used to be more 
confident in the work, but the more I see, the more questions come up. Eight years in, 
that’s my experience. – Volunteer 

- I know now that while I feel like I’m able to do something, I was hoping to do even more. 
There are so many cases that just don’t have a happy ending. I was expecting more happy 
endings. – Volunteer  

- A CASA volunteer is often the one consistent person in a kid’s life – we know the whole 
story. The CYS worker might just know a piece. We bring in new people and get folks to 
understand what happened. You’re told that in training, but you can’t believe it until you 
experience it. – Volunteer  
 

Other Reflections  

Staff Volunteers 

- Qualities of successful volunteers: Flexibility, 
tenacity, detail-oriented, emotional maturity, 
independent 

- Need to be mindful of the effects of recent 
growth on the staff and systems  

- What can we do to change the system? 
- This work is satisfying 

Comments: 

- I wonder what we can do to change the system, to favor the kids and not adults – what can 
we do to improve the court system and make things better? I’d love to see us focus on 
changing the system. – Volunteer 
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- Moving things to Optima has been very helpful. I wish we had it earlier. Court reporting is 
the hardest part of the work. They provide training on it, and I have to get to it since it’s so 
important to know what to put in and what to emphasize. Optima is helping with the 
process. – Volunteer  

- I’d like to hear more success stories – to learn more about the impact that we are making…I 
want to hear more from them, be part of the community. I want to get a universal 
communication about volunteers in my county. I see those kinds of emails maybe once a 
year, and seems to be timed with recruiting new volunteers, but it has to be ongoing. – 
Volunteer  
 

Suggested Steps and Actions 

Staff Volunteers 

- Write-up process of matching volunteers 
with a case; intentional process is followed, 
but is not written as a formal procedure  

- Continue to deepen commitment and 
practices related to diversity and cultural 
responsiveness 

- Provide staff with phones (otherwise, they 
never have the option of being off-duty) 

- Facilitate more connections between 
volunteers 

- Share success and impact stories  

 

Part 2: Findings from Volunteers 

This section highlights findings and themes from volunteer interviews.  

- How volunteers got involved: Word of mouth, outreach events, media coverage 

- Volunteer retention: Make sure clear expectations are set at the start; continued and 
increased volunteer appreciation; emphasize self-care 

- Volunteer recruitment: Community-based outreach, such as through churches, and 
continued efforts to raise overall profile of CASA; continue recent efforts toward 
diversifying volunteers  
 

Part 3: Findings from Staff  

This section highlights findings and themes from staff interviews.  

- How to ensure consistency for volunteers: Peer support and learning opportunities; 
continue showing appreciation; introduction and uptake of Optima; strategize as a staff 
about cases and situations; track and analyze the recommendations and requests made by 
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volunteers; provide opportunities for volunteers to talk with others in addition to their 
supervisors; track and respond to volunteer needs and preferences 

- Data entry: Generally seem to be collecting the right amount and substance; need to be 
sure data is being used in a way that can point to factors in specific outcomes; the uptake in 
usage of Optima is likely to affect the process and substance 

- Job structure: CASA-issued cell phones would be helpful as staff use their own phones, 
which means they are never off-duty; be sure the staff is taking the time collectively to be 
nurtured as a team and individually to prioritize self-care  
 

Part 4: Observations and Implications 

- Interviewees implied and, appropriately, did not name the importance of humility among 
staff and volunteers, yet it is apparent that humility is a key ingredient in the work. This 
manifests in a willingness to learn and admit when one does not know something, an 
openness to hear other perspectives, and most importantly putting the child at the center 
of all efforts.   

- Given the unpredictability of the needs and pace of a case, carrying one case at a time may 
be the ideal. While many volunteers carry more than one case at a time, it can present 
unexpected challenges, both in terms of logistics and emotional demands. It also allows for 
an intense focus, which is the niche of an advocate as the caseworkers oversee dozens of 
cases at a time. Of course, this would affect the number of volunteers needed, and may not 
be possible.  

- Defining success is not necessarily clear. One interviewee discouraged the use of success as 
a marker, suggesting that progress is more accurate given the situations involved and 
purpose of the work.  

The results of these interviews from the fall of 2018 helped to frame the remainder of the evaluation 
project, while providing real-time improvement ideas that were explored and pursued by CASA.  

 

Partner and Colleague Interviews 

This section presents high-level themes that surfaced from interviews of 23 external stakeholders of 
CASA conducted during the first quarter of 2019. Interviewees reflected a range of perspectives, 
including but not limited to judges, legal advocates, and supervisors and staff of government agencies 
in Delaware and Chester Counties. A full transcript of the interviews was presented separately.   
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Common Circumstances or Factors that Contribute to Success for Children and Youth 

• Children having a voice, an advocate  
• CASA doing legwork that caseworkers cannot do 
• Openness to what will work for a specific child  
• Predisposition of parents going into the dependency situation 
• Communication between all the entities in the system 

Obstacles to Success and/or Breakdowns in the System 

• Issues with the parents (e.g., mental health issues, addiction) 
• Systemic issues (e.g., violence, underperforming schools)  
• Communication issues (specifically, not sharing information, intentionally or not) 
• When CASAs are not professional 
• Mistrust or bad experiences with system (from any perspective, a child, parent, advocate) 
• Inherent challenge of finding the ‘right’ path for a child and resources to support it  
• Truancy  
• Chester County-specific: 

(Note: Some critiques were voiced by stakeholders in Chester County, likely reflecting the 
relative newness of CASA’s presence in the County; these critiques can be used to develop 
strategies to improve relationships and perceptions):  

o Residual tension about how CASA was brought into the County; current tension about 
CASA’s expansion in the County   

o Perception that CASA adds a layer of complexity or the CASA is trying to supervise the 
caseworker’s work  

o Delaware County caseworkers had some resentment to CASA when they were 
established years ago, which suggests what to expect  

o Relationship is better than it was at first, though work remains to build trust  
 

CASA Strengths 

• Most helpful in complicated cases  
• Comprehensive, high quality reports (“the gold standard”) 
• Ability to get and search records  
• Role in making educational and medical decisions 
• Increases the ability to get a snapshot of what is happening, 

the history and timeline 
• Thinking outside of the box – finding ways to make things 

work 
• Often the most consistent person in a child’s life  

What circumstances 
contribute to having the 

most likelihood of success 
for a child? Children 
having a voice. CASA 

makes sure that happens.  
– Colleague 

CASA is good at thinking 
outside of the box. They are 
really good at tracking down 
something we need through 

medical assistance, for 
example, they will figure out 
what is needed and how to 

make it work.  
– Colleague 
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• Ability to let everyone bring their own strength 
and expertise to the table  
 

When CASA Works 

• Collaborative approach is established  
• Open and direct communication is flowing 
• Older children tend to need a CASA more; they 

want more of a say and CASAs helps make it 
happen 

• CASA is open to feedback and understands the 
system; they serve in a complementary role and do not try to do case management  

• Adult support is present for a child, which CASA is effective at gauging  
• Environmental/individual factors are in place or addressed: stable housing, education, 

parenting skills and stability, finances, undiagnosed learning disabilities, lack of responsiveness 
to race and ethnicity in the system  
 

Thoughts on CASA Playing an Advocacy Role 

• Mixture of support and caution about CASA taking on this role: support for tackling issues, 
caution about diluting its current work, putting them at odds with others in the system. Note: 
this question was asked prior to the launch of Voices for Children, a Delaware County advocacy 
coalition coordinated by CASA, in 2019; these findings helped to shape the formation and 
direction of the coalition, which as of fall 2020, is becoming well-established. Interestingly, the 
suggestions that surfaced in the interviews were largely reflected in community planning 
meetings and several are the framing issues for the coalition as of fall 2020.   

• Suggestions to focus on: 
o Budget allocations and priorities  
o Pay and caseloads of caseworkers  
o Affordable housing, jobs, living wages for parents 
o Increased awareness of family issues and resources through police, schools, neighbors, 

elected officials  
o Structural racism in the child welfare system 
o Getting more support for young adults leaving the system  
o Get reports to judges and hearing masters earlier statewide 
o How social security benefits are used/reach kids (e.g., put it in a fund to be used as kids 

age out of the system) 
 

 

They are receptive and attentive to 
the information we share with them. 

Working with young people starts 
with trust. Then the conversation is – 
you trust me, so you need to trust this 

person. It’s all about relationships. 
We don’t put anyone in front of a 

child that we don’t trust. – Colleague  
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Former Youth and Caregiver Interviews  

This section presents themes from interviews completed with youth 
and caregivers who were involved with CASA. Interviews were 
conducted in early 2019 with three former youth and in spring 2020 
with two former youth and two caregivers.  
 
Common Circumstances or Factors that Contribute to Having the 
Most Likelihood of Success for Children and Youth 

• Having a voice and being listened to 
• Being mentored by someone, namely a CASA 

volunteer advocate 
• The fact that CASAs are volunteers and do not 

have the limitations placed on them by 
government agency supervisors 

• Consistency that a CASA provides  
• Getting assistance to access resources and 

therapy (and CASAs often play this role)  
• Having someone outside of the system 

advocating for a child  
• Stable housing  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

What helped me succeed so much was that 
the court-appointed advocate was an extra 
person outside of the system. She showed 
up at the IEP meetings and advocated for 
me, and she knew what was best for me 

because she met with me one-on-one. She 
got me into a good high school, and 

advocated for what was best for me. She 
was able to step in because she was credible, 
and put a different approach to things – not 
just constrained by the rules. I trusted her 

because I got to know her more, and she just 
kept showing up. When I first met her, I 

couldn’t look her in the eye, I’d met people 
from all walks of life. It was just about 

showing up. She showed me that she was 
reliable and was there for me. She never let 
me down, and was good at communicating. 

– Former CASA Youth 

The biggest thing is having 
that one person who says, 

you can do this, who listens 
to a child...kids need a 

person to listen to them, and 
that’s what CASA is.   

– Former CASA Youth 

 

CASA has the passion and dedication 
to keep moving forward with helping 

kids. It’s what the child welfare system 
lacks. They have the passion to do the 

work and that’s what makes them 
successful.    
– Caregiver  
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Obstacles to Success and/or Breakdowns in the System 
• Children and youth are often not listened to (which 

makes CASAs necessary) 
• For those with siblings who are living separately, 

visitations are not frequent enough  
• Lack of collaboration across agencies and 

organizations  
• Turnover among caseworkers and lack of consistency 

of attention and responsiveness levels among 
caseworkers  

 

Case Studies 

Capacity for Change tracked four cases during the course of a year from fall 2019 – summer 2020. 
Information was gathered through interviews of CASA volunteer advocates and CASA case supervisors, 
and in three cases, through observations of court hearings. Note that names, gender identities, and 
some details are concealed to protect privacy.  
 

Case 1: 
- Two siblings, ages 8 and 9 at the outset 
- Initial involvement: November 2018 
- Volunteer involvement: January 2019 
- Child’s placement: Foster home and residential treatment 
- Possible outcome: Unknown at the outset  
- Major issues in the case: Significant abuse history for the children; mental health issues for both 

children 
 

Observations: 
Prior to the start of the case study, the two children had lived in numerous separate foster homes, 
and one child was placed in residential treatment. At the conclusion of the year, one child had been 
discharged from residential treatment and placed in a foster home, which seems to be stable and a 
good placement. The other child was in a foster home that the volunteer advocate reported was 
not as high quality. The biological father had some contact with the children, which is disruptive.    
 

• Volunteer advocate performance: Both the volunteer advocate and case supervisor 
reported that the volunteer advocate was not consistently on top of the case. At the 
beginning of the year, the case supervisor was not familiar with all of the details of the case 
since she was not hearing back from the volunteer advocate in response to inquiries. The 
case supervisor planned to do an action plan with the volunteer advocate. Mid-way through 

If I didn’t have a CASA, my life would 
be very different. She’s always in my 
life and trying to help. My CASA will 

tell me things that I have to hear, 
tough things, and I appreciate it 

because I respect her.     
– Former CASA Youth  
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the year, the volunteer reported that the case supervisor intervened respectfully and 
sternly about the need to engage more with the case. The volunteer advocate is a single 
parent, working full-time, and as she said, “I got distracted…and my supervisor’s 
intervention was a good reality check.” She appreciated how the case supervisor 
intervened. This dynamic points to the challenges of relying on volunteer advocates, and is 
a reminder that volunteer advocates have dynamics in their own lives that can disrupt their 
focus on their cases.  

• Mental health issues: The mental health issues experienced by both children have proven 
to be a barrier to them receiving consistent care. For example, a relative expressed interest 
in being a resource, but could not handle the mental health issues and opted not to be a 
part of their lives at all. This points to the need for addressing the readiness of potential 
caregivers to be able to handle mental health issues. Among the issues facing these two 
children is the death of their mother, which apparently had not been addressed by anyone 
directly.  

• Impact of COVID: The children receive extensive, necessary support through school, and the 
move to virtual education had a significant impact on their access to resources. The 
volunteer advocate reports that they were making progress, and worries that the disruption 
will set them back significantly.  

• Volunteer advocate’s role: The volunteer advocate offered an interesting take on her role 
as an advocate: “My role is trying to let them to have a kid’s life. My role is in part 
reminding folks that these are just kids. I try to bring that softer perspective to it.” This 
statement seems to capture a common sentiment among advocates that the systems swirl 
all around children and youth, and the advocates insert humanity into the experience.  

• Recommendation: The volunteer advocate suggested having mandatory and regular check-
ins with advocates as opposed to having them be optional. The volunteer advocate does not 
find the time for optional meetings, but acknowledges they would be helpful so if they were 
deemed mandatory she would find the time for them.  
 

Case 2:  
- Two siblings, ages 10 and 14 at the outset 
- Initial involvement: July 2019 
- Volunteer involvement: August 2019 
- Child’s placement: Foster care at the outset 
- Possible outcome: Reunification at the outset  

 
Observations:  
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The children in Case 2 experienced stability throughout the year, even as the formal proceedings 
around them were complicated. The two children have had an extremely traumatic life for most of 
their lives, and they are in a placement where they are doing well. At the outset of the year, the 
advocate had recently accepted the case, and she has been thorough and active throughout the 
year.  
 

• Turnover: The children have had many people from many agencies involved int their lives, 
and several in positions of case management have turned over. As the advocate said, “CASA 
is the only one who is steady.”  

• Volunteer advocate perspective of the Delaware County vs. Chester County: A benefit of 
tracking this case with this particular volunteer advocate is that she has experience with this 
case in Delaware County and another case that is in Chester County. The advocate reports 
that not many people know what a CASA is om Chester County so part of getting involved is 
explaining the role of a CASA and being collaborative with all of the parties, especially with 
CYS, where there seems to be resistance to CASA involvement. CASA is recently-established 
in Chester County and it will be important to track how it gets established and hopefully 
more accepted and used by all systems.  

• Possible outcome: Reunification with either parent is likely not an option (one is definitely 
not an option). The children have a strong relationship with the foster mother, and that may 
emerge as a permanency option. Currently, there is no talk of changing the goal to 
reunification. The CASA actually advocated against visitation with the mother since it did 
not seem to be in the best interest of anyone, including the mother, and CYS ultimately 
agreed.  

• Need for support: The advocate reflected on the initial training as being comprehensive and 
informative, but once a case starts, the reality is different and impossible to train for. She 
said there needs to be opportunity for continued learning, and “if advocates do not take 
advantage of trainings and being in contact with others, it would be very isolating and 
frustrating.” This mirrors the comments from the advocate in Case 1, who has not been able 
to access continued learning and support, which is perhaps why she is less engaged with the 
case.   

 
Case 3:  
- Three siblings, ages 9, 12, and 15 at the outset 
- Initial involvement: February 2019 
- Volunteer involvement: April 2019 
- Child’s placement: Two in kinship care, one in residential treatment 
- Possible outcome: Unknown at the outset 
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- Major issues in the case: Coordination of services; permanency planning; location of 
appropriate next placement for child in residential care  

 
Observations:  
During the course of the year, Case 3 had significant developments. The two children that were in 
kinship care will be adopted by a relative in November 2020. The third child, who was in a 
residential treatment facility, has been reunited with the biological mother, who completed a 
rehab program, got a job, and secured stable housing. Most of the case management has focused 
on the third child since the living situation and permanency plan had many more open questions.  
 

• Coordination: At the outset of the year, the volunteer advocate speculated that it could 
take a year to know if the biological mother could take the third child. Thanks to intensive 
services and support from CASA, CYS, and the child’s treatment facility, they achieved 
reunification and stable housing within the year. The volunteer advocate noted the 
importance of the ‘little things’ that CASA does, like purchasing books, as these comforts go 
a long way in supporting the emotional well-being of children. In addition, the child in the 
treatment facility came to appreciate that a whole team was focused on him and on finding 
a positive outcome.  

• Volunteer advocate’s perspective: The advocate is a long-term volunteer, who started in 
2010 and took a break after a few years for work reasons, and returned with this case. She 
reports that CASA is stronger as an organization and better known in the community. The 
supervisor is effective and proactive with communication. The advocate said, “Just listening 
is the most important thing I can do to help them work through things that bother them 
from the past.”  

• CASA’s focus: The volunteer advocate observed that government agencies want to unite 
kids with parents, and “CASA wants what is best for the children.” This is an important 
distinction, and captures the niche that CASA plays in advocating for children.  

• Residential treatment facility: According to the volunteer advocate, the facility placement 
was a good fit, and was critical for the third child to make progress working through trauma 
and emotional issues. The child did not at first like or want to be at the facility, but then 
found a routine, became very close with the people working there, and benefited from the 
therapy he received. The time there was important for the child, and gave the biological 
mother the time to become healthier and prepare to reunite with the child.  

 
Case 4:  
- Single youth, just turned age 18 at the outset 
- Initial involvement: November 2016 
- Volunteer involvement: March 2017 
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- Placement: Group home 
- Possible outcome: Unknown at the outset – no viable permanency plan 
- Major issues in the case: Youth has significant intellectual limitations/mental health history; no 

appropriate family resources; likely will need to plan for him to enter a supportive adult facility  
 

Observations:  
During the course of the year, Case 4 was steady, with few changes. The youth had recently turned 
18, and the team navigated the youth’s right to make their own decisions, though they need 
support and guidance around basic issues, such as spending money and the use of technology. 
When they turned 18, the youth had the option to decide not to continue receiving services even 
though they were not at the point of being able to care for oneself. The team “put it on the table” 
for them – that they could opt to not receive more services – and the team was relieved that they 
said they were not ready. The team and the advocate continue to work with the youth to this day. 
The youth is doing well at the current facility placement, though struggles to be consistently 
engaged and stimulated, most recently due to COVID-19 restrictions.  
 

• Volunteer advocate snapshot: The volunteer advocate is perfectly suited for this case. The 
supervisor observed that the advocate has a special interest in kids with developmental 
needs and issues, and he feels he owes it to youth that do not have support in place to do 
what he can: “He does little things, like taking them for a haircut or going to activities at the 
school. He brings information and shares it with other advocates.” The advocate has had 
three CASA cases, and shared that he learned from his prior cases about his responsibilities 
and boundaries, since being as advocate can be very stressful. This has served him well in 
developing a genuine caring relationship with the youth being served in Case 4. The 
interactions observed between them prior to and during a court hearing were respectful 
and tender, with the advocate engaging in conversation with the youth about their activities 
and plans, and playing a role in easing their nervousness.  

• Volunteer advocate’s perspective: The advocate reports that CASA is great and is 
responsive with providing support and guidance. The advocate appreciates proactive 
communication from supervisors and CASA. The advocate plans to be an advocate with the 
youth until they turn 21, and then personally will stay involved as long as possible.  

• Chester County versus Delaware County: The advocate reported that he currently has two 
cases, one in Chester County and one in Delaware County, and the experience is very 
different: “Chester County is more approachable, easy to get a hold of, easier to work with 
as far as getting information, sharing information. They don’t just say, we’re in charge of 
this child so it’s whatever we say. Chester County empowers us to take the actions that are 
needed, such as around being a child’s educational decision maker. Delaware County is a 
contract. Delaware County, to be fair, one supervisor in that county may have 12-15 cases. 
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In Chester County, a supervisor may be six.” The youth benefits from having a very strong 
caseworker, who has ensured that ancillary services have been consistent.  

• Communication as a determining factor: Communication within the team and across 
agencies and systems (e.g., youth to adult system) is the determining factor in influencing 
progress. Everyone needs to know what is going on. Some involved in the case 
communicate better than others and gaps in communication can lead to gaps in services 
and support. The CASA plays a central role in facilitating communication, and is attentive to 
the opinions and need of the youth.  

• Possible outcome: The youth will likely need support throughout their life. For now, they 
are in a stable housing situation until the age of 21, and will continue to receive support 
from CASA. The youth transitioned to a new residential facility in February 2019, and has 
accessed activities and support, though both were curtailed in the spring of 2020 due to 
COVID-19. In addition, a housemate and staff member died of COVID, and another 
housemate caught it and recovered. These situations were difficult, along with the 
restrictions and limitations imposed, including on interactions with the volunteer advocate. 
Unfortunately, this continues to be an issue and the impact will not be fully understood for 
some time. During the past year, the youth connected with siblings and extended family. At 
this time, it is not known if these relations have the potential for future placement.  

 
Notable Findings from Case Studies: 
 
- Every case is distinct: The case studies, side-by-side, illustrate, once again, the distinct nature of 

every case, and why every case demands a tailored approach with careful attention to detail, 
from the matching of an advocate with a case to the need for continual assessments and 
tracking. No two cases are alike, and the cases are dynamic, requiring ever-adaptive case 
support and advocacy.  

- Unclear outcomes: The possible outcomes for the cases vary, and the ‘best’ outcome is 
typically not known at the outset or even very far into the case management. This is due to 
shifting variables, changing contexts, and the evolving understanding of what is best for a child. 
Few CASA cases are clear or linear from start to finish, and setting this expectation at the start 
is important to keep advocates engaged and to encourage persistence in the pursuit of what is 
best for the child – it may not be known at the outset or far into the case, but it will become 
known.  

- Advocates: The advocates’ perspective of their role vary as much as the cases and the 
advocates themselves, and the common run-through is the focus on what is best for the child 
and making sure they have a voice, and ensuring the advocate has the needed support from 
CASA. All of the advocates expressed admiration and high satisfaction with CASA.  
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Volunteer Advocate Satisfaction Survey 

CASA Youth Advocates fielded an online survey between May – July 2020 to 
gather input about the experiences of volunteer advocates. The purpose was 
to gain insight into the volunteer experience and to identify opportunities 
for improved support and impacts. The survey was sent to 116 volunteer 
advocates, and 38 advocates completed it (33%). While the responses reflect 
a minority of advocates, several themes emerged that are likely indicative of 
the advocate experience, and the feedback provides a baseline of data to 
build upon in the future. A full report on the survey was submitted separately. 

Notable Findings:  

- Overall, the survey respondents are satisfied with their volunteer 
experience, as reflected in qualitative comments and responses 
to the questions; 74% are very satisfied, 21% are satisfied, 5% are 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied.  

- The majority of respondents have worked on either one case 
(42%) or two cases (35%). Only three respondents have worked 
on five or more cases.  

- 49% of advocates report spending five or less hours per month as a 
CASA. Advocates that report having a lot of impact are able to point 
to concrete results from their advocacy. Those reporting moderate to 
little impact cite issues beyond their control, such as separation due 
to COVID-19 or positive aspects in a child’s life (e.g., great foster 
parents).  

- Initial trainings are regarded as being done extremely well (30%) and 
very well (49%), though being fully prepared by trainings seems 
impossible as on-the-job experience is the only way to fully 
comprehend the role and tasks (e.g., “Nothing written in a book can 
you prepare you for real life scenarios. It's all hands on.”). 

- Based on comments, ongoing support from Case Supervisors, book 
club topics, and in-service trainings are effective in providing support to advocates and to 
enhancing their preparation.  

- Levels of satisfaction and engagement do not seem to correspond with individual Case 
Supervisors, indicating that the levels of support and engagement are consistent across Case 
Supervisors.  

At times, I was the only 
consistently involved 
person that my CASA 
child had in his life.  

– Volunteer Advocate 

The training was 
thorough and 
nothing was 

“sugar coated.” 
It also helped 

me to shed 
some of my 
middle class 

biases.  
– Volunteer 

Advocate 

I know how much CASA 
supports their 
advocates. It’s 

ingrained in the culture. 
– Volunteer Advocate 
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- The vast majority of advocates are very confident/somewhat confident in delivering culturally 
sensitive advocacy to children and youth who identify as LGBTQIA and to children and youth of 
color; 37%/46% and 43%/46%, respectively. Comments indicate that advocates approach this 
issue with humility.  

- All but one respondent said that CASA created an 
environment of involvement, respect, and connection 
where ideas, backgrounds, and perspectives were 
equally considered, reflecting the strength of the staff: 
“First and foremost are the CASA staff. All are such 
great mentors and from different backgrounds. It is an 
open and welcoming atmosphere.” The outlier 
respondent said CASA “somewhat” does this.  

- The vast majority of respondents (89%) feel 
comfortable expressing their viewpoints with CASA 
staff.  

- The primary reasons that respondents cite for being 
somewhat or not so likely to continue volunteering include the anticipated duration of their 
current cases or changes in their lives (i.e., not related to anything CASA is doing).  

- The vast majority feel connected to CASA as an organization; 16% feel extremely connected and 
71% feel very connected.  

- Some perceptions and experiences seem to be influenced by the number of years a volunteer 
has been with CASA: 

o The average number of hours that advocates volunteer as a CASA per month increases 
with the number of years of experience with CASA. Advocates that had been with CASA 
between 3-5 years spent slightly more hours than those with over five years of 
experience. Those with less than two years of experience reported fewer hours. 

o Advocates who were trained more recently reported that they were better prepared.  

o Newer advocates perceive Case Supervisors as more accessible, though this likely 
reflects that new advocates need more support.  

o Newer advocates feel significantly more appreciated. Over 70% of advocates of less 
than one year feel extremely appreciated compared to 15% of advocates of more than 
five years.  

o Advocates of 3-5 years and more than five years report being more satisfied with the 
overall experience than advocates with less experience. Of course, advocates who have 
positive experiences are likely to stay in the role longer.  

I rely a lot on my supervisor for 
the specific scenarios that have 
been occurring with the child I 
support. In many instances, I 

don't know exactly what to say, 
but she has been incredibly 
helpful and always responds 

quickly. Having more examples of 
dialogue or scenarios/case 
studies with detail to read 

though would be good. 
– Volunteer Advocate 
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- Advocates who report feeling extremely connected to CASA as an organization are more likely 
to report: 

o Having a great deal of impact or a lot of impact compared with those who report feeling 
less connected; 

o Are more likely to report that their Case Supervisor is extremely accessible; 

o Report high levels of satisfaction with the volunteer experience.  

- Survey respondents offered several suggestions about trainings and practices. 

 
Complementary RISE Partnership Process  
During 2019 – 2020, CASA was a participating organization in the RISE Partnership. RISE stands for 
Readiness, Implementation, Sustainability for Effectiveness and is an effort to strengthen nonprofit 
organizations in the Greater Philadelphia and Southern New Jersey region. The RISE partnership 
provides a range of evaluation capacity building services to improve organizational effectiveness and 
improve outcomes for participants.  
 
As a benefit of participation, CASA received one-on-one consultation and guidance about completing a 
logic model. In addition, CASA chose two outcomes to track quantifiably: the number of placements 
and time to permanency. Tracking this quantitative information will allow for an analysis of the 
qualitative aspects that influence variations. The logic model and quantitative evaluation approach 
complement this qualitative approach, and point to several data points to explore in the future as 
central to achieving high-quality and meaningful outcomes and metrics:  
 

• The quality and effectiveness of strategic partnerships  
• How diversity and cultural humility is promoted in volunteers, staff, and board  
• Nature and strength of relationships with family members and stakeholders connected to the 

children served by CASA  
• Quality and nature of relationships with volunteer advocates  

 

Voices for Children Survey on Strengthening Systems: A Systems View  

In the spring of 2019, CASA launched Voices for Children (VFC), a cross-sector collaborative focused on 
improving the systems that serve children and families in Delaware County. VFC complements the 
direct services that CASA provides by addressing the systemic issues that hinder the progress of 
children and families to achieve stability. VFC attracted a large and diverse number of organizations 
and advocates to get involved in VFC and was prepared to launch its four-pillar work plan that was 
developed with input from the community in March 2020. Since that time, VFC refocused its work on 
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coordinating communication and facilitating collaborative efforts to respond to the effects of COVID-19 
on children and families in Delaware County.  
 
As part of the effort, CASA and VFC fielded a survey of colleagues in 
May – June 2020 to gather real-time information about what the 
systems that support child and youth well-being in Delaware County 
are experiencing and learning as a result of COVID-19. The survey had 
41 respondents. The purpose was to identify strengths and cracks to 
inform efforts to rebuild the systems to make them better than they 
were before COVID-19. Below is a summary of the survey findings, and 
a full report was submitted separately.  
Respondents offered a range of insights and ideas about what needs to 
change and how to make those changes. The overarching finding is the 
need for fundamental, structural change in systems, namely to address 
inequities based in funding allocation, racism, and access to resources. 
These findings have implications county-wide and for CASA’s own 
programs: 

- Strains: 
o The majority (60%) of respondents report that systems 

are struggling; 13% say systems are on the verge of 
breaking down or have failed.  

o Systems are holding up at the expense of those working 
in it, who are overstretched, under-resourced, and 
underpaid.  

o COVID-19 exasperated pre-existing weaknesses: lack of 
coordination; isolation; racism; stress on workers; 
funding inequities for services and institutions. 

o The top three perceived weaknesses of the systems are: 
§ Language access  
§ Ability to address racial disparities and systemic 

racism 
§ Cultural sensitivity and inclusion  

o The top three perceived issues contributing to shortfalls in the system are: 
§ Overworked staff 
§ Underpaid staff 
§ Insufficient funding 

- Positives:  
o Providers demonstrated quick responses to shift to virtual services, coordinate with 

schools (with obvious shortfalls), and collaborate. 

Without in-person 
services and schooling, I 

worry about children who 
are being 

abused/neglected. Our 
systems are only as good 

as the people working 
there. I worry about the 
heightened stress on all 

workers within the child-
serving systems.  

– Colleague  

Child-serving systems have 
demonstrated innovation 
and responsiveness and 

increased collaboration. That 
said, I believe many of the 

“solutions” have been short-
term plans and professionals 

at all levels are nearing 
exhaustion. 
– Colleague  
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o Shifts were made possible due to the commitment and compassion of providers. 
o Survey respondents affirmed of Voices for Children priorities 1) Family and Youth 

Engagement; 2) Social Determinants/Root Causes; 3) Systems Linkage and Coordination; 
4) Best Practices for Services and Sustainability – and offered ideas for advancing them.  
 

- Desire and need for structural changes: 
o Financial: Additional funding for the systems and service providers; fair funding for 

schools 
o Human: Increased compensation; improved skills and capacities to serve immigrants 

and people of color; focus on trauma and mental health 
o Technical: Better technology and internet access; better coordination 
o Policy: Child care; mental health support; updated business practices; equitable support 

for schools; flexibility with mandates 
 

- Racial inequities and racism:  
o Racial inequities, disparities, and racism surfaced or were heightened as illustrated in 

the lack of funding, resources, technology, and responsiveness to traditionally 
underserved geographic areas and populations 
 

- Roles for Voices for Children: 
o Educate, coordinate, advocate, demand 

 
These findings have implications for all children and youth-serving organizations in Delaware County, 
and the findings were shared through the VFC network to inform strategies and improvements. In 
addition, the insights about the common struggles within organizations are important for CASA to note 
as well to be sure the organization is mindful of and is addressing common issues, such as the strains 
on staff and the need to improve cultural responsiveness and address racial disparities. 
 
As a follow-up, CASA fielded two staff surveys, first in May 2020 and second in September 2020. 
Separate reports for each survey were submitted. The purpose of both surveys was to get an 
understanding of the experiences and challenges of CASA staff. As they are the backbone of CASA and 
make it possible for volunteer advocates to do their work, paying attention to their needs is 
paramount. CASA’s proactive effort to engage staff reflects their longstanding commitment to 
investing in the organization and distinguishes it from many peer organizations. Both surveys captured 
the current staff experience and identified steps for CASA to continue to take to ensure the staff feels 
connected, included in decision-making, and supported. Of note in September 2020:  
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- More than half of respondents report having more work and 
more stress.  

- All responded that they feel valued – they have a voice and an 
opportunity for input into the organization’s direction and 
action 

- Half of case supervisors report providing more emotional 
support to volunteers and doing more work on cases because 
volunteers are not doing as much work  

- The most significant impacts of COVID include: lack of family 
visitation, loss of employment, lack of progress toward 
reunification or other permanency outcomes. Each of these, 
and other impacts, stand to have long-term impacts on the 
progress and well-being of children, youth, and families.  

 

Document and Data Review 

As part of the ongoing evaluation effort, Capacity for Change reviewed and assisted with revisions to 
the following: 
 

- Annual volunteer survey  
- Post-closure interviews with older youth (12 and up upon case closure)  
- Client satisfaction survey 

 
CASA is intentional about its effort to solicit and draw upon feedback from a range of stakeholders, and 
is consistently open to receiving all feedback. Its embrace of an appreciative inquiry framework at 
every level of the organization reflects its commitment to excellence and continual improvement, and 
reinforces the strength of its programs and operations.  
 

Secondary Research 

Existing research of other CASA programs repeatedly confirms the difficulty of applying quantitative 
evaluation methods effectively to capture the impact of the CASA model, which is large part due to the 
complexity of distinct variables that affect each case, as well as the nearly impossible task of settling on 
a common definition of success that can be applied consistently across cases. For these reasons, the 
qualitative evaluation approach is well-suited to CASA.  
 

CASA is honestly the most 
supportive organization I have 
ever worked for. At the end of 
the day, there are case tasks 

that must be done by 
supervisors when advocates 

drop the ball. I appreciate the 
flexibility and support CASA 

has provided that prevents me 
from having stress from 

management in addition to 
case related stress that simply 

can’t be avoided.  
– CASA Staff Member 
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The work of Katya Fels Smyth and Lisbeth Schorr with the Full Frame Institute1 recommend a 
qualitative evaluation approach for interventions that, like CASA, are characterized by: 
 
- An emphasis on relationships and trust 
- An orientation toward working in partnership with program participants  
- Significant front-line flexibility within established quality standards 
- A deep understanding of the importance of the larger environment 
- Accountability and continual improvement 

 
While many CASA organizations, PA CASA, CASA Delaware and Chester Counties, among others, 
endeavor to identify and track quantitative outcomes, those metrics can never capture the full extent 
of its outputs and outcomes since the key ingredients, including those listed above, are quite 
subjective and contextual. In fact, limiting an evaluation to quantitative metrics runs the risk of diluting 
the flexibility that is necessary to understand CASA. Moreover, Lawson and Berrick (2013)2 evaluated 
CASA literature, and while they pointed to promising outcomes for children assigned a CASA, they 
concluded that CASA cannot be established as an evidence-based practice, which would require 
rigorous, randomized, and controlled empirical testing, which the authors concluded would be nearly 
impossible and would be unethical since it would require random denial of services to children. That 
said, there is ample evidence of CASA’s positive impact.  
 
A study published in Children and Youth Services Review (2017), “An Evaluation of a Court Appointed 
Special Advocates (CASA) Program in the Rural South,”3 noted, “To date, there has been very little 
research evaluating the fidelity of CASA programs where they are implemented, nor has there been 
much research on the CASA program more generally.” In response, the researches evaluated a rural 
CASA program using the Justice Program Fidelity Score, i.e., the domains of adherence, exposure, 
delivery quality, participant engagement, and program differentiation, and found a high level of 
effectiveness. This study, while using a more focused framework and rigorous methodology, mirrors 
the findings of the qualitative study of CASA in Delaware and Chester Counties, which offers insights 
and lessons learned that point to tangible, positive outcomes for children, and credits the strength of 
the organization’s operations and oversight. 
 
Perhaps the most important finding is what CASA brings into an individual child’s life – an individually-
focused and tailored approach to care. Numerous volunteer advocates were wary of the word ‘success’ 
since it is different for every child. Therefore, focusing on the individual experience of every child is 

 
1 https://fullframeinitiative.org/ 
2 Lawson, J., & Berrick, J. D. (2013). Establishing CASA as an evidence-based practice. Journal of Evidence-Based Social Work, 
10.  
3 Felix, S., Schueths, A. & Agnich Chavez, L. (2017). An Evaluation of a Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) Program in 
the Rural South, Children and Services Review. 
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paramount, including the common benefits of having a CASA: emotional support, having a sense of 
agency in the process, the presence of a consistent adult, and having an advocate who fills in the gaps 
and ties together different systems of care.  
 

KEY FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS  

How Effective is CASA? 

Overall, CASA is highly effective. Key findings from the long-term evaluation fall into three main areas:  

• The CASA experience:  

- Experiential aspect: CASA is highly effective on the experiential aspect, for children, 
volunteer advocates, and the staff that facilitate the work. Simply put, CASA improves 
the quality of life for children and youth by mobilizing and supporting additional help 
and interventions for them.  

- CASA staff: CASA staff excel in facilitation skills, commitment to their work, compassion 
for all involved, deferring to volunteer advocates, and providing the up-front (training) 
and ongoing support that volunteer advocates need. 

- Quality of life: The impact and emphasis on quality of life for children and youth is as 
important, arguably more important, than metrics such as length of time in care or re-
adjudication rates. 

- Relationships: The impact of the relationships established between volunteer advocates 
and children are often life-changing, immediately and over the long-term. Strong and 
constructive relationships are at the core of all progress.  

- Volunteers and supervisors: The factors that contribute successful partnerships 
between volunteer advocates and their supervisors: open and honest communication, 
accessibility, overall feeling of support from the organization and peer advocates.  

- Volunteer retention: Volunteer retention rates appear to be influenced most by two 
factors: burn-out and factors in their personal lives; burn-out stems from the inherent 
stress involved in the cases and from frustration with the systems of care, excluding 
CASA – CASA is very good at preventing burn-out and if not for its attention on 
supporting volunteer advocates, the retention rate of volunteers would undoubtedly be 
far lower. 

- Goals versus reality: The stated goals of the system versus what happens in reality are 
sometimes at odds; e.g., a return home is not the best solution for all, and CASA plays 
the important role of finding the individual best solution for each individual, and 
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ensuring that the individual – the child or youth – has a voice in defining the solution.  
 

• CASA oversight and operations:  

- Volunteers: Volunteers perform at a high level thanks to the screening, training, and 
ongoing supervision and support provided by CASA. 

- High standards: CASA is effective with reinforcing practices and behaviors among 
volunteer advocates that produce the most positive experiences and outcomes, and the 
organizational support provided to case supervisors positively impacts the support 
provided to volunteer advocates. 

- Learning and adaptation: CASA’s willingness to probe, to solicit honest feedback from 
internal and external stakeholders, and to adjust all contribute to its effectiveness and 
to its strong reputation in the community as a valued partner. 

- DEI: CASA is increasingly placing a diversity, equity, and inclusion and anti-racism lens at 
the center of its work, and has made an organizational commitment to do so, and 
monitoring its progress and lessons learned in this area is as important as any other 
aspect of its work.  

  

• Evaluating CASA: 

- Iterative approach: The iterative nature of the evaluation project allowed for CASA to 
respond to the findings on an ongoing basis, such as by implementing a volunteer 
satisfaction survey, updating exit interview processes, gathering input about staff 
experiences, gathering input from colleagues. 

- Adaptive approach: No two cases are alike, which makes it nearly impossible to assess 
the differences made by  the type, frequency, and quality of interventions on outcomes 
– too many variables are in play to control for the variations across cases and to draw 
clear conclusions. Relationships and trust are key ingredients in every dimension of 
every case – between and across children and youth, caregivers and parents, county 
staff and supervisors, CASA staff and supervisors, advocates, and representatives from 
all systems (schools, therapists, medical care providers, among others).  
 

Areas for Further Inquiry 

CASA consistently demonstrates its commitment to engage in continual inquiry and learning. A few 
areas that emerged with potential for deepening and widening insights through further inquiry include:  

• Disparities in opportunities and care rooted in race and ethnicity, and examining the dynamics 
in communities, systems, and CASA itself 
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• The impact, real and potential, for improving experiences and outcomes for children and youth 
by working to address the gaps and weaknesses in systems, particularly in Delaware County 
where CASA established the Voices for Children coalition  

• The contrast of the experience between Chester and Delaware Counties on the experiences of 
children, youth, and advocates  

• Progress with getting established in Chester County, and the state of partnerships, lessons 
learned, and areas for continued improvement in the county 

• Ways to communicate about the impact of CASA on the quality of life of children and youth  

• Complementing and contrasting qualitative evaluation methods with the burgeoning efforts to 
capture quantitative data  

• Impacts of COVID-19 on children and youth, and on what long-term impacts it will have on the 
future delivery of services and programs 

 

 


