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OVERVIEW
The important educational role of parents is often overlooked in our local, state and national discussions about raising student achievement and closing the achievement gaps.” March Morial, National Urban League.
Family support and involvement is one of the key factors that help children succeed in schools.  Research indicates that family involvement in schools increases student achievement (Henderson & Berla, 1994; Balen & Moles, 1994; Epstein, 1995)  
The Family Resource Center Initiative was developed when Tennessee’s policy makers and Tennessee educators recognized that many of Tennessee's children come to school unprepared to learn as a result of problems over which they have no control.  A child living with poverty, hunger, homelessness, abuse, neglect, loss of family member, mental illness, substance abuse or family conflict is unlikely to succeed academically or socially within school or community. 

It is difficult to imagine the complexity of problems creating barriers to student success. In order to better envision the types of problems regularly faced by schools a brief scenario of one family served by the family resource center in Tipton County is presented:  “A family of three moved from Lauderdale Co. to Tipton Co. The family, mother, boyfriend, and 13 year old son, became homeless after being evicted from a mobile home. The middle school called the FRC to intervene.  The FRC director made a home visit to a low-rate motel and found several disturbing situations: the family had not eaten in several days and was being evicted from the motel at 11:00 am that day.  The FRC was able to find a church to pay for two nights and buy food for the family.  The local homeless shelter would not take families with children.  The mother informed the FRC Director that she, her son and the boyfriend suffered from mental illnesses, including seizures, and had been off their medication for several months.  The FRC linked the family with mental health services, found affordable housing for the family and received contributions for one month of rent within three days.  The FRC assisted the family with clothing and school supplies.  The family has been stabilized and the student is attending school.  The FRC continues to work closely with this family on school attendance and building parenting skills in order to maintain stability.”  Shunda McCoy, Tipton County FRC Director.
Schools alone are not equipped to address these serious issues, yet symptoms resulting from these complex problems are first manifested as these children struggle to meet the challenges of a school curriculum.  Early intervention of problems can stabilize the student’s home and community environment, nurture resiliency, and give the student an opportunity to focus on educational achievement, stay in school, and mature to productive adulthood.
A new study by Educational Testing Service (ETS) which develops and administers more than 50 million tests annually, concludes that a lot of the low scores can be explained by factors that have nothing to do with schools.  ETS Policy, Evaluation and Research Center, researched the kinds of family and home conditions that research has found to make a difference in children’s cognitive development and school achievement: such as, percentage of single parent homes; family finances; literacy development; child care disparities; educational resources in the home; parent-school relationship.  ETS researchers took four variables which are beyond the control of schools:  single parent families, parents reading to young children every day; hours spent watching television; and frequency of school absences. Using just those four variables, researchers were able to predict each state’s results on the federal eighth-grade reading test with accuracy. “The report makes clear that there are often shortcomings and deficiencies in the schooling and support children receive at home.”  
“There is a set of factors related to school achievement within the control of parents of any income level: Getting students out of bed and off to school; establishing rules for television watching; and reading to and talking with young children.  Making sure parents understand how important these modest efforts can be for their children’s success can improve trends associated with poor academic performance.  Equally important is assisting parents who are willing, but unable to take these steps by providing parenting skills instruction, teaching non-reading parents to read, and helping families obtain reading materials for their homes.” (“The Family: America’s Smallest School, September, 2007) 
Parental involvement is critical in facilitating children’s development and achievement and in preventing and remedying educational and developmental problems (Scannella, 2005).  Researchers have found that when programs are designed to involve parents fully, students achieved more regardless of socio-economic status, ethnic origins, racial backgrounds, or their parents’ level of education. With full parental involvement, disadvantaged children achieve at the same levels as middle-class children.  According to Machen, Wilson, and Notar (2005), improving parental involvement can improve schools.
The family resource centers are designed by the school and community to intervene and to teach parents how to resolve problems.  School attendance is key to student success yet the student without sufficient clothing, the student without proper glasses, the student kept awake by family conflict, the student without sufficient food, or the student experiencing the multitude of problems of a dysfunctional home is unlikely to attend classes regularly and to gain the basic life skills and academic skills necessary for independent adulthood.  The family resource centers make use of available community services and creative ingenuity to resolve these problems and to help parents learn problem solving skills. 
Sarah Hailey, Coffee County FRC Coordinator stated “The Family Resource Center not only prepares children for school success, but also helps families possess necessary skills.  Parent involvement is a vital part of this program.  Because of the limited education (of parents), learned behaviors from their own childhood, or the chaotic situations that families find themselves in, help must be made available in many different ways.”
FAMILY RESOURCE CENTER OPERATIONAL ORGANIZATION

T.C.A. § 49-2-115 authorizes the development of school-administered Family Resource Centers, however, school revenue constraints have restricted Local Education Agencies (LEAs) from developing FRCs without funding assistance.  In 2006-07 there were 1699 public schools in Tennessee and only 104 family resource centers located in 68 of Tennessee’s 95 counties.  At risk families and youth in Kentucky’s 1143 public schools have access to 782 family resource and youth service centers.   
Tennessee’s 104 FRCs were awarded through grant competition. Grant renewal is based on performance in previous years.  Grantees receive an annual award of thirty-three thousand, three hundred ($33,300) dollars with a required minimum local match of sixteen thousand seven hundred dollars ($16,700).  For the vast majority of LEAs, the local match exceeds the minimum of $16,700, because the grant amount remains the same as established in 1993-94. 
Through the assistance of local community funds the Metro Nashville Davidson County School System students and the Memphis City School System students have access to additional FRCs funded by local initiatives.  
The family resource centers operational structure must be in accordance with the family resource center guidelines, which were revised in January, 2006 by an interagency committee appointed by the Department of Children’s Services and the Department of Education as mandated by T.C.A.§ 49-2-115(g).  

In accordance with state law T. C. A. §49-2-115(a) and the FRC guidelines the family resource centers are guided by family resource center advisory councils composed of a majority of parents and representatives from local social service organizations, philanthropic groups and family support services providers.  
“Changing community conditions and life trajectories for the highest-risk children and families means connecting families to services and supports; connecting programs and services to one another; filling gaps; and assuring the continuity of supportive experiences. A significant portion of actions a community could take to strengthen families and reduce social isolation involve reaching into the health system, family support system, substance abuse services, child care, and community groups, including churches.  The effort required to do this pays off because the connections can both promote school readiness and prevent child abuse and neglect.” (Pathways to Outcomes, 2007) 

The uniqueness of the FRC structure enables the center to work with at-risk families in a one-to-one approach that leverages the support and expertise of many agencies.  While many programs have proven approaches to work with a particular problem, the FRC tailors its approach for each family situation to work with sets of problems that combine to overwhelm parents and thus put children at-risk.  The family resource centers create close alliances with other local, state and federal programs in order to enhance all program areas.  Many of the centers work in collaboration with local food banks, Adult Basic Education, Even Start, pre-kindergarten programs (Head Start, Title I or state-funded Voluntary Pre-K programs), Safe and Drug Free Schools, Homeless Education programs, and Welfare Reform.  A quote from the report on the McNairy County Family Resource Center says it best: “The FRC is active in the community network that shares concern and support for at-risk individuals.  This FRC is a hub of information for the county and is committed to finding resources for each need in McNairy County.”

Review of the Family Resource Center annual reports confirms the unique diversity of the operational activities in each center.  The frequency of risk factors faced by many students and their families require the FRC to provide both organized programs for life skills, parenting skills and job skills development; and individualized services to address acute problems, such as food and clothing.  Reports from Murfeesboro City FRC note: “The Franklin Heights project, with the cornerstone being the Family Resource Center, has formed a consortium of over forty volunteer, faith-based, education, and social agencies that is remarkable.  This consortium ignites the sparks which result in the myriad of opportunities for modeling for parents, assisting families, creating security and ushering in hope each day. Volunteer agencies provide parenting skills classes, family counseling, GED classes, family mentoring programs, and work to develop new programs to address children at-risk.”
GOALS

The family resource centers share a unified mission:  to assist families through information and training, and to help families learn to resolve problems through the collaborative efforts of many disciplines within the community (educational, mental and physical health, business and social services).  The programs respect the strengths of families and build on those strengths rather than focus on weaknesses.  

The Director of the Northside Family Resource Center, Memphis City Schools, states “…..we realize that our families’ challenges cannot be resolved through a simple one time activity and/or event.  Our programs are integrated to provide opportunities for children and families to help navigate themselves through barriers by focusing on education, self sufficiency, and hope.”
The multitude of different goals established by the 104 Family Resource Centers can be aligned with five positive outcomes for students and families:

* Children are succeeding in school; 

* Young children are ready to enter school;

* Parents are working;

* Children and families are safe;

* Children and families are healthy;

Children are Succeeding in School:
As noted in the ETS research, school attendance is a key predictor to school performance.  Sixty-eight (68) FRCs have developed programs to target students with poor attendance and their families, such as: “The Family Resource Center serving South Tipton County provided truancy prevention and intervention services to 250 students.  The increase in attendance rates can be directly linked to the efforts of the FRC staff.”

For some students the lack of school clothes and coats pose a barrier to school attendance so sixty-five (65) FRCs coordinate clothing banks.  

Sixty-two (62) family resource centers have developed tutoring and mentoring programs to improve student performance.  The programs have matched trained community volunteers with "at-risk" students
Improving literacy skills for at-risk students and their families is one of the adopted goals within fifty-eight (58) family resource centers. 
To equip parents with the skills and knowledge to be their child’s most important “teacher” and to support success in school ninety-three (93) family resource centers provide training in child development and other parenting skills.  
One of the highest percentage dropout rates occur among the population of teen parents and pregnant students.  Thirty-three family resource centers conduct programs to assist students who are experiencing problems to remain focused on their academic performance and help them succeed in school, as well as, providing them instruction on their new responsibilities of parenting.  The Manchester City Family Resource Center has developed a unique training series, Loving Solutions for Tough Kids, which has been especially effective in addressing the needs of single parents, grandparents, or foster parents.
Those students who face the greatest challenge to academic success are the students placed in Alternative Schools.  Twenty-nine family resource centers work with the students by providing programs in developing self-esteem, conflict resolution, and behavioral management and with the families of these students by providing parenting skills training specifically developed to address the disruptive/destructive adolescent.  

The strategies of the Family Resource Center programs have produced increased attendance rates, reduced truancy rates, reduced dropout rates, and reduced disciplinary problems.

Young Children Are Ready to Enter School:

Sixty-one (61) family resource centers provided some type of early childhood education program to assist families in providing their children with developmentally appropriate activities and experiences essential to development of school readiness skills.  

In many school systems the family resource centers are partnering with the new pre-kindergarten classes to boost meaningful involvement of parents in the education of their children. 
In Memphis a requirement for the Pre-K program is the mandatory participation of at least one parent or guardian in Family Resource Center sponsored parenting skills meetings and literacy workshops.  One mother started attending the meetings alone and as the school year progressed her husband and other two sons joined in attending the workshops on parenting skills.  The mother is now the president elect of the school’s parents’ council for the 2007-08 school year.  She has learned the vital role parents play in the education of their children and she plans to be involved throughout their school careers.

Thirty (30) FRCs administer the Parents as Teachers program offering easy to understand curriculum guidance for parents to support healthy physical and brain growth and development and to interact with their children, birth to five years.  

Twenty-six (26) centers collaborate with their communities to construct and deliver "Preschool in a Bag" on a regular basis to preschool children and their families.  These are children who have no access to pre-kindergarten programs.  The contents of the bags provide guidance to parents in developmentally appropriate activities and assorted supplies to encourage the children in development of school readiness skills.   

Parents are working:
During 2006-07, thirty-two (32) family resource centers provided on-site job skills training, access to adult education, case management, information on job availability or other services to assist those families that are failing to meet the needs of their children as a result of unemployment or under-employment resulting from inadequate skills.  To assist in building technology skills some FRCs have been successful in obtaining computers to develop computer labs for parents.   
“Murfreesboro City FRC reported the success of a father, free from anti-depressants, received his GED as his son graduated from Pre-K.  The work of the FRC prepared the father to succeed in his job and his son to succeed in school.”
Fifty-two (52) FRCs provide GED preparation and Adult Basic Education courses and many centers report a high percentage of the participants pass the GED.  The Piney Woods FRC in Hamilton has created a unique opportunity for teens and young adults: The “YouthBuild” Program provided youth between the age of sixteen thru twenty-four with a chance to get their GED and on the job training at a construction site in the community.  This program was very helpful with our at risk youth.  The youth discover the key to effective prioritizing and long term goals.”
Children and Families are Safe:

Fifty-nine (59) family resource centers are active partners in providing programs to reduce drugs and violence within the school and community.   The Cumberland County FRC would not give up on a student who faced many challenges:  Both parents struggled with drug abuse and to avoid state custody the student moved in with an elderly great aunt.  For over five years the FRC provided encouragement to stay in school and support through clothing, school supplies, and food, as needed.  The young man was awarded the ACE PLUS Award by the Cumberland County community.

Conflict resolution and peer mediation programs are provided by forty-one (41) centers. 

Fifty-five (55) family resource centers provide assistance in locating safe housing. These services include location of affordable housing, location of temporary shelter for families that have suffered fire or storm damage.  In addition, temporary assistance with utilities is provided to assure that students are not in home environments which jeopardize their health. The partnership between the Family Resource Center and the Housing Authority in Murfreesboro has yielded a self-sufficiency program which assists families in saving money.  Many families have used the funds to help with a down payment on a home or to pay for college courses.
Children and Families are Healthy:

Fifty-five (55) family resource centers provide linkage to physical and mental health services.  Information on good health practices is provided through counseling, training and health fairs within the community; forty-four (44) centers sponsored health fairs for the school and community.  The centers establish collaborative links with physicians, county health department offices and civic organizations to provide eye exams, glasses, dental work and other health services for children.  The FRC directors report they are most appreciative of the Lions Clubs and of Walmart stores for the vision services and glasses provided to needy students.    Often the family resource centers must assist families to navigate the health care bureaucracies.  For children facing mental health problems, the family resource center collaborates with regional mental health centers to access appropriate services.  

Good health is directly related to proper nutrition.  Fifty-five (55) centers sponsor programs to educate families on the need for proper nutrition and affordability.  The delivery of information on good nutrition has served not only to teach families healthy eating habits on a strict budget, but nutritional learning opportunities serve as a tool to teach basic math and reading skills to under-educated parents.

Fifty-five (55) family resource centers, located in communities with no access to food assistance, maintain a food bank for families.  All other family resource centers collaborate with service agencies providing emergency food supplies for families in need.  
A growing number of family resource centers have identified children who fail to receive sufficient food during the weekends and school holidays.  The FRCs have developed a discrete way to provide supplemental food for students and any siblings residing in their homes – Kids Backpack Program or Friday Friends.  Backpacks are filled with nutritious foods and the student is able to carry food home discretely along with textbooks.
EVALUATIONS

The programs and interventions provided through the family resource centers are hard to evaluate using traditional methods: they are multi-faceted, interactive, continually evolving and reliant on the active involvement of committed individuals who contribute more than their jobs require.

The family resource centers rely on a combination of sources to determine the success rate of the programs developed and offered through the center.  The costs that would be incurred through exhaustive research tools to follow each child's progress are prohibitive.  Therefore, the centers utilize the feedback from teachers and school administrators as to student success. Programs developed to improve school attendance and school success rely upon classroom data. The programs developed to address adult needs are evaluated through surveys of the clientele.  Those surveys indicate a high level of satisfaction and benefit to families.

In order to present a composite view of the one hundred-four family resource centers, a matrix, reflecting many of the services/activities provided by the centers, has been made a part of this report as Appendix B.

GUIDE TO APPENDIX B

The definitions of the service/activity, location, and funding categories within the matrix are as follows:

Alternative School Affiliation:  The FRC counsels families of students assigned to the alternative school as a result of behavior leading to suspension or expulsion .

Attendance/Truancy:  The FRC center is informed about students with excessive absence from classes.  Such students and their families receive counseling and home visits.

Child Care:  Child care services are provided while parents are participating in programs or services. Child care providers within the community may be offered training in child development and developmentally appropriate practice.

Conflict Resolution and Peer Mediation:  The FRC provides training for students, parents, school staff and/or community on conflict resolution and peer mediation.

Clothing Bank:  The FRC provides a clothes closet to meet the emergency needs of students and their families.

Counseling:  The FRC provides advice and guidance to students/families and guides them in the creation of a deliberate plan of action to resolve problems/barriers.

Directory of Services:  The FRC establishes a directory of all agencies that can provide needed services and are accessible to families.  All agencies within the directory work collaboratively with the FRC and families are referred to appropriate agency based on specific need.

Early Childhood Development:  The FRC provides developmentally appropriate education to prepare children for success in school and life experiences.

Even Start:  The FRC is a partner in providing a comprehensive family literacy program, Even Start.

Family Literacy:  The FRC provides programs to increase the literacy levels of parents to empower them to be more effective in assisting their children in literacy skills.

Families First Affiliation:  The FRC provides components of the Welfare initiative.

Food Bank:  The FRC provides access to food goods for families in need.

GED/Adult Basic Education:  The FRC works in tandem with the adult basic education program and/or provides additional assistance for families seeking GED or additional educational opportunities.

Health:  The FRC provides information on good child health as well as family health; co operates with the local Department of Health; increases public knowledge about good health practices; and assists eligible families in enrolling in TennCare.

Health Fair:  The FRC collaborates with other departments, agencies and health organizations to present a one or two day conference with a diverse array of health and nutrition information stations and basic health check stations for communities to learn facts regarding prevention and to access basic health information. 

Home Visits:  The FRC conducts home visits to determine needs of referred families and to provide solutions to problems identified.

Housing Assistance:  The FRC networks with other community agencies and individuals to solve housing needs for families "at-risk".

Juvenile Court Affiliation:  The FRC works in collaboration with the respective Juvenile and Family Court serving the county.  The FRC provides training for families referred by the court.

Job Readiness/Job Training:  The FRC provides job training and job opening information to families.

Nutrition:   The FRC provides information, and training on nutrition needs and economically meeting the nutritional needs of children.

Parents as Teachers:  The FRC provides training in accordance with the model Parents as Teachers – training for parents regarding how to be the primary teacher for their children and full partners in the education of their children.

Parenting Skills:  The FRC provides training on child development, appropriate discipline, and parenting skills.
Parenting and Early Childhood Development:  The FRC provides special parenting skills training focusing on children ages 0 –8 years.

Parenting Skills for Destructive Adolescents:  The FRC provides special parenting skills training focusing on junior and high school students.

Parent Lending Library:  The FRC provides a library with books, media, and resource materials that address a comprehensive span of issues focusing on children.

Preschool in a Bag:  The FRC provides bags filled with manipulatives and game boards with instructions to parents on child directed activities that will assist children in developing skills appropriate to the 4 year old.  This information is provided bimonthly to parents of preschool children that do not have the opportunity to participate in a preschool program.

Safe and Drug Free Schools:  The FRC works in collaboration with the school and community to reduce violence and halt drug usage among children and families.

Tutoring/Mentoring:  The FRC establishes a tutoring and/or mentoring program to assist students.

Teen Parents Program:  The FRC provides special child development and teen parent training, increasing the graduation rates of teen parents.

VISTA Other:  The FRC sponsors an Americorps*VISTA member that coordinates projects to improve community capacity.

Other:  This category includes a multitude of creative programs developed to meet the specific needs within the community served by the FRC, including special programs to increase parental involvement, provide case management, grief counseling, teach hygiene, work to control head lice, etc.

The most frequently provided service/activities of each FRC are so designated by the number 1, 2, or 3.  Those centers that felt that there was no significant ranking difference between the offered services/activities, did not rank the services/activities.

The matrix will also show the location of the family resource centers.  In addition, the ability of the center to gain additional resources through grant competition or community donations is indicated in the matrix.

The attached matrix reflects the diversity, and the unique character of each of Tennessee’s family resource centers.  The centers have generated proactive community involvement, providing collaborative networks that create environments for “at-risk” children to more successfully reach their educational potential.

For additional information regarding Family Resource Centers in Tennessee, contact:


Jan Bushing


School-based Support Services


Tennessee Department of Education


9th Floor Andrew Johnson Tower


Nashville, Tennessee  37243-0376


615-741-0345
fax 615-532-4989


email  Jan.Bushing@state.tn.us
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