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Abstract

All too often “helping” services are neither effective nor kind; they don’t feel very good for the helper or those being “helped.” Current human service practice in the United States evolved during a time of modernist belief in professionalism, the efficiency of bureaucracy and the role of science, including social science, to provide answers. Workers who staff such programs are often trained to see those seeking help as deficient and needing to be “fixed” rather than as having strengths and being capable of finding their own solutions. 

The New York State Family Development Training and Credentialing (FDC) Program is a major interagency initiative designed to provide competency-based training for frontline workers, and to reorient the way services are delivered from a deficit-based, expert-driven model, to an empowerment‑oriented, strengths‑based, family-centered approach. FDC classes are taught by community–based practitioner/trainers at over 50 sites in New York State, and thus far in six other states as well. The curriculum uses highly interactive, participatory activities to help trainees learn about mutually respectful partnerships, assisting people to develop their own strengths and reach their own goals, all within a context of collaboration and cultural competence. 

This program is part of an international family support movement, valuing practices that are partnership-oriented and individualized to the needs of the families and communities. Using principles similar to those of participatory action research, the FDC program teaches a model of practice that values the “local knowledge” of the individual or family being helped; seeing the role of the helper as the facilitator of a change process. The public access curriculum, Empowerment Skills for Family Workers, includes a Worker Handbook, Trainers Manual and Field Advisors Manual. It is available for purchase at a reasonable cost, for use in a wide variety of settings. Practitioner-based research based on interviews has shown that trainees experience personal and professional growth, the help-seekers with whom they work feel supported and more able to take steps toward their goals, and that helping organizations are making changes to align their procedures with this form of practice.

Article

The New York State Family Development Training and Credentialing (FDC) Program is a major interagency collaboration designed to change the model for delivering services from deficit-based and expert-driven to empowerment- oriented, strengths‑based, and family-supportive. Community-based FDC classes offer 110 hours of training over several months, plus field advisement to assist workers/trainees in practicing new skills and creating portfolios to demonstrate their knowledge. Upon completion, workers/trainees are eligible to receive the New York State Family Development Credential from Cornell University. Since the program began in September 1996 more than 2,100 people have enrolled in 135 training classes provided by community-based trainers across the state. Over 1,000 workers in 58 of the 62 counties in the state—people with high school educations and masters degrees—have earned the FDC credential thus far.

This program has been a collaborative effort of the Community Services Division of the New York Department of State, which provided funding for curriculum and training system development; Cornell University; the 15 state agencies that make up the Interagency Workgroup on Family Development convened by the state’s Council on Children and Families; and hundreds of service providers and program recipients who participated in focus groups and reviewed drafts of the curriculum. A three-year grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, which ends in October 2000, helped fund the implementation of the credentialing system, which will soon be supported entirely by fees. The goals of the program are:

· Families will develop their own capacity to solve problems and achieve long-lasting self-reliance and interdependence with their communities.

· Front-line workers will develop the skills and competencies needed to work effectively with families.

· Agencies and communities will transform the way they work with families, focusing on strengths, having families set their own goals, and fostering collaboration.

How Did It Happen?

The idea of having workers receive a credential at the end of the training process was important to Evelyn Harris, Director of Community Services at the New York Department of State. She used federal Community Service Block Grant monies to fund the creation of the FDC curriculum and its training/credentialing system. Her desire to train and credential the frontline workers in the community action programs funded by her agency, combined with the family support research and curriculum expertise of Christiann Dean and Mon Cochran at Cornell University, were critical ingredients in making the FDC program happen.

Harris, who immigrated from Jamaica, had to re-credential herself after coming to this country, as her teaching degree from Jamaica was not recognized here. She credits the support she received from Head Start for her re-enrollment in college and for her becoming a Head Start teacher. After seeing the limitations of one-time training for workers in Community Action agencies, Harris became committed to creating an interagency credentialing system in family development that would provide validation of the skills and knowledge of the front-line workers and be a step toward college education for them. In addition, a credentialing program with a clear set of principles and a standardized curriculum could help create a large cohort of people working to change systems and institutionalize these practices. Harris worked with state agencies and Cornell University to ensure that this program would be accessible to workers from a wide variety of public and private agencies, so that families would be approached by workers using the same family-centered, strengths-based approach no matter what system they came from.

Developing the Curriculum 

The development of the curriculum, Empowerment Skills for Family Workers, was highly interactive. Hundreds of people participated in its creation. Having joined the extension faculty at Cornell in 1994, one of my first projects was to organize 30 focus groups throughout the state. We listened to family members receiving services, front-line workers, and agency supervisors. Quotes from the focus groups are spread throughout Empowerment Skills for Family Workers: A Worker Handbook.  The 10 modules of the curriculum are based on 10 competencies and skills that were considered key to effective practice:

1. Family development: A sustainable route to healthy self-reliance

2. Building mutually respectful relationship with families

3. Worker self-empowerment

4. Communicating with skill and heart

5. Cultural competence 

6. Ongoing assessment with families

7. Home visiting

8. Helping families access specialized services

9. Facilitating family conferences, support groups and community meetings

10. Collaboration

Nearly 200 people who had come to focus groups or presentations, as well as state agency personnel, reviewed chapters of the worker handbook. After it was revised, I drafted Empowerment Skills for Family Workers: Trainers Manual, which contains everything that community-based trainers need in order to teach the FDC classes(outlines, hands-on interactive exercises, discussion questions, and handouts. Pilot test workshops held throughout the state provided opportunities for suggestions that went into the final Trainers Manual, published in July, 1996.

Steps of Family Development

The theme of partnership is key to the program. A credentialed FDC worker asserted:

I think the families can really sense that partnership that comes with this whole program, that feeling of being a part of this. It’s not something that’s just given to them like, “I’m coming to your home to just give you a service.” It is a partnership. It’s something that we’re building together.

Workers/trainees learn how to establish mutually respectful, culturally competent partnerships with families. They assist individuals and families in identifying and developing their own strengths and setting and reaching their own goals. The seven steps of family development taught in the FDC program are:

1. The family develops a partnership with a family development worker.

2. A family development worker helps the family assess its needs and strengths—an ongoing process.

3. The family sets its own major goal (such as getting off welfare or providing healthy care to a disabled family member) and smaller goals leading to the major goal, and identifies ideas for reaching them.

4. The family development worker helps the family make a written plan for pursuing goals, with family members taking responsibility for some tasks and workers taking responsibility for others. Accomplishments are celebrated, and the plan is continually updated.

5. The family learns and practices skills needed to become self-reliant.

6. The family uses services as stepping-stones to reach their goals.

7. The family’s sense of responsible self‑control is restored. Each individual within the family is strengthened by the family development process so that they are better able to handle future challenges.

How is Training Provided?

The curriculum, training of trainers, and credentialing process are based at Cornell University. The interagency FDC classes are offered in community-based programs across the state; for example, they might be co-sponsored by a Community Action Agency and a Public Health Department. In New York City, four campuses of the City University of New York offer FDC training, as does St. John’s University Metropolitan College, with scholarships provided by the city’s Department of Youth and Community Development. 

FDC classes are held at an agency or a college, typically for a half-day or full day every two weeks. Before each class, the workers/trainees read the chapter of the handbook that will be discussed. The trainers lead small-group activities from the trainer’s manual. The activities, based on adult education principles, are aimed at drawing out the trainees’ own experiences, assumptions, and feelings so that they can reexamine them in light of the principles of family support and empowerment. A worker/trainee commented on the self-reflection encouraged by the program:

I think that’s why people really gravitate to FDC. It’s practical. It’s about us as people, our triumphs, our struggles, things that we go through professionally. It is a reality check. It makes you look in the mirror and ask, “Hey, who am I? What am I about? What is it that I really want to do with people? Where am I going with this? Where are they going with this, and how can we work together and make the society a better place to live?

Because the topics are often very personal and are drawn from workers’/trainees’ own lives, workers/trainees talk about the closeness that evolves among class members, as shown by the following comment:

I expected there to be a lot of younger students, but to my surprise there were much older students in the class, and it was very diverse, which put me at ease. Over a period of time, we began to build a rapport. Initially, I was terrified, because I did not know what to expect; I had not gone to school for so long. As the class went on, the bonds started to develop, and it was really, really incredible.

For their portfolios, workers/trainees write their reflections and practice new skills. Then they meet with their field advisors—who might be the trainer or a worker who has already earned the credential—to discuss their writing and receive feedback. They also create three Family Development Plans, working with family members to choose goals and begin to take steps toward those goals.

People who take FDC classes and receive the credential include front-line workers, parent advocates, volunteers, supervisors, and those in administrative roles. They work with parents, children, teens, and adults in programs such as Community Action, Community Health Worker Program, Cooperative Extension, Department of Social Services temporary assistance program, Even Start, Family Resource Center, Family Planning Center, Foster Care, Head Start, Intensive Case Management Services, Probation, Visiting Nurse Service, schools, and even utility companies. FDC is now also being used as a welfare-to-work training program for workers and recipients.

College credit for FDC training, which ranges from seven to 14 credits, can be accessed through an external degree program when the worker/trainee obtains transfer credit through the national Program on Noncollegiate Sponsored Instruction (PONSI) or takes FDC as a college class. 

Other states are adopting the Empowerment Skills for Family Workers curriculum and replicating the New York State FDC credentialing process, including North Carolina, where Duke University issues the credential, and Rhode Island, where Salve Regina College issues the credential. In Alaska, Head Start has led the initiative and FDC classes began in 1999. Alabama, California, and Connecticut will soon be offering the FDC Program and credential. Iowa State University extension system uses the FDC curriculum to offer a certificate program. The public access curriculum is available for purchase and use; people around the world have purchased over 5,000 copies of the worker handbook.
Response and effects

There has been an enthusiastic response to this program; it has grown quickly over a relatively short period of time. Local organizations are offering FDC classes, workers/trainees are learning and changing, and agencies are supporting that change. This response results from several factors. One is the collaboration among program developers at Cornell University, the funders at the New York Department of State and other state agencies, and local community partners. Also, given changes in welfare policy, both officials and front-line workers are aware that reliable assistance needs to be available to help people create sustainable ways to support themselves. This awareness has led to a willingness to experiment, and the FDC program provides a mechanism to try a new way. 

What effects has it had? Using qualitative research with a sample of FDC program participants, we found that effects occur at several levels. Workers spoke about growing personally and professionally, and being more effective in helping people set and reach their own goals. Agency supervisors who supported FDC trainees in using their new skills talked about seeing increased morale and lower turnover. A “parallel process” seems to occur wherein the key elements of an empowerment-oriented model of practice—mutual respect, critical reflection, caring and group participation—are present in the FDC training-the-trainer institutes, in FDC classes, the field advisement relationship, in the relationship between workers/trainees and family members/help-seekers, and, ultimately, in the organizations in which helping practice is institutionalized and in communities. A FDC trainer theorized eloquently about the process of change that occurs: 

Family development is a model of human services that compels people to choose and engage personal self-empowerment over dependency, because it recognizes that long-standing, sustainable personal growth and change can only begin when a person internalizes his or her self-respect through a trustful and respectful relationship with another. Agencies with cultures that demonstrate respect, with families and with their own staff, are more effective in achieving higher-level and more meaningful outcomes because they collaborate with these concepts in mind.

A FDC trainer and field adviser shared what he saw as a shift from discouragement on the part of families to a sense of “I can do it”: 

I believe that the FDC program is creating a change within the families. I see it in the portfolios, in feedback people have given to the workers like, “Gee, I didn’t know that I had this skill” or, “I didn’t know I could really do this.”

Here’s what one mother has to say about working with an FDC-accredited family worker:

I was amazed, because after a while, I didn’t need anyone to hold my hand. The family worker sits back and listens. I’m glad she’s allowing me to learn to make my mistakes. And she doesn’t judge me. I’ve learned I don’t need anybody’s approval but my own.

As increasing numbers of workers take part in training together in their local communities and earn their credential, a growing corps of people advocate with and on behalf of families based on a shared set of principles. As FDC workers/trainees put it:

Human service workers are going to have the same mind, so to speak so they’re going to have the same spirit, so we’re going to be able to work more ... in collaboration.

As other professionals see this approach working or feel that it is more in line with their own philosophies, that’s going to be inviting, so it could really be a major system change.
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