Putting People First

STRATEGIES

To Use the Power of Relationships,
Research and Knowledge to
Help Kids Thrive

Halton professionals share their practical
ideas and strategies to use relationships,
research and knowledge to work towards
the Halton 7 (seven conditions of well-being
to ensure that all children thrive).
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Halton Families for Families (FFF)
Family Engagement Initiative
Darlene Wierski-Devoe, Family Engagement Coordinator,
Halton Families for Families darlene@haltonfamiliesforfamilies.com
Kelly Giuliani, Manager of Community and Youth Development
ROCK Reach Out Centre for Kids kellyg@rockonline.ca

Why this project?
In 2012, a number of community organizations received funding for a formal
family engagement initiative to include families with experience in the children’s
mental health system. In the last two decades, the field of children’s mental
health has moved from “fixing” families to “family-centred care.” There is growing
recognition that partnerships between families and professionals are key at all
levels to provide the best possible care, as well as the highest quality of life for
children and families who face mental health challenges.
Family engagement is emerging as a best practice, not only in the therapeutic relationship between client and clinician, but also for families to be actively involved
in the agencies and systems that serve their children.
Agencies recognized that improvements needed to be made for families to:
•

Shift from a client-centred framework to a family-centred approach

•

Hire a family member with experience to facilitate and coordinate this work

•

Help families who felt isolated and struggled find support within their community

•

Support families who are on long waitlists

•

Recognize the fact that when a child or youth struggles with mental illness the
whole family is affected

•

Provide meaningful ways for families to engage in community forums and
different activities where family voice can affect the mental health system

•

Meet families where they live to support them and involve them in the most
appropriate activities
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Halton Families for Families (FFF)
Family Engagement Initiative
How do we do it?
ROCK Reach Out Centre for Kids is responsible for the “family engagement coordinator” position. Along with other partnering agencies, ROCK supports the family
engagement coordinator by providing locations for focus and support groups and
family night socials; sharing information with families; engaging new families; and
providing feedback and support through the FFF Steering Committee.
We reach families in all areas of Halton through partner agencies and are connected with more than 960 families. We support families through our educational
workshops, guest speakers at our support groups and through information sharing.
Family members connect with others who share a similar journey and increase their
natural supports. As the “go to” group when agencies or government look for family
voice, we are seen as a Halton expert on child and youth mental health. We also
have a vibrant 20-member Family Advisory Committee that informs our work.

How are Relationships With People important?
Our initiative was founded on and continues to be based on our relationships.
FFF Steering Committee:
A 50-50 agency/family committee guides our work. The agency members champion our
cause by communicating our efforts and information to their staff.
Brainstorming Session participants (many formed the Family Advisory Committee):
These were the first family members to begin to share their stories and bring their
voices forward. Many of these relationships have been maintained and a number of
them are still on the Family Advisory Committee.
Family Advisory Committee:
Strong relationships with these parents, caregivers and youth are vital to our
success. Dedicated and passionate, these members all have experience and are
looking to give back to others who are experiencing similar challenges and issues.
The family engagement coordinator’s relationships with these people is central to
creating a dynamic and safe environment for feedback and sharing knowledge,
experiences and caring.
Community Businesses:
As an integral part of our family night socials, these relationships with local business are a growing support system for Families for Families. From local grocery
stores who provide donations to local restaurants that support gatherings, they
make our efforts easier and more effective.
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Halton Families for Families (FFF)
Family Engagement Initiative
New Families:
These are the families that we have not yet connected with. These relationships
hold infinite possibilities. New families lend new perspectives, new ideas, and new
strength to the work and future of Families for Families.

Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Be patient! Give it time to naturally unfold. When it comes to family
engagement, those relationships need time to develop. Trust takes time.
By listening and sharing stories, we get to know families as they really are
and this helps to ensure that families have a successful journey. They feel
empowered and that strengthens their own family’s voice.

•

Share the power! Treat families with respect and understand that they are the
experts when it comes to their children. Through collaborative problem-solving,
a variety of pathways can open up and inspire. Let families take the lead.

•

Be flexible and open! Understand that families will come and go, but ensure
that they know there is ALWAYS a place for them. As their experience ebbs
and flows from calm to crisis, encouraging their efforts, no matter how small,
allows them to continue to feel a part of something bigger than themselves.

•

Be intentional in your work. Ask questions to help participants be part of
in-depth discussions and included in goals from the start. For example,
when FFF first began educational workshops, family members were
asked, “What do you want that evening to look like?” The evening was then
designed around their feedback, allowing for time at the beginning and end
for connecting.

•

Always verbally and emphatically convey appreciation for the thoughts and
ideas shared.

Notes
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Milton Mayor’s Youth Advisory Committee
(MYAC)
Vanessa Box Jones, Milton Hub Coordinator
miltonhub@ourkidsnetwork.ca
OKN Milton Hub - www.ourkidsnetwork.ca/MiltonHub
www.milton.ca/en/townhall/miltonyouthadvisorycommittee
The mission of the Milton Mayor’s Youth Advisory Committee (MYAC) is to
empower youth to participate and have a voice in the Milton community, thereby
fostering a positive image for all young people. MYAC is supported by the Town
of Milton, Halton Region Health Department, Halton Regional Police Service and
the Our Kids Network Milton Community Hub.
MYAC is made up of volunteers aged 13 to 18 who attend Milton schools and
are interested in facing and resolving the issues of Milton youth. Members are
dedicated to giving a voice to youth.
Adult volunteers who support MYAC put relationships with young people first,
and take time to get to know them and help them feel comfortable. They use
the Developmental Relationship Framework when mentoring youth on their
roles within the committee, so that they may eventually take on those roles
independently.

Why this project?
The Halton Youth Survey shows that Developmental Assets decrease from
Grade 7 to Grade 10. MYAC youth are sometimes as young as Grade 8. We
know through the Our Kids Network (OKN) Youth Engagement Policy that youth
want more positive relationships with adults and MYAC mentors are positive role
models. The demographic of youth in Milton is changing and the need for youth
activities beyond organized sport is growing. MYAC gives youth a voice in the
changes taking place in Milton.

How do we do it?
Support from our participating organizations is the cornerstone of MYAC.
Community support and endorsement is key. The Mayor understands the
importance of the youth voice. Youth manage the MYAC budget and schedules,
which include times and places that suit them. Flexibility and understanding are
important when youth sometimes miss meetings or deadlines because they have
competing priorities.
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Milton Mayor’s Youth Advisory Committee
(MYAC)

How are Relationships With People important?
The tone of a relationship between youth and mentors affects success. It’s important to take a personal interest, get to know what they like, and flesh out common interests. Knowing their names is important, but knowing how to pronounce
names properly is just as important. Taking the time to speak with them each
month, remembering something you’ve learned about them, and commenting
on it the next time you see them builds trust. This all helps youth feel important,
supported and valued. High quality relationships allow youth to take pride in their
work and in the relationships they’ve built with mentors.

Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Take your professional hat off and be yourself. Be interested in youth
as fellow human beings.

•

Don’t always come to the rescue when challenges or failures arise.
There are great lessons for them to learn in failure.

•

Step back: Let them take control once you’ve mentored them in their roles.

•

Do not say NO to ideas: Start with YES or MAYBE. Let them figure out
if something is feasible or not.

Notes
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School Years Health
The Eating, Physical Activity and Youth Engagement Project
Julia Brdarevic, Public Health Nurse Halton Region Health Department
Julia.Brdarevic@halton.ca 905-825-6000 ext. 2547

Why this project?
The objective of the project is to address student well-being at home and school
in a comprehensive and engaging way.

How do we do it?
Public health nurses work with schools approximately two days a week to align
approaches and intentionally focus on Developmental Assets®, as well as parent
and youth engagement.

How are Relationships With People important?
Relationships with school staff, students and parents are key to prioritizing areas
of focus for the project. Issues were identified by the school community. We used
the Foundations for a Healthy School framework and the 6-Step Healthy Schools
Process of OPHEA’s Healthy School Certification to develop well-informed and
supportive relationships with all participants and partners.

OKN Acton Hub Summer Camp 2012
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School Years Health
The Eating, Physical Activity and Youth Engagement Project
Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Engage child and youth voices to identify needs. During classroom
visits, a public health nurse asked students, “What makes you feel
happy and healthy at school?” and “What could make you feel even
more happy and healthy at school?”

•

Once the issue is identified, use best practices, literature reviews and
other sources of data, such as the “Tell Them From Me” student
survey, to guide your activities and interventions.

•

Gain support from the school and have a variety of people involved in
committees (staff, students, parents, community partners).

•

Align your work with other community initiatives or school board
priorities. This project was aligned with the Burlington Healthy Kids
Community Challenge and Healthy Kids report on obesity.

•

Make your activities realistic. Set attainable goals. Take time to
evaluate and celebrate!

Notes
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Reflecting on the Data
Our Kids Network Research Committee
Kimberly Nguy, Our Kids Network Research Associate
kim@ourkidsnetwork.ca
Shelley Lothian, Chair, Our Kids Network Research Committee
Senior Research Advisor, Halton Region Children’s Services
shelley.lothian@halton.ca

Why this project?
Our Kids Network is a Halton-wide partnership of organizations and agencies
serving children and youth. Our mission is to promote healthy development,
security and safety of all children, youth and families through collective action.
OKN collects and analyzes data from across the community and is a national
leader in sharing research to strengthen communities and improve life for
families and children. We have established the “Halton 7” population results –
seven fundamental conditions of high quality of life to measure the progress of
our work.
We also help translate and use data effectively so individuals, communities and
organizations can make well informed decisions about programs and services
for children and youth. OKN has created a strong link between research and the
planning and development of programs.

How do we do it?
In 2004, OKN established a three-year monitoring cycle for our research. Since
then, we have been measuring and comparing our progress on the Halton 7. The
Kindergarten Parent Survey (KPS) and the Early Development Instrument (EDI)
are two measures we use to track how well our youngest children are doing.
The fifth cycle of the KPS was completed by 2,258 parents − a 36% response
rate. In the 2015 KPS key findings, we see both positive and negative changes in
the areas of children’s physical health and parental connectedness at a regional
and municipal level. We can also see trends and compare progress over the
years.
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Reflecting on the Data
Our Kids Network Research Committee
The Early Development Instrument (EDI) is a population-based tool used to
assess children’s development in five key domains. Examining results by these
domains helps identify developmental strengths and needs within a population
of children. Key findings from the 2015 survey include:
•

Twenty-eight percent of Halton children are vulnerable on one
or more domains, which represents 1,738 children. The number of
children vulnerable on one or more domains, as well as the number
of children vulnerable on two or more domains, is increasing.

•

Since 2012, the number of vulnerable children has increased for all
five domains.

Local professionals are now using these findings to promote and inform
evidence-based planning and program development.

How are Relationships With People important?
Dealing with the challenges facing the families and children in Halton means
coming up with new approaches and that can be accomplished only by working
in partnership and creating strong relationships. In addition to conducting and
sharing research, the OKN Research Committee connects with other OKN committees, working groups and the community to understand and analyze data, and
put knowledge into action. For example, a group of partners in Acton responded
to local EDI data brought forward by the Research Committee. That data indicated that a high number of developmentally vulnerable children were entering
Kindergarten. Strong, collaborative relationships enabled the team to develop a
creative and comprehensive initiative that supports the children on many levels.

Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Look for patterns of findings rather than focusing on a specific finding. While
each indicator is important, using multiple indicators as evidence of strengths
and needs provides a more comprehensive representation.

•

Use caution when comparing across time and between municipalities and
neighbourhoods. When comparing data across years, it is best to include at
least three time points.
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Reflecting on the Data
Our Kids Network Research Committee
•

Look for at least a 5% change or difference when comparing across time
and between municipalities and neighbourhoods. This helps to avoid
“over-interpreting” small changes as being important.

•

Several types of response bias have been identified related to self-report
surveys. Use caution when interpreting the meaning of the findings when
data have been generated through self-report surveys and may not
represent all children and youth in Halton.

•

Data presented are meant to provide a snapshot of information related to
how Halton’s children and youth are doing. The data cannot explain why
an indicator is at a certain level.

Notes
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Cultural Sensitivity Training
(Working with Syrian Refugees)
HMC Connections (Oakville, Burlington and Milton)
www.hmcconnections.com
Hanadi Al Masri, Director of Social Enterprises, HMC Connections
905- 842-2486 ext. 225 hal-masri@hmcconnections.com

HMC Connections is a community-based settlement agency that provides
programs and services to immigrant and refugee communities. Our mission is
to enable every individual, regardless of race or ethnic origin, to participate as
full and active members of the community through fostering mutual respect and
understanding of one another.
HMC Connections provides settlement and integration services in Halton Region,
such as information about and referral to federal, provincial and regional
resources; services for families provided by youth settlement workers in schools;
youth leadership training; after school programs; homework clubs for children
and youth; and cultural sensitivity training. HMC Connections works with partners
such as Halton District School Board, Reach Out Centre for Kids (ROCK),
Canadian Mental Health Association of Halton, Our Kids Network, Halton
Regional Police Service, Region of Halton, and many others.

Why this project?
The number of new immigrants to Canada is expected to reach 330,000 this
year. In 2015 and 2016 Canada accepted 25,000 Syrian refugees. HMC
Connections served 406 refugees between October 2015 and September 2016.
Of those, 60% are younger than 18.
Halton Region has been receiving about 3,000 newcomers each year and those
numbers are steadily increasing. Our practices and policies must be reflective
and inclusive of everyone in our community. Because of these rapid changes, the
need for cultural competency on many levels is crucial. Initiating discussion about
differences creates and necessitates a shift in thinking for people who have little
experience with diversity issues.
HMC Connections has identified the need for cultural sensitivity and diversity
training, especially with children and youth arriving with different but specific
challenges, trauma and issues. Although diversity and multiculturalism are not
new concepts, the need in our community is becoming increasingly apparent.
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Cultural Sensitivity Training
(Working with Syrian Refugees)
How do we do it?
HMC Connections is a strong advocate for social justice and equity and believes
that systemic change will come through collaboration and sustained focus on
equity values.
Our approach is experiential and highly interactive. We believe that when
participants take risks and completely engage in the learning atmosphere, they
will reach understanding. Our goals in this training are to encourage the
participant to think, feel, and act in ways that acknowledge, respect, and build
upon ethnic, socio-cultural, and linguistic diversity, and to operate within different
cultural contexts and with sensitivity towards different groups. Also, we seek to
fulfil the capacity of our team function effectively. These are a few of our activities:
• Cultural Sensitivity workshops and training
• Private Sponsors Work Panel monthly meetings with sponsored families
• Cultural Broker Module connects service providers and newcomers
• Youth Settlement Program in partnership with both Halton school boards
• Syrian Youth Group Program
• Work with mental health sector to implement systemic change,
including decreasing stigma and increasing access for refugee
children and adults to address trauma
• 100 Families video on how Halton responds to the Syrian refugee crisis

How are Relationships With People important?
Strong, respectful and well-informed relationships form the basis of our work
with newcomers, most recently with Syrian refugees and their children and
youth. Services, programs, community tables and committees mobilize out of
relationships among organizations, volunteers, youth, parents and HMC staff.
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Cultural Sensitivity Training
(Working with Syrian Refugees)
Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Work in partnership and collaboration with others

•

Use available resources such as volunteers, language
interpretation, cultural brokers, etc.

•

Take initiative to learn about and understand different life
experiences by attending cultural training and community events
or visiting places of worship

•

Challenge stereotypes and negative thinking about groups of people

•

Value differences (race/culture, faith, gender, sexual orientation, ability,
socio-economic) and see different points of view as positive and healthy

Notes
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Our Kids Network
Early Years Initiative 2016-2019
Shawna Scale, Community Impact Coordinator
shawna@ourkidsnetwork.ca 905-805-2497		
Alison Hilborn, Acton Hub Coordinator
actonhub@ourkidsnetwork.ca 289-428-5097

Why this project?
The Acton Early Years Initiative is an example of collective impact to promote early childhood
development and reduce the high percentage of children who were developmentally vulnerable
in Acton. Acting on concerns of local principals, partners came together to better understand the
Early Development Instrument data to address the areas of highest vulnerability.
As a result of this initiative, Our Kids Network secured a 3-year Ontario Trillium Foundation grant
to implement similar initiatives in 6 Halton neighbourhoods. Planning is underway to select neighbourhoods and mobilize local partners to part in similar local initiatives to address EDI scores.

How do we do it?
OKN’s mandate to work collectively on issues that impact children, youth and families
ensured the Acton Hub’s initiative move from an identified need to partners ready to act
and collaborate to address the issue.
•

Development of an Acton Early Years Table and continued commitment to work to
reduce local vulnerability

•

The development of additional resources (i.e. an activity calendar, gymnastics
pilot in school) and events (Kindergarten Fun Fair) to engage parents and
children in activities to address identified areas of vulnerability

•

Sharing knowledge about the process and outcomes of the Acton Early Years
Initiative (the creation of a case study, presentations delivered to regional,
provincial and international audiences)

•

Successful grant application to expand the work initiated in Acton to other
communities across Halton

•

A more cohesive, supportive and trusting relationship with the local schools

How are Relationships With People important?
Strong relationships are invaluable to the project.
• Existing relationships with community agencies are essential to pull together committed
partners interested and invested in addressing the issue
•

Relationships with local schools’ staff meant that teachers participated on the Early Years
advisory. This enhanced the group’s ability to develop activities that were doable within
classrooms and supported by the educators themselves (additional buy in and investment)
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Our Kids Network
Early Years Initiative 2016-2019
•

The initiative was able to plan, coordinate and implement activities through in-kind or financial
contributions of partners (members Early Years Initiative Table, parent councils, etc.)

•

Expansion of the pilot to other areas across Halton is supported by members of the OKN
(Collective Impact Partnership Committee (CIPC) and the Early Years Committee, facilitating
the submission of a grant application to expand the program to other areas within Halton Region.

Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Be ready to act when opportunities present themselves. Responding to EDI concerns raised
by school administration formed the basis for the project. Partners were ready and willing to
commit, once the issue was identified. Being ready to hit the ground running but with a
focused intent and plan, was important. Creating a sense of urgency in terms of the need to
act and a timeline to act was critical to moving the group from reflecting and planning what
could be done into action.

•

Partnerships are invaluable to this work. The right partners were essential to bringing
together a committed group to work on the issue. They allowed the group to implement
activities by providing time and in-kind contributions, and were key to disseminate resources
and spread the message to others in their organizations and the Acton community.

•

Make information and data meaningful to your audience. Keep it simple! Use information and
data to tell a story or frame the issue and possibilities! By using and presenting information
and data in a meaningful way, the group was better able to mobilize, see where impact could
be made, and focus its work.

•

Passion can drive success. Passionate people believed in the importance of the work and all
saw the value of working together to help make a difference.

•

Think big, act small. Small activities, such as the development of an at-home activity
calendar, and providing opportunities for kids to build their gross motor skills in the class
room, were simple and collaborative. Small wins build confidence and galvanize partners’
support to continue to work on the issue.

Notes
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Social Emotional Learning Halton Region
Child Care Centres
Krystal Kearney, Registered Early Childhood Educator
Krystal.Kearney@halton.ca
Cindy Morin, Manager, Child Care Services
cindy.morin@halton.ca
Educators can begin to become “mindful masters” at creating supportive
environments that promote social and emotional development in young children.
By utilizing mindfulness for just ten minutes a day, they can create reflective
spaces devoted to focus and attention. By cultivating our own mindfulness
through practices such as: mindful communication; meditation; self-reflection;
we can use it as a powerful tool, not only as a resource to be taught to the
children we work with, but also to improve our own intentionality in our lives.

How do we do it?
Positive relationships are important for young children’s social and emotional
development. Current research and best practice shows that through responsive
relationships with adults, children learn to care about other people; understand
others’ feelings; cooperate and share; express their opinions; resolve conflicts;
and develop self-competence, self-worth, and self-regulation.
This can be achieved by embedding and expanding upon the Ministry of
Education’s early learning framework (How Does Learning Happen?); using
components of an accredited social-emotional program; and through using
intentional mindfulness practice.

How are Relationships With People important?
Relationships in the early years set the stage for all other relationships in a
child’s life providing the foundation for social development. The early years
are a critical time in brain development. Supportive, stimulating and caring
environments support healthy development and positive lifelong outcomes.
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Social Emotional Learning Halton Region
Child Care Centres

Tips and Strategies to use in putting Relationships,
Research and Knowledge into Practice

•

Practice mindfulness/yoga and be at your best.

•

Use research-based programs/information, such as Second Step,
which includes everything needed to make it easy for you

•

Educators should be integrating social-emotional learning into classrooms.

•

Tell social stories and read books to children that give you a chance to
talk about relationships.

•

Notice and acknowledge positive relationship behaviors when you see them.

Notes
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To us, collaboration is everything. More than eight Protocol Partner organizations and over
200 individuals from agencies and organizations in the early learning and care field; library
systems; child, youth and family services; faith-based organizations; and the public,
education, mental health and children’s services sectors are connected through OKN.
While agencies’ and organizations’ activities are specific to their local communities
and neighbourhoods, OKN helps coordinate a mutually reinforcing action plan. We
support adults to help them support and nurture children and youth.

www.ourkidsnetwork.ca

Halton iparent is a resource for service providers to help connect families with appropriate
programs, services and resources. Halton-specific listings are geared to strengthening
and enhancing parenting knowledge and skills. Information and resources cover parenting
programs, child care options and special needs programs and resources.

www.haltoniparent.ca

The Asset-Building Toolkit gives professionals easy, online access to tools, ideas and
resources to enhance their work with Developmental Assets. Toolkit resources were
selected to be adapted to fit individual organizations or areas of practice. Some
resources are unique and can only be found in the AB Toolkit.

www.ourkidsnetwork.ca/assetbuildingtoolkit

Service providers can use the Data Portal to better understand and interpret data. They can
then design evidence-based services and programs, turning research into action.
You’ll find community and neighbourhood-level information, demographics, and OKN
research data on health, safety, education, Developmental Assets, Census data and more.
It’s easy to customize the appearance of the maps to suit individual needs. Users can add
their program data, create maps, and then overlay OKN data with their own.

www.ourkidsnetwork.ca/dataportal

