strengthening families

‘ THROUGH EARLY CARE &‘ EDUCATION

addison county parent / child center

Middlebury, VT

Overview

In 1979, the Addison County Parent / Child Center was
born out of a community task force and a federal grant
to help provide a good start for children under the
age of three. The task force determined that its
community needed quality childcare for infants and
toddlers and outreach visits for these children’s
mothers. Today, the center has grown to become a
model of comprehensive programming for children
from birth to three and services for young parents.

The Addison County Parent / Child Center’s mission is
to provide support and education to families and
make sure that children have the opportunity to grow
up healthy, happy, and productive. The center
nurtures self-esteem in both children and parents
through on-site parent education and childcare,
community outreach and prevention, and community
network development. The center’s programs and
activities:

e Strengthen families

e Help young families achieve self-sufficiency

e Prevent and alleviate major stresses on families

e Ensure that all children get the love and positive
attention they need

e Help teenagers make responsible decisions about
family life

e Encourage prevention activities in the community

e Promote cooperation among agencies

e Help other community groups establish similar
programs
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Profile
Staffing

e Childcare: 10

e Family support: 8

e Home visitors: 12

e Management/administration: 5
e Total: 35

Children & Families Served

e Children (childcare): 42

e Families (home visiting): 120

e Families (other activities): 1200
e Parents (Learning Together): 27

Budget

e Children’s programs: $750,000
e Parents’ programs: $550,000
e Total $1.3 million

Key Funding Sources

e State preschool funding

e Childcare subsidies

e Fees for parents’ programs

e U.S. Office of Adolescent
Pregnancy Programs

e U.S. Dept. of Education Parental
Assistance Program

e State and local grants

e Foundations
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The center has produced impressive results over the
years. In 1979, Addison County had the highest rate of
teen pregnancy in the state; now, it has the lowest.
Since 1985, child abuse and neglect has dropped from
a rate of 73.9 to 45.8 per 10,000 residents. The number
of youths under court supervision in the county is
about two-thirds of the state average. Based on the
center's success, five additional parent / child centers
have opened in Vermont and five more are being
planned. Addison County now has an additional site
that provides intensive services modeled on the
Learning Together program.

How the Program Builds Protective Factors

Addison County Parent / Child Center builds five key
protective factors that reduce child abuse and neglect.
Programs, services, and characteristics contributing to
each protective factor are listed below:

Parental Resilience

e Home Visiting

e Learning Together

e Services for Parents

Social Connections

e Building design

e Learning Together

e Social and Group Activities

e Staffing Model

e Violence Prevention
Knowledge of Parenting and Child Development

e Community Outreach and Education
e Learning Together
e Services for Parents

Concrete Support in Times of Need

e Easy Access to Services
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Services Provided On-Site
Core

¢ Academic education

e Childcare

e Early intervention for
developmental delays

e Early intervention for emotional
disorders

e Home visits

e Job-readiness training

e Parent training

e Play groups

Additional

e Drivers’ education

e Fathers’ program

e Individual and peer counseling
e Life skills workshops

e Parenting classes

e Referrals to social services
e Respite childcare

e Smoking cessation

e Support groups

e Transitional living

e Transportation

Licensing and Accreditation

e National Association for the
Education of Young Children

e VVermont Childcare Licensing
Division

Partners

e Children’s Upstream Services (on-
site)

e Family, Infant, and Toddler
Project (on-site)

e Healthy Babies Network

e Local Early Childhood Council
(meets monthly)

e Parent Child Centers State
Network of Vermont
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Social and Emotional Competence of Children

e Childcare and Preschool
e Individual Attention to Children

Key Program Features
Building Design

The Addison County Parent / Child Center’s large,
three-story building is in a residential area and looks
like a house. The home-like design is one of the
center’s strategies for modeling positive family life and
normalizing the experiences of teen parents and their
children.

The building was carefully designed to promote
ongoing interaction among staff of different
backgrounds and cultures and to provide delineated
space for a variety of activities. Everyone enters
through the same door and passes the reception area
and family dining room on the way to offices and
meeting rooms. Childcare areas occupy one wing of
the first floor. A large adjoined kitchen and dining
room form a social hub where staff and participants
meet, eat, and interact. Teenagers have space in the
basement to use computers. Staff have office space
and consultation rooms on the third floor. A large
living room also accommodates workshops and social
events.

Childcare and Preschool

The center provides childcare and preschool to
children up to age three, through the following
programs:

e Pals: children 6 weeks to 12 months old
e Friends: children 12 to 18 months old
e Buddies: children 18 to 24 months old

e Jill, Sue, & Howdy's Playlab (across the street, near a
high school): children 24 to 36 months old
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e Reach Up welfare-to-work
program (on-site)

e Vermont Dept. of Social and
Rehabilitative Services (and local
dept. of child protection)

Ways of Identifying When
Families Are At Risk

e Daily interaction with parents for
several hours each day on-site
and during transportation

e Each parent meets weekly with
outreach worker

Response Protocol

If a staff member is concerned about
a family:

e Staff member addresses concerns
about child’s health and safety
with parent immediately

e Parent’s outreach worker is
notified immediately

e Resources are provided on-site or
through local referrals

o |f referred, family can receive
transportation and be
accompanied by outreach worker

Parents are notified of reporting
requirements regarding child abuse
and neglect during orientation, in a
parent handbook, and in child
development workshops.

If staff suspect child abuse or
neglect:

e Staff report concerns to the
parent(s), outreach worker, staff
nurse, and other staff as needed

e Staff discuss concerns with parent
and develop plan for calling
Vermont Dept. of Social and
Rehabilitative Services
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The childcare curriculum is designed to promote social
and emotional development. Children with special
needs are welcome in all groups.

Community Outreach and Education

The center provides education and outreach through a
number of community partnerships. In doing so, it
spreads knowledge about child development, helps
prevent teen pregnancy, and encourages the
replication of its programs.

Easy Access to Services

The Addison County Parent / Child Center houses
several services that are essential for young children
and high-risk families, including the mental health
services provided by Children’s Upstream Services and
the Family, Infant, and Toddler Project. This co-
location enables professionals from these programs to
look in on the children they are serving and to coach
and interact with these children’s childcare providers
and parents.

On-site job training, workshops, and meetings with
social service staff as well as transportation provided
by the center make it easy for isolated families to
access services that they otherwise may not receive.
The center has long-term relationships with the service
providers to which its staff refer families, reducing the
likelihood that participants will “fall through the
cracks.”

The smooth integration of co-located programs and
the presence of these programs’ staff at childcare,
preschool, meals, and other activities make it easier
for parents to reach out for services. In weekly
workshops as well as in daily conversations with staff,
participants are encouraged to discuss any issues with
which they are dealing, including housing,
relationships, finances, and family planning.
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e Staff make report and advocate
for parents in seeking support
from department

e Staff work with dept. to ensure
wrap-around services for family;
department case workers may
conduct family visits at center

Staff Resources

When staff are concerned about a
family, they can get support and
information from:

e Co-director and other staff
(flexible assignments ensure
timely support)

e Flexible funds for families to use
for rent, utilities, etc.

e Other local service providers
(center has amicable and long-
standing relationships)

What People Say

“The magic of having the children
on-site ‘levels the house.” Everyone
wants what's best for the kids.”
—Donna Bailey, Director

“We try to build circles of delight
between parents and children.”
—Staff member

“If you were to walk in the room
and see someone with a child, you
wouldn’t know if they were the
parent or not.”

—Parent participant
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Home Visiting

Families headed by teens, families at risk of abuse and
neglect, and families of children with disabilities are
served through an intensive home visiting program.

Individual Attention to Children

The center’s comprehensive child development
program for children from birth to three includes
health and mental health screenings and services, an
environment that enriches cognitive development, and
a curriculum that promotes social-emotional
development. Each child enrolled in childcare or
preschool is assigned a primary caregiver who is
consistently responsible for that child throughout his
or her involvement in the program. Early intervention
professionals conduct observations at the center
regularly and work with staff to build their capacity to
nurture children effectively. Additional services are
available immediately when any difficulty is observed.

Learning Together

Every teen parent on Medicaid in Addison County is
referred to the center’s Learning Together program.
Most have multiple challenges and have not been
successful in the traditional education system nor in
other public arenas. Many have grown up in chaotic
homes and have experienced violence, neglect,
physical abuse, and / or sexual abuse.

Parents spend hours each day in the childcare center
being mentored by staff as they interact with their
children. The program also provides workshops,
classes, and information on child development
regularly. In addition, each parent meets weekly with
his or her personal outreach worker. Families with two
parents have two case workers; women are paired with
the mothers and men with the fathers. A transitional
living apartment is part of the program.
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“Building community is one of our
primary goals. Yesterday someone
broke down in tears. That moment
was the time to respond. She took
a walk to cool off, then we pulled
everyone in and talked about what
was upsetting her.”

—Donna Bailey, Director

“Building on their own personal
dreams has led them to be better
parents.”

—Staff member

“[The center strives to have] staff
work together one half-day a week.
This sets the stage for the respect
we give to each other.”

—Staff member

“[Parent participants] act like
parents to all the kids. It's like a
bunch of aunts.”

—Participant

“[The staff] made me see that my
kid's biting was normal behavior
but it's not okay. They gave me
many ideas to deal with it.”
—Participant

"I had a real conflict with my baby’s
father about how to discipline our
child. Staff backed me up and gave
me good ways to convince him that
my way was right.”

—Participant
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Services for Parents

The Addison County Parent / Child Center increases
self-esteem among at-risk adolescents and promotes
young parents’ skills and knowledge as well as
enjoyment of parenting. The center helps high-risk
young parents believe in themselves, communicate
effectively, and form positive relationships with others.

To achieve these goals, parents take part in child
development workshops, are coached by childcare
providers, and have ongoing interaction with staff.

In addition to the Learning Together program, the
center’s services for parents include prenatal care,
education, job readiness, pregnancy prevention, crisis
intervention, community playgroups, and parent
training. Weekly workshops provide equal time for
discussing parenting issues, addressing personal
issues, and having fun. A weekly “homeroom” period
offers a chance for staff and parents to talk together
about the center’s operations. In addition to services
provided on-site, a full range of services is available
through referral, and transportation is provided.

Spanking, hitting, and yelling are never allowed at
center programs and activities, and many alternatives
for positive discipline are offered individually and in
workshops and classes.

Social and Group Activities

Parents take part in the center’s social and recreational
activities on- and off-site. Interactions at the center
give parents an opportunity to practice relationship-
building skills in a supportive environment.

Parents and staff prepare two meals together each
day, which staff, parents, and children eat in a central
dining room. Other activities include annual class trips,
monthly suppers for extended families, “play time” for
adults while staff provide childcare, informal access to
computers, weekly peer support meetings, and
ongoing support for teen parents. In addition to
providing parents with needed support, these
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activities provide parents with evidence of their central
importance in the lives of their children.

General rules for getting along with each other are
well known to participants and are often the subject of
workshops and meetings. These rules help young
parents who have little experience with positive family
interaction learn how to develop positive relationships
with their children and other family members.

Staffing Model

The staffing structure at Addison County Parent /
Child Center is supportive and flexible. Staff turnover
is infrequent, and many staff return to the center after
temporary leave for schooling and other related
activities.

The staffing model sets an example for all participants:

e Co-directors lead the center. This strategy puts forth
a model of teamwork, ensures the presence of a
director on-site almost all of the time, and
demonstrates partnership strategies for co-parents.

e While staff are hired for their expertise in social work,
childcare, etc., they rotate tasks such as food
preparation and providing transportation. This
model highlights valuing parents’ roles and
encourages parents to be flexible for the good of
the family.

e One-third of the staff are male; they model male
fulfillment of various nurturing roles.

e There is little hierarchy in the staffing, so every job is
valued equally, and all staff are partners.

e Staff are encouraged to bring their own interests to
the center, expect new challenges, and be life-long
learners.

Staff teams meet formally, but the design of the center
and the rotation of schedules promote informal
communication. The whole staff meets weekly to review
the status of each parent, child, and family. Outreach
workers meet every other week. At an annual retreat,
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staff review and plan for the coming year. Two in-
service days allow staff to develop new ideas. The
center also pays for professional development.

Responsibilities are often rotated to prevent burnout
and provide new learning experiences; one staff
member may offer to shift roles with another who is
having difficulty providing support to a family. Staff
serve as mentors and coaches for each other and can
access early intervention specialists and other social
work staff on-site. Both individual and group
supervision are available to staff.

Violence Prevention

Center staff help prevent violence in the home, at the
center, and in the community by offering classes,
modeling behaviors, and frequently coaching parents
on positive discipline for children. Staff explain,
discuss, and enforce clear rules for maintaining an
environment of nonviolence. Workshops and
discussions about domestic violence, sexual
harassment, anger management, and sexual abuse are
part of the program and are offered in the community
by center staff.

Challenges

The rate of school dropout among adolescents in the
community is very high. Few community resources
exist to encourage teens to stay in school, and there
are few recreational activities for teens. The center is
working with others in the community to start a teen
center to promote positive peer relationships and
assist teens who are at risk of dropping out.
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