Family Engagement Strategies for Girls Incorporated of Lynn’s Mi Vida, Mi Viaje (My Life, My Journey) teen pregnancy prevention program

Strategies for Family Engagement from Focus on Families! How to Build and Support Family Centered Practices in After School a joint publication of United Way, Harvard Family Research Project and BOSTnet 

1. Support Families

2. Communicate and Build Trusting Relationships with Families

3. Hire and Train Family-Focused Staff

4. Build linkages Across Individuals and Organizations

What is Mi Vida, Mi Viaje?

Mi Vida, Mi Viaje is a teen pregnancy prevention program which targets the younger sisters of pregnant or parenting teens. The younger sister receives a range of services using a case management model including monthly one-on-one meetings with a case manager, access to after school programs at Girls Inc. and other organizations in the community, academic support, sexuality education, referrals to other services such as mental health and counseling services and family skill building and support group workshops.  The enrollment process includes meeting with the girl and her parent/guardian to review the goals of the program, the role of the case manger and available services and the contract.  The contract also describes the expectations for the girl and her parent/guardian which emphasize that we are partnering with parent/guardian and will be communicating regularly and welcome parents to call us with any concerns they have about their daughter or about any of their needs. We also use the contract to let the girl and her parent/guardian know that we will meet ever three months and expect them to attend monthly parent workshops. 

Why offer family workshops when we are already working closely with parent/guardians? 

In review of research of teen pregnancy rates, staff found that a major risk factor in for teen pregnancy is a lack of parental involvement. If a girl lacks a feeling of connection to her family or doesn’t feel loved and then there is typically no communication about risky behaviors and decision making. 

Since this was the case for a number of the Mi Vida girls, the staff created the family skills building and support group workshops to open positive communication between the girls and their families and to help them build stronger relationships. 

Although the case mangers communicate regularly with the families and provide ongoing support there are numerous benefits in bringing the different families together to share their experiences and offer support to each other.  

What do the workshops look like?

There a couple of formats for the family skill building and support group workshops including parent/guardian and daughters participate in activities together, parent/guardians and the girls participate in separate workshops simultaneously, sometimes outside facilitators are invited to share information about a specific topic and parent or the girls are also invited to facilitate workshops. 

Each workshop starts with dinner, a check-in activity, an activity or two covering topics such as how to deal with problem behaviors and setting limits; how to talk about sexuality; how to support your daughter academically; healthy stress management and how to have fun together.  The first workshop of the year usually focuses on helping families by providing information fuel assistance, housing, employment opportunities, and free health care services. We find this workshop is a good one to start with because most of our parents are more likely to attend this workshop because they can easily the benefits of attending. The topics for the workshops are based on responses from surveying the parents and girls and from analyzing the results of a pregnancy risk factor assessment tool.

What advice does the staff offer? 

Increase attendance by doing a few simple things:

· Start with surveying the parent/guardians to find out what they want and need from the workshops. 

· As part of the survey ask them to tell you what day and time would work best for them to attend the workshops and what other obstacles may prevent them from attending for example transportation or needing to care for other children. Ask them what the best way to notify them about upcoming workshops is; maybe include a checklist with a few options, for examples mail, email, telephone, text messaging…

· Offer activities for the children in the program

· Follow up with parents who could not attend to understand why and what you can do to make the next workshop more accessible and keep of track of the reasons

· Send home flyers well in advance and follow up with telephone calls to remind them, you may need to conduct two rounds of reminder calls

· Provide food

· Recruit teens to babysitting younger siblings and make sure to include that service on the flyer

· Recruit a Parent/Guardian or two to help call the other parents and show appreciation with a small gift and thank you note

· Provide an incentive for the parent/guardians and girls to come-at the end of the workshop, hand-out gift cards, gift certificates to restaurants or small gift that related to the workshop topics

· Have parents sign-in at each workshop with their contact information such as email or cell phone number

· Give parent/guardians plenty of time to speak during the workshop. The workshop should act as a discussion with the facilitator guiding the conversation in a productive direction. Let parents talk, share advice and contribute to the discussion. 

· Engage parent/guardians in a silly of funny activity. Parent/guardians have stressful lives, and it’s great to let them relax, laugh and have fun. Try offering a pampering /spa night or adventure team building games night.  

· Be flexible with the agenda and give each activity the necessary time to be fully experienced and processed, even if it means you don’t get to all of your activities

· Develop a contract or agreement for the parent/guardian and member to sign before they enroll so that parents understand what the program is, know what the expectations for their participations and what they should expect from the staff. This will help prevent parent/guardians and the girls from feeling that staff is intruding into their personal lives in an unwelcomed way. 

· Offer translation services and have materials available in other languages 

· Evaluate workshops each time to understand what worked well and what can be better
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