SCENARIO #1

SPRINGDALE, USA……

A COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP FOR PROTECTING CHILDREN 

The community:

Springdale is a medium-sized town of 25,000 people.  Ten years ago, a toddler was fatally injured due to physical abuse by her mother’s live-in boyfriend.  The public outcry from this tragedy resulted in Springdale’s building a solid partnership aimed at protecting children. This partnership included DHS, faith communities, the courts, foster parent programs, businesses, domestic violence programs, substance abuse treatment agencies and others.  Springdale adopted the four key strategies of the Community Partnership approach:  

1. Family Team Meetings to individualize services and supports for vulnerable children and their families, combining formal and informal help.

2. Neighborhood/Community Networking to bolster “the usual” services offered to children and families.  In Springdale, this included a strong linkage with domestic violence and substance abuse treatment agencies, as well as faith-based organizations.

3. Policy and Practice Change within DHS and across the community to reach Springdale’s goal that DHS be viewed as helpful to children and families, while maintaining its mandate to protect children from abuse and/or neglect.

4. Shared Decision-Making to anchor the efforts of Springdale residents and to make sure many voices participate in planning, assessing and adding supports and services for kids and their families.

The story:

Mary is the single parent of two toddlers, three-year old Robbie and two-year old Cindy.  Four years ago, the family moved to Springdale because Mary lost her job in the small rural community she called home.   Because Mary had very little money, the only housing she could find in Springdale was a dilapidated trailer in a neighborhood of similar trailers near a busy thoroughfare.  Mary found work at a near-by fast food restaurant and used a neighbor as a day care provider for Robbie and Cindy.  Mary was very lonely and began to spend time with the guy who lived next door.  He suggested they try some meth, and from that time on, Mary was “hooked.”  It didn’t take long for Mary to be brought to the attention of DHS, which initiated an assessment of the situation.  It was determined that Robbie and Cindy could not remain with Mary and they were placed together in a foster home.   

The intervention:

The Springdale’s Community Partnership collaborative worked hard to establish a community partnership approach to help children like Robbie and Cindy.  Because of these efforts, Robbie and Cindy’s outcomes look promising.  Mary attended a Family Team Meeting to further assess the situation and to begin planning for her children and herself. Mary was worried about this meeting, but was surprised at how helpful it was.  She was urged to bring people with her to the meeting who could support her.  Mary decided to invite the children’s babysitter as well as her mother who lived about 90 miles away.  The DHS assessment worker and the foster care worker were both at the meeting.  Representatives from the HeadStart program, the substance abuse treatment provider, and a Parent Partner were also present.  As a result of the meeting, a plan was developed that ensured that Robbie and Cindy would:  (1) stay safe in foster care;  (2) have twice weekly visits with Mary at the residential substance abuse treatment program that Mary was entering;  (3) be enrolled in HeadStart – an experience that would continue when they returned to Mary’s care;  (4) have weekend visits with their grandmother;  (5) be transitioned into the residential treatment program with Mary after 30 days.  This plan enabled Robbie and Cindy to stay connected with their mother and grandmother, while being safely nurtured in a foster home.  Their HeadStart participation ensured academic development.  The plan allowed Mary to enter a high quality residential treatment program where she eventually was reunited with her children. The plan also provided her a Parent Partner who helped her navigate the DHS and court systems.  The Parent Partner coached Mary, provided encouragement and hope for a better future.  Finally, Mary began attending “Moms Off Meth” meetings - a support group which enabled her to meet other women who were successfully maintaining their sobriety. 

The result:

At this point in time, Springdale has been implementing the Community Partnerships approach for four years.  Because the plan crafted for the children and Mary at the Family Team Meeting (and at subsequent meetings) was strengths-based and addressed family members’ needs, Mary has been successfully reunited with her children for more than 18 months.  The network of services and supports available to Robbie, Cindy and their mother helped enable them to succeed.  The policy and practice changes of DHS and other formal service providers enabled Mary to feel hopeful and supported.  Having a Parent Partner was particularly helpful to Mary.  In fact, today, Mary is applying to be a Parent Partner herself, reaching out to “new” parents in the DHS system.  And the children are doing well.  Robbie entered kindergarten this fall and his teacher reports that he is above average academically and socially.  Cindy continues at HeadStart.  What’s next for the Shared Decision-Making group in Springdale?  Well, members are seeking funding and assistance to initiate a program for older youth in foster care.  Stay tuned to learn more about it! 

SCENARIO #2

SPRINGDALE, USA……

The community:

At this point in time, Springdale has been using the community partnership approach for protecting children for the past six years.  The four partnership strategies continue to offer a roadmap for services, supports and approaches that benefit children and their families. One of these approaches is the Iowa Youth Dream Team planning process.  In Springdale, the Shared Decision-Making group decided to initiate the Dream Team planning process because they learned that youth who age out of foster care are at high risk for homelessness, incarceration and mental health problems.  A foster youth who is a member of Springdale’s Shared Decision-Making group provided members with important data about this population and urged them to support the Iowa Youth Dream Teams.  

The story:

Kenny is a 16 year old who has been in foster care since age seven.  Kenny has been in more than 15 placements during his nine years in care, including family foster homes, residential treatment centers, shelters, and psychiatric settings.  Kenny has no contact with his birth family and parental rights were severed when Kenny was 10.  He was briefly placed in an adoptive home at age 11, but the placement disrupted when the adoptive parents divorced.  Kenny has managed to stay in school, though he is two years behind his age-mates.  He has average intelligence and social skills.  His biggest problems are poor school attendance, occasional running away, and anger issues.  Kenny is very anxious to get “out of the system.”  He wants to join the Air Force when he becomes 18.  His caseworker, John, is concerned that Kenny has few, if any, adults who will maintain a relationship with Kenny once he leaves foster care.  John is also worried that Kenny will not realize his goal of joining the Air Force if he does not improve his school performance and attendance and ultimately graduate from high school.    

The intervention:

At his last unit meeting, Kenny’s worker (John) learned about a new program for youth who are in foster care.  This program is called the Iowa Youth Dream Team and aims to build a network of supports for foster youth who will be (or already are) aging out of the foster care system.  The Youth Dream Team is somewhat similar to the Family Team Meeting strategy, in that it helps to develop a plan for youth to achieve their goals.  John talked with Kenny about having a Dream Team gathering and Kenny was willing to give it a try.  John and Kenny spent a lot of time preparing for the gathering.  Kenny was encouraged to identify people who could help him meet his goal and/or support him at the gathering.  Kenny invited his art teacher, a former foster parent, and two friends.  John searched through Kenny’s case record to try and find others who might be interested in supporting Kenny.  He located Kenny’s aunt who had been considered as a placement possibility when Kenny first entered care.  He also invited the army recruiter and Kenny’s school counselor.  During the gathering, Kenny stated his own goals and used the assembled team to identify and tackle barriers.  A series of Dream Team gatherings followed to celebrate Kenny’s successes and to modify the plan when needed.  Kenny and his aunt were able to develop a close connection; and Kenny finally had at least one adult in his life who demonstrated unconditional caring.    

The result:

The Iowa Youth Dream Team helped Kenny meet his goal of enlisting in the Air Force.  His DHS worker, John, embodied the thoughtful approach to preparing Kenny for adulthood that is called for in policy and practice change.  Indeed, John was receptive to trying something new to help Kenny succeed, and it worked!  The network of supports that surrounded Kenny at his first Dream Team gathering remained important to helping Kenny fulfill his dreams.  Kenny’s relationship with his aunt blossomed, and he was finally able to be placed in her home prior to his senior year in high school.  Kenny did NOT leave foster care at age 18.  Instead, he stuck with his plan, finished high school and enlisted in the Air Force.  Several members of his Dream Team attended his graduation from Basic Training - a huge milestone and achievement for Kenny.  What’s next for the Shared Decision-Making group in Springdale?  Members want to focus new efforts at preventing child abuse by supporting vulnerable families though the Circles of Support program.  Stay tuned to learn more about it! 

SCENARIO #3

SPRINGDALE, USA……

The community:

The residents of Springdale continue to search for programs that support children, youth and families.  They have been using a community partnership approach for protecting children for the past ten years, and people from all walks of life are supportive of these efforts.  A young father met with the Shared Decision-Making group to talk about the difficulties he faced while raising his three young children on his own.  He had problems securing childcare, locating adequate housing, finding a good-paying job, and meeting other young parents.  It was obvious that many families in Springdale struggled with similar concerns.  As a result, the Shared Decision-Making group decided to embark on prevention efforts that would use the same four partnership strategies, but with a reach into children and families’ lives before abuse and/or neglect occured.  One of these prevention activities is known as “Circles of Support.”

The story:

Joe is a single father with three children.  The oldest, Sadie, is in 2nd grade.  The younger two kids go to a childcare center near Joe’s home.  Initially, Joe approached the Shared Decision-Making group because he needed help in finding childcare that matched his work schedule.  Joe worked a swing shift, so every-other-week, he needed child care from 3 p.m. until 11 p.m.  He had been cobbling together friends and acquaintances to cover this time frame, but the inconsistency was causing problems.  Besides, sometimes Joe used people that he barely knew - a situation that he worried about.  In addition, Joe was barely surviving financially and could only afford rent in a crumbling apartment house with no children’s play area.  The factory where he worked was threatening to close, and Joe knew he lacked skills to land a good job elsewhere.  He often was frustrated with his life and took it out on his children, yelling at them over minor infractions and feeling hopeless and isolated.  All of these problems placed Sadie and her siblings at risk.  The Shared Decision-Making group suggested that Joe contact the community-based organization that offers the Circles of Support program.

The intervention:

Joe was desperate for help.  He contacted the agency that offered Circles of Support and asked for assistance.  To his surprise, staff were helpful and responsive.  They arranged to meet with him to discuss his hopes for his children and himself, and they provided childcare while he completed his interview.  The following evening, Joe was invited to attend a dinner provided by local church to meet other parents.  Best of all, he could bring his kids and they could play with other children in a nurturing and structured setting!  Joe and his kids became regulars at the community dinner.  Joe eventually asked for his own Circles of Support session in which community members and others would help Joe identify goals and develop plans for success.  The first meeting addressed Joe’s immediate need for adequate childcare for his kids.  Subsequent Circles of Support sessions helped Joe and his children move forward toward improved financial and social conditions.    

The result:

Through the Circles of Support process, Joe was able to obtain affordable, good quality childcare for Sadie and her siblings.  Sadie is starting 3rd grade and is doing well in school.  She and her siblings have benefited from the childcare home they attend, and all three children are thriving.  In addition, members of Joe’s Circle of Support helped him identify his career goal of auto body repair and connected him with vocational and business establishments that enabled this his dream to come true.   Today, Joe is buying a modest home, with a fenced-in yard for his kids.  He has been working at a well-respected auto body repair shop and recently received a promotion and a pay raise.  Joe and his kids continue to attend the community dinners, and Joe has begun to volunteer to work with another struggling family as part of their Circle of Support.  When Joe was growing up, Springdale didn’t offer much to help people.   He and his kids benefited from the Policy and Practice Change that has been occurring during the past decade.   What’s next for the Shared Decision-Making group in Springdale?  Well, children and families will always have needs and the Shared Decision-Making group will search carefully to match those needs with resources.  
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