
Last session we discussed WHY our role is so important. Today, we’re going to 

deal with WHAT the strategies are, and WHO we are as individual members of a 

Strengthening Families team.
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To review from the last session:

The five Protective Factors are the foundation of the Strengthening Families 

approach. Extensive research supports the common-sense notion that when 

these Protective Factors are present and robust in a family, the likelihood of child 

abuse and neglect diminish. 

Parental resilience: The ability to cope and bounce back from all types of 

challenges

Social connections: Friends, family members, neighbors, and other members of 

a community who provide emotional support and concrete assistance to parents

Knowledge of parenting and child development: Accurate information about 

raising young children and appropriate expectations for their behavior

Concrete support in times of need: Financial security to cover day-to-day 

expenses and unexpected costs that come up from time to time, access to 

formal supports like TANF and Medicaid, and informal support from social 

networks

Children’s social and emotional development: A child’s ability to interact 

positively with others and communicate his or her emotions effectively.
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http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/index.php/factors_categories/category/parental_resilience/
http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/index.php/factors_categories/category/social_connections/
http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/index.php/factors_categories/category/knowledge_of_parenting_and_child_development/
http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/index.php/factors_categories/category/concrete_supports_in_times_of_need/
http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/index.php/factors_categories/category/social_and_emotional_development/


In 2001, with funding from the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation, the Center for 

the Study of Social Policy (CSSP) began studying the role that early care and 

education programs nationwide can play in strengthening families and 

preventing abuse and neglect. For the first time, they linked research about 

preventing child abuse and neglect with similar knowledge about quality early 

care and education. Next, Strengthening Families moved into a pilot phase in 

which seven states engaged in a learning partnership with CSSP to implement 

the Strengthening Families approach.

Through visiting programs, interviewing staff and parents, observing centers in 

operation, and reviewing surveys, the Center for the Study of Social Policy staff 

identified seven program strategies that early care and education programs 

implement to build Protective Factors. 
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http://www.cssp.org/
http://www.cssp.org/


These are some of the ways that programs can make small but significant—and 

often affordable—changes to enrich their practice with children and families.

(Leader: Be sure to stress these points before moving to the next seven slides.)

1. Just as no two child care or family support programs are alike, there is 

no one way to carry out these strategies.  There are many small ways.

2. It takes time to make these strategies a part of our daily routine –

effective programs target a few at a time and work on them, tweak them 

and make them part of normal practice.  

3. Many of these things we are already doing.  With the knowledge that 

comes from Strengthening Families research, we can do them more 

intentionally and understand their importance in building protective 

factors.

4. The examples on the next slides are activities from six Strengthening 

Families pilot centers in West Virginia, and were put into place over two 

to three years. Their activities may or may not fit our particular needs 

or situations, and there are many other activities not represented on 

the slides.
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Facilitate Friendships and Mutual Support

Successful programs offered many opportunities for parents to get to know each 

other, develop mutual support systems and take leadership. Strategies included 

sports teams, potlucks, classes, camping trips and field trips, advisory groups, 

board leadership and volunteer opportunities. Special outreach to fathers and 

extended family members was common.

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.
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Strengthening Parenting

Programs offered many ways for parents to get support on parenting issues 

when they needed it: a class or a support group, opportunities to meet with 

teachers, family support workers or other staff, home visits or resources from a 

lending library. Most programs had classroom designs or technology that 

allowed parents to observe their children easily. Both parents and staff described 

the importance of the everyday opportunities at the centers for parents to 

understand their children’s behavior and respond to it more effectively. 

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.

6



Respond to Family Crises

In addition to day-to-day contact between teachers and parents that helped 

develop good relationships and support parents every day, good programs 

offered extra support to families when they needed it through designated family 

support workers or other staff who had the time, training, and expertise to 

connect families to the support they needed. All programs responded when 

families faced illnesses, job loss, housing problems, and other issues. 

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.
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Link Families to Services and Opportunities

Exemplary programs offered parents links to job training, education, health 

providers and other essential services through their networks in the community. 

Most programs had family support workers on staff that helped to assess family 

needs and goals and connect them to services and supports. Mental health 

consultants were part of almost every program, helping parents and staff work 

effectively with children who had been excluded from previous programs for 

challenging behavior, and helping to destigmatize mental health services for 

children, parents, and staff. 

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.

8



Facilitate Children’s Social and Emotional Development

Many programs used “I Can Problem Solve”, “Second Step” or some other 

curriculum focused on helping children to articulate their feelings and get along 

with others. Parents in many of the programs described how the curriculum 

influenced their perspectives on their children and their behavior toward the child 

when children brought home what they learned in the classroom. 

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.
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Observe and Respond to Early Warning Signs of Abuse and Neglect

All programs trained and supported staff to observe children carefully and 

respond at the first sign of any difficulty. Programs used indicators such as 

frequent absences, missing payments, late pick-ups, or signs of parental stress 

as opportunities to proactively reach out to families and connect them with family 

support or other services. Special protocols for child abuse or neglect reporting 

allowed programs to provide continuity and support for families that were the 

subject of reports. Parents at several programs backed up the effectiveness of 

this strategy with personal stories of how the programs had helped them alter 

situations that were dangerous for children and continue to be involved with the 

program. Most programs also developed ongoing relationships with staff at child 

protective services to ensure that children were safe and parents got the 

services they needed. 

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.
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Value and Support Parents

Because the relationship between parents and teachers is essential to the 

programs’ ability to connect with parents, support, training, and supervision of 

teachers to help them do this effectively was very important. Program leaders 

were involved in many day-to-day activities and were very accessible to staff 

and parents. Teaching staff were encouraged to take initiative in their 

relationships with families and address concerns when they arose, knowing that 

they had back-up from supervisors and other staff within the program. Male staff 

members were especially recruited.

The slide shows some examples that have been used in West Virginia in a 3-

year pilot program.

11



In 2008 the Strengthening Families National Network was launched. As you can 
see from this map from 2008, the Strengthening Families movement is 
spreading across the country. Through the website strengtheningfamilies.net, 

a guide book and self-assessment tools; research; program write-ups; newsletter; 
handouts; power points and many other resources are available to share ideas 
and help programs of every size start the journey.

What we have to remember is that every program is different, and every teacher 
and staff member comes to their work with different strengths and challenges.  
As we commit to the process of strengthening families to build protective factors, 
and reduce child abuse and neglect, it is important to know that we start with 
small steps and build on, rather than trying to make a lot of changes 
immediately.

Every one of us is important, every one of us has strengths to bring to the 
process, and every one of us has areas where we need to build our skills.  Next 
we’re going to use one of the tools from the national network to help us get 
started.
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Strengthening Families assists family- and child-serving programs by building 

their capacity to work effectively with families. 

Although this survey was designed as a confidential tool for the national 

Strengthening Families project, we’ll just be focusing on a few sections for own 

own professional development purposes.

Please take a few minutes to complete sections 11 through 14 of this survey. 

There are no right or wrong answers: your opinions and experiences are very 

valuable to the continued development of this project. 

In this survey, the word “parent” refers to the primary person your program 

communicates with in regard to the child and is understood to include parents, 

grandparents, guardians, etc. 
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(Leader note: Your leadership team can use the results for self-assessment and 

strategy planning. This is not always possible with a very small staff. Regardless, 

encourage staff to be as honest and candid as possible in their responses. Do 

not review or comment on their answers during this session.)
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(Leader note: Your leadership team can use the results for self-assessment and 

strategy planning. This is not always possible with a very small staff. Regardless, 

encourage staff to be as honest and candid as possible in their responses. Do 

not review or comment on their answers during this session.)

Be sure to fill in one for yourself. Have everyone fold their surveys in half and 

collect them.
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