COMMUNITY GUIDE FOR SUPPORTING TRANSITIONING YOUTH

Background:

Statewide, 300 to 350 young people age out of Iowa’s foster care system each year at age 18. These system-involved youth face numerous obstacles and challenges. State and national research demonstrate that these young people fare much worse than other youth in various ways, including education, employment, health, and housing. It is clear that coordinated efforts of multiple systems and communities and greater efforts are needed to engage families and communities so as to improve results, establish lifelong connections and permanency, and support these young people.

This guide provides direction for communities to build a comprehensive approach that supports and assists youth toward more successful outcomes. The approach is framed by the following four Community Partnership strategies:
· Shared decision-making

· Community/neighborhood networking

· Individualized course of action (Dream Team Gathering)

· Policy and practice change

Start-Up, Capacity Building and Success
· Shared Decision-Making

Shared decision-making is a process in which people come together to focus on issues that affect a community’s well-being. It is important to have members of the community as well as professionals sharing experiences, assessing strengths, and identifying needs. This promotes community ownership of problems and the solutions that address them.  

Start-up

Each community establishes a local steering committee that reviews effectiveness of existing supports and services, identifies gaps in supports and services, and develops new approaches to reduce gaps. This local steering committee may be newly established or part of an existing group. In either case, this local group must be linked to a key community group(s) such as Community Partnership, elevate, Decat, Transitioning Youth, etc. Through ongoing meetings, this local steering committee develops a plan, with established goals and regular review for effectiveness.  

Membership for the local steering committee includes: youth (current foster care youth and alumnae), DHS, transition planning specialist, service and Aftercare providers, school and community colleges, workforce development, businesses, community members, foster parents, and other stakeholders. It can be challenging to recruit youth to serve on the local steering committee. However, the youth voice is essential to assess existing supports and develop new approaches. Strategies to recruit youth could include:  

· Develop a mechanism for obtaining feedback from youth.  

· Develop a link with the nearest elevate Chapter

· Provide supports for youth participation including:

· Assistance in understanding committee discussions and protocol

· Travel and reimbursement

· Technical assistance and training
· See appendix for Guide to Youth Engagement 
Building Capacity

The local steering committee’s focus is to expand the scope of the remaining three Community Partnership strategies as they pertain to youth. This includes three key activities: assessing, planning, and implementation. (See transitioning youth planning tool in the appendix). The following questions need to be answered by the local steering committee.    

1. Neighborhood networking: 
How will the community create informal supports and meaningful services? 

What kinds of community awareness activities would be most beneficial?  

2. Individualized courses of action: 

How will Dream Teams be implemented to promote planning and goal setting?  

3. Policy and practice change: 
What are the challenges and barriers that need to be addressed in order to successfully support youth? 

To assess the effectiveness of the shared decision making process, the local steering committee may utilize the Shared Decision-Making Survey, located in the appendix.  
Successful shared decision-making is…….

A well establish local steering committee that encompasses the following attributes:

· A common vision that includes youth voice
·  Members who trust each other
· Well developed community plans that include anticipated outcomes

· An evaluation process that assesses implementation  

· A securing sustainability plan
· Individualized Course of Action

Every individual is unique. Any planning must be tailored to meet individual’s specific and unique strengths and needs. Key components to promoting positive changes are engaging, assessing, planning, tracking progress, responding to new concerns, and and sustaining change.  
Start up

The Iowa Youth Dream Team is the planning process for individualizing a course of action for transitioning foster care youth. Each local steering committee establishes plans to implement their local Iowa Youth Dream Teams. Steps that need to be taken prior to implementation are:  
· Identifying funding to support Dream Teams

· Identifying prospective facilitators, youth advocates, and others to attend training (ideally, each training should include at least 30% youth) 
· Creating a referral process
· Developing tools i.e. brochure, forms, satisfaction surveys (for samples, see Dream Team and forms section in manual) 

· Developing communication strategies for engaging and building awareness among DHS and other key stakeholders
· Identifying Gathering logistics (locations, food, etc.)   
Building Capacity
To build capacity, each community must:
· Host enough trainings on an annual basis to ensure that an adequate number of approved facilitators and participants exist and meet community needs. 
· Identify and establish Dream Team coaching process for local facilitators. 
· Provide ongoing learning opportunities for Dream Team facilitators, i.e. best practice groups, peer support, advanced and/or specialized trainings, seminar calls, etc. 
· Develop quality assurance mechanisms to ensure successful outcomes and fidelity to the model. 

Successful Dream Team implementation is…….
A well establish Dream Team process will have:
· Qualified facilitators and Youth Advocates readily available for Dream Team Gatherings (preparation and planning processes); 

· Youth engaged;

· Youth and Dream Team members (formal and informal) who create unique and comprehensive plans with attainable goals;

· Dream Team members who successfully support the youth in attaining youth’s goals;  

· Dream Teams meet as often as needed to fulfill youth’s goals/address needs;

· Youths’ plans succeed;

Community/Neighborhood Networking

Each community has a network of professional services and informal supports that promote individual and family well-being and success. These services and supports meet unique needs of vulnerable persons. An effective network includes traditional services (such as DHS, courts, family-service providers) as well as faith-based supports, family members, friends, and systems that address housing, education, transportation, etc. 

Start-up
The local steering committee establishes networking strategies that increase awareness and understanding of issues affecting transitioning youth. This results in a communication plan that engages stakeholders in developing activities that support youth. These activities build trust and increase connections among stakeholders and youth. 

Capacity building

Strengthen collaboration and linkages by engaging multiple systems (e.g., workforce, education, adult mental health, health), service providers, youth organizations, and the private sector. Coordinate services provides increased opportunities for system-involved youth to access community resources by:
· Engaging community members and professionals to support youth through the Dream Team process

· Supporting and strengthening lifelong relationships and permanency for youth in transition

· Strengthening informal networks for youth by engaging foster parents, youth, faith-based groups, and others

· Increasing linkages between informal and professional support/resources

· Increasing collaboration among professional supports (criminal justice, DHS, substance abuse, domestic violence, mental health, etc.)

The following activities are examples of how a community can build collaboration and linkages for youth:

· Relationship Sphere exercise with youth and stakeholders (see appendix) 

· Brown bag lunches

· Newsletters

· Presentations to stakeholders 

· Public service announcements

· Job fairs

· Directory of community services (youth specific)

· Community sponsored graduation and birthday celebrations
· Job shadowing 

· Cross trainings

· Multidisciplinary meetings

· Relationship-building activities between youth and community members 

· elevate DVDs to targeted groups

· Utilize the Perm Pact to connect youth with caring people in the community (Foster Club)
Successful Community/Neighborhood Network implementation is…….

A well establish community/neighborhood network will have the following attributes:

· Youth have access to supportive adults/friends who assist them in meeting daily life needs as identified in the Perm Pact (see appendix);
· Youth have access to a meaningful array of services which are tailored to meet youths’ needs;

· Network includes a cadre of service providers and informal supports to ensure that the Dream Team process is successful (see appendix for “relationship spheres”);
· Ongoing engagement and recruitment of new network members occurs as needs (individual and community) are identified.

· Network members coordinate efforts for ease of accessing services
Policy and Practice Change

Sometimes existing policies and practices act as barriers to implementation of the Community Partnership’s strategies. When this occurs, policy and practice changes are needed. Often, these changes can be addressed locally; other times, changes in state or national rules, policy, or law are required. It is important to continually assess policy and practice barriers and work to address them.     

Start up

The local steering committee identifies barriers to address needed policy and practice changes pertaining to transitioning youth. Some ways to identify policy and practice issues are:

· Gathering data/research regarding needed policy and practice changes;
· Soliciting feedback from youth, family members, foster parents, group care providers, community members, DHS and other service providers; 

· Using an intentional form of information gathering such as surveys, focus groups, etc.
Building capacity

Once needed policy and practice changes are identified, a plan for implementing changes is developed that:
· Determines source of problematic policy or practice (local, state, or national);

· Involves all key stakeholders;

· Identifies and obtains needed resources;

· Implements improved policy or practice; 

· Implements community awareness activities

· Assesses and implements needed trainings, protocols, forms, etc. 

Successful policy/practice change implementation is…….

A well established method for implementing policy and practice change will have:

· Transitioning youth who successfully identify policy/practice barriers and work with the steering committee and community to overcome barriers;

· Community who responds effectively and responsively by adopting needed changes;
· Processes in place that continuously assess policy/practice gaps and barriers.

Summary
The four Community Partnership strategies provide a holistic framework for expanding and strengthening supports for transitioning youth. These 4 strategies are interconnected. Shared decision-making is essential for broadening the community/neighborhood network. A strong network leads to more effective individualized courses of action (Dream Teams), and Dream Teams reflect an important change in policy and practice.   
Appendix
Guide to Youth Engagement

Transitioning Youth Initiative Planning Tool

Shared Decision Making Survey

Relationship Spheres Exercise
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