STARTING FAMILY ORIENTATION SESSIONS

“HOW TO BEGIN”

Introduction

In 2007, the Iowa Department of Human Services (DHS), as part of the Community Partnership for Protecting Children (CPPC) initiative, implemented the Parent Partner approach. Parent Partners are carefully selected persons who have been involved with DHS due to child protection issues. Most have had their children removed for a time, with successful reunification, exceptions include Parent Partners who lived in substance abuse recovery facilities with their children and Parent Partners who have experienced termination of their parental rights. It is these experiences that make Parent Partners so beneficial to families who are currently receiving DHS services due to allegations of child abuse and/or neglect.  

Parent Partners have many responsibilities, chief among them to serve as individual mentors to parents who have a case plan with DHS. Hence, a Parent Partner may be assigned one or more families to work with on a 1:1 basis. The goal of this work is to help parents successfully complete their case plan goals, speeding reunification or securing safety, stability, and permanency for the child if reunification is not possible.    

As of January 1, 2009, there are 12 counties promoting the Parent Partner approach. The four original pilot sites include:  Lakes region (includes Clay, Dickinson, O’Brien, and Osceola counties; Sioux cluster (includes Cherokee, Lyon, Plymouth, and Sioux counties; Polk County; and Linn County.  More recently, Madison, Marion, and Warren Counties and Wapello County have initiated the Parent Partner approach. 

Each Parent Partner site is making good progress in “matching” Parent Partners with parents who are currently working with DHS. However, as sites deepen their work with parents, it has become clear that nearly all parents and other family members would benefit from some form of orientation to help them prepare for their relationship with DHS. This is true for parents who have a Parent Partner as well as those who do not.  

The purpose of this guide is to assist sites in developing an orientation process for DHS-involved families.  While helpful, this guide does not replace the need for formation of strong, trust-based relationships among Parent Partner coordinators, Parent Partners, and all who participate in the Parent Partner approach.   

Cedar Rapids was the first Parent Partner site to develop a Family Orientation process. Their experience has been invaluable in assisting in the development of this guide, and the specifics this guide offers are only suggestions based upon those experiences

Stage 1:  Developing the infrastructure

“Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”……………Helen Keller

Before embarking on a Family Orientation process, several pre-requisites exist.  These are:

· A functioning Parent Partner approach, which includes Parent Partners, as well as others affiliated with the program (those in roles as Program Allies, Parent Partner Aides, or Parent Partners in Training).  
· A Parent Partner coordinator (or designee) who has the time and talent to lead (or co-lead) the development of Family Orientation. (In Cedar Rapids, a Parent Partner was designated the responsibility of establishing the Family Orientation process. This resulted in strong support and time commitments from other Parent Partners and helped to shape the content of the Orientation.)

· Community support so that meeting locations, and if needed food, childcare (if offered), and transportation services are available.

· An agreement with DHS so child protection workers or others inform parents about Family Orientation sessions when a family begins a case plan.

· A Parent Partner coordinator (or designee) who can actively engage family members who are prospective participants in the Family Orientation session. This “prep” time includes face-to-face meeting(s) to explain Family Orientation; to identify what the family members wish to learn about; and to identify and allay any fears or obstacles to their active participation. In many cases, follow-up phone call(s) and/or letters will need to be sent to remind prospective participants of the date and time of Family Orientation.

Stage 2:  Defining your “Family Orientation” process

“Think left and think right and think low and think high. Oh, the thinks you can think up if only you try!” ………Dr. Seuss


Once the pre-requisites noted in Stage 1 are in place, it is time to think through what your Family Orientation process should be. Those defining Family Orientation should include, but not be limited to: Parent Partners and others affiliated with the Parent Partner program; DHS staff; Parent Partner coordinator; and community stakeholders.  

Questions to be answered include:

· “How will our families learn about Family Orientation?”

· “What information and materials do we want to provide families?”
· “How should this be provided?” (Options may include one session; several sessions, etc.)
· “Who should facilitate the sessions?”
· “Where should we host our session(s)?”
· “When should they be held?”
· Who can attend?  (Is this only for parents who have lost custody of their child(ren), or can stepparents, other relatives, non-custodial parents, and friends attend as well?)
· What is required to “complete” Family Orientation? (Will participants have to attend 3 consecutive sessions, or can they attend session #1, for example, in January, and finish sessions #2 and #3 in March? Cedar Rapids expects participants complete three consecutive sessions so that the group builds relationships. )
· How do we ensure confidentiality? (Cedar Rapids passes around a confidentiality sheet that all participants sign; this is coupled with a brief discussion about confidentiality.)
· “What else is needed”?  (food, transportation, childcare, written materials, etc.)

It will be helpful to contact other sites that have developed a Family Orientation program to help you define your Orientation process. Kyla Madsen, state coordinator for Parent Partners would be a good place to start.  Kyla’s phone number is:  515-725-0083; e-mail is kmadsen@dhs.state.ia.us. Kyla can also refer you to other locations with well-functioning Family Orientation processes.    

Stage 3:  Finding useful resources

“There are some people who live in a dream world, and there are some who face reality; and then there are those who turn one into the other.”…Douglas Everett
This guide offers several suggestions to consider when defining your Family Orientation program.

1. There are useful materials in the Building a Better Future (BABF) curriculum that can be adapted to a Family Orientation session. Modules 1 and 2 cover DHS policies/practices and grief and loss may be particularly helpful. Also, there are numerous exercises contained throughout the entire curriculum that could be used during Family Orientation sessions. Exercises from the curriculum that have been particularly useful include: “face in the mirror”; paper folding; and the problem-solving worksheet.

2. Requesting that parents attend a series of Family Orientation sessions may help parents begin to build relationships with other parents, Parent Partners, and others who can be helpful to them as they complete their case plans. Offering a series of sessions also helps to break down isolation --- a key ingredient in families where child maltreatment occurs.  For example, Cedar Rapids offers three sessions, one week apart.    

3. All sessions must be held at times and locations that are convenient for families.  Generally, this will be evenings and/or weekends.  

4. Location of the Family Orientation sessions should ideally be in a community setting where families may access other services. For example, a community center may be used for Orientation, but this same center may also offer a free medical clinic, Head Start classes, house Parent Partners, etc. Once families become familiar with a location through their attendance at Family Orientation, they may be more comfortable accessing other resources that are housed at the setting.

5. Selection of facilitators to lead Family Orientation sessions is critical. It’s encouraged that both a Parent Partner and a professional lead sessions.  It will be important to help parents address their fear and anger without encouraging resistance and non-compliance.

6. A good way to engage parents new to DHS is to offer a comfortable setting. Often, this may include a meal, snacks, an offer of transportation, if necessary, and childcare. Linn County has a cadre of community volunteers who prepare and deliver a meal for each Family Orientation session.  

7. It will be critical that a mechanism be devised so that families working with DHS are aware of Family Orientation sessions. You may enlist DHS assessment workers, FTDM facilitators, or others to provide parents with contact information so they can contact a Parent Partner Coordinator (or designee) in order to learn about Family Orientation sessions as well as other assistance available to them. Most places may want to develop a flyer to be handed to parents when they begin their assessment (or as soon thereafter as possible).

Stage 4:  Preparing Family Orientation

“I have been impressed with the urgency of doing.  Knowing is not enough; we must apply.  Being willing is not enough; we must do.”……Leonardo da Vinci

Once you have completed stages 1 through 3, it’s time to prepare for your first Family Orientation session.     

The following checklist may be helpful for your first venture:

Checklist for Family Orientation

Do I have a list of names, with contact information, of parents and other family members who plan to attend?

· Has someone contacted each participant to invite/remind them of the session?

· Is there a guide or curriculum to be used for each Family Orientation session to be offered?

· Is the facility and room where the Family Orientation is being held welcoming? (“Welcome” posters, table toys and candy?)

· Are there small gifts for a “fabulous prizes” break?  

· Have facilitators been identified and prepared to lead each session?

· ​​​​​​Is there a handbook of helpful materials for every participant?

· ​​​Is the location of the Orientation session easily accessible and non-stigmatizing?

· Have arrangement been made to provide food for parents, trainers and others who may be attending?

If you can answer “yes” to each item, you are ready to host your first Family 

Orientation Session!  

Stage 5:  Hosting Parent Orientation 

“Example is not the main thing in influencing others, it is the only thing.”….Albert 

Schweitzer 

Some things to keep in mind as you are hosting your Family Orientation sessions include:

· Make sure that sessions offer many opportunities for parents to ask questions and obtain clarification about DHS and court processes;

· Help parents gain hope as they hear the stories of Parent Partners or others who have successfully navigated the DHS child-welfare system;

· Allow people to vent, but try to move on so that motivation is enhanced;

· Offer opportunities for parents to identify what they want to hear more about, have as a speaker in a later session, etc.

· Facilitators should be skilled at engaging parents and modeling good communication skills;

· Consider doing a before/after survey to determine participants’ progress;

· Ensure that parents are given information about community resources that may be helpful to them;

· Ask parents to evaluate each session so that Family Orientation is continuously improved.

Stage 6:  Fine-tuning the process 

“Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future.”….John F. Kennedy 

As each session of Family  Orientation is delivered, stakeholders should meet to discuss the strengths and challenges of the process. Having evaluations completed by parents/participants at the end of each session will be helpful in identifying what worked and what did not.  

It will also be important to assess if you are offering Family Orientation sessions often enough to meet the needs of families working with DHS. If you only have a few families in this situation, consider how to provide them with support while waiting for a formal Orientation session. As you deliver Family Orientation, you will begin to identify topics that must be covered, as well as topics that may be covered, depending upon the unique needs of the particular participant group. It will be important to identify which are musts and which are mays.

While most places may begin with two co-trainers prepared to lead the Orientation process, it is critical that you identify and prepare new trainers who can step in as needed.  

Finally, families who come together for several Family Orientation sessions may wish to continue to meet and support one another. Many sites will want to consider developing some form of Family Support to meet this need.  

Note:  An appendix to this document includes a sample agenda of the Family Orientation process.  

