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BACKGROUND

The Bridge to Independence (b2i) Advisory Committee was created pursuant to Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-
4513 to make recommendations to the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) and the
Commission regarding the b2i program, extended guardianship assistance, and extended adoption
assistance. The Committee is Co-Chaired by Brandy Gustoff (Omaha Home for Boys) and Richard
Hasty (Plattsmouth Commmunity Schools). The Department of Health and Human Services Division
of Children and Family Services (DCFS), service providers, youth advocates, system stakeholders,
and current and former foster youth provide regular feedback and updates. The Advisory
Committee serves as a forum for stakeholders to exchange information, provide support, and create
innovative solutions to the challenges facing child welfare youth aging out of foster care.

In October 2014, b2i began as is a voluntary program that provides supports for young adults
between the ages of 19 to 21, as they transition from foster care to adulthood. Young adults who join
b2i, have access to an Independence Coordinator, advice, and resources to help them meet their
goals, health care coverage if Medicaid eligible under the Affordable Care Act, and a monthly
extended foster care financial stipend. For young adults who achieved permanency through
adoption or guardianship after age 16, extended assistance stipends may also be available.

To remain eligible for b2i, youth must be working towards a productive adulthood in one of these
ways: completing a high school diploma or attaining a GED, taking classes at least part time at a
college or vocational school program, working at least 80 hours a month, engaging in an activity
designed to allow the young adult to address barriers to workforce participation, or be medically
incapable of the above activities. Young adults must also meet with their Independence Coordinator
monthly and be permanent residents of the State of Nebraska, unless residing out of state through
an Interstate Compact Placement Agreement.



https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=43-4513

RECOMMENDATIONS

Statutory Charge
To advise and make recommendations regarding the Bridge to Independence Program, extended
guardianship assistance, and extended adoption assistance [Neb. Rev. Stat. §43-4513(1)]
Priorities:
1. Monitor ongoing implementation of the current b2i Program;
2.0utcome evaluation of the current b2i Program;
3.Expand to or improve outcomes for similar groups of at-risk young adults.

Bridge to Independence Advisory Strategic Priority
Committee Recommendations
Clarify in statute that youth can be « Placement
eligible for the b2i program regardless of Stability and
their immigration status. Solutions
DHHS should identify and implement e Prevention
best practices and ongoing evaluation Continuum

mechanisms for the b2i program.
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In 2023, LB14 was introduced by Senator Dungan which requires that youth involved in the
Juvenile Justice System who are in a court-ordered out-of-home placement on their 19th birthday
shall receive information regarding b2i. Brandi Gustoff, co-chair of the b2i Committee, testified on
behalf of the Commission in favor of this bill as the b2i Committee has recommended this inclusion
since 2020. LB14 was amended into LB50 by AM1980 and requires DHHS to implement by January
1, 2025. This has been a long-standing recommendation of the Committee and members are
committed to ensuring the b2i program is accessible to youth involved in out-of-home placement at
the time they reach adulthood. In the reporting year, the Committee has determined to add a
mental health provider as a resource member for the group because trauma and mental health are
factors that can impact a young adult's success in b2i.

To continue accessibility to the b2i program, youth need to be eligible for the services regardless of
their immigration status and the NCC will continue to make this a recommendation until it has
been placed in statute. Previous legislative sessions have introduced this change but have not
advanced. For the upcoming reporting year, the Committee will have an Immigration Status
Eligibility workgroup to determine what barriers there are for this group of youth to gain access to
the program. The intent of the workgroup is to determine solutions and make recommendations to
address this issue.

The b2i Advisory Committee will continue to review what is working within the current program
and how best to expand using the data and analytics available. DHHS implemented best practices,
and the Advisory Committee applauds these efforts. Implementation of CYI surveys will continue
to improve the program evaluation. The Advisory Committee will continue monitoring the b2i
program, supporting DHHS, and providing information and recommendations to the Nebraska
Children’s Commission, Governor, and the Legislature.
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https://nebraskalegislature.gov/FloorDocs/108/PDF/Intro/LB14.pdf
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/FloorDocs/108/PDF/Intro/LB50.pdf
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/FloorDocs/108/PDF/AM/AM1980.pdf

B2l WORKGROUPS

Sustainability Workgroup
Keenan Page, Chair

The Sustainability Workgroup was established to make recommendations on how to improve
outcomes of youth involved with b2i beyond their participation with the program. In 2023, the
workgroup assessed what is currently happening with youth engaged in the program, and also
began an evaluation of what can be considered successful “sustainability” in order to be able to
make recommendation to the current implementation.
Future work of this group includes establishing the definition of sustainability for the B2i
committee. An analysis is actively being completed to do this called VMOSA which stands for
"Vision, Mission, Objectives, Strategies, and Action Plans". Some of the initial areas of focus include:
¢ Financial security needs to be established for youth to maintain success
e Educational and Career Development needs to be prioritized prior to and during B2i engagement
¢ A review of best practices and roles of staff or professionals involved in the youth’s case from case
onset to the enrollment in B2i
The workgroup has also considered ways to evaluate past participants and what can be done to
offer continued support to youth who have aged out of the B2i program.
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Data Collection & Evaluation
Workgroup
Heather Wood, Chair

The Data Collection & Evaluation
Workgroup was established to review
data provided by the Foster Care
Review Office (FCRO) to identify any
trends or concerns that may need
further discussion. The workgroup
discussed the significance of young
adults being almost twice as likely to
make progress if they have a reliable
support system and 1.7 times likely to
be making progress if they had stable
housing. This data continues to show
that the stipends are helpful, but not
the only indicator of success for youth
in the B2i program.
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