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First Things First’s vision is that all Arizona’s
children are ready to succeed in school and in
life. Important components to ensuring that
success are the availability of quality early care
and education opportunities for children;
accessible, affordable and quality children’s
health care; and support for families to provide
nurturing, healthy and resource-rich
environments for their children. Coordinating
policies, services and infrastructure across the
early childhood system can help assure these
elements are in place.

In order to identify the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and priorities for improving the
early childhood system in La Paz and Mohave
counties, the First Things First La Paz/Mohave
Regional Partnership Council looked to key
informants in both counties for their
perspectives. The information collected was
structured around a framework developed by
the national BUILD Initiative to evaluate early
childhood systems initiatives (Coffman, 2007).
The framework identifies five connected early
childhood system levers:

1. Context: The political environment that
surrounds the system and affects its success

2. Components: The quality and performance
of programs and services

3. Connections: The strength and
effectiveness of linkages across the system

4. Infrastructure: The foundational supports
the system needs to function effectively

5. Scope and Scale: The comprehensiveness of
the system for all children.

To gather this information, the La Paz/Mohave
Regional Partnership Council identified
community members who were knowledgeable
about the region and could help in identifying
early childhood system-building strategies.
These key informants included health care
professionals, public and non-profit agency
personnel, elementary school educators and
administrators, and preschool and childcare
providers. These stakeholders were invited to
participate in a telephone interview between
December 2013 and March 2014.

Altogether, 101 individuals participated in an
interview that was structured around the BUILD
Initiative framework cited above. Information
within this framework was gathered across
three content areas; 1) early care and
education; 2) children’s health care and 3)
family support programs.

This brief addresses findings on family support
services (including parenting education, home
visitation and crisis support services) from the
perspective of these stakeholders.

La Paz/Mohave Region
Family Support Brief

Interviews with key informants started with the
guestion, “What do you think are the most
important factors that make a child adequately
prepared to enter kindergarten?” Respondents
commonly spoke about the importance of
children living in a safe and secure environment
where the basic needs of food, shelter, and love
are met first and foremost. The role of the
family and family well-being, the presence of
positive parent-child interactions, and the need
for children to be in nurturing home
environments free of domestic violence and
substance abuse were commonly mentioned.
This brief describes the current state of the
family support system in the La Paz/Mohave
Region from the perspective of key
stakeholders.

An Overview of Family Support Services

in the La Paz/Mohave Region
Thirty-seven percent of children aged birth
through 5 in the La Paz/Mohave Region live
below the poverty level (compared to 27% in
the state)' which indicates a need for a variety
of services to support families with young
children in the region.

1
American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, 2008-2012,
Table B17001
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Home visitation programs are a key component
of family support in the region. Programs such
as Healthy Families, Parents as Teachers,
Building Bright Futures and services offered by
the county health departments, the Learning
Center for Families and Head Start offer a
variety of family-focused services with the goal
of improving child health and developmental
outcomes and preventing child abuse.

Parenting education is another key component
of family support. Parenting programs and
classes are held by a variety of organizations
such as the Association for Supportive Child
Care, Mohave Mental Health, Easter Seals Blake
Foundation, Interagency Council, Arizona
Children’s Association, Parker Area Alliance for
Community Empowerment, and school districts.

Crisis support services, another component of
family support, offer services to families dealing
with issues such as abuse, domestic violence
and displacement. There are four domestic
violence shelters in the La Paz/Mohave Region,
and a number of organizations in Mohave
County that provide homelessness services.
Child welfare reports were made 69 times in La
Paz County and 648 times in Mohave County for
the period between October 2012 and March
2013. These reports were most often for
neglect (La Paz 78%, Mohave 70%) or physical
abuse (La Paz 20%, Mohave 26%).> The number
of young children removed from their homes
decreased from 2010 to 2012 in both counties,
contrary to an increase in removals across the
state as a whole.?

Food insecurity, limited access to food, and
limited availability of nutritious food, is another
reality that many families in the region face. In
Arizona, 28 percent of children are deemed
food insecure, while 30 percent of Mohave
County’s children and 31 percent of La Paz
County’s children are food insecure®. Over half

2 Arizona Department of Economic Security, Child Welfare
Reports, 2014

3 Arizona Department of Economic Security, 2014

4 http://feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/hunger-
studies/map-the-meal-gap.aspx

of the children aged birth through 5 in the
region are participating in Nutrition Assistance
(SNAP)>. In addition, more than a third of
children aged birth through 4 in Mohave County
(39%) are also participating in Arizona’s WIC, a
federally funded nutrition program, more than
the state as a whole (29%)°.

The Context of the Family Support

System in the Region

Stakeholders discussed a number of strengths
and challenges related to the political and
regional environment that may impact family
support services in the region.

Strengths

¢ The judicial system in Mohave County
shows strong support and collaboration
around early childhood issues.

* Anincreased personal commitment to
professional development among early
childhood professionals has increased the
overall knowledge base regarding
development and child welfare in the
region.

Challenges

* Political beliefs and a strong culture of self-
reliance affect utilization of services
provided by government agencies.

* Early childhood is not perceived as being a
high priority issue among some in political
leadership.

* The transient nature of the younger
population impacts the degree of political
support for early childhood issues as well as
knowledge of and participation in family
support services.

* Generational poverty and day-to-day
struggles for survival impact families’
participation in family support services.
Many families are “more concerned with
getting by than moving up.”

5

Arizona Department of Economic Security, 2014
6

Arizona Department of Health Services, 2014
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* The issues of substance abuse, and the
chaos and dysfunction within families that
often causes, impacts families’ knowledge
of and utilization of family support services.

* The geographic spread of the region and
funding limits may affect access to family
support programs. Home visitation
programs have mileage restrictions which
limit who they can serve.

The Components of the Family Support

System in the Region

Stakeholder perceptions of the available quality
family support programs and services in the
region, and factors impacting their quality, are
summarized in the following section.

Strengths

* There are a number of quality parenting
and home visitation services available in the
region to meet the various needs of
children and families, particularly in
Mohave County.

* Libraries, schools and churches are noted
resources for family support in the region,
often providing meeting places and offering
parenting education and support groups.

Challenges

* Continued efforts are needed to reduce
duplication of home visitation services and
to better coordinate care for families.

* Language barriers and cultural issues are an
obstacle to family support services,
including the stigma associated with family
support. Many families perceive that these
services are only used by “bad” parents.

¢ Stakeholders emphasized the need for an
increased focus on prevention. Family
support programs should focus first on
preventing the issues that lead to the need
for crisis support, and foster an
environment of support and openness
among families and providers.

* There were a number of concerns raised
about the quality of providers within the
child welfare system in the region. Mental
health and child welfare providers were

often seen to be uncertified,
underqualified, or inexperienced, and there
was seen to be a lack of therapists
knowledgeable in trauma-based therapy.

* Transportation is a large barrier as many
communities in Mohave and La Paz
counties are far removed from many parent
education resources.

*  Programs specifically for fathers,
grandparents and teen parents are needed
to counteract recent program and funding
cuts to these services.

* Immigration status may be a reason families
chose not to participate in family support
programs.

* Expanded hours for parenting education
and other support resources to evenings
and weekends are needed to allow working
parents’ options for accessing services.

* Cross-state licensing of therapists in
neighboring states is needed to allow those
providers to also work with families
participating in home visitation programs in
Arizona.

e Additional crisis support services are
needed in the region. Stakeholders’ highest
priorities for these services include: 1) a
crisis nursery; 2) a family shelter for families
dealing with homelessness; and 3) crisis and
ongoing placement and counseling services
for children and families dealing with
domestic violence and substance abuse.

The Connections across the Family

Support System in the Region
Stakeholders discussed strengths and
challenges affecting linkages across the early
childhood system in the region, and also made
recommendations to improve connections.

Strengths

* The Arizona Department of Health Service’s
Maternal, Infant and Early Childhood Home
Visiting Program (MIECHV) has supported
the hiring of a Home Visiting Coordinator in
the region. Monthly collaboration meetings
of home visiting and family support
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providers are convened to decrease
duplication of services and improve
application and referral mechanisms across
home visitation programs in the region.

Challenges

Lack of knowledge of available programs
and services among families and among
service providers themselves is a barrier to
referral and coordination.

There continue to be “turf issues” among
provider agencies, often due to competition
for funding or clients, which inhibits the
effective collaboration and coordination
needed to meet the needs of families with
young children in the region.

Frequent staff turnover is an issue for many
family support programs in the region.

Recommendations

Increase the use of local media in public
awareness campaigns.

Improve the communication between tribal
and county agencies so that families on and
off of tribal lands have knowledge of and
access to all available family support
services in the region.

Provide opportunities for cross-system
collaboration, bringing together family
support agencies, school administrators,
child care providers, and health care
providers to share information across
disciplines.

Involve political and business leaders in
discussions regarding the need for and
funding of family support services at the
community level. The parents of young
children work in the community and
businesses are impacted by the home
environment of their employees.
Increase web access to meetings among
system partners to address time and
transportation issues.

Hold more meetings among system
partners in La Paz County to improve
attendance and provider buy-in.

Consider the use of existing regional
collaborations as models for an early
childhood coalition. One example is the
Havasu Area Resource Team (HART) whose
focus is on the coordination and provision
of services for school-aged children and
their families.

Partner to provide transportation to
parenting education and other family
support events.

An annual referral and resource guide was
mentioned by many stakeholders as a
needed resource at both the regional and
city level.

Churches currently serve a crisis support
need in many communities and could be
supported or expanded upon with the
addition of funding, consultation or referral
mechanisms from regional agencies.

The Infrastructure in the Family
Support System in the Region

Stakeholders made recommendations to

address factors that impede how well the early

childhood system functions.

Address short grant funding cycles of some
family support services, e.g. parenting
education courses, which affect
sustainability and attendance.

Address how changes in funding
mechanisms and new funding cycles cause
disruptions in services and collaboration
between partner organizations.

Explore how staff turnover and leadership
changes have affected the trajectory and
focus of a number of family support
programs in the region.

Offer additional training and cross-training
to preschool teachers, child care providers
and health and support service providers in
the basics of trauma and the needs of
children in the child welfare system and
how to recognize potential warning signs.
Address the lack of foster care placements
and the inconsistent training of foster
parents; multiple agencies oversee and
train foster parents in the region.
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Increase the number of cross-provider
(health, family support and early care and
education) networking and information
sharing opportunities in the region to
improve referral systems. Examples include
annual all-county meetings, quarterly
informational lunches, and monthly
community-based networking and
information sharing meetings.

Offer additional degree and certification
programs in the region to prepare the
future local workforce, in particular,
coursework in mental health services and
child welfare.

The Scope and Scale of the Family

Support System in the Region

The comprehensiveness of the family support
system in the region, and the factors affecting
this, as discussed by stakeholders, are
summarized in the following section.

Strengths

Family support programs are available in
the three large cities in Mohave County;
Bullhead City, Kingman and Lake Havasu
City, and to a lesser degree in Parker in La
Paz County.

The court system and court programs have
had a positive impact in the region,
increasing sensitivity to the needs of young
children and their families, better
supporting these children, and offering
training opportunities in the region to
expand providers’ knowledge.

Family support programs are provided in a
number of settings including schools,
hospitals, libraries, and provider agencies.
Family support services are provided by
many organizations in the region including
churches, non-profits, schools and
government agencies.

Challenges
Parenting Education

Eligibility criteria, such as enrollment in
AHCCCS or involvement in the child welfare
system, or the stigma of parenting
education, may limit participation in these
services.

Attendance at parenting education events is
often an issue. Suggestions for improving
participation include: providing child care
during the session; requiring attendance as
part of a parent involvement component
for schools; reframing either the title of the
class or embedding it within a “fun” event;
offering the session in Spanish; or, providing
incentives such as money, tickets for
events, or other “prizes.”

The lack of transportation is a barrier to
participation in parenting education
services. Stakeholders suggested a mobile
service to provide information and
resources in outlying communities, or
offering classes thru an on-line mechanism
for those families with transportation
issues.

Home Visitation Services

The available slots for a number of home
visitation programs in the region point to a
need to raise awareness of the programs.
In La Paz County and in remote regions of
Mohave County, access to home visitation
programs is limited.

Mileage limitations influence which families
in the region can participate in home
visitation services.

Stakeholders identified a common
misperception of families, that home
visitation programs are only for low-income
families or those involved with the child
welfare system. This misperception likely
affects receipt of and participation in home
visitation programs.

Child Welfare and Foster Care

The lack of sufficient residential placements
for children necessitates children waiting in
unsuitable placements for long periods of

time, or the need to transfer children out of
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the community or even the state to find a
suitable placement.

¢ C(Cited as an even more dire need were
placements that qualified as therapeutic
homes for children with special needs.

* Mental health professionals and therapists
trained in trauma based therapy and who
are comfortable working with young
children are needed to address the needs of
the child welfare system in the region.

¢ Stakeholders discussed limited family
support resources for children and their
families not enrolled in AHCCCS or involved
with the child welfare system.

* Substance abuse services and in-patient
treatment for families of young children in
the region are important needs, in part to
address the issues of transportation and
separation from family.

Other Family Support

* Stakeholders often discussed the
importance of supporting the whole family,
including providing information and
referrals on a number of services such as
job training, food assistance, financial and
housing assistance and AHCCCS enrollment
help.

* Food insecurity is a large concern in the
region and programs such as the food bank
and backpacks with food for school-aged
children were seen as valuable services in
the region.

Conclusions: Priorities for Building the

Family Support System in the Region

The goal of the key informant interviews was to
gather stakeholder input on system gaps,
opportunities and priorities for coordination
and collaboration to build the family support
system in the region. Utilizing those responses,
summarized in the previous sections, as well as
secondary data available on the state of the
family support system in the region, the
following priorities are proposed.

Address the dearth of mental health
professionals who are qualified to work
with young children and trained in trauma-
based therapy.

Reframe parenting education and support
to be less likely to imply a deficit that needs
to be addressed, and instead as a support
for good parenting.

Provide training opportunities for early
childhood professionals on the needs of
children in the child welfare system and
how to recognize potential warning signs.
Offering these training opportunities in
more locations than the three large cities in
Mohave County might also be advised.
Explore the possibility of offering additional
support services aimed at fathers,
grandparents and teen parents.

Continue efforts to address duplication in
home visitation services, application fatigue
and improved referral mechanisms.
Examine eligibility conditions for home
visitation (geographic limits) and parenting
programs (AHCCCS enrolled or involvement
in child welfare programs) to determine if
such criteria are necessary.

Educating parents on the importance of
parenting and family support for their
children’s development and success could
be achieved in a number of ways. These
include; incorporation of family support and
resources into community events like fun
fairs and play groups, existing events such
as family nights at schools, events at
casinos, or safety nights at the fire
department, and inclusion of information in
local resource guides, radio and print
media, and social networks.

Increase family support programs’ outreach
to churches, businesses, and service
organizations, who may also be able to
share this information with their members.
Support a one-stop resource for early
childhood information, be it an individual, a
location, a publication or a website, with
local, city or town-level information.
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* Ensure all childhood professionals in the
region have information available to
disseminate on the importance and
availability of family support services.

* Promote additional degree and certification
programs in the region to prepare the
future local workforce, in particular,
coursework in mental health services and
child welfare.

Next Steps in Systems Building

First Things First (FTF) is one of the critical
partners in creating a family-centered,
comprehensive, collaborative and high-quality
early childhood system that supports the
development, health and early education of all
Arizona's children birth through age 5.

From an organizational perspective, the FTF La
Paz/Mohave Regional Partnership Council will
take the input provided by survey respondents
—as well as recommendations made by the
authors of this report — as it considers which
early childhood strategies to fund in fiscal years
2016-2018.

From a systems perspective, the regional
council will use the information contained in
this report to stimulate dialogue about further
advancing the region’s early childhood system
in areas such as: increasing collaboration or
cooperation among system partners to enhance
the effectiveness of or reduce duplication in
early childhood programs; opportunities to
leverage or maximize existing early childhood
funds; and, addressing the needs of young
children that are beyond the scope of FTF.

Citations
Coffman, J. (2007). A Framework for Evaluating
Systems Initiatives. BUILD Initiative.
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