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Introduction

Over the past decade, the changing demographics of Head Start families
and communities have posed increasing challenges to Head Start staff na-
tionally. Alcohol and drug abuse, child abuse, and community violence have
compromised the family and community environments of too many Head
Start children, creating significant obstacles to their healthy development.

In 1994, the national Head Start program entered into a unique partner-
ship with the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, one of the nation’s leading
health philanthropies, to develop substance abuse prevention strategies for
the Head Start community. This program is called Free To Grow: Head Start
Partnerships to Promote Substance-Free Communities. During Free To
Grow’s initial model-development phase, five Head Start communities were
funded to develop comprehensive approaches to reducing the vulnerability
of young children to the impact of substance abuse and other high-risk be-
haviors as they grew older. Based on growing research on risk and protec-
tive factors and the ecological development of the child, Free To Grow’s
program strategies were focused on strengthening the young child’s envi-
ronment, specifically their families and communities, and not the child. These
strategies include: enhanced family-assessment protocols and procedures;
intensive case management; dedicated substance abuse and mental health
treatment partnerships; parent education and family support, including fam-
ily-to-family mentoring strategies; leadership development; community
engagement-focused community assessment; and community action to sup-
port environmental and policy change.

In June 2000, building upon the promising approaches developed during
the model development phase, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, joined
by the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation and in collaboration with local
Head Start agencies in 15 diverse communities throughout the country,
launched the Free To Grow national evaluation and demonstration program.
Designed as a local funding partnership, this second phase of Free To Grow
is testing the strategies developed by the Head Start programs in the first
phase of the initiative to lay the foundation for broader dissemination of the
program’s most successful components within the Head Start community.
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From its inception, Free To Grow was conceived as a series of interlock-
ing partnerships. On the national level, partnerships between federal Head
Start leadership, the Robert Wood Johnson and Doris Duke Charitable Foun-
dations, the Mailman School of Public Health of Columbia University, which
is responsible for providing technical assistance to local Free To Grow grant-
ees, and Wake Forest University School of Medicine, responsible for con-
ducting a rigorous process and impact evaluation, are critical for articulat-
ing the program’s vision, determining the support that Head Start grantees
would need to carry out the program’s strategies, and laying the foundation
for later sustainability of program practices.

On the local level, community-based partnerships were deemed so essen-
tial to the initiative’s success that the concept was built into the program’s
title, “Head Start Partnerships to Promote Substance-Free Communities.”
Formal partnerships with a diverse group of community agencies and insti-
tutions were considered critical for supporting families and changing com-
munity environments over the long term. Free To Grow relied heavily on
Head Start’s credibility in the communities that it has served for over 30
years to bring a broad range of stakeholders to the table. Police departments
immediately became valuable partners in working to enhance neighborhood
safety and reduce drug dealing and the violence that often accompanies it.
Substance abuse treatment organizations have also been instrumental in de-
veloping linkages for those families identified as needing this level of sup-
port. Schools have also been essential in order to see that children and their
families continue to receive support as they transition from Head Start’s
nurturing environment into the school system.

Parents and other community residents have also been at the core of all
partnerships in Free To Grow. One of the program’s unique aspects involves
its focus on linking Head Start parents with the broader range of parents and
other residents within their communities. These relationships have been cru-
cial for developing interventions that seek to change community norms re-
garding the use of alcohol and drugs.

By bringing diverse partners to the table and establishing enduring rela-
tionships that share accountability for outcomes, Free To Grow hopes to
engage Head Start in participating in a broader community-wide effort to
address the devastating impact of substance abuse and other high-risk be-
haviors on so many of our youngest citizens today.

The dialogue included below was recorded during a March 2002 meeting
of Free To Grow program leadership and partners. The meeting was con-
vened to discuss the elements of successful collaboration. During the meeting’s
sessions, we asked participants to talk about their emerging relationships and
their importance to Free To Grow’s efforts within their communities.
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More Than Just a Title: Head Start Partnerships
to Promote Substance-Free Communities

A Dialogue Among Head Start Program Leadership
and Community Partners

New York City, March 8, 2002

MODERATORS:
Judith E. Jones, Director and Clinical Professor

Lori Levine, Deputy Director
Free To Grow National Program Office

SPEAKERS:
Alice Blue: Director, East Tulsa Prevention Coalition

Leonard Busch: Pastor, Good Shepherd Lutheran Church, Tulsa, OK
Vickie Wolfe, Head Start Area Manager
Community Action Project, Tulsa, OK

Jacqueline Reed, Free To Grow Coordinator
Vernell Reed, Deputy Director

*East Side House Settlement, Bronx, NY

Wanda Smith, Executive Director and CEO
Kenneth Gilbert, Head Start Director

Deneeco Young, Free To Grow Coordinator
Candy Coblyn, Director, Project CLIMB, City of Dallas, TX

Head Start of Greater Dallas, TX

Angela James, Counselor, Wheeler Clinic
Braulio Santiago, Principal, Smalley Academy

Elena Trueworthy, Free To Grow Community Development Specialist
Kathy Williams, Director, Smalley Academy Family Resource Center

Human Resources Agency of New Britain, CT

Brenda Kofahl, Head Start Director
Laguna Division of Early Childhood, Laguna, NM

Sue Hinrichs, Head Start Director
Lincoln Action Program, Lincoln, NE

Sandy Ellis, Start Right Program Director, Children’s Service Society of
Wisconsin, Wausau, WI

Catherine Howe, Head Start Executive Director
Marathon County Child Development Agency, Inc. Head Start, Wausau, WI

Lyn McNeff,  Head Start Director
Maui Economic Opportunity, Inc., Wailuku, HI

* Agencies are no longer funded under the Free To Grow national demonstration program.
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Robyn Class, Executive Director
Maricela Rios, Free To Grow Coordinator

Orange Children and Parents Together, Orange, CA

Carmen Nicholas, HS/EHS Director
Pamela Shannonhouse, Free To Grow Manager

Palm Beach County Head Start/Early Head Start, West Palm Beach, FL

Javier Del Castillo, Treatment Counselor, PODER
Antonio Esquibel, Head Start Director

Manuel Hays, Denver Community Policing Officer
*Rocky Mountain SER, Denver, CO

Tonja Fraser-Jenkins, St. Mary’s County Housing Authority
Juanita Nether, Head Start Director

Marie Robinson, Free To Grow Coordinator
Ella May Russell, Director of Social Services, St. Mary’s County

South Maryland Tri-County Community Action Committee,
Hughesville, MD

Christy Klein,  Senior Program Manager
Jeanne Sorci, Principal, Crockett Elementary School

Southwest Human Development, Phoenix, AZ

Albert Alexander, Early Intervention Coordinator, St. Mary Parish
Almetra Franklin,  Executive Director

Almeta Keys, Head Start Director
St. Mary Community Action Agency, Franklin, LA

Daphne Aponte: Trenton City Parent Education Program
Sherry Byrd, Trenton Public Schools

Jeanette Grimes: Free To Grow Coordinator
Elaine Reaves: Trenton City Parent Education Program

*Trenton Head Start, Trenton, NJ

Craig Hall-Cutting:  Pastor, United Methodist Church
Shannon Jackson, Free To Grow Program Coordinator

Jim Ortiz,  Oregon Department of Social Services
Cathy Wamsley, Executive Director

Umatilla–Morrow Head Start, Inc., Hermiston, OR

Judith Jones: As we all know, partnerships help make the goals of Free To
Grow achievable. Free To Grow’s mission is to strengthen families and com-
munities in order to reduce the impact of child abuse and substance abuse
on young children’s development, so that they will make healthy choices as
they grow older. Our job is to educate key audiences about the ways in

* Agencies are no longer funded under the Free To Grow national demonstration program.
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which Head Start’s partnerships through Free To Grow make them better
equipped to respond to the changing needs of families and communities.
However, it is one thing to conceptualize Free To Grow and quite another to
activate and implement the programs. This is challenging work. At this meet-
ing, we want to hear what you think of the partnerships you are building and
how they help you achieve your goals for families and communities.

Why are partnerships important to achieving your goals in Free To Grow?

Juanita Nether: Partnerships enable us to serve families. No one organiza-
tion has all the necessary resources, so we have to maximize the resources
we have. One of the problems with Head Start is that family service provid-
ers, with 25 to 30 families for each caseworker, cannot give families all the
attention they need. Other resources and organizations are needed to do in-
tensive case management to ensure that families have all the services that
they need and to follow these families more often than just a couple of times
a month.

Are there partners that are particularly critical for Free To Grow’s sub-
stance abuse prevention goals?

Almetra Franklin:  In the Head Start community, we are accustomed to work-
ing with partners. That is what Head Start was built on—putting all of our
resources together to provide those services that families need. Granted, all
of those resources cannot come from within the Head Start program. In Free
To Grow, we know that some of our critical partners are the judicial system
(including judges and district attorneys who make decisions about substance
abusers), treatment facilities (a big piece of Free To Grow), and the local
education system (the lead educational agencies or the local school boards).

Why are the schools so important?

In our community, the schools have some of the resources Head Start
needs, such as case managers and support services. Also, when children
leave Head Start, they go into the school systems. Their siblings are in those
school systems as well.

Judith Jones: Over the past several years, the question we always hear
raised is, Are the children ready for school? I would like to ask different, but
related questions:  Are the school systems ready for these children? Are they
ready for the parents to be involved?
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Jeanne Sorci: I do not think so. Teacher education does not deal with how
to engage parents when they arrive at the school door. We have a long way
to go to provide training for teachers on meaningful interactions with par-
ents. They also need to recognize the power of parents and how to give them
quality information about their children.

One thing that we in the public schools can learn from the Head Start
program is the concept of transition. The parents are used to being involved
and want to be involved, as Head Start sets the expectation. Public schools
need to take the next step and say, “You will be involved, and we are going
to make it meaningful for you.”

Kathy Williams:  As the director of the Family Resource Center in a public
school, the principal and I are that first bridge to new parents, including
Head Start parents, because the program is housed in our school. We con-
duct parent training on any questions that interest them, and we hold work-
shops on any topic with which the parents need help. If they are interested in
how to help their child with homework, we work with the Parent Teacher
Organization’s office and the social worker in the school in planning appro-
priate workshops. If we do not have the expertise, we get speakers to come
and meet with the families.

We also have Early Childhood Outreach classes where mothers come
with their infants and discuss parenting topics. Our staff speaks a number of
languages so we can communicate easily with parents. We have playgroups
for mothers with infants. We model techniques in reading, literacy, and lan-
guage. We are there for the families, so that they feel comfortable in the
building and get a chance to meet the teachers as they walk around.

Judith Jones: You are very fortunate. Not every locale has a Family Re-
source Center, but they belong in every school. We want to elicit ideas for
the national policy agenda—ideas for the most important ingredients to help
families and children. Family Resource Centers are one example.

Sherry Byrd:  Our Trenton Public Schools contracted with Head Start last
fall, which is a great bond between the two, because we have resources
coming through the Abbott Decree program: social workers, nurses, and
others who will be able to take over where Head Start staff leaves off when
children move from Head Start into the elementary schools.

Judith Jones: We are lucky to have some schools represented here who
have made a commitment to partnership and understand its importance. How-
ever, many of you have told us how difficult it is to get schools to the table in
Free To Grow. Can you talk about those challenges?
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Robyn Class: In Orange County, California, our biggest challenge is to be
seen as a partner and not a burden to schools already dealing with children
and families who have multiple challenges. We try to let them know that
Free To Grow and the Head Start program can help enhance the work they
are doing. We are finally seeing a change in some of the policies that allow
the schools to deal with disadvantaged children. We do not have counselors
or social workers, and our school district even wanted to turn back the free
lunch program, thinking that then they would not have to deal with the prob-
lem of disadvantaged children. Fortunately, there are some individuals, prin-
cipals, and others who are passionate about helping children and who advo-
cate for their needs.

Judith Jones: Can we talk about the role of law enforcement and how you
are working with that critical partner through Free To Grow?

Manuel Hays: I am a Community Resource Officer with the Denver Police
Department. We are an agency that is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a
week. Although most of our expertise is free, it goes largely untapped. The
social agencies seem to turn their backs on us or scowl as if to say, “What
are you doing here? Is there a problem?” I do most of my work in uniform
because I want children to see that I am a friend and not an enemy. Too
often, though, we see parents and agencies tell children, “You see that po-
lice officer? If you don’t behave, you’re going to go to jail.” However, with
the advent of community policing, officers are receiving excellent school-
ing in human relations.

From my perspective, the number one preventative for drug abuse, sub-
stance abuse, and alcoholism in Colorado is the visiting nurse program, start-
ing with a young mother or young family in prenatal care, postnatal care,
and follow-up. Most of the other programs in place concern the cure, but
this is one way to address prevention.

Albert Alexander:  Our district attorney in Secondary Parish, Louisiana,
has vision: He incorporated an early childhood intervention program into
the 16th Judicial District, reaching children in the formative years before
they become addicted or in the habit of substance abuse. My job as family
service manager in the early intervention program is to determine the com-
munity service that will meet the child’s or family’s needs, no matter what
they might be. Although the 16th Judicial District has comprehensive ser-
vices available, too often those who need assistance the most do not know
where or how to find it. Family service managers in each district address
that gap. We started with three last year and have added three more.

This early intervention program should give some relief to teachers and
schools because they are overwhelmed. Usually, every time a new program
is introduced, it means more work for teachers. When I was an elementary/
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middle school principal, I know the relief I felt when I had the support of
parents at home and of other agencies.

Ella May Russell: In Maryland, where I am Director of the Department of
Social Services, and in a number of other states, we have initiated a “Hot
Spots” program. Money is appropriated from the Governor’s and Lieuten-
ant Governor’s offices to identify areas where there is an existing or poten-
tial high crime rate.

In St. Mary’s county, we have been very successful with community po-
licing. It is a coordinated effort among law enforcement, juvenile justice,
home probation officers, social services, education, and Head Start to work
with gangs. We have already had dramatic and positive effects.

Judith Jones: It is interesting that you began talking about the Hot Spots
and the role of juvenile justice and law enforcement and very quickly men-
tioned all the other partners, because it is comprehensive partnerships that
we are talking about that make such a difference. Can we hear now from the
faith community?

Leonard Busch: I am here in a triple role: I am on the governance team for
Free To Grow in Tulsa, I represent the East Tulsa Prevention Coalition, and
I am the pastor of a Lutheran congregation. As we look at establishing part-
nerships that include faith communities, the critical question is, What does a
faith community have to contribute to any initiative?

Faith communities, people of faith living together as distinct from faith-
based organizations, have tended to serve in partnerships as dispersed dis-
pensaries of social services. Their most valuable contribution to individual
family and community health lies in their role of supporting spiritual devel-
opment. Research has demonstrated and quantified the impact that spiritu-
ality has in recovery.

Given the role of spirituality in substance abuse treatment programs, what
might be the role of spirituality in prevention programs? I do not know the
answer, but I think the question needs to be on the table.

Craig Hall-Cutting: I am the pastor at the United Methodist Church in
Umatilla–Morrow in Oregon. We try to reach out to people in a
nonjudgmental way, so that they will not feel that they are being looked
down upon, or that they are not good enough to associate with church people.
For example, we do a soup kitchen once a week and many of the people who
come have a variety of problems, including mental illness, drug abuse, or
alcoholism. Our practice is to treat them with the utmost respect. We serve
them; we sit with them at the tables and interact with them. It seems to me
that those are opening ways to help a person know that they do have self-
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respect. It provides an environment where they can share things about them-
selves that they might not otherwise share.

Judith Jones: I would like Head Start directors to talk next about the value
added for them from their partnerships with law enforcement, the faith com-
munity, social services, and schools.

Wanda Smith: I am from Dallas, Texas. The partnership in our community,
including all of the providers, comes together to look at a problem and then
tries to identify how everyone can contribute. I have been pleased to see the
interaction on the Free To Grow governance board of all the people willing
to come together on behalf of a particular community that everyone already
knows is drug-infested and work with each other to determine what kinds of
preventive actions can be taken.

Almeta Keys: I would like to sum up my role as Head Start director with
the words “synergy” and “energy.” An African proverb says that it takes a
whole village to raise a child, and I strongly believe in this concept. No one
of us could do these things alone; we need each other. It takes law enforce-
ment, the school system, and the judicial system. They are all players in the
complex task of addressing substance abuse and child abuse issues.

I was thinking about the difference in our program before and after Free
To Grow. The difference is that Free To Grow has brought a vehicle of hope
to our Head Start parents. Before Free To Grow, we were collaborating with
all of these players—the judicial system, the school board, the regional of-
fice, and all the other partners—but with Free To Grow we come together
more often and go deeper into problem solving. We do not just look at the
surface and offer a variety of services to our parents, but we actually meet
our parents’ needs.

It is fine to educate the child, but the child has to go home, and if the child
does not have a safe place to lay his head at night, then our job is not com-
plete. That is why we need all of the partners—law enforcement, the school
board, the judicial system.

In our parish, since Free To Grow has come into the picture, our district
attorney has appointed a faith-based organization where, instead of sending
the parents to jail when they get arrested for substance abuse and/or certain
other crimes, he sends them to the preacher, who does counseling and gives
them hope.

We are building families and strengthening communities. This is all about
synergy, all of the players coming together to address one common goal and
to focus on the prize: the children.

Cathy Wamsley: Hermiston, Oregon is the crossroads for some heavy drug
trafficking from California up through Oregon and into the Yakima Valley
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in Washington State. We recently had a new chief of police join Free To
Grow. At first, he was not quite sure of his role or the impact that Free To
Grow would have on the police department.

He wanted the police in our community to have expertise in detecting
drug abuse and to be out working with families and identifying those who
had substance abuse problems. Because of his involvement in our gover-
nance team, he gained advocates for his reasoning, which in turn made the
community feel more open. It was valuable for him to be part of that team
and to spread the word.

Elena Trueworthy: I want to elaborate on the issue of hope. Free To Grow
made the right decision to implement its strategy through Head Start, be-
cause Head Start already has the trust of the people in the community. This
gives people an increased sense of hope, because they know that Head Start
has helped them in the past and that we will help them in the future. This is
especially helpful in implementing the community development component
of Free To Grow.

Judith Jones: In some of the Free To Grow sites there is a level of discom-
fort for staff, as well as for the community, in talking about issues relating to
substance abuse. We obviously do not expect anyone to walk in the door and
say, “Good morning, Mrs. Jones, do you drink? You have a problem.” There
is also a stigma attached to people who are substance abusers.

What are the strategies you and your partners are using to address this?

Jeanette Grimes: In the Trenton Head Start, we have been working with a
new initiative called Friends of Recovery. Although the term “stigma” usu-
ally has a derogatory connotation, this organization purposely seeks to cre-
ate stigma, but in a positive way, to change the stigma associated with re-
covery. They also promote prevention. Friends of Recovery is not presently
on our governance team, but they are excited about helping and are promot-
ing it politically, starting with the councils and the community. Everyone is
invited to their meetings and to their free training. This initiative is going to
help us put a face on recovery.

Angela James: I have a dual role with Free To Grow in New Britain. I sit on
the governance team representing Wheeler Clinic, a nonprofit organization
that provides many services focused on mental health and substance abuse
issues. I also work for Loving Earth Consultation and Education to provide
training for the advocates who work with Head Start families.

Head Start has always been about helping families, but the substance
abuse component is now an additional asset with Free To Grow coming in.
The first questions the advocates had for me when I started training them
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were, “How do we talk to families about substance abuse? What do we say
so that they will begin to talk to us and not shut us out?”

We are working with the advocates so that they know what resources are
available. It is important to know where to refer families for substance abuse
issues, whether for intensive treatment or for support for a minor or adult
who has some substance abuse problems but who might not be addicted.

Judith Jones: We know that we are asking Head Start Free To Grow sites to
take on a challenging but important issue concerning substance abuse. Many
of you are working in communities where substance abuse is all around, but
no one wants to talk about it. What are the first steps that you think are
important in addressing this issue?

Christy Klein:  I am from Southwest Head Start, in Phoenix, Arizona. I see
a feeling of discomfort among staff in asking about substance abuse, in part
because we have not given much importance in the past to identifying sub-
stance abuse resources in our community. There is a perception that there is
not much out there, which may or may not be true. Advocates are uncom-
fortable asking people about substance abuse if they think they have no-
where to send them or no way to help them. Part of what we are hoping to do
through Free To Grow is to recognize the resources that are available to us
through our partnerships.

Judith Jones: You have raised an important issue. It is similar to giving a
party and not being ready when everyone comes. We are seeing this in many
of our sites; however, Free To Grow nationally is working on many policy
issues. The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, our major funding partner, is
working on expanding treatment availability across the country. In addition,
because prevention often gets a back seat, our hope is that through Free To
Grow we can reduce the number of people over time who need that help.

Sue Hinrichs: There are two strategies that we are using in Lincoln, Ne-
braska. One is motivational interviewing. We have trainers work with our
staff to develop skills and competencies using that technique. We also have
tapped our mental health consultant for some training, which has included
self-reflection, looking at our own thoughts and experiences concerning
substance abuse and considering whether these factors will help or hinder
us in our work. After the self-awareness training, through reflective supervi-
sion or additional support, we help staff with some of their personal feelings
and experiences as they go out and work with families.

Alice Blue: As part of our partnership in Tulsa, we have looked at what is
available in the community that works. Through Free To Grow and a gen-
eral coalition, we brought in a program to work with Head Start called FAST
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(Families And Schools Together). Although it has been around for a long
time working with grade school children, it is new to Head Start. The ideas
behind it are based on many of the ideas we have been discussing. In FAST
and Head Start, staff have been trained to work with Head Start families and
social service staff. This is a 10-week program, with a 2-year follow-up, that
uses ritual, is developmentally sound, and has songs and activities. In the
program, we begin to talk to parents and have them talk to each other about
how they can be better parents. One of the themes of the FAST program is
organizing a team of social service, Head Start, and substance abuse pre-
vention professionals to provide resources to families.

Deneeco Young: Our Free To Grow site in Dallas is located in the Housing
Authority and, for the first time, Free To Grow has a Narcotics Anonymous
(NA) group held in the Free To Grow office. It helps to be located in this
target community because when people complete their attendance at NA,
we have counselors available if they want to talk. In addition, one of our
other partners is a treatment facility. If people have relapses and want to go
back into treatment, we can assist them in that process. We also have avail-
able someone from Family Place who deals with domestic violence.

Marie Robinson: In Southern Maryland Tri-County Community Action,
our staff often knows who is using drugs and who has substance abuse is-
sues in their family, but the staff do not know how to approach families.
Therefore, with our partners, we are going to educate and empower our staff
with knowledge of how to help them so they are comfortable approaching
someone on the issue of substance abuse.

Lori Levine:  I think some of the stigma comes because those of us who
work in poor communities do not want this to be perceived as strictly a low-
income problem. We are afraid that if we spend too much time focusing on
this, we will be reinforcing stereotypes about low-income families. It is im-
portant that we know that these problems exist across the socioeconomic
spectrum.

Judith Jones: That is our job in communication—to always put what we
are doing in Free To Grow in a broad context. Many of us live in upscale
communities, and we know substance abuse exists there, too, but it is treated
very differently. In Manhattan where our medical school is, we have subur-
banites coming in from Connecticut and New Jersey and helping the local
drug economy. We know that substance abuse is not just a low-income prob-
lem, and we need to make sure that everyone is aware of this.

Daphne Aponte: I am a parent educator for the city of Trenton. One of the
things that I have not heard mentioned yet is home visiting, which is a won-
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derful tool to assist families with getting help for substance abuse. Being in
the home and developing rapport with the family makes it harder for them
to hide abuse. People will reveal things in their home that they would hesi-
tate to discuss in a Head Start office

I have been home visiting for 3 years, and I have seen families who seem
to have it together when they come to the day-care center or the office or
when I see them in the community. However, when I am in their home, I
might notice ashes in the ashtray, cigars, or bottles of beer. Although ini-
tially I might not say anything, I might ask, “You seem uncomfortable about
that. Is it something you want to work on?” They may give me only one or
two sentences at that time, but during the next home visit they may say,
“Well, I really got blasted this weekend and I did this,” or “I did not pay
enough attention to the children, and one bumped his head. I do not want
that to happen again.” Then I have a window of opportunity.

Antonio Esquibell: As an educator, I have faith that education can make a
difference. The issue in our communities, and even with our staff, is that we
are ignoring abuse problems because we do not want to address them. Edu-
cation can help with this. A few weeks ago, we had a substance abuse coun-
selor give a brief talk on substance abuse and I could see that my staff was
impressed.

However, the education we do has to be culturally based. If it is a Latino
family we are dealing with, we have to talk about substance abuse from a
Latino perspective.

Finally, people need to know that Latinos do have serious problems, just
as other groups do. I was shocked recently when I read a study that said 25%
of all Latino males will be dead by the age of 40 because of substance abuse,
AIDS, suicide, and homicide. I thought that was a high statistic until I looked
at my own family. I have about 100 or so nieces and nephews, grandnieces,
and grandnephews. Out of 19 males, 5 are dead because of these same issues.

Judith Jones: While education is absolutely central, it is clear that social
supports along with education have been shown to make a difference, par-
ticularly with families who are economically disadvantaged and deal with
many problems on a daily basis.

Carmen Nicholas: I would like to add two points relating to that. Getting
treatment to the people who need it begins with an assessment. Free To
Grow has brought Head Start a new, deeper approach to family assessment,
which builds faster relationships with the families and enables us to partner
with them. In addition, Free To Grow’s community partnerships enable us
to get services and support to families. In Florida, for example, we have a
partnership with the Drug Abuse Foundation and South County Mental
Health. They committed eight beds to our Free To Grow participants at a
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time when services are scarce. Recently, we learned that we might lose our
state funds for substance abuse prevention, and yet the Drug Abuse Founda-
tion has continued its commitment to this partnership and to this program.
That would not have happened in the past when we worked with them at a
superficial level and never had this kind of commitment from them.

Pamela Shannonhouse: The Drug Abuse Foundation has agreed to pro-
vide our staff and our partners’ staff in West Palm Beach with intensive case
management training on drug abuse. South County Mental Health Center
has also agreed to provide training.

There is one member on our governance team who knows almost every-
one in the community who is using drugs or who has a drinking problem,
and he brings this information back to us so we can do something about it.

Judith Jones: Can you describe your work with families?

Shannon Jackson: This work is difficult. The first thing that I would say to
anyone starting up Free To Grow is that staff should be able to focus not
only on treatment, but on the big picture of what is going on in the commu-
nity as well. When we hired a new substance abuse prevention specialist,
we were fortunate because we found someone with these abilities without
our realizing how important this was. I will tell you a story about why this is
so important.

A husband and father, who had been clean and in a treatment facility for
1 year, was coming home to a wife who had been clean for 3 years. She had
four boys under the age of 5. Grandma and grandpa had been clean for 8
months. This was a family who was totally involved in struggling to come
out. The father came home, and those boys were ecstatic.

Immediately, Jamie, our family advocate, called the prevention special-
ist, who had only been on staff for 2 weeks, and said, “I have a family. Can
you come and talk with us?” She worked with the family, talking with the
father and helping to integrate him back into the family. She knew that he
had to contact his probation officer; she knew there had been a restraining
order; she knew all the judicial requirements that went along with this father
coming back into the family. Then, a week later, the father died of an asthma
attack. The little boys found him, and it was very traumatic. The first person
the mom called, after her family, was her family advocate.

The Free To Grow prevention specialist was able to help our family ad-
vocate get things into place so that we were at the funeral home with them.
We contacted their schools and we gave them total wraparound care. In
addition, the specialist had the grandparents in a treatment facility within 8
hours in a group with wraparound support. None of this would have hap-
pened without the specialist, but the reason for this story is not just that. As
a result of this intervention, the other family advocates realized that the
prevention specialist is not threatening; she is a help.
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Judith Jones: That sad story is not atypical. However, it also highlights
how important deeper partnerships are within Head Start in order to address
the needs of some of the families participating in the program. In addition,
while your Head Start programs have some additional Foundation funding
now, that funding will only be there for a few years. So I would like to talk
a little about institutionalization of these relationships.

How do you keep these important partners at the table? What can they bring
beyond resources so that after 4 years the principles and work that Free To
Grow has supported will not just disappear?

Jeanne Sourci: I am the principal of Crockett Elementary School in Phoe-
nix, Arizona. As a principal, my job is to raise student achievement, and I do
not know any better way to do that than to be supportive of Head Start. The
role of Head Start is to help families in our community continue to support
the education of their children.

My job is to ensure children are learning, and the greatest predictor of
student success is the language skills they bring to school. The children
from Head Start come with more language skills than those who were not in
the program. They come with more social skills and basic literacy skills.
They recognize and write their name. They are well prepared to become part
of the school community.

My school is a Title I school in an inner city, as most of yours are. Title I
requires the school to have an effective parent involvement program. With
Head Start, I can get the involvement going, continue the process, transition
those parents into the school, and maintain the integrity of parental involve-
ment.

In addition, I can ask Free To Grow to help us have meaningful parental
and family involvement at the school level. Every week, I have four or five
families come to the school seeking assistance. In my community (the red
light district of downtown Phoenix) there is only one church, no parks or
green belts, no grocery stores within walking distance, and no social ser-
vices available, with the exception of the county hospital, which is about
eight blocks away. That is it. There is no place but the school. It is where
people come for help when their electricity gets turned off or when their
brother gets shot. We have probably four or five deaths in our community
each month. The school is, indeed, the center of the community.

I am excited about Free To Grow because it gives principals and schools
hope that someone else is out there to help. I have prevention money from
Title I and Title IV. I have an obligation to make a difference in my commu-
nity and I cannot do it alone. The only way that I see being able to make
effective change is through affiliation with Free To Grow in the Head Start
community.
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Jacqueline Reed: I am the program director for community development at
East Side House Settlement in the south Bronx. We have worked hard with
the public schools in our neighborhood. It is no secret that New York City
public schools are in trouble, and the schools in our neighborhood are among
those struggling the most. However, the politics in New York make sustain-
ing partnerships complex. People can get lost in the different levels of bu-
reaucracy and never get anywhere. In our agency, we have taken what we
learned in Head Start and applied it to the parent involvement work that we
do with families once their children move on to the elementary schools. We
focus our partnership building heavily on identifying self-interest—trying
to find principals who recognize their interests will be served through part-
nerships with us and who understand the value of working with community-
based organizations. Any successful school-reform effort requires the col-
laboration of the administration, teachers, and parents. East Side House is
trying to use our relationship to broker those kinds of collaborations.

Lori Levine:  What are the elements of your relationship with the schools
that have made this an effective partnership?

Vernell Reed: First, it has been successful because we have been able to
place our Head Start parents on leadership teams in our public schools. Be-
fore the relationship, they were not even at the table most of the time. Now
more and more of them are becoming part of the school-based management
teams.

Another thing is that while Head Start teachers often go to the public
schools to introduce their children, the public school teachers never came to
see us, even though we have been inviting them for many years. We finally
persuaded them to come have lunch, see our class, and see what we are
doing. This opened a door for them to call us when parents are having prob-
lems, to ask the Head Start staff how they handled different issues, and to
partner with them to work out these issues.

Free To Grow has been instrumental in helping Head Start and the public
schools work together, to realize that they need each other, that neither one
is better, and that they can move forward by becoming partners. Our chil-
dren need us as parents in Head Start and also as parents on the Board of
Education. I am hopeful that Free To Grow will let us continue to do that.

Lori Levine:  Can we next discuss partnerships with parents, their part in
Free To Grow, and their part in doing this work in communities.

Lyn McNeff:  I am from Maui Economic Opportunity in Hawaii. Parents
are what have made Head Start endure for 38 years. We value parents greatly
in all of our agencies, but in Maui particularly. We involve them in all as-
pects of our program: They go with me to the Head Start Association of
Hawaii and sit on our governance team. An added benefit of parental in-
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volvement is that the parents tell us candidly what it is like in the commu-
nity and whether the services are effective or not. This relationship is based
on trust, which has been developed between the partners and the parents,
and it will be what sustains Free To Grow after the money is gone.

Elena Trueworthy: While I agree that parents are one of the most impor-
tant components of Free To Grow, I also believe that all residents who live
within the target community are important. It is important to respect the
voices of the people who live in the community and give them the power to
make positive changes. Neither Free To Grow nor Head Start should go in
and decide what needs to be changed in the community. The residents and
parents need to have the power to make those changes themselves. Our re-
sponsibility is to support them and strengthen them in the areas where they
need help.

We have two parents who participate in our advisory council, a separate
committee of our policy committee. Our parents were ready for action much
sooner than some of our service providers and, therefore, have done a good
job of pushing us forward, making their needs known, and asking the ques-
tions, “How long will you be here? How will we sustain these services?” We
had our first community meeting, where three mothers, along with numer-
ous other community members, got up to talk about what they wanted to see
done with an empty lot. They left saying that we need to get more parents at
the table and more community members involved.

Carmen Nicholas: I am the Early Head Start Director in Palm Beach County.
Traditionally we pay lip service to, but place little value on, what a parent
can contribute because we do not pay them for their contributions. We need
to remember that parents will listen to other parents much sooner than they
will listen to regular staff. We have combined those two ideas into our pro-
gram by hiring peer organizers. Even before Free To Grow, we hired one
active parent in each center on a part-time basis to help us stay connected to
the other parents. They would help us stay abreast of parents’ needs and
interests and what was going on in that community, so that we could best
serve those families. They also helped us in other ways; for example, we
could provide more services outside the traditional 9-to-5 hours, do family-
support activities on Saturdays and evenings, and help to provide babysitting
services that allowed families to come to these activities.

This concept has been extended to the Free To Grow program, which has
allowed us to hire four parents from the following community groups: one
from the grantee-managed Head Start program, one from the school board-
delegate Head Start program, one from the school-age program, and one
from the Village Academy that is a part of the partnership. Another position
will be opened up to a regular resident of the community, who could be a
non-Head Start parent.
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Kathy Williams:  We have had the same success with a parent organizer in
our school, a full-time, paid position for a parent who can communicate
with and bring in other parents. One Head Start mother came to us with
children and joined us in our playgroups and our workshop. When we had a
legislative meeting to talk to our senators about how we partner with par-
ents, this mother, whose first language was not English, volunteered to speak
in this forum in both English and her native language. This was parent em-
powerment, and it took all of our partnerships working together to make it
happen.

Lori Levine: What is different about Free To Grow’s partnerships with par-
ents and residents, and traditional Head Start partnerships with parents?

Wanda Smith: An added value of the Free To Grow partnership with par-
ents is that parents may be able to work on a smaller, more close-knit level
with providers than we would normally be able to do in Head Start. There
are partners from the community at the table, and parents are able to speak
directly to them. Parents should be at the table at all of our meetings be-
cause, for communities to change, parents have to be the change agents.

Lori Levine: Some of Free To Grow’s greatest successes occurred when
parents took the role that they traditionally hold in Head Start as decision
makers and moved out onto the streets to effect community change. In one
community in Phase One of Free To Grow in Owensboro, Kentucky, the
police and the residents were literally throwing things at each other, and the
police would not respond to calls. It took a few officers who were interested
in community policing and were willing to partner with residents in the
community to try a different way and realize that this way works better. In
addition, it took 400 residents who have children in Head Start and the pub-
lic schools to send letters to the mayor’s office and write letters to the editor
in the local newspaper. The mayor finally heard enough and institutional-
ized community policing, not only in that neighborhood, but also through-
out the City of Owensboro.

Sandy Ellis: No matter how much we develop strategies and service part-
nerships, we have to have funding partners. We have to convince them to
support our projects. If community policing is what we want, then the police
department needs money for those positions. We cannot forget funding.

Judith Jones: What does Free To Grow bring to the table other than re-
sources that could make a difference in the lives of families in the communi-
ties? While money is important to get people to the table, it will not keep
them at the table.
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Sandy Ellis: About 10 years ago, the United Way did a needs assessment in
our community that identified strengthening families as the number one pri-
ority. They work closely with a community planning council organized by
business and political leaders. We have good representation of all our com-
munity, including adolescents. The parents on the council tend to be the
gatekeepers for what is happening in our community, watching for duplica-
tion of services and streamlining grant and foundation initiatives, so that we
are not all trying to compete for the same money.

We have 40,000 people in our entire city, so I know that we have a man-
ageable size that makes this work possible for us. Our United Way and other
foundations watch for demonstration projects and allocate resources to
strengthening families if we can show that this is an initiative that makes
sense in our community.

We have a long-term home-visitation program, part of which includes a
network of eight family resource centers. Head Start is a perfect partner for us
to transition families, when their children reach age 3. However, we know that
we cannot wait until children are 3 to begin providing prevention services
because early child development research teaches us that many learning op-
portunities occur before 3 years of age. Because services need to be continued
after children reach age 3, we need to pay attention to school readiness and
social skills that children sometimes miss in 4-year-old prekindergarten.

Our partnerships will be successful when there is an exchange of service
strategies so that Head Start and family visiting are not case managing the
same families. Together we will make decisions about who will be the best
provider of case management services and who will be the best provider to
transition those families to elementary school. If a family visitor has a long-
term relationship built on trust, then that may be the deciding factor. Exchang-
ing services in this way will embed this project in our community and our own
local people will be able to fund it so that it can become institutionalized.

Jim Ortiz:  Since I seem to be the only person here with the state govern-
ment, I would like to comment on how the State of Oregon approaches pre-
vention.

Within the Department of Human Services there are multiple agencies.
In order to avoid frustrating our clients who do not know which agency to
go to, we have been trying to become one big agency again, so that no mat-
ter which door our clients go through, they will reach some help. We call it
the “No Wrong Door Policy.”

We are taking a holistic approach to prevention in our state. Many people
have enabling families who encourage drug abuse. As a result, the state
agency realizes it must be concerned about the whole family dynamic, just
as we are trying to do with Free To Grow.

How do we measure the success of our partnerships? If we were to boil
everything down, it would come to prevention. That is what Free To Grow
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is all about, and that is exactly what we want in the state agencies also. As
Head Start and Free To Grow persuade their partners to start assimilating
the idea of prevention within their agencies, it ultimately will help. What-
ever will help strengthen the family and the community will also provide
prevention for young people.

Lori Levine:  We have been hearing much about service providers’
sustainability of Free To Grow. Are service providers the only group that
can support program sustainability?

Carmen Nicholas: It is important for Free To Grow and Head Start to be-
come known for their services. I often get called from funding partners in
my community saying that if we apply for a particular grant, they will match
it. That is how we got the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation to fund the Free
To Grow project. Subsequently, they have even over-matched because they
know we are going to use those monies to provide good services.

We need to be included in all the school readiness initiatives. My com-
munity looks to Head Start for best practices and for what works with fami-
lies and young children. These approaches get adopted across the board in
other service areas.

For me, planning for the continuation and sustainability of Free To Grow
includes looking at my annual Head Start cost-of-living and quality-improve-
ment dollars and planning for staffing. My program includes 2,050 children
and families across Palm Beach County in several centers. We are starting
with Free To Grow only in Delray Beach. Part of my long-term planning
includes deciding how I am going to use those annual quality-improvement
dollars to implement the program across the board over the next couple of
years. We need to make sure that all of the centers and programs in Palm
Beach County are fully involved in the Free To Grow strategies and approach.

Candy Coblyn: One of the reasons why the City of Dallas will stay at the
table with Head Start is that the goal of Free To Grow correlates with our
strategic plans. Dallas wants to bring community partners to the table. While
we cannot bring much money to the initiative, we can assist with seeking
some of those dollars. We have recreational centers that are open to the Free
To Grow families and we have political power to get people to advocate for
services. We have many other resources for families in need, including part-
nerships with over 30 coalitions.

Lori Levine:  Therefore, part of the challenge is enhancing the visibility of
Free To Grow and forming relationships with the right people who can le-
verage resources to support sustainability.
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Vickie Wolfe: I am the director of a Head Start center with 200 children and
36 staff members. My background is in public school, and it has been a
learning process for me to understand the holistic approach that Head Start
provides. I am excited about the Free To Grow initiative.

Chemical dependency is not limited to lower socioeconomic groups. It
hits everyone. I have members of my family who have been chemically
dependent, and sometimes we did not know what to do or where to go.
People do not talk to or try to help others because they do not know where to
send them. Therefore, I want to take Free To Grow back to my staff because
I want our staff, director, and executive director to buy into it.

Maricela Rios: As we begin to teach parents and community members skill
sets for leadership development and how to become advocates for them-
selves, even if a service provider leaves the table, he or she will already
have those skill sets to deploy. One of the unique (and nicest) things about
Free To Grow is that it is community driven, while other services tend to be
service-provider driven.

Juanita Nether: Although we need to bring the right people to the table, if
Free To Grow is going to continue, we must be concerned about how the
community perceives the program and the value it brings to the community.
Our partners were passionate to see this project continue. That is special,
and it will make the difference.

Lori Levine: We have heard that it is not only important to institutionalize
Free To Grow in Head Start, but that the role of the partners, their passion
and engagement, is critical to this process.

Cathy Howe: That is exactly the way it is in the Wausau program. We have
to build strong relationships with our collaborating partners, the parents,
and the families in the communities. If we are not there physically at the
table building those relationships, or if our partners are not committed to
building the relationships but bring hidden agendas instead, the program
cannot be sustained.

Lori Levine:  Can we next discuss the relationship between the work we are
doing in Free To Grow and the emphasis on early literacy outcomes in the
Head Start program. What are some of the issues and challenges of that,
particularly as the discussions go forward in Washington about whether or
not Head Start should be moved to the Department of Education rather than
staying in the Department of Health and Human Services?

Brenda Kofahl: As Director of the preschool program of the Pueblo La-
guna Head Start, early literacy is an area about which I am passionate. We
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have tried at Laguna Division of Early Childhood to help parents under-
stand how important their relationship to their children is in all areas of their
life. In our monthly family-fun nights, we have recently been discussing the
relationship between parents and children as it concerns early literacy. We
talk about what parents can do even with infants.

Sometimes young parents experience frustrations that cause them to be
more vulnerable to child abuse. This may be in part because they do not
know what to do with their children, how to engage and entertain them. Just
giving them some tools regarding early literacy, showing them how they
can talk to their children and how children’s literature can be a bridge for
communication, gives these parents more confidence in their parenting and
also helps to reduce the high-risk behaviors of their children.

One of our partnerships is with the Reading Is Fundamental Family of
Readers program. On family-fun night, the families have dinner together
and we have an activity with the parents and the children. On some nights,
we provide child care so that we can address other issues with the parents.

The parenting classes that we offer through Free To Grow—emphasizing
building relationships and communication with children—will be a big step
toward prevention. In addition, we need to educate people that early literacy
is much more than learning 10 letters or even 26 letters.

Carmen Nicholas: Our program is based on a model called the Parents
Services Project. Families are highly stressed because they have little social
support. When parents have little social support, we see psychological syn-
dromes like child abuse and neglect, substance abuse, and other problems in
families. If we go in and build a social support network, then families be-
come less stressed and more cohesive. They are then better able to attend to
their needs and have the energy for early literacy activities with their chil-
dren. That model has been tested.

In Palm Beach County, south Florida, we have immigrants from many
different ethnic groups. They are isolated with little social support, living in
their own communities. They have disorganized families and no assistance.
Part of what we focus on is supporting them, building their social support
network, and relieving their stress so that they can, in turn, take better care
of their families. The parenting education piece and the family support ac-
tivities play a major role. We had one child from our Head Start of Haitian
background whose native language is Creole, not English. She just won a
library award. It all started though the Head Start center, where the parents
learned to speak English first and then built on their love of reading. The
end of that story is that this child just got a scholarship to one of the elite
academies in Boca Raton. That is an example of what can happen.
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Lori Levine:  If you were in your legislator’s office or at the National Head
Start advocacy conference, and you had to describe the relationship be-
tween your Head Start family and community partnership work and early
literacy, what would you say?

Kenneth Gilbert:  As we talk about literacy attainment, we all know that
parents are the first and foremost teachers of their children. If there is abuse
or if there are problems in the home and the community environment, those
issues have to be addressed. Even though our Head Start parents all said that
they read to their children everyday, as we began to ask about their favorite
books, we found that most parents were, in fact, not reading to their chil-
dren. There were problems precluding them from reading. Many could not
read, and there were substance abuse and other issues in the community
preventing those who could. It was difficult for us to convince the funders
of our Margaret Cone model center that in addition to the areas they wanted
to fund, we also needed to address family services issues and fund those
equally. That was a major fight for us. We had to present them with many
social service data to get them to fund the program in the way that we felt
was appropriate, but it has helped to make the program successful.

Almeta Keys: In our neighborhood, many parents do not know how to read
and many are also very young. I started as a teacher in Head Start, and many
children who are in the program now are children of my students. There-
fore, I knew the parents when they were in the program themselves, and
also knew that they dropped out at some point.

We are working with the parents and helping them remember what was
important to them in their childhood—the playacting, nursery rhymes, songs,
and sharing. We help them realize that they need to do these activities with
their own children at home. We need to teach parents to share who they
are with their children and be accepted, whether they can read or not. Chil-
dren need to be able to accept their parents, and parents need to feel good
about themselves, not embarrassed because they cannot read or help with
homework.

Elaine Reaves: Since it was important for Head Start in Trenton to look at
service models that incorporated literacy, we selected a nationally recog-
nized parent and teacher model. We have been using that model in Trenton
since 1996, so we know that it works.

We have also incorporated other models called Effective Black Parenting
and Los Niños Padres, which address cultural issues. They look at families
from historical and cultural perspectives and help build self-esteem. Many
of our families are not proud of who they are.

We put these models together even before partnering with Head Start and
we see a difference. When we bring families together from all over our
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community, they begin to share stories. We have incorporated a theatrical
piece. We have a couple of staff members who are theater enthusiasts and
act out different scenarios. The reactions are amazing. Family members say,
“Oh my goodness, that’s me.” We earn their trust and work with them in a
private way to help them feel whole about themselves so that they can be
that whole person for their children.

Lori Levine:  We have been talking about family obstacles to early literacy
outcomes. Are there also community obstacles to achieving family literacy
outcomes?

Tonja Fraser-Jenkins: In southern Maryland, as a way to get people more
involved in their community, we hold many community meetings. We send
out flyers and make phone calls to a few key leaders in that particular neigh-
borhood to get them to pass the word around. Most of our demographic
group cannot read or understand anything sent to them, so we have been
holding these community meetings where we can talk face to face. We hear
what kinds of barriers families are facing and talk as a group about how we
can address them. I make the Free To Grow coordinator available at these
platforms, and parents are pleased to hear about that resource. These commu-
nity meetings seem to be a good way to find out what the community needs.

Among the barriers we identified are lack of transportation and lack of
day care. We are in a highly rural area, and people have no way to get to
GED training, basic skills training, budget counseling, child care, the fam-
ily center, or Head Start resources.

As a result, Free To Grow partnered with the family center of St. Mary’s
because we have a close-knit relationship. Once we get the families in the
program, the family center has a bus pick them up and bring both parents
and their children to the center. The children are cared for, which allows the
parents freedom to access Free To Grow resources.

Judith Jones: The integrated strategies in Free To Grow that help families
and communities become more stable and highly functioning are clearly at
the heart of a child learning to read. A child cannot learn to read in a chaotic
family in a chaotic community. Those families who “do well with their chil-
dren” are high-functioning families who are being identified for community
leadership roles.

As Free To Grow expands, we need to address how to integrate all the
pieces, so that the family and community pieces are not moving on parallel
tracks. Children and parents also need to become citizens. If students are not
citizens, they are not eligible for scholarships, and they cannot progress. This
is where Free To Grow and the partnerships can help break down barriers.

To conclude our session, I want to synthesize what I heard as the value-
added concepts of Free To Grow.
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• Free To Grow has been the catalyst for Head Start to move beyond its
walls, to develop the range of partnerships that can address the height-
ened needs of families in the 21st century.

• Free To Grow expands Head Start’s reach to include non-Head Start
parents, who are virtually indistinguishable from those in Head Start.
Those families together are key to providing safe and stable commu-
nity environments for healthy child development.

• Free To Grow emphasizes parents as partners, which implies a rela-
tionship that goes well beyond, in many instances, the traditional Head
Start parent involvement.

• Free To Grow helps Head Start and its communities address substance
abuse prevention directly, through heightening staffs’ ability to address
those issues. The partnerships in Free To Grow are the foundation for
institutionalizing the program, even though money is critical as well.

Lori Levine:  On some level, if we do our work right, we will  be working
our way out of our jobs, because the communities with which we work and
partner will be self-sufficient and able to support the healthy development
of their children. That does not mean that we will not continue to need sup-
port. All of us need support, but we will be able to get beyond the service
provider mentality that drives so much of our work with families and com-
munities.


