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Strengthening Families Learning Community Launched

On January 26, 2012, the Los Angeles County Chief Executive Office
(CEOQ) convened ten County departments to launch the Strengthening
Families Learning Community. (Relax — you are not going to be
confronted with yet another manual and host of new forms!)
Strengthening Families (SF) is an approach to working with families — it is
not a new program! The Protective Factors are the core of SF. By
infusing the Protective Factors into existing programs, strategies, and
systems, SF can be implemented through small but significant changes
in everyday actions.

The SF Learning Community is committed to learning how County
departments can incorporate the Protective Factors into their work and
how to increase collaborations across departments and with community
based agencies. Evidence has shown that families receiving services
from one department are frequently in need of or working with at least
one other County department and/or a community based agency. In
the absence of effective communication with County and community
colleagues, limited resources are not maximized and families are left on
their own to manage very complicated systems.

It is the collaborative potential of SF that makes it attractive to County
department heads, line staff and community agencies. In his remarks at
the launch, Chief Executive Officer Bill Fujioka noted that the work that
County departments and community based agencies have been doing
individually needs to be done collectively to strengthen families.

Goal Three of the Los Angeles County Strategic Plan calls for Integrated
Services Delivery. SF offers a common language and a common
approach that can be used by practitioners across multiple disciplines,
building a “platform for collaboration.” Just as young children need to
crawl! before they run, we need to communicate and collaborate before
we can integrate! For more information on the SF Learning Community
go to www.childcare.lacounty.gov.

We worry about what a child will become tomorrow,

yet we forget that he is someone today.
- Stacia Tauchser
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Protective Factors

the foundation of the

engthening Families
Approach

¢ Parental resilience

¢ Social connections

¢ Knowledge of parenting
and child development

¢ Concrete support in times
of need

¢ Social and emotional com-

petence of children

Families thrive when the
protective factors are robust in
their lives and communities.



Strengthening Families at Work

Strengthening Families serves as a “platform for collaboration” in over 30 states. Our Learning Com-
munity intends to build on the lessons learned by these pioneers. We recognize that our size and
density present real challenges in “going to scale.” However, the State of Illinois has demonstrated
that it is possible.

As Director of the lllinois Department of Children and Family Services, (IDCFS), Erwin McEwen was
convinced that IDCFS needed to shift from “the business of raising children” to the “business of
strengthening families.” Beginning in 2006, Mr. McEwen used Strengthening Families to initiate this
shift and to promote service integration across state departments and with community partners. Mr.
McEwen left IDCFS in 2011 and is currently a Senior Strategic Consultant with Casey Family Programs.
He very generously shared his thoughts on how Strengthening Families could facilitate the integration
of services in Los Angeles.

Question: Given this time of turmoil and limited resources - why should County departments infuse
Strengthening Families into their practices?

Strengthening Families offers an opportunity for County departments to reach far more families with
fewer dollars. We know that the majority of child welfare contact today is due to neglect — not abuse.
Neglect is often unintended harm that can be addressed with more information and knowledge for
parents. Strengthening Families offers a framework to deliver information and knowledge. By broadly
engaging families in Parent Cafes and Leadership Training, you begin to shift the parenting paradigm in
communities and more importantly, to reduce the demand for Child Welfare Services. The source of
the information and knowledge in Parent Cafes come from other parents in the community as they
share their challenges and talk about how the Protective Factors operate in their lives.

Question: Under your leadership, IDCFS engaged a variety of non-government organizations in
Strengthening Families. What value did these partnerships bring to the work?

We started our Strengthening Families Initiative in the early learning community, immediately
introducing a “new lens” to the work. Next, we engaged traditional child welfare providers, many of
whom also operated early learning programs, and finally, we engaged all human service

providers. These partnerships allowed the Initiative to be grounded and shaped at the community
level. The Strengthening Families Initiative introduced a volunteer nature into the service delivery
system that was challenging for some governmental human service agencies. Our community partners
also brought a more nimble approach to the work.

Question: What pitfalls should we try to avoid?
Jurisdictions should avoid thinking of Strengthening Families as a program, it is not. Strengthening
Families is an approach that:

= requires us to examine our values, beliefs and feelings about the children and families we serve
and what we believe these families are capable of achieving,

= forces us to leave the deficit/dysfunction model behind, and

= challenges us to acknowledge that parenting knowledge is present — and our job is to create
avenues for information and knowledge to be exchanged and leadership to be demonstrated.



Our Challenge

Another way to approach the challenge of “going to scale” is to
consider the “what if” question. Susan Kaplan, Executive Director of
Friends of the Family, posed the question eloquently at the “Early
Childhood Development and Well-being Learning Community
Meeting” held in September 2012. The following is excerpted from
her remarks.

For Friends of the Family and our network called the LA Partnership
for Child Well Being, all of our work is predicated on current and
emerging information on early brain development, pro-social
attachment, building language rich environments, enhancing
protective factors for children AND families, community capacity and
social network building, and partnership. We are but one of a number
of examples in our County of this kind of ground breaking model
focused on family and community transformation.

Still, since we embarked on this path a decade and a half ago, we have
been intrigued by and continuously noodle on the question of what
kind of impact could we have if we could take this way of working to
scale and enter into this as a collective endeavor? What if somehow
- all of LA’s child and family focused, but meandering, disconnected
and siloed systems — child welfare, health and mental health,
community based and government, family support, child
development, early care and education, recreation, law enforcement,
business and commerce — what if all of our systems and all of us who
occupy places in those systems, could amp up what we are doing and
create an integrated child well being system? Can you imagine a
Department of Child Well Being?

We know that to grow healthy and thrive, children need an
attachment connection with at least one reliably available, protective,
psychologically present and reasonably non-stressed adult. | can’t
imagine that we don’t all agree with Dr. Jack Shonkoff, that healthy
development in the early years provides the building blocks for
educational achievement, economic productivity, responsible
citizenship, lifelong health, strong communities and successful
parenting of the next generation. Yes, we KNOW these things

We know that better life outcomes can be achieved by decreasing the
number and severity of adverse early experiences and by
strengthening the relationships that protect young children from the
harmful effects of toxic stress — yet, even knowing this to be true, how
is it that we cannot seem to align, at scale, the services, programs,
activities and approaches that we implement for young children and

Continued on next page

Resources on Web

Center on the Developing Child at
Harvard University — a great source
for readable articles and engaging
videos that effectively translate brain
science into terms that non-scientists
can understand. Topics covered
include healthy brain development in
young children and the negative
impacts of poverty, abuse and
trauma on brain development.
http://developingchild.harvard.edu

Center for the Study of Social Policy
— describes the history and research
on the Strengthening Families
Approach and the Protective Factors.
Provides information on how the
Strengthening Families Approach is
being implemented around the
country.
www.cssp.org/reform/strengthen-
families

lllinois Strengthening Families —

a statewide movement to build the
Protective Factors that keep families
strong.
www.strengtheningfamiliesillinois.org

ReadyNation — a business partner-
ship for early childhood and eco-
nomic success. Strong materials to
present the importance of early brain
development to the public, including
a PowerPoint presentation ready for
download.
www.readynation.org/brainscience/

Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration (SAMHSA)
— an agency of the federal Health
and Human Services Administration.
The website hosts materials on Early
Childhood and Trauma, as well as
federal funding opportunities.
www.samhsa.gov/children/
earlychildhoodmat.asp

ZERO TO THREE — a great source for
training and advocacy materials,
including publications and videos
with a focus on infants and toddlers.
http://wwwzerotothree.org




Our Challenge—continued from the previous page

their families? How do we close this unacceptable gap between what science tells us about early
development and what we are doing to support young children?

| am a sociologist and a UCLA MBA educated systemologist AND an LA born and bred, schooled and
cultured resident of our County, and Director of one of our County’s premier family strengthening and
community development agencies. I've lived and worked here in this City and County for a long time
AND I'm tired of hearing that Los Angeles is too big, that we are too spread out, that we have too many
people to make any difference at scale.

We need to find the way to close this huge gap between what we know about growing healthy children
and what we do in terms of policy and practice. It is one thing to wax poetically about protective
factors and prevention, family driven strength based services and leveling the playing field and a whole
other thing to change our practice, work habits, conditioned responses, bureaucratic ways and familiar
activities.

This, then, is a call to courage — which, you know, derives from the Latin root “cor” or French “Coeur” —
that is, HEART. This is HEART work. This is about developing the traction to shift the paradigm to child
well being, and not just child safety, as our utmost concern and finding a way around the entropy that
keeps us doing the same things that keep not working even though we KNOW better.

I want to know and | want you to want to know what it will take to move the innovative stuff that is
being done on the margins to scale! We can’t just keep MEETING like this — our children’s lives depend
on us! We are fundamentally organizing a MOVEMENT and we must all take our rightful place in it.

This is the time and we are the ones. We should not allow what we have learned and the efforts we
are expending to remain small. We must CONNECT our efforts in such a way that we emerge as a
powerful system of influence for change and transformation.

| will close with this comment, “It is not up to us as individuals to finish this work, but neither can we
desist from it — we must do our part, even if it is but a little bit, to help.

For more information about Friends of the Family, call (818) 988-4340 or visit their website at
www.fofca.org.

ming Conferences and Training Opportunities

, 2012 - Zero to Three’s 27" National Training Institute — JW Marriott — LA Live.
Register at www.zttnticonference.org.

+  Online training option—The National Alliance of Children’s Trust and Prevention Funds offers a free, online
training course on Strengthening Families and the Protective Factors. For more information, visit

www.ctfalliance.org/onlinetraining.htm.

Your Thoughts
This is the first edition of Learning Community Update, published by the Office of Child Care in the Service
Integration Branch of the Chief Executive Office. =~ We are interested in your feedback. Did we offer new
information, stimulate a conversation with your colleagues, or raise a question? Do you have resources to share
in our next edition due out in early 2013? Send your comments to msartell@ceo.lacounty.gov.




