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Overview

The Build Initiative is working in nine states to build systems of services and policies that support young children and their families. To build effective systems, states must consider where the majority of children in care are – not in formal center-based care, but in the homes of family members, friends and neighbors. To truly reach all young children, an emphasis on Family, Friend and Neighbor (FFN) care is essential to systems building.

Sparking Connections is a national consortium and learning community that resulted from work in states and communities by the Families and Work Institute. The initiative began in 2000 with a report developed in partnership with the National Retail Federation. The report focused on the need to put more attention on informal care, so that caregivers typically not part of the subsidy system could have access to information and resources that help young children learn and develop positively. A learning community was organized to highlight partnerships and strategies that were ahead of the curve on this issue. Eight sites have been modeling FFN strategies, in the context of improving the system for all children and families. 

Sparking Connections is holding a national learning community meeting the week of October 17 in Brownsville, Texas. Four of the Sparking Connections sites are also states in the Build Initiative. Their work was featured in this call and focused on outreach strategies, quality and policy issues.

Washington (Seattle/ King County)

Outreach

The Seattle/King County project was immediately challenged in its efforts to reach out to FFN caregivers because Washington had no registry or systematic way of collecting information from these providers. Past efforts of other agencies to reach out to FFN caregivers included posters and direct mail. None of these efforts had been successful. 

The new outreach philosophy was to find and make individual contact with FFN caregivers at locations such as playgrounds, parks, community centers and low-income housing. At senior housing projects, outreach workers found a large number of grandparents caring for their grandchildren. 

It was immediately clear that cultural barriers would need to be addressed. Messengers needed to be trusted people. Booklets were prepared in different languages, and written in the context of family support, rather than professional development or caregiver skills.

Because the relationships were carefully and respectfully developed, FFN caregivers in Seattle/King County participated in caregiving classes, support groups, field trips to learn about community resources and home visits.

Quality

FFN caregivers learned about quality issues as part of the curriculum used in structured classes and groups. The class moderators had the flexibility to address issues that were the immediate concerns of the providers. Caregivers often requested information about positive discipline techniques.

Policy and System Issues

The Seattle/King County project is developing a three-year strategic plan that includes policy goals for FFN care. The support of the Build Initiative has helped to get the attention of policymakers on these issues. The plan is based on integrating FFN care support and services into the broader child and family service system. Many existing programs include FFN caregivers in their mission, but have not been successful in doing so. (These programs include family support centers, parenting groups, faith communities, park groups and public health.) A strategy is to use the local child care resource and referral agency to provide the leadership and coordination necessary to support other programs in their outreach efforts. In this way, it would not be necessary to re-create the system; however, adequate resources and strong partnerships will be essential to moving forward.

Minnesota (Minneapolis/St. Paul)

Outreach

Before Sparking Connections, there had been many failed attempts in Minnesota to reach out to FFN caregivers. These efforts had been fragmented and sporadic, because they depended on inconsistent funding.

A more concentrated effort has been piloted in both an urban and rural setting in Minnesota, with the goal of identifying promising practices for duplication in other areas of the state. Recognizing that a statewide infrastructure would eventually be needed for expansion of the pilot, the project focused on two goals: developing partnerships and coordinating efforts.

The pilot sites worked to develop connections with both traditional and non-traditional partners. FFN caregivers were accessed through usual channels, such as WIC offices. There were also innovative outreach efforts, including a presence in shopping malls, grocery stores and home improvement centers.

Special care was taken to create and distribute culturally responsive and appropriate materials that avoided jargon. Building trust continues to be a challenge.

Quality

The Minnesota project approached quality with the belief that quality motives are inherent in the FFN caregiver structure. Because FFN caregivers are so close to the children in their care, they have a lifetime investment in successful outcomes. Caregivers ask about specific child development issues, but want that information delivered in different ways. As the project is moved into the R&R system, the next challenge will be identifying the appropriate information delivery system for FFN caregivers.

Policy and System Issues

A challenge is making sure that the policy is developed from the perspective of where most young children are – the FFN care environment. In Minnesota, there is a growing emphasis on professional development. From a policy standpoint, it is important to discuss how professional development impacts children in FFN care. The R&Rs are charged with including FFN caregivers in their plans, but how that should be done is left up to the agency. A key strategy is to go the primary funder of the resource and referral agencies, the Department of Human Services, to create a more specific information delivery system for FFN caregivers. Knowledge goals are the same for all providers, but FFN caregivers need creative entry points to the professional development system.

Hawaii

Outreach

Hawaii connected with FFN caregivers by finding the “community within the community” and establishing Play and Learn groups. Although each community group is unique, the components are the same: to reach families, build relationships with them and provide them with the information and resources they need to increase the quality of their care. 

The leader of the Play and Learn group is a trusted community person who is trained to facilitate the play group, plan developmentally appropriate activities, prepare snacks, etc. The play group has the components of a preschool but is in a community setting where families typically gather, such as a neighborhood park or a church.  Play and Learn groups are located within walking distance because many FFN caregivers don’t have the car seats to transport all the children in their care. 

Understanding cultural issues was critical in developing the Play and Learn group model in Hawaii. For example, the Asian community respects teachers as being the person to impart knowledge and skills to the children and feels it is the parents’ job to make sure children listen and do as they are told. Information like this was critical to include in  plans for working with families.

Quality

Hawaii has learned that it is important to address quality issues through partnerships. Providers are brought together through the FINE (Family Interactive Network of Educators) group to talk about their issues and experiences and to brainstorm next steps. 

When Hawaii created preschool content standards as part of their school readiness effort, family and community guidelines were included. These guidelines were written with respect to the native Hawaiian culture and in language that could be easily understood by parents. The guidelines were made available to parents through brochures distributed in community programs. Because quality issues are beginning to make sense for parents, the quality of care is evolving as a result of this new understanding. These guidelines are available on the Good Beginnings Alliance website at www.goodbeginnings.org.

Policy and System Issues

The first policy goal in Hawaii is to make sure there are Play and Learn groups available in every elementary school complex. All of the partners that have made these groups possible must join together with this common goal. It will be important for the partnership to better define quality and the Play and Learn concept. Common outcomes and a strategy for collecting and evaluating data on quality issues must be determined before going to the legislature for state funding or system integration.

Oklahoma

Outreach

The strategy in Oklahoma was to pilot efforts that would eventually reach all FFN caregivers in the state. It was decided to start with Native American tribes because some tribes register relative caregivers in order to receive subsidies. The Cherokee Nation had the largest group of registered relative caregivers at 300. Through surveys, it was learned that these FFN caregivers were not interested in participating in support groups and classes with licensed providers. As a result, a home visitation model became the basis for the pilot. Invitations were mailed to attract interested providers, and 50 agreed to participate in the project.

Home visitors went to the homes of FFN caregivers once a month. Relationship building was key. Native American home visitors were more accepted and connected more easily with Native American caregivers.

The home visiting curriculum included nine “required” topics and twenty elective programs. Each provider developed a learning plan that connected financial incentives to the successful completion of goals. First aid and CPR training was provided to all of the participants. A pictorial provider journal was developed to give grandparents a low literacy tool for planning activities with their grandchildren. A toy lending program was created to provide caregivers with educational packets based on the ages of the children and the goals of their families. 

Eventually, providers were encouraged to come to meetings with other providers. These meetings were more successful when child care and food were available and a Native American cultural component was included in the program. The meetings were held quarterly and, through word of mouth, attendance increased each time. The meetings culminated in a “graduation” ceremony, and the chief of the Cherokee Nation gave certificates to the relative caregivers who completed the project. The graduates developed their own plan to help mentor new relative providers in the program as a way of continuing their networking opportunities.

Quality

Quality issues were addressed in Oklahoma’s home visiting program when learning goals were developed by the providers with assistance from their home visitor. Quality goals were unique to each FFN provider and based on where they were, what they thought they needed and what information the home visitor could provide. Providers were most interested in learning about games and activities, brain development, early literacy and creating learning environments. Improvements in quality were tracked through the home journals, through pre and post health and safety checks in the home and by observing changes in how relatives spent time with children in play activities that enhanced social, emotional and cognitive development. 

Policy and System Issues

There is a consistent belief in Oklahoma that it is possible to serve all families, regardless of where their children are in care. However, the current system is limited only to supporting children enrolled in licensed care. There is work being done to develop a stronger focus on FFN care by blending the pilot into the Smart Start Oklahoma initiative. This initiative was crafted by the Oklahoma Partnership for School Readiness, the Oklahoma Build Initiative and the Maternal and Child Health early childhood comprehensive systems building grant. Two goals in the Smart Start Oklahoma initiative address FFN care directly, stating that families, including grandparents, must be well informed and supported. These goals will be implemented in Smart Start communities and through the child care resource and referral agencies by developing new partnerships. Success stories are being collected to help build support from policymakers.

Key Points

• FFN caregivers are difficult to reach because they often are not part of the formal child care licensing system. A good outreach rule of thumb is to go where these caregivers “play, pray and pay”.

• A common barrier is building trust with FFN caregivers. Strategies that may help build trust include using trusted messengers, developing materials that are culturally appropriate with family-friendly language and introducing new concepts in stages rather than all at once.

• FFN caregivers are inherently motivated to provide quality child caring environments because of their intimate connections with the children in their care. They are interested in a variety of topics, but the delivery of this information must be culturally sensitive and unique to the needs of the caregiver.

• Targeting communities for FFN pilot projects is a good way to develop a model, but may not build the broad political support of a more universal effort.

• Integrating FFN caregiver strategies into the current system is possible with the development of new partnerships, but resources are needed to facilitate and coordinate the process.

More information about Sparking Connections and the work of the sites is included on the Sparking Connections website, available at www.familiesandwork.org.

