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Project Abstract

The Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program is a part of Indian Child and Family Services (ICFC), a division of the Southern California Indian Center, Inc., the Tribal Organization that submitted the grant application.  The purpose of the project is to expand and enhance the culturally competent, community-based family resource and support services provided to the Native American population of Los Angeles County by ICFS.  Pre-grant services included foster care, kinship care, family preservation, child abuse prevention and intervention and family support services.  Through the grant, they will also provide individual and family therapy, in-home family support services and parent training as well as assessments and information and referral services.  It is believed that these services will result in preserving, strengthening and stabilizing families, safely preventing out-of-home placements of children, reunifying children with their families when out-of-home placement can not be prevented, and ensuring appropriate permanency plans, in compliance with the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), for children who can not be reunified.  The objectives of the project are to:

· Provide direct, face-to-face treatment to 20 clients, both children and adults, who may be single or married biological parents or relative caregivers and may be suffering the effects of abuse, neglect or domestic violence.  Treatment addresses issues that have traumatized the clients and rendered them unable to effectively cope with life;
· Provide 25 referred clients with individualized, in-home support services, including Healthy Parenting skills training, modeling appropriate parenting behavior, emphasizing the developmental and safety needs of Native children, health and nutrition education, and support in attaining Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) for their children where needed; and
· Provide 50 clients with referral to and assistance in accessing public and private community agencies for services not provided by the project.
Through the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program, ICFS is also able to provide regular, in-home services to birthparents, kinship caregivers and foster parents.   While in the homes, the service team is able to provide families with training in childhood development, as well as with counseling (individual, conjoint and family) for children and their caregivers, therapeutic recreational activities for the children that also provides respite for the caregivers, court advocacy, help in obtaining financial assistance when appropriate, emotional support, health advocacy and educational advocacy.  

The project staff have developed a service delivery model designed to meet the needs of the unique population they are serving.  That model includes a team approach, with the team members providing culturally competent and sensitive individualized, intensive in-home services that occur as often as needed and at nontraditional times that are convenient to the family.  The team is comprised of a professional counselor and a case manager and is supervised by the Program Coordinator.   In addition to the issues listed above, the team assists the family with whatever immediate concrete needs confronting it.  Those needs may include health or safety issues, school related issues, housing issues, lack of appropriate food and/or clothing, lack of job training or lack of adequate transportation.  Project staff are committed to teaching clients the skills they will need to access community, state and federal agencies and resources in order to become more self-sufficient, competent and stable.  Through this approach, project staff believe they can have a positive impact on preserving and strengthening families, reunifying children with their families, insuring appropriate permanency plans for children and insuring the health and well being of all family members.  The focus is on preserving families and, when that is not possible, on insuring permanence for children through reunification, adoption, guardianship or placement with kin.  Services to families with court involvement are provided in compliance with the mandates of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), ensuring that children are kept within their families when possible and, barring that, within their cultures.  
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Target Population

This project was designed to provide culturally competent and sensitive community-based family resource and support services to the Native American population in Los Angeles County.  
The Site Visit

On August 11, 2003 the writer visited the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program offices at 3440 Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles, California.  The purpose of the visit was to determine what can be learned about this apparently successful project that could be shared with the field.  Prior to the visit, the writer interviewed the Federal Project Officer and reviewed the Grant Application, as well as materials provided by the Program Coordinator prior to the visit.  

During the site visit, the writer met with Kathleen Bridgeland, Program Coordinator, and several members of the staff, including Al Garcia, Chris Kamatani, Pat Laux and Halsey Minendez.  During the course of the morning and the early afternoon, they made a very thorough presentation of the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program, how it fits into Indian Child and Family Services and the Southern California Indian Center, Inc. and why they believe their approach to providing services to this population works.  They shared their strategies for engaging families and for winning their trust.  They also shared information on the Tribal Family Court, its history and its importance to the implementation of ICWA in the Los Angeles area.  They presented case vignettes and spoke of the challenges and the successes of working with these families.

While the major trust issues of the Native population made visiting a client family unrealistic, spending several hours with this staff and hearing them describe their services and talk about their families leaves one with a clear picture of their dedication and commitment to their clients and their willingness to go the extra mile on their behalf.  They have carefully thought through the importance of culture and heritage to the target population and clearly treat their clients with dignity and respect.

In the afternoon, the project staff took the site visitor to visit the Tribal Family Court and to meet and talk with the judge of that court, who spoke very highly of the work done by the project.  Not all cases heard in this court room involve Native American children since there are not enough such cases to fill a full time docket.  However, all child welfare matters involving Native American children and their families are scheduled in this court and before this judge who, while not Native American, has studied the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) extensively and become an expert in its purpose, its intent and its application.  She, in fact, provides training on ICWA for judges from across the state of California.  
Not only is this judge an expert on ICWA, she is truly a child-centered judge.  Her chambers are very child-friendly, filled with toys for all ages.  Each child who appears in her court room gets to select a teddy bear from the hundreds that are available.   Finally, in the rare instances where a non-Indian family adopts an Indian child, she makes sure that family is aware of the importance of respecting and preserving that child’s heritage and tribal identity and, before the adoption is finalized, she requires the adoptive parents to sign a contract agreeing to do so. 
The remainder of this report summarizes the writer’s findings, observations and impressions following interviews with the Federal Project Officer, the review of materials and the visit with the project staff.
Project Accomplishments to Date

Ten months into the grant period, staff had established contact with the judge in the Native American Children’s Dependency Court, with attorneys and with court personnel to make them aware of the additional services available to American Indians as a result of the grant.  They were also working closely with the Indian Units of the Departments of Family Services and of Mental Health.  Through a major collaborative effort they had been instrumental in developing a multi-agency Community Health Fair that had provided Indian families with health screenings, immunizations, lead testing and eye and dental screenings.

In addition, they had provided face-to-face treatment to ten clients, four adults and six children.  In-home, individualized support services had been provided to a family of six and to a single mother of one.  Finally, 18 additional individuals had been provided with assessment services and referral to other community service providers.  Project staff continue to carry referred cases until the client or the family has accessed the services in order to ensure that cases do not “fall between the cracks”.  This continued contact also provides the opportunity to teach clients how to access the services they need and to advocate for themselves.
Finally, the project was accessing the Southern California Indian Center’s WIND (Walking In A New Direction) Program on behalf of their clients.  WIND is a mental health and substance abuse that provides services to Native American adults or adolescents who are having difficulties due to alcohol and/or substance abuse.  Services, which are targeted toward the prevention, intervention and aftercare of substance abuse, are also provided to the families of those who are experiencing alcohol and/or substance abuse.  Transportation is available for clients to various cultural and recovery activities and supportive services.
The program places a strong emphasis on aftercare services, the primary goal being relapse prevention.  It is a 12 step program with a holistic approach to sobriety.  Services are provided in a supportive environment that recognizes the strength and significance of Native American culture.  In addition to the 12 step approach, WIND also provides workshops and educational materials in the following areas:

· Mental Health

· Family Dynamics

· Stress Management

· Anger Management

· Domestic Violence Prevention

· Wellness

· Conflict Resolution

· Relationships

· Parenting

Context

There are over 150,000 Native Americans, the majority of whom are classified as the “working poor”, living in Los Angeles County.  These individuals, who represent 150 different tribes from across the United States, are scattered throughout the county.  This physical separation was a part of the plan designed by the Federal Government in the 1950’s, under the Federal Relocation Act when large numbers of Native Americans were moved off from their reservations to large urban areas.  The intent was to discourage tribal identity and unity and to encourage assimilation.  Therefore, while the Los Angeles County population is the largest urban Indian population in the country, even rivaling some of the land-based tribes in number, they are virtually an invisible minority.  

The promise of jobs and the good life did not materialize for the majority of these Native Americans and some returned to their reservations for good.  Most, however, remained in Los Angeles and other cities where conditions are often at least as poor to those on the reservations they left.  As a result of the separation from their families and cultures, they suffer from poor self-esteem and low self-image.  They live in poverty, often facing substandard housing or homelessness, inadequate transportation and drug and alcohol addiction.  Parents tend to be very young and inexperienced and domestic violence is not unusual.  All of these factors contribute to child abuse and neglect.  While their needs for supports and services are tremendous, Los Angeles’ Native Americans are a historically underserved population.  This is especially true now that ICWA funds are no longer available to urban Indian programs, further limiting the already scarce funding for services.
Living in the cities and scattered as they are, these families are without the traditional familial and tribal support systems that are so important to the Native culture.  They are ineligible for many of the supportive services they had received on the reservation and ill equipped to deal with the complicated and bureaucratic structure of the city.  As a result, many of them find themselves in poverty conditions far worse than the reservations they came from and lacking the supports and the life skills to function effectively in the city.  Their children come to the attention of the child welfare system at an alarming rate, often as the result of extreme neglect by parents who never had the opportunity to learn to parent since they were raised by parents who had been raised in institutions and had not experienced being parented.  Once in the child welfare system, Native children tend to stay for very long periods of time.  The terms of the Indian Child Welfare Act may or may not be enforced, with child welfare staff frequently claiming they were unaware of the child’s Native American status.  This is one of the reasons the sensitivity training provided by the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program is so very important.  

Additionally, a basic and engrained distrust of anyone and anything outside their cultures makes it even more difficult for them to seek and to accept new supports and services.  This distrust is based on a history of blatant lack of respect for them and their cultures and repeated attempts over time to force them to assimilate, to give up their cultures, their traditions and, thus, their identities.
The Challenge of Building Trust
Any agency wishing to provide services to the Native American population is faced with the very real challenge of addressing and overcoming their basic distrust of anything or anyone outside their families or their tribes.  ICFS has a long history of doing just that and the Program Director and staff have taken the knowledge and skills they have acquired in this area and applied them to the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program.  The staff, in addition to having the appropriate educational qualifications for their positions, are either Native American or non-Native, usually of other minority groups, who have lengthy work experience with the Native American Community in Los Angeles County, enabling them to provide culturally competent and sensitive services to the population.  All are trained to work at the client’s pace, to give time for families to get to know them and for trust to develop.  Since the service team stays with families as long as their services are needed, they have the time to allow this process to occur.  They start their relationship-building by working with the immediate problems presented by the families, usually  concrete needs such as health issues, school related issues, unskilled parenting, home safety, substandard housing, lack of job training or of adequate transportation.  Not only does this approach help the families to see that the program can quickly be of assistance to them in a tangible way, but it also keeps the families involved long enough for a level of trust to develop so they can begin to work on some of the intangible issues.  Finally, they do not require the families to come into the office for the traditional 50 minute office visit once a week.  Instead, they meet with them in their homes for the amount of time needed and as often as is necessary and appropriate.  They also have flexible work hours so they are able to meet with families at their convenience, not just during a 9:00 to 5:00 work day.  These are the techniques used by the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program, techniques that have proven very successful in engaging families and in building their trust.
Collaboration

Indian Child and Family Services (ICFS), the agency which designed and developed the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program, is a part of the Southern California Indian Center.  As such, it has access on behalf of its clients to all the programs and services offered by the Center.  Those services include programs to strengthen families, and to provide emergency assistance, job training, educational services for youth, cultural enrichment activities and medical assessments.  The project also works closely with clients’ tribes, the American Indian units of the Department of Children and Family Services and the Department of Mental Health, attorneys from the children’s court and with drug and alcohol programs.  ICFS maintains close, collaborative working relationships with other providers and agencies, both private and public, throughout the county.  It is through this community network that they receive their referrals and gain access to services outside their scope of expertise for their clients, such as legal services, psychiatric services, medical services and county social services.  
Evaluation

The project is using a “Logic Model” for its overall evaluation plan.  Evaluation data being collected includes demographics of clients served, statistics regarding number of clients served, number of therapy sessions provided, number of in-home support services provided, types of referral services provided (Where were clients referred?), and amount of support provided to clients while they are accessing referral services.  Process outcomes and long-term outcomes will be detailed in the evaluation report.  
The impact of services on individual clients will also be tracked and monitored by the Program Coordinator who regularly reviews the project staff’s case notes and holds weekly supervision and case conferences to ensure that work is progressing and that problem situations are being addressed appropriately.  At the end of the year, the Program Coordinator will compare the initial case plan and treatment goals to the current case plan and treatment goals, or to the closing summary if the case has been closed, to determine the impact the services have made.  The outcome measures identified by the project staff are:
· Have they provided therapeutic counseling services to prevent child abuse or the reoccurrence of child abuse?
· Have they provided family support services? and

· Have they provided assessment and referral services and support?
The premise is that providing these services to families and children should result in strengthening and stabilizing families, preventing child abuse and neglect and enhancing the lives and ensuring the safety and well-being of Native American children and families in Los Angeles County.

Client progress is measured using a Likert Scale designed specifically for this project.  The Scale is administered quarterly and the results are analyzed and evaluated in order to ensure that the services are achieving the stated outcomes.  The process portion of the evaluation will consist of gathering demographics and monthly statistics regarding the number of clients served, providing supervision to staff on a weekly basis, documenting services and submitting reports to the funding agency in a timely fashion.
Dissemination              
Built into the original grant application is a plan to provide, upon request, information and/or training to improve the cultural competence of the Community-Based Family Resource and Support (CBFRS) State Network in order to increase their cultural competence concerning working with the Native Community.  Project staff are available to the CBFRS for consultation and assistance in promoting staff ability in all participating agencies to serve Native American families effectively, to make culturally appropriate placements in compliance with the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), to recruit and employ Native American staff, to deliver culturally relevant support services and to develop strategies to improve outcomes for Native American families and children.
Sustainability

The Southern California Indian Center, the parent organization for Indian Child and Family Services (ICFS), has been in existence in California since 1968.  ICFS has been in existence since 1988, when it began with grants from the Bureau of Indian Affairs and CAPTA.  Thus, both the parent organization and the newer ICFS have a long and successful history of service to the American Indian population of Los Angeles.  They have successfully acquired and managed funds from Federal, State, County and Foundations as well as other sources in order to continue operating over the past 18 years despite the 50% decrease in the Southern California Indian Center’s budget resulting from the withdrawal of ICWA funds to urban Indian programs. 
Less than a year into the three year grant, Ms. Bridgeland, the Program Coordinator, is already in the process of seeking alternate funding sources for the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program once this grant expires.  As budgets have been cut at the state and at the federal levels, competition for alternate funding has become increasingly keen
Conclusion
Still in its first year, the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program shows tremendous promise.  It is a part of the Indian Child and Family Services division of the Southern California Indian Center, Inc., a Tribal Organization of long standing and excellent reputation for its cultural awareness and sensitivity in working with the Native American community.  It has a dedicated and committed staff who are Native American or have extensive training and experience in working with the Native community.  That staff has carefully thought through and developed strategies for overcoming the very real trust issues that must be addressed by anyone working with this population.    Indian Child and Family Services has a proven ability to provide culturally responsive social services and in facilitating positive outcomes for Indian children and families.  Through this grant they have the opportunity to provide more intense, individualized in-home services to more families in an equally successful manner.
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