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Family Resource Centers

Introduction

Half the children in this country live in homes in which one or both parents work. Twelve million children in this country do not have health insurance, and over 4.5% of all children are victims of suspected child abuse or neglect (Doktor and Poertner). Believe it or not, these are all indicators of the demand for Family Resource Centers within our school systems. Many question whether Family Resource Centers are worth the money the state pours into them. However, in serving students, parents and teachers, there should be no question of their significance. Due to The Kentucky Education Reform Act in the early 1990's we have seen the development of Family Resource Centers in Kentucky, and  they are fulfilling expectations and serve a valuable purpose in spite of some skepticism. Being a social work major and growing up in a school system under KERA, I know that family resource centers are important and that all parents, students and teachers need to be informed of all the good they do for a community. To address these points we will discuss the purpose of family resource centers the controversy that surround them and their effectiveness.

Background of Family Resource Centers

Before we can look at the purpose and the controversy around Family Resource Centers, we must first consider their background and what Family Resource Centers are. According to an Orientation Guide for Newly Employed FR/YSC Coordinators published by Morehead State University's College of Education, Family Resource Centers originated in the Kentucky Education Reform Act of 1990. Section 18 of the historical document called for the establishment of a system of statewide coordination of child service agencies though a school‑based collaborative arrangement called Family Resource Centers (Rose). Every  program has a mission; it is no different for Family Resource Centers. In an interview with David Messer (operator of the Olive Hill Family Resource Center) I learned that the resource centers say, " Our mission with children is to help remove the physical, educational, and social barriers in order to see them succeed in school." and that " Our mission with parents is to empower them with resources and skill needed to meet the challenges in life." The mission statement of the resource centers may vary according to the area, but most followed the same concept. Growing up in a school system with Family Resource Centers, I must agree that they live up to their mission statement. They try to remove education barriers by offering tutoring, physical barriers by offering special education or medical assistance, and social barriers by providing students with anything to help them not stand out in the crowd. 

Family Resource Centers have a unique structure. Referring back to the Orientation Guide for Newly Employed FR/YSC Coordinators published by MSU's College of Education, Like any program, they have a director that is the supervisor over everything in the program for example keeping track of the funding and programs offered and the staff. In addition to the director you have the advisory councils. This group advises, councils and assists the center and it encourages interaction among the community, the school and the center. It consists of ten to twenty members that are made up of students, parents, school staff and the community in general. Resource Centers are also composed of volunteers, which they put in five categories: service volunteer, public issue. Advocacy volunteer, consumanatory or self-expressive volunteer, occupational or economic self‑ interest workers and last fund raising volunteers (Eldridge). Back in my high school system I was a volunteer for the Family Resource Center. I  helped collect food on their food drives they would have so I feel that there structure is one that works well with the school. They would arrange my volunteer work around my schedule for classes. 

The last component that makes up the structure of the resource centers is the advanced degree nurse. In the Internet Journal of Advanced Medical Practice an author by the last name of Wojciechowski explans that they are to be on duty during school hours to attend to student's possible medical needs. I also feel that the nurse is a good idea in that everyone can get sick at school. I have numerous times! It is better to go to the nurse’s station and get something to make you feel better than to sit in class and not learn anything. It is also my observation that the nurse has a record of every student, so if your illness is severe enough he or she can  look up your paperwork and call home for you, which is really convenient when you are feeling bad. This is the brief introduction to what Family Resource Centers are in looking at their origin, mission and structure.

Controversy That Surrounds Family Resource Centers

It is evident that family resource centers have a valuable purpose, but there are still people who are skeptics and disagree with their being a part of the school system. Funding is a big question in the school systems today, and there are several threats to many programs within the school systems. Consequently, some are concerned about investment of tax dollars and are skeptical about the value of the Family Resource Centers.  However, there are no threats to the program being cut, since their introduction in the early 1990's the state of Kentucky has only been pouring more money into the program. According to David Hoff of Education Week, upon their start in 1990, for 134 centers, there was only a grant of $90,000 for all the centers. This only allowed about 200 dollars per  school. By the year of 1992, the budget had risen to $18 million and only continued to rise by 1994, when $32 million was allocated for the program. Today, serving over 15,900, students it has over $47 million dollars designated for the program.

 So even though the Family Resouce Centers seems financially secure, skeptics thrive on the fact that it is uncertain if Kentucky centers have accomplished the original complete version of their goals. Though they are great contributors to the community and the school system, there is still controversy around Family Resource Centers. One of the first problems that surround the centers is the question of universal access. Services provided by the centers are open to everyone, but students with low income or needs are put before the other students who have a higher income. Deborah Cohen of Education Week argues saying this is a downfall to the centers and that there should be universal access to what the centers provide for all students-- low income or not. Especially given the entire funding going into the resource centers these days, they can afford it. I honestly do not agree with her; at our school low income or not no one was turned away from the Resource Center, so I think that in most areas there is universal access. It just depends on the area and the funding that the school system receives. The second problem that people forsee with the resource centers is that the funding and oversight is by the Cabinet for Human Resources, and the Education Department is just a key partner. Cohen sites a Bill Scott in saying  that with this case, like with any bureaucracies, you have two agencies that have to share turf and there is a lot of communication issues that result. The resource centers are the only part of the state reform law not housed in the Education Department. I must agree here; I feel that since the Resource Centers play such an important part in our school systems, the Education Department should be the main supervisor in the funding and oversight. After all, the other aspects of KERA are housed in the Education Department. Why not the Resource Centers? They originated from KERA. 

A third disagreement that surrounds the centers, according to Cohen's own research, is that they are often seen as child welfare programs and not the organizations for removing barriers to students’ achievement. Some say that, since the state is putting so much money into these programs the school leaders should learn how to act quickly and spend money on things that affect overall family well being. Many people, Cohen states, according to Eric Friendlander, think that the resource centers are not helpful to our school systems because they are just a source of "government meddling." The way I see it, the government has a right to "meddle" with all of the money they dispense into these programs; they just want to make sure they are spending their money well. Would  we rather them to not meddle and not transfer money into a program we all know is valuable to our communities? Cohen herself concludes that the larger problem with the program is being under  Human Resources who must also deal with lack of housing or mental‑health services in their communities. Resource Centers have received grants and training from the state, but they have few rules to guide them as they spend the money. 

Cohen goes on to say that another problem that people find is that, with time, there has been less intensive support from the state site visits and personal contacts have become less common. She also says that one of the  last problems you see with the centers is they have all of these programs for the students and their parents but it is an uphill struggle to get the parents involved in the programs. I think if parents do not want to be involved we should not make it an issue we should focus on the parents who do care they will help us get more accomplished then those who don't care.  Cohen’s final idea is the fact that there can sometimes be too much teacher involvement. It encourages teachers to disconnect from their job of teaching to mush and focus on things such as spending money on the students or trying to establish a role with the students and parents. This I do see as a problem; I think teachers should focus on teaching and just let the center work out any problems a student may have. Their part is to report things to the center not to disconnect from their job for a student. These are all the problems and disagreements around the Family Resource Centers. In an interview with Doug Jones (who has been formanly associated with the Resouce Centers) I learned that he feels there can not be too much teacher involvement in that in order for the center to help students to ashamed to ask for help it is up to the teachers to report if they feel a student is in need of some help.  He does agree with the fact there are not threats to the Resource Centers at the moment, but he states “It is a worry that it will happen in the near future with the Education Department faceing so many budget cuts.”

 So even though there are no threats to them, there is  lots of controversy about how things are run and who is in charge.

Value of Family Resource Centers

Now that we have an introduction to Family Resource Centers, we need to look at the valuable purpose they serve to our communities. Family Resource Centers have several purposes. Judy Doktor (Assistant Professor in Education at Chapman University) and John Poertner (Professor and Associate dean of School of Social Work at University of Illinois.) who write for the Remedial and Special Education Journal say that the center’s possible main purpose is the programs they offer to make them valuable to the community. These programs, according to Doktor and Poertner, include: full‑time preschool childcare and after school childcare, family training, parent and child education, health services, employment counseling, summer and part time job development, drug and alcohol abuse counseling and last family crisis and mental health counseling. Doktor and Poertner conclude that, with these programs providing administrative, technical assistance and training support, the goal of removing non-cognitive barriers to students learning is accomplished. You see with that the community promoting the flow of resources and support. This strengthens the community's function, and it enhances growth and development of each member and makes it clear that the resource centers serve a valuable purpose.

 I know from experience that the centers serve a good purpose for many reasons. Being from a county where teen pregnancy is high I have observed that the family resource centers allowed for teen moms to go to school with their child care programs. I have also seen the centers provide free vaccinations for those who could not afford them. Numerous times I have seen them provide clothes to students or even prom dresses to those who could not afford to buy them so their most memorable high school moment would be more enjoyable. Specific programs that came into play as a result of the Family Resource Centers being so successful, according to the Kentucky Department of Education, include KY Cares, an online service and information cite, Scholarships being the best practice for school counselors were they help students plan for the future, drop out prevention, exceptional children services, extended school services, gifted and talented student services, and a safe and drug free schools programs. ("Student and Family Support.").  I have also played an active role in these programs that the centers helped make possible. Many times I have stayed after school for extended school services to get help with my homework or to make up a test. They even provide a snack and transportation home. I have also seen the school do a drug free red ribbon week in which the center provides red ribbons for the students to wear and pledge they are drug free. To encourage participation, they would even have contests such as penny wars or dress up contests among the different classes such as weird hair day or jersey day. In my school I also as a result of Family Resource Centers always had a counselor to hand me the latest scholarship information or college applications. So, in looking at all of the programs that are within the family resource centers, and all of the new programs that were developed from the family resource centers we see that they do serve a valuable purpose to the communities 

Conclusion

So there may be half the children in this country live in homes in which both parents or one parents works, twelve million children in this country do not have health insurance and over 4.5% of all children are suspected victims of child abuse or neglect. To have Family Resource Centers within our school systems will help cut down or even stop such problems from occurring so students will be able to focus on what is  important-- their school work. In learning what family resource centers are it is clear that these programs serve a valuable purpose and thought there are some disagreements surrounding them we see that these programs serve a valulable purpose and though there are some disagreements surrounding them it is clear that we will not see them going anywhere in the near future. 
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