Trainee Content for Day 1, Segment 5, Activity 5B

Minimum Sufficient Level of Care
Definition of MSLC

The minimum sufficient level of care is the social standard for the minimum of parent behavior below which a home is inadequate for the care of a child. 
Important Considerations in MSLC

· MSLC is meant as a minimum, not an ideal. The terms “minimum” and “sufficient” are crucial to this concept; the standard is related to the objective of keeping children safe and protected. The terms “minimum” and “sufficient” are used to explicitly differentiate from higher standards.
· MSLC is case specific. A variety of factors must be considered for each child, and there are no fixed criteria for assessing when a home falls below this minimum standard. This decision must be made by informed judgment that evaluates each case individually.

· The MSLC must remain consistent for the duration of the case.  Once the MSLC is developed for a given child, it does not change throughout the life of the family’s case unless the needs of the child change (e.g., child develops a high risk health condition). When a child is in placement, the decision about reunification must be based on the same MSLC baselines as when the child was removed.

Factors to consider in assessing MSLC

Although the MSLC is unique for each child, there are commonalities in nearly all situations.  The factors to consider in establishing what the MSLC is for a particular child include those that relate to:

1.         The child’s needs in the areas of:

· Physical care (e.g., safety, protection, food, clothing , shelter, medical and dental care)

· Emotional wellbeing (e.g., attachment between child and caregivers, sense of security)

· Development (e.g., education, special help for children with disabilities)
The key question is, “Are the caregivers providing consistent care at a basic level that keeps the child safe and protected in the areas of physical, emotional and developmental needs”?

2.
Contemporary Social Standards  
Many social standards now are codified in law, e.g., definitions of child maltreatment, compulsory school attendance, and child labor.  Others are mainly normative, e.g., expectations for how much work/chores children do in order to contribute to the family’s well being. Social standards have greatly changed over the last 100 and even 25-50 years so there is a wide range of accepted social standards.  
The key question is “Are the caregivers’ behaviors within or outside the commonly accepted child-rearing practices in our society?”
3.
Community Standards
The United States is a highly pluralistic country and many communities have standards that vary from the “Contemporary Social Standards.”  For instance, the age at which children can have any of the following responsibilities varies:

· Caring for younger siblings

· Being left alone

· Responsibilities for various chores

· Working outside the home

· Quitting school

There are also wide variations about what is considered appropriate punishment, e.g., with regard to:

· Hitting

· Verbally chastising

· Length and place for “time outs”

· Deprivation, e.g., of 

· (favorite) foods, 

· social interaction with family and friends

· toys 

The importance of “community standards” is explicitly identified in the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) which mandates that the standards applied to a given Native American child reflect his tribe’s standards.

The key question is “Are the caregivers’ behaviors within or outside the commonly accepted child-rearing practices in their community?
The Rationale for using MSLC
The [Rationale] for using Minimum Sufficient Level of Care as a standard includes:

· It maintains the child’s right to safety and permanence while not ignoring the parents’ right to their children. 

· It is required by law (as a practical way to interpret the “reasonable efforts” provision of PL 96-272). 

· It is possible for parents to reach. 

· It provides a reference point for decision-makers. 

· It protects (to some degree) from individual biases and value judgments. 

· It discourages unnecessary removal from the family home. 

· It discourages unnecessarily long placements in foster care. 

· It keeps decision-makers focused on what is the least detrimental alternative 
for the child. 

· It is sensitive across cultures.
Challenges in Applying MSLC

There are challenges in applying MSLC. Often the standard for removal differs from the standards applied to return a child to the parent’s custody. Sometimes the values and attitudes of the social worker about what constitutes MSLC can also color the way they think about a family.  Different cultures have different interpretations of what constitutes the MSLC.  Some steps to ensure fairness and equity might include:

· Discussing the MSLC during case consultations with a supervisor or a multi-disciplinary team.

· Taking additional training on how to apply MSLC to cases.

· Working in community partnerships to learn more about how different cultures view MSLC.

· Systematically considering what the standard was for removal and what the expectations are for return of the child, to assure that the standard is not raising over the life of the case.
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