Checkered Flag - Community Cafe

Guess What!
· Florida ranks 48th in most child well-being ratings.  
· In Volusia County, there are over 900 children in out of home placement due to abuse and neglect and over 800 children on a waiting list for child care. Parents can't work when there's no stable place for their children while they're at their jobs or looking for work.  
· Parents are facing many stressors that put them at risk for poverty, violence, substance abuse, and mental illness. 

· Current systems are often at capacity and are annually in threat of cuts because of a struggling economy and limited state and local resources. 
· Our social services, courts, and child welfare systems are often disconnected from one another and difficult to navigate by the families they are funded to serve.

· Families are “recipients” of services and are directed by agencies about what they must do to meet various requirements.

· This sets up an “us” and “them” relationship which often results in mistrust and resistance.

· Families are directed to reach many agencies/services via referral by case managers and often have a case manager assigned from various agencies at one time.

· The current model focuses more on what is “wrong” with the family and is not cohesive in its ability to capitalize on what strengths the family has to offer.

· Many families passively “take” what is offered and are not really held accountable to mutual goals.  According to feedback from a recent consumer summit hosted by the Thrive by Five committee, families surveyed reported that they feel that they are not really expected to succeed, nor do they feel like an active or equal partner with many of the agencies from which they receive services.

· Essential Protective Factors are not integrated comprehensively into our current system of care and consequently, despite agencies efforts, many of our outcomes associated with violence, abuse and neglect do not make significant progress as a whole.

· Evidence-based programs exist in some agencies but collective information about the impact they have in the areas of family violence, abuse and neglect is not available for evaluation by the community or the child welfare system(s) in a consistent logic-based framework.

It is time to embrace practices that work to improve these outcomes and listen to the families in our community.  We have set up social service systems in silos based on government funding streams.  These silos by nature are agency-driven and force families into eligibility compartments with many gaps in between.  Too often the services are driven by crisis situations that families find themselves in.

What If??

What if our community built a system of care based on what evidence tells us will work and we could measure outcomes that tell us how effectively our money is being spent?  What if families had access to a place where they were equal partners with social service agencies and were expected to be an active part of helping the community?  Families are rich with abilities and have much to bring to the table.
What if agencies, medical professionals, government entities such as the Department of Children and Families and the Health Department and local municipalities had an access point where families are welcomed, engaged, and do not have meet specific "criteria" to make progress?  
It is possible and it is being done in progressive communities and states around the country.  Significant outcomes are being achieved and money is stretching further.  Changes had to be made but these models show us it can be done.  
How Do We Do It??

It starts with a dialogue.  In Volusia and Flagler counties, this dialogue began in November, 2010 and culminated in May, 2011 with a two day Summit.  Families and agencies united together and had an opportunity to develop a strategic plan that capitalizes on all of our strengths, while acknowledging the challenges. Since this time, key agency and family leaders have continued the dialogue and have united to research ways to implement the strategies we developed together.  It starts with the Community Cafe.    

What is a Community Cafe?
A Community Cafe begins with a series of dialogues with families and agencies at the table as equal partners.  It has developed into a mutual understanding that families need access to services and a place they can work as active change agents.  We have set up the first "Community Cafe" at the Bonner Center in Daytona Beach and asked for funding to open a total of three cafes in a proposal that was submitted to the County of Volusia Children and Families Advisory Board as a response to an open bid by County Purchasing.  We will continue to work with community leaders in the public and private sector to grow and sustain what we have started. 

How Does it Work??

This is not an untested concept.  It is part of an evidence-based framework known as Strengthening Families.  This positive framework can and should be developed to guide us in a) reducing duplication of service/effort; b) empowering families to be accountable for their progress, c) fostering protective factors in evidence-based programs and services, d) utilizing parents as valuable human resources and the central point of change, and e) incorporating data that measures outcomes that can be evaluated system-wide.
Start With Protection!!
The research tells us that families who have certain protective factors can be awesome parents and community members even in the face of adversity.  Florida has mandated integration of these factors into our programs and services to address child abuse and neglect.
The Five Protective Factors in the Strengthening Families framework are:

· Parental Resilience – the ability to cope and bounce back from all types of challenges.
· Social Connections – friends, family members, neighbors and other members of the community who provide emotional support and concrete assistance to families.
· Concrete support in time of need: Financial security to cover day-to-day expenses, unexpected costs, crisis services and access to formal assistance like TANF and Medicaid

· Knowledge of parenting and child development – accurate information about raising children and appropriate expectations for their behavior
· Social and emotional competence of children – a child’s ability to interact positively with others and communicate his or her emotions effectively
Community Cafés

Community Cafés are places where families can gain social support, technological support and concrete support in setting and accomplishing goals to strengthen their families and be contributing members of the community. Community Cafés will be run in partnership with agency partners and family advocates, who will have intense training through the Federation of Families Promising Practices "Parents on a Mission" program. Community Cafés will have the following resources available to families in a safe and welcoming environment.
· Family Counselors qualified to provide intervention and support
· Peer Advocates trained to assist other families in social services navigation and goal-setting.

· ACCESS partnerships through the Department of Children and Families so that families can apply for Medicaid and other assistance on-line.

· Computers for linking to One Stop on-line application and reporting, job application development, family support planning (family goals and activities) in the Well Family Data System (WFS), on-line parenting activities, and other activities for which on-line accessibility may be required.

· Social Connections and a meeting place for developing relationships with other families as a means of friendship and support.

· Information about child care and parenting resources as well as on-site parenting classes utilizing the evidence-based Parents as Teachers and the Parenting Wisely parenting programs.  This will be particularly helpful for those parents who have court mandates to complete parenting as part of a court ordered case plan but need flexible hours due to work schedules or child care issues..
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The Community Café is a “no wrong door” environment whose atmosphere and activities are co-run by Peer Advocates and Café “members.”

In addition, we are working with parents to develop a “checkered flag” theme that puts families in the “driver’s seat” and encourages them to “start their engines” on their journey to be great caregivers.  Café members are rewarded for consistently working to improve their own lives and help others.  Each goal they set and accomplish is another “finish line” that earns an incentive such as a gas card or gift card.  Agency representatives serve as the “pit crew” to support them, not to drive for them.  The Community Cafe model serves as a way to expand capacity, measure outcomes, and include families in equal partnership with social service agencies.
Staffing

Family Counselor: The Family Counselors are professionals with training in the Parents as Teachers curriculum, the Parenting Wisely curriculum and the "Parents on a Mission" Peer Advocate certification.  These positions must be a minimum bachelor degree, Master’s Degree preferred with 2 years experience working with at-risk families.  They must be able to provide intervention and prevention counseling with families at the cafés and assist with the coordination of Peer Advocate schedules and activities.  They will also receive training in utilization of the Well Family Data System (WFS) in order to assist families in developing individualized family plans and inputting information about families they serve.  They will also learn how to ensure protective features of the system are utilized and enabled in order to protect confidentiality.
Peer Advocates: These are caregivers who have experience in navigating programs and services, and who are provided with specific training on supporting other parents/caregivers and working within the Strengthening Families framework as a partner with social service agencies and child welfare/family violence systems.   Peer Advocate/Educators will receive training, fingerprinting, regular reviews, and receive incentives for their work in the Community Café’s.  Peer advocates are leaders and receive training in helping other parents develop their own leadership skills.  
Peer Advocate Training – This 40 hour training prepares caregivers to be peer advocates in the Community Cafés and within the community.  Parents learn how social service systems operate, how to effectively assist peers in navigating in social service systems, and how to be effective Board members and advisory group members as partners to the social services sector.  Of the 49 families in attendance at the Summit, over half indicated they would be interested in providing some type of peer support.  Two of the family member attendees assisted in writing this proposal.
Community Café Members: These are parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, caregivers and neighbors who are critical partners in raising children in our community. When families enter the café, the Family Counselor and/or peer advocate educators will greet the family members and, as they get to know the families will invite them to complete a protective factors survey and the community café membership packet and family profile. All members will have the opportunity to review a menu of community supports and resources from which they can develop their own unique family support plan. Once completed, each family will receive a Community Café membership card, an incentive which will provide them with the opportunity for additional resources through the café and local community. Community Café members will be able to attend a variety of activities to include:
· One-on-one counseling – by appointment with Family Counselor as part of the individualized family plan.
· Parents as Teachers training and Parenting Wisely on-line parenting.
· Strengthening Multi-Ethnic Families and Communities – Promising Practices Family Violence Prevention Program

· Family Fun Days

· Community Café Facebook groups
· Community Gardening
· Babysitting support

· Yoga and personal fitness

· Resource Navigation sessions – United Way 211 orientation
· Community Gardening 
· “Kids in the Kitchen” teaching children to make simple healthy meals and snacks
· Fingerprinting and identification

· Family budgeting and coupon cutting

· Speed Networking – to build social connections
· Skill Sharing – families will fill out a questionnaire inquiring about their special talents.  These sessions will encourage ways for members to teach what they know to each other or trade one talent for another.  

· Fresh Start for Women and New Directions for Men – overview of Daytona State College’s opportunities for families in transition who are interested in pursuing education and/or personal development

As we work with Community Café volunteers, we anticipate the number of activities recommended by the families to increase over time.  We will work to get donations from the community to enhance the budgeted incentives and ask local businesses to offer discounts to Community Café members.

Who Will Help?

We have garnered support from partners who will assist in these activities to include:

· The Healthy Start Coalition of Flagler and Volusia Countes, Inc. is currently taking the lead!  Our Healthy Families Program has shown us that evidence-based practices can and do promote and achieve family well-being.
· Advanced Micro Systems and Solutions – donation of computers and operating systems for families to use with technical support as needed.

· Go Beyond, LLC – user capability for the Café activity data for staff, Peer Advocates, and Families with encryptions to ensure high security and confidentiality standards.  Enables evaluation of activities and outcomes.
· Daytona State College – support for assisting families in accessing Fresh Start for Women and New Directions for Men
· Stewart Marchman ACT Behavioral Health Care - assessments and linkage to Healthy Start, Healthy Families, substance abuse and mental health services.
· United Way – linkage from and to the 211 Resource and Referral System

· Department of Children and Families – ACCESS partnerships for assistance in Medicaid and assistance applications from the Café sites.

· Early Learning Coalition – qualified Family Counselors to provide individual and group counseling and education with an emphasis on development of the five protective factors.

· The Chiles Academy – provision of facilities usage for one Community Café site with access to on site services to include women’s health, pediatric care, community gardening, “micro-bucks” to the student run businesses (Thrifty Chic Boutique, Photo Center, etc.) low cost lunches, and hourly babysitting by volunteers for parents in counseling sessions or parenting classes.   

How Will We Know It's Working?
Each component of the Community Café will be evaluated with specific outcomes in mind.  Because information will be collected in the Well Family Data System (WFS), data can be compiled into specific reports for review.  The Project Coordinator will be responsible for overall monitoring and evaluation of the components.  Evaluation activities will be summarized for review and strategic planning with all participating partners.  Specific tools will assist in the evaluation of certain components to include:
· Protective Factors Survey – this instrument measures the ability for parents to deal with day-to-day stressors and support the needs of their children.  These surveys will be filled out by all new members and will be re-administered in 6 month increments to evaluate effectiveness of interventions and improvement of family protective factors

· Strengthening Multi-Ethnic Families and Community – this research-based family violence prevention training program has evaluation tools in Spanish and English that are filled out before and after sessions to evaluate participant understanding and changes in knowledge and behavior.  These will be administered by the Family Counselor and reviewed by the Project Coordinator.  
· Peer Advocates – competencies of advocates will be reviewed monthly by the Café site Family Counselor and Project Coordinator.  Peer Advocates will receive ongoing support and guidance to improve skills and develop competencies.

· Individual Family Plans will be checked for goals that are accomplished as the family member “crosses the finish line.” These accomplishments will have incentives associated with them.

· Community Café Daily Log Sheet – each individual entering the Community Café will fill out a Daily Log Sheet which captures the date, membership number (unique client), number of units received, zip code of residence, age, race, gender, plan developed or updated, counseling and/or parenting services received.  This will allow review of all attendees at the Café even if they did not put information into the Well Family System. 
· Parents as Teachers evidence-based parenting completion tools will measure effectiveness in parents understanding of child development and other critical elements associated with parent’s ability to support child well-being.

· Parenting Wisely is a virtual Parenting Program that allows parents to access parenting information according to their time schedules.  Parents who work and have children need the flexibility to access the information they need when they can - not when it is convenient for agencies.

As the Community Cafes grow, parents will identify the tools and activities that will work in alignment with their needs.  They are the experts about what their family challenges are.

Young families have a knowledge of technology in a changing world and communicate in ways many of us could not have imagined a decade ago.  Those families who face a digital divide can "catch up" with the help of families in the network who are more progressive and have had opportunities they have not. We are already seeing this phenomenon in action and it is inspiring and builds a momentum all its own. 

But Change is Hard!!  We Have Never Done This Before!!!
The social service culture may feel an initial "shock" but will soon learn that they do not have to do their job alone.  Families thrive when they are acknowledged for what they have to offer and can capitalize on each other.  Agencies can respond to their needs instead of reacting to crisis.  It is time to move from "Us" and "Them" to "WE."    Let's think like business-people.  Like in any good business, the consumer is the key.
Who Can Participate?
You!!!  If you would like more information about how to become a part of the Community Cafe dialogue and Resource Center, contact Dixie Morgese at Healthy Start 386-252-4277, dixie.morgese@healthystartfv.org.

Let's get moving!  It's time for a change!  If we do what we've always done - we'll get what we've always gotten.  Let's ALL get more!
We can reach the finish line together - but we have to first START OUR ENGINES!

