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Strong Able Youth Speaking Out, (SaySo), a program of Children's Home Society of
North Carolina, in partnership with both public and private stakeholders, has been

involved in the Jim Casey Initiative since January 2020. Members of the initiative have
worked to develop strategies that would benefit our overarching goal of increasing

permanency for our adolescent population. Our workgroup was specifically focused on
reducing time spent in care and placement stability while maintaining a racial equity

lens.

 The Jim Casey Initiative pilot consists of several tiers that assist with getting closer to
  our goal. The first two tiers of our pilot addressed building knowledge for caregivers
  and professionals that are working with this population. The last tier was the
development of this LINKS toolkit. Our stakeholders felt it was important to develop a
 toolkit to assist our LINKS coordinators as they engage youth, young adults, caregivers
  and other professionals.

 The toolkit was developed in collaboration with caregivers, LINKS coordinators, foster
  care alumni and child welfare professionals. Our hope is that this toolkit will be a
guide to LINKS staff as they develop and implement their programs in their counties.

 The Jim Casey Initiative workgroup feels that having consistent LINKS programming
  and messaging will help to increase engagement in the LINKS program by youth,
  young adults, caregivers and child welfare professionals. By increasing LINKS
programming, we feel that youth/young adults will have more engagement with the
  services they need to be successful in their community as they transition to
  permanence or out of care independently.

The Jim Casey Initiative is made
possible through the following

partnerships:

Children's Home Society of NC

Strong Able Youth Speaking Out
(SAYSO)

Department of Health and Human
Services

Community Stakeholders



MESSAGE TO
LINKS COORDINATORS
At this point as a LINKS coordinator, you may have already attended the LINKS 101 training, but in case

you have not, we want to take the time to highlight the main components of the LINKS program.

 LINKS is a service for youth/young adults that assists with building a network of community and agency
support to ensure successful transition toward self-sufficiency. LINKS is not an acronym but rather the

title of the program which promotes the linking of youth/young adults to services, their community, and
networks. Legal United States residents who are/were a youth in the custody of the Department of

Health and Human Services between the ages of 14-21 are eligible for this service. LINKS focuses on 8
outcomes to assist in preparing the youth/young adult for a successful transition into adulthood.

The 8 outcomes are outlined through the titles below:

1. Sufficient economic resources 
2. Safe and stable place to live 
3. Academic/vocational skills 
4. Sense of connectedness 
5. Avoidance of illegal/high risk behavior 
6. Postponing parenthood 
7. Access to physical/mental health services 
8. Promoting normalcy 

"Thank you for continuing to work hard
and provide us with much needed

resources. You're helping to make such a
big difference in the foster care system
and I can't wait to see what more you

can do. Thank you for everything."

- From a young adult 
with lived experience
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Learn about employment and receive job readiness training

Learn about money management

Work on transitional plans

Receive transitional housing assistance

Explore tutoring, vocational services and plan for post secondary education

Attend weekly life skills groups with peers and develop positive peer relationships

through team building activities

Receive information on the extended foster care 18-21 program

Explore topics such as legal issues, sex education, food & nutrition, drug & alcohol

and mental health services

Assistance with post secondary education through NC Reach and ETV

Benefits to Participating in LINKS

I Engaging Youth /
Young Adults

There are many benefits to connecting a young person to their local
LINKS program. To support engagement of youth/young adults you

should outline the benefits from the very beginning.



Effects of engaging youth/young adults in the development
and facilitation of your LINKS program:

Programs are more likely to be effective at engaging the population, and therefore, to
have a a greater impact
Increases the likelihood that decisions will be accepted, adopted, and become part of
their everyday lives
Increases their participation in the program and their ability to reach the 8 LINKS
outcomes
Allows you to build connections to the participants
Allows them to build relationships in their community
Increases the chances that they will have positive interactions with adults 
Will impact their overall self-concept



Recruiting Youth/Young Adults for LINKS 

To be able to engage youth/young adults in your LINKS program, you first need to have
a strategy for how you will recruit your participants. If the foundation of your program is
centered around youth/young adults driving and leading the efforts, it is important to

have a plan in place for how you will approach participants and get them involved early
on.

The manner in which professionals approach this population is critical in whether or not
they want to participate or do other things.

 Recruiting youth/young adults is a big job so don’t take this all on by yourself. Engage
foster care social workers in this process. Ensure your colleagues have good information

about your program and flyers to distribute while they are on their home visits and
meetings with youth/young adults. Make sure youth/young adults understand the role
of their social worker vs. the role of the LINKS worker and that you are a team working

in partnership to assist the youth/young adult to be successful. 

Things to consider: 
1.  Advertise using technology and social media that is specific to this age group.  

2.  In your advertising, ensure that the pictures and language used are appropriate to the culture
and demographics of the population you serve. 

3.  When advertising mention that your program will be interactive and that you will offer
incentives for participation. Incentives can include benefits of the program, relationship building,
connection with peers, knowledge gained etc. Give more detail about the structure and goals of the
event. 

4.  You may consider surveying youth/young adults about their interests and topics they need
assistance with and the overall structure of your meetings/workshops.
   
5.  Utilize youth/young adults that are participating in LINKS to reach out to new participants and
allow them to share about their experiences. 

6.  As the LINKS Coordinator, it is important that you attend Child and Family team meetings, home
visits, and community events with this population. Take the opportunity to share about your role,
the LINKS program and the benefits of participating in LINKS. 

7.  Make sure you are not mandating participation but rather inviting youth/young people to
explore this opportunity.   



Everything in the program should center on
youth/young adults and include youth at all

levels of:

participation 
development 
planning & 

engagement. 

Once you have recruited youth/young adults to participate in your LINKS program you need to
include them in the development of your program. In order to build effective programs, we need our

youth/young adults to be at the center of developing our meetings, workshops and planning
workgroups. 

The age range of the LINKS program is 14-21. There is a strong community within the particular age
group demographic. Acknowledging the community is the first step to establishing the group. The

second step is establishing group norms, values, and other mutually agreed information that governs
the community and actions. During this step, it is important to encourage all participants to be

engaged because feedback will shape the group as a whole. The last step is reinforcing everything
that was previously discussed. Create a process that models community norms and encourages

feedback loops to help build a better group and program. 

Youth Driven
Programming



Ask

Ask youth/young adults about

interests and areas that they want

to increase skills in

Appropriate

Ensure events are appropriate for their

development stage. You may consider

having events for 14-17 year olds and

separate events for 18-21 year olds.

The different groups have different

needs. 14-17 year olds need much

more assistance with life skills such as

budgeting, understanding credit,

opening a bank account and daily life

managements. Whereas, your older

population may need more advanced

knowledge as they are transitioning

into adulthood, like locating housing,

educational/career planning and more

advanced money management skills.

Feedback

Create a feedback loop with your
participants by seeking out
feedback during the development
of your program and throughout.
Consider using surveys or focus
groups to solicit ongoing feedback.

Utilize
Contacts

Include community partners that

your youth/young adults have

relationships with such as

community centers, provider

agencies, youth organizations, etc.

in your planning and events.

Inclusion

Be inclusive by including different
perspectives, creeds, sexual
orientations, races, religious
backgrounds, genders and
disabilities.

Social Media

Consider setting up a private social

media page for your LINKS

participants so they can connect

and engage in between meetings

and events. 

Let them Lead

Provide an opportunity for

youth/young adults to facilitate

meetings.

Things to
consider



Youth/young adults are continuing to grow and develop during their
adolescence. They are looking for opportunities to learn and shape who
they will become as adults. This is an exciting time as this population

is open and ready to try new things. When creating your events, keep in
mind elements of this developmental stage to help create engaging

events. Developmental markers for adolescents include exploration of
peer relationships, increased autonomy from caregivers and

exploration into their future education and career plans. Youth/young
adults are asking themselves the following questions: 

Am I normal?

Who am I?

Do I fit in?

When creating your events it is important to consider these
markers and structure your activities around these

areas. Think about events that support independence but
foster connection to their peers. Your events need to be fun

and something that people look forward to.



When planning events think through your 8 outcomes and design your event with a topic that
reinforces the outcomes through an interactive manner. Youth/young people need to do hands on

activities to help them learn new skills so it is important to include this in your program.  

There are lots of approaches that can be taken to increase interactivity such as:
 

Physical activity 
Social media

Team building exercise
Allow time to share thoughts and experiences 

Use humor to lighten the topic

Also, when planning your events you want to make sure you include community partners that will

engage your participants and that are familiar to them. You should have a variety of partners that

are diverse in their representation, knowledge and experience. Youth/young adults need to see

partners they feel represent them and that they can connect with.  Make sure to include partners

that can share about their lived experience. Your participants do not always want to hear from

providers they want to hear from their peers and young adults that have transitioned out of care.

Community Partners to Consider:

Banks  Housing Education  Employers Legal Aid  Mental
Health



II Engaging
Caregivers

Being a caregiver for youth/young adults placed the foster care system can be both rewarding
and challenging. As a LINKS Coordinator, it is important to encourage and equip caregivers for

those times.

INCREASES
EDUCATION
OPPORTUNITES
FOR CAREGIERS

CREATES
ACCOUNTABILITY

When caregivers are included in your programming it...

In this section, we will review the role of the caregiver, how
to educate caregivers and why partnering with caregivers

will increase the success of the young people they are
working with. 

REINFORCES
SKILLS



Defining the caregivers role in the LINKS program will need to be the first step. You
could start by setting up a family meeting and, if it makes sense, include the
youth/young adults in the discussion. This is best done when there is not an
emergency and a calm conversation can occur about what kind of care and

expectations are wanted and needed now, and what might be needed in the future.

Caregivers are uniquely positioned to support and engage the youth/young adults
on your caseload because of their consistent and daily involvement in the young
person’s life. A collaborative approach will improve outcomes for the youth/young

adults you serve. 

Step 1: Engage the
Caregiver

Define roles from the start

Set clear expectation for the caregiver

Things to consider when defining roles:

Encourage active participation that leads
to a transfer of learning for young people

Promote partnership



Step 2: Educating
Caregivers on Resources

Consider hosting a webinar to
provide information on your LINKS
program.

Explain the LINKS programs vary by
County
Provide a list of resources and contacts
Help caregivers understand how to best
support their youth in engaging in
resources

Educate and help them understand the
program, including the roles and
responsibilities of:

The youth
The caregiver
The social worker

Explain the stipend provided

Consider hosting a webinar to
provide information on the 18-21

program.

Consider hosting a webinar on
how to help stabilize youth/young
adults. Explore housing options after they turn

18
Supporting in your home
18-21 program support options
Supports in the community

Importance of youth understanding their
medical and mental health care needs

Develop a handout for caregivers
related to resources such as:

LINKS and 18-21 eligibility
Employment Opportunities
Housing
Higher Education programs
SaySo
Medicaid

Quite often, caregivers are unaware of the resources that are available to
them as well as their youth/young adults. Listed, are some ideas to help

educate and make them aware of the opportunities and what they provide.



Step 3: Partnering with
Caregivers

Partnering with caregivers along this journey to support youth/young adults will help to support
the caregiver and the outcomes for the youth/young adult. Modeling a collaborative

approach  between you as the LINKS staff member and the caregiver will also be great for the
youth/young adult to see!  This partnership could lead to the youth/young adult increasing

collaboration with both the LINKS staff member and the caregiver. When there is a disconnect
between youth/young adults, caregivers and the LINKS staff members, it becomes hard to arrange

services, attend events, plan for the future and help the youth/young adult meet their
goals. Promoting partnership can also assist the team with delegating tasks to help support

the  youth/young adult in meeting their goals.   

 Invite caregivers to
LINKS events

Solicit feedback from
caregivers on their needs

and the needs of the
youth/young adults they

work with

Ask caregivers to assist
with the planning and
facilitation of events

Host training sessions for
caregivers

Ways to
Partner



III Engaging the
Community

Youth/young adults often become disconnected from family when they are placed in the

foster care system. As a result, during the transition out of care youth/young adults have a

limited support system to assist them with their transition. As we work with youth/young

adults it is important that we help them to build a support system as they move into

adulthood. 

All youth, whether in the foster care system or not, need the support of their community to

help support their journey to independence. Engaging community partners in the work that

you are doing will help support their investment in this population and assist you with

building out community supports. This partnership is a win win for both LINKS staff members

and community organizations.

When engaging community partners consider:

1. Raising their awareness about foster care
2. Introducing them to the LINKS program
3. Providing information about transition age

youth and their outcomes
4. Illustrating their role in helping improve

outcomes for this population
5. Encouraging participation in your events
6. Discuss what their contribution can be

Donating
Sponsoring
Educating
Resource Sharing



When involving community partners be

intentional about which groups you are

inviting and provide them with an orientation

about your program prior to an event.

Types of Events to Invite

Community Partners:

Real World

Career Fairs

Resource Fairs

LINKS Celebrations

Youth/young adult sharing sessions

Caregiver sharing sessions

Possible Partners:

Police

Fire Department

Healthcare Providers

Educational Supports/Institutions

LGBTQ+ Resources

Parks and Recreation

Employment Services

Local Non Profits

Faith Based Organizations

Mental Health Providers

Banks

Homeless Shelters

Local Business

Housing Authority

Social Security



IV Engaging the
Workforce

As a LINKS coordinator you have a huge job and cannot get it done alone. It is
very easy to work in silos when working within the child welfare system, so

breaking down these silos will be an important first step to engaging the
workforce.

Provide
training about
your program

Create
protocol for
referring to
the LINKS

program and
accessing
resources

Include
partners in

the
Transitional

Planning
Meetings

Educate
partners on
community
resources

Foster
relationships

with
community

partners and
the workforce

Invite
partners to

LINKS events

Build
partnerships

Foster Care Team
at your agency

Guardian ad
Litem

Congregate Care
Staff

Private Agency
Staff



Engaging with the Statewide LINKS community will be very helpful as you are

building your partnerships with other child welfare professionals and developing

your program.

Things you can do to connect:

Attend monthly statewide LINKUP calls

Attend regional LINKS meetings

Shadow other LINKS coordinators and learn about their program

Collaborate with other LINKS coordinators to plan events

Stay connected to SaySo and their events to meet with other professionals

supporting this population



V
Developing
Activities for the
8 LINKS
Outcomes

To assist youth/young adults with establishing the skills they

need as they transition into adulthood, LINKS has established 8

outcomes to focus on. It is important to assess the youth/young

adults in your program to understand their strengths and needs

in these 8 areas. Once you understand the strengths and needs

of your group you will be able to develop meaningful and

engaging activities to assist them in meeting these outcomes.

This tool was developed by Rutherford DSS and shared with the

Jim Casey Initiative to build upon. 



















VI Transitional
Planning

Transitional Living Plans (TLPs) are a requirement for all teens and young adults in the custody of a county
child welfare agency or on a Voluntary Placement Agreement participating in the Extended Foster Care 18-21
program and who are 14 years of age or older. Completing and updating these plans with young people is a

critical part of the LINKS Coordinator’s role and a fundamental part of supporting young people in developing
the skills they need to be successful, independent adults.  This section reviews child welfare policy regarding
transition planning, provides considerations for putting this policy into practice, and suggests best practices

for LINKS Coordinators when completing TLPs. 

Policy: 5096a
Per policy, “this form must be completed within 30 days following the youth’s 14th birthday, or when the youth
entered foster care, if age 14 or older; and updated every 90 days thereafter.  If the young adult opts to
continue in Foster Care 18 to 21, the TLP (Section I – III) must be updated within 30 days of the young adult’s
18th birthday, and every 90 days thereafter.  If the young adult is over age 18 and wishes to re-enter into
Foster Care 18 to 21, the TLP (Sections I – III) of this form must be completed within 30 days of re-entry, and
every 90 days thereafter.

Policy: 5096b
Transition Plan Part B must be completed 90 days prior to the youth’s 18th birthday. [SP1] [ELZ2] The youth
must be informed of his/her option to continue in Foster Care 18 to 21 at this time. Note: If the youth opts to
continue in Foster Care 18 to 21, the Transition Plan must be completed and the goals of the TLP (Section I.B)
must be updated to reflect how the youth plans to meet eligibility requirements of the program.
 

Policy: 5096c
Transition Plan Part C must be completed 90 days prior to the young adult’s 21st birthday, or planned exit
from Foster Care 18 to 21.

POLICY OVERVIEW



Identify who will be responsible for
completing TLPs at your agency and
create an internal protocol. Will this be
the LINKS Coordinator, Social Worker,
or some combination?

01
IDENTIFY

Determine a process for identifying when a
TLP needs to be completed for the first
time either due to a youth turning 14 or
coming into care. 

02
DETERMINE

Create a document or spreadsheet to
track the completion of TLP’s and
help identify when 90-day updates
are due.  

03
CREATE

Determine who will be responsible for
scheduling and inviting participants.
Encourage the young person to take an
active role in scheduling meetings and to
invite participants.

04
DETERMINE

Foster ongoing communication with
Permanency Planning Social Workers
about transition planning and provide
training to new staff about the internal
protocol at your agency.

05
FOSTER

Considerations for Practice

How transitional living plans are completed in practice may differ from agency to agency. Here

are some considerations and recommendations for LINKS Coordinators to review when determining

how TLPs will be completed and updated:



BEST PRACTICES
FOR COMPLETING

TLPs

Have both the young person and caregiver (if
appropriate) complete the Casey Life Skills

Assessment prior to the TLP.

Who to invite:
1. The Young Person

2. Social Worker & LINKS Worker
3. Caregiver and other supports

4. Community Partners
5. Let the Young Person choose

Start with strengths. Encourage everyone to
identify strengths and positive achievements at

the beginning of the meeting.

Allow the young person to drive the
conversation around goal setting rather than

suggesting what their goal should be. Assist by
asking open-ended questions.

Provide relevant resources and information
relative to the goals they identify.

When providing referrals to services, give warm
hand-offs rather than simply providing a phone

number or email address.

Encourage the young person to identify
supportive relationships and discuss

opportunities to build additional community
connections.

Share the completed plan with the young
person and each team member. Include follow-

ups and next steps.

Present plans with each court report so the
judge is aware of what is taking place.



VII
Understanding
and Incorporating
Permanence

Often LINKS Coordinators are not part of the youth/young adults permanency planning meetings or Child and
Family Team meetings and can therefore be left out of the conversation about permanence. In this section
we would like to explore the ways that a LINKS coordinator can be involved and work in partnership with

the team and youth/young adult on reaching their permanency goals.

Obtaining skills
through the LINKS

program
Placement Stability Permanence

Youth/young adults that are
involved in their LINKS

program and community and
are building relationships

tend to be more connected to
their community and have

higher self-esteem.



What is permanence? 

During the  development of the

transition plan LINKS Coordinators can

begin conversations with youth/young

adults about who they want in their

circle.  And then, they can begin

promoting and supporting those

relationships.

Birth Family

Foster Family

LINKS Worker

Community
Supports

Social Worker

The actual rights and
responsibilities of the child or

adolescent. DSS has legal
custody during placement in

foster care and is working
toward establishing legal
permanence back to the
parents, a relative or an

adoptive home.

The actual place the child or
adolescent may reside when 

   achieving permanence. 
Physical permanence could

be with the parents, a
relative, adoptive home or a

guardian.

The actual people the
child or adolescent are
connected to and have

formed a bond which will
remain as they transition

out of care or into
adulthood.

Fostering Connections
with Supports 



Youth/young adults should be involved in the conversations that relate to their
permanency plan. They should be able to share their own goals and desires related

to achieving permanency and it should reflect what is important to them.  

It is important to have their voice included in these conversations and at the center of
their planning. LINKS Coordinators can empower youth/young adults to share their

opinions and be a part of both permanency planning and transitional planning. Both
the foster care social worker and the LINKS Coordinator should be able to work in

partnership on both plans rather than independently.  

Involving Youth &
Young Adults 



The Jim Casey Initiative of North Carolina would like to
acknowledge the contributions from the various

community stakeholders that assisted in the development
of this toolkit.

Thank you to...
Our advocacy partners:

SaySo
Foster Family Alliance of NC

Our county partners:
Buncombe County
Chatham County
Durham County

Mecklenburg County
Orange County

Our private agency partners:
Children’s Home Society of NC

Hope Center
Life Skills Foundation

Methodist Home for Children
Youth Villages

Our state partners:
Department of Health and Human Services

Department of Public Safety

Other community partners:
Fostering Health NC UNC
School of Social Work

To all the LINKS Coordinators, we want to thank you for all
you do to support the youth/young adults in North
Carolina. We also want to encourage you to build a

network of support and utilize other LINKS Coordinators,
Division of Health and Human Services LINKS Coordinator,
and community resources and partners to grow your

program!


