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STRENGTHS OF FAMILIES OF AT-RISK YOUTH:
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by

Randl J. Spear
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Educational Administration

(ABSTRACT)

In 1992 the Virginia General Assembly enacted the Comprehensive Services Act
with the words, "It is the irtention of this law to create a collaborative system of services
...that is...family-focused...when addressing the strengths and needs of troubled and at-risk
youth and their families in the Commonwealth" (A report to the Governor and General
Assembly, 1992, Appendix A, p.1).

The directives of the Comprehensive Services Act are carried out in each
community through a Family Assessment and Planning Team (FAPT). The members on
each FAPT represent family service agencies based in the community and a parent who
collaboratively develop an intervention plan for each at-risk youth and family referred to
the team. This study was conducted to determine if the family strengths used by FAPTs
were more or less useful depending upon FAPT communities or FAPT representatives.

The method chosen for gathering information for the study was a modified Delphi
technique. The 70 FAPT representatives who participated in the study came from 17
respondent groups, (nine FAPT Communities and eight FAPT Representative areas). One
aspect of the study was to find which family strengths were unique to the upper quartile of
only one respondent group. A second aspect of the study was to find which common
family strengths were in the upper quartiles of each of the 17 respondent groups, the nine
FAPT Communities, and the eight FAPT Representatives. The third aspect of the study

was to look at upper quartilz family strengths as they were grouped by categories.



This report helped identify some of the differences in perspectives among family
service providers from different communities and areas of representation. Even though
there were some differences among the 17 respondent groups regarding the usefulness of
family strengths, there were also some commonalties. This report helped to identify some

of these common perspectives among family service providers.
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Foreword

The format of this dissertation consists of one document with a report
included. The primary document is the dissertation consisting of every page
from the cover page to the last page of the vita. The report is within the
dissertation and consists of the cover page, the pages identified as the "Report",
and the tables contained in Appendix E.

The dissertation was created to satisfy the requirements placed on the
researcher for the completion of the Doctor of Education Degree at Virginia
Tech. The report is the component of the dissertation that will be distributed to
the state agency that authorized the study. It is expected that at a minimum the
state agency will distribute the report to the persons who participated in the
study.

The specific population targeted for this study consisted of persons
serving on selected Family Assessment and Planning Teams in the
Commonwealth of Virginia. The study was done to identify the family strengths
that are used in a strengths-based intervention plan for at-risk youth and their
families. The intent of the researcher was to produce a document that is of
value to persons working with at-risk youth and their families. The researcher
hopes that readers of the report will find the information beneficial for developing
successful intervention plans for at-risk youth and their families.



Strengths of Families of At-Risk Youth:
A Delphi Study Through Family Assessment and Planning Teams

REPORT

Every person running for office, from liberals to
conservatives, at least outwardly supports the idea that a
strong family unit is essential to life as we know it and that a
number of our most serious problems -- drugs, crime,
teenage pregnancy -- could be solved if we could somehow
strengthen the family. (Kaetz, 1995, p.2)

On July 11, 1994, the President of the United States issued a directive that
required federal agencies to modify work place policies for the sake of promoting more
stable families of federal employees. The vice president issued a follow-up comment
stating that the intention of the directive was for the federal government to establish a
precedent for employers to implement policies that support and help keep families
together (U. S. Department of Education, 1994). Federal and state legislation supporting
families had already preceded this presidential directive. Studies in the area of family
strengths had driven legislation calling for family service providers to recognize and
involve families as important resources in the development of family intervention plans
(Barthel, 1992; Riley, 1994; U.S. Department of Education, 1994).



Helping Families Help Youth

In 1986 the United States Congress enacted the
Infant and Toddler Program, Part H of the Amendments to
the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, Public
Law 99-457 (Gallagher, 1992). A component of this
legislation required family service providers to identify the
crucial role of families beyond the immediate needs of the
handicapped infant or toddler. This law instituted a shift
from family service providers acting as the exclusive source
for developing intervention plans to now including the
child's family as a viable source for helping to develop
intervention plans (Place & Gallagher, 1992).

Robert Silverstein, Staff Director and Chief Counsel

of the Senate Subcommittee on Disability Policies,
addressed the essential role of families in the Part H

legislation:

The word "family" must appear ten or fifteen times
throughout the legislation; this was intentional.
Congress was trying to say, "Do not have
professionals come into a family situation and
assume that the mom and dad don't know anything.
Respect the family." The language in the legislation,
which talks about strengths as well as needs is an
attempt to recognize and provide respect for the
family.... There is nothing more central to this
legislation than respect for the family. (National
Center for Clinical Infant Programs, 1989, p.12)

In 1992 the Virginia General Assembly enacted the

Comprehensive Services Act with the words, "It is the
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intention of this law to create a collaborative system of
services ...that is ...family-focused...when addressing the
strengths and needs of troubled and at-risk youth and their
families in the Commonwealth" (A report to the Governor
and General Assembly, 1992, Appendix A, p.1). For
background information relating to the need for developing

the Comprehensive Services Act, see Comprehensive

Services Act in Appendix A.

Purpose of the Study

The directives of the Comprehensive Services Act
are carried out in each community to the at-risk youth and
family through a Family Assessment and Planning Team
(FAPT). The membership of each FAPT consists of

representatives from family service agencies based in the
community, and a parent. FAPT members meet
collaboratively to develop an intervention plan for each at-
risk youth and family referred to the team. Referrals are
made to the team by FAPT members and their agencies.
The FAPT is a unique organization in that it focuses
on a common population (at-risk youth and their families),
yet its membership consists of a diversified population of
family service providers representing various agencies and
private practitioners, as well as a parent representative.
FAPT members are asked to develop a strengths-based

intervention plan that focuses on the strengths of the at-risk
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Helping Families Help Youth

youth and family. The process of identifying and addressing
the strengths of individual families must be a process that
recognizes the unique culture of each family ("An
introduction to wraparound services", 1994).

Family studies have addressed the importance of
recognizing the strengths of families (Lewis, Beavers,
Gossett, & Phillips, 1976, Curran, 1983, Stinnett &
DeFrain, 1985, Morgan, 1986, Krysan, Moore, & Zill,
1990). FAPT intervention plans place an emphasis on

family interventions through the strengths of the family (A

report to the Governor and General Assembly, 1992 ).

A review of the literature (see Literature Review in
Appendix B) has revealed that family studies have been
conducted over the last three decades. Family studies have
focused on culture-specific families as well as the general
population. The family studies reviewed for this report
examined family strengths among native Americans; military
families; step-families; the perspectives of 4-H program
leaders; mobile families; families living in Syracuse, New
York; and families with disabled children. These studies
have identified some commonalties among family strengths
as well as some family strengths unique to a particular
study.

A pilot study by the researcher, conducted prior to
this study, asked members of one FAPT to individually
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develop lists of family strengths. The conclusion of the pilot
study was that FAPT members can produce lists of family
strengths that parallel the review of the literature (see Pilot
Study in Appendix C). The question then was to discover
which family strengths were more useful than others when
FAPTs develop family intervention plans for at-risk youth
and their families. This study was conducted to determine if

the family strengths used by FAPTs were more or less
useful depending upon FAPT communities or FAPT

representatives.

Background of the Study

The method chosen for gathering information for the
study was a modified Delphi technique. Through the use of
two survey rounds the Delphi method provided the
opportunity for anonymous responses from FAPT members
while also providing a method for FAPT members to see the
responses of their peers. For more information regarding

the study technique see Delphi Technique in Appendix D.

FAPT Communities

The researcher contacted the person at the state
level responsible for evaluations of the Comprehensive
Services Act (CSA) and was given a list of the FAPT chairs

for nine CSA community sites. The nine communities were
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selected by the CSA evaluation committee as intensive
evaluation sites. The nine sites were chosen from a pool of
sites that volunteered for evaluation of CSA
implementation. The sites were selected because the
demographics of their communities provided a fair
representation of the approximately 135 CSA sites in the

Commonwealth of Virginia based upon their socioeconomic

levels, racial composition, single vs multiple jurisdictions,
and rural vs urban vs suburban settings.

As the researcher spoke with the various FAPT
chairs at each of the intensive evaluation sites, he learned
that the number of FAPTs in each community ranged from
one to five; the number of FAPT representatives on each
team ranged from six to eight. To provide anonymity for
FAPT members each community was assigned a letter for

identification (see Table 1).

Table 1. Participating FAPT Community Demographics

Community Populaticn* Location FAPTs
A - County 171,000 DC area 3
B - County 209,000 central 3
C-Town 6,000 central 1

D - Town 2,200 SW mountains 1

E - City 7,000 central mountains 1

F - City 170,000 coastal 2
G - City 103,000  coastal 5

H - City 16,000 SW mountains 3

| - City 22,000 NW mountains 1

* 1990 VA Office of Population Growth and Demographics
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FAPT Representatives

The Comprehensive Services Act designates that
each FAPT shall include representatives from the following
five state agencies: Juvenile Court Services, Department of
Health, Department of Social Services, Community
Services, and public schools. The FAPT shall also include a
parent representative who is not working in any public or
private capacity with children and families. The Act also
designates that the FAPT may include private family service
providers and representatives from other public agencies (A
report to the Governor and General Assembly, 1992). The

numbers of representatives on each FAPT are listed by

community in Table 2.

Table 2. FAPT Representation by Community

Community:
A B CDEF GH | Total
Juvenile Court 33111 2 5 31
Dept. of Health 33111 2 5 31
Social Services 6 3110 2 5 31
CommunityServes. 3 31 1 1 2 5 3 1
Parent Rep. 13111 25 30
Public Schools 5§ 3213 25 31
Private Provider 7 01 01 4 9 01
Other Agencies 0 2110 22000
9 7 8 18 39 18 6

N
o

Total: 28

Responses to the Study
The state agency person responsible for CSA
evaluations mailed a letter to the FAPT chairs at the nine
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sites introducing the researcher and the study. The
researcher then contacted each chair to introduce himself
and the study, to answer any questions, and to arrange for
the distribution of Round 1 of the study.

The FAPT chairs agreed to distribute the Round 1

surveys to as many FAPT members as possible. To ensure
that enough Round 1 surveys were available the researcher
mailed approximately 180 Round 1 packets to the nine
FAPT chairs. Twenty Round 1 surveys were returned to
the researcher (see Table 3). One of the FAPT members

responding to the survey chose to provide only the

information on the "Panel Member Information Form" and

not to respond to the Round 1 question.

Table 3. Round 1 Returns

Community:

Representatve A B C D E F G H | Total|
Juvenile Court 1 1 2 |
Dept. of Health 1 1 2
Social Services 1 1 2
Community Servcs. 1 1 1 3
Parent Rep. 1 1
Public Schools 3 1 1 1 6
Private Provider 0
Other Agencies 121 _ _ _ ____ 4

Total: 1 64 1 2 1 3 20 20

The researcher spoke to the nine FAPT chairs to
discuss the low response rate from FAPT sites that were
designated as evaluation sites for implementation of the

CSA. Someone suggested that the Round 1 question

8
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requested individual documentation of compliance with the
intent of the CSA law and therefore discouraged responses
from FAPT members. Another suggestion was that the
term family strengths was nebulous for some FAPT
members and could not easily be defined. Another
explanation for the low response rate to the Round 1
question were the time constraints and work loads of FAPT
members.

To strive for more accurate representation from
FAPT communities and FAPT representatives the

researcher decided to send Round 2 rating surveys to all

FAPT members rather than just the FAPT members who

responded to the Round 1 question. The researcher

surveyed the nine FAPT chairs for more accurate
information regarding the number of FAPT members in each
of the nine communities. The surveys indicated that the
potential FAPT membership was 153 (see Table 2). Round
2 surveys were mailed to the nine FAPT chairs for them to
distribute to the 153 FAPT members; 70 responses (46%),
were received. One FAPT representative attached a note
with the Round 2 response protesting the intrusion on her
already busy schedule.

Only a single response was received from the 17
parent representatives available for the study. During earlier
discussions with the nine FAPT chairs the researcher

learned that the parent representative position on some

9
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FAPTSs was a difficult position to keep filled; a few teams
were currently operating without a parent representative.
The researcher contacted each FAPT chair to receive the
names and addresses of the parent representatives to send
them a personal request to respond to the Round 2 survey.
Ten Round 2 surveys were mailed directly to the parent
representatives; five were returned, of which two were

partially completed.

Conducting the Study

In Round 1 of the study FAPT members were asked
individually to identify family strengths they use when
developing intervention plans for at-risk youth and their
families. The responses were edited for clarity and
duplicate thoughts were merged. FAPT representatives
who responded to Round 1 were contacted by the
researcher when further clarification was necessary. The
edited responses produced a list of 78 family strengths.
FAPT members were also advised in Round 2 that they
could make any changes on the survey if their intentions
were lost in the editing process. No changes were
submitted to the researcher.

In Round 2 the edited list of the 78 family strengths
was given back to FAPT members to rate the usefulness of
each family strength using a scale of 1 to 4: Not Useful,
Somewhat Useful, Quite Useful, and Very Useful. For ease

10
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of reference in the discussion of this study each of the edited

78 family strengths was assigned a number (see Table 11 in
Appendix E). Throughout this report the family strength
number is given in parentheses after each family strength.

The 78 family strengths received from Round 1 were
grouped into categories by the researcher according to
common themes in wording. The Round 2 categories were
represented by alphabet letter headings and were created to
help FAPT members compare the usefulness of similar
family strengths. FAPT members were asked to make
notations on the Round 2 survey to move their nominated
family strengths from one category to another if they
thought their family strengths were not in a category that
best represented their intentions. No requests were
received.

When each Round 2 response was received, it was

coded to indicate the respondent's FAPT community and

area of representation on the FAPT. All responses received
from Round 2 were entered into three different tables for
analysis. First, responses were entered as the Composite.
Next, responses were entered by FAPT Community. Last,
responses were entered by FAPT Representative area. For
the remainder of this discussion FAPT responses are
referred to as the Composite, FAPT Community responses,

and FAPT Representative responses.

11
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All individual Round 2 responses were used to
calculate mean and standard deviation scores from each
family strength. The mean scores for the Composite and
each FAPT Community and FAPT Representative area were
ranked from highest to lowest with duplicate mean scores

ranked from lowest to highest standard deviation. These

scores are found in Table 12 in Appendix E.

Participation in the Study
Tables 4 and 5 compare the number of FAPT

members participating in the study with the membership
numbers provided by FAPT chairs. In Table 4 the
participation percentages among FAPT communities ranged

from 22% for Community H to 80% for Community B.

Table 4: Round 2 Responses by FAPT Community

FAPT Number Number Percentage
Community Possible Responding Participating
A 28 9 32
B 20 16 80
c* 9 5 56
D* 7 5 71
E* 8 3 38
F 18 7 39
G 39 17 44
H 18 4 22
* 6 4 67
Total 153 70 46
* FAPT chair participated in the study.

12
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Community B was located in the largest FAPT

population site (see Table 1) and had the highest percentage
(80%) of FAPT members participating in the study. The
researcher credits the FAPT chair for the high percentage of
participation. During previous conversations with the
FAPT chair for community B the researcher found this
person to be confidently succinct in conversation and goal-
driven as an administrator.

Community H had the lowest percentage (22%) of
FAPT members participating in the study. The only
governmental representatives from Community H who
participated in the study were one of the three public school
representatives and one of the three juvenile court

representatives. None of the nine representatives (see Table

2) from Social Services, Department of Health, or
Community Services participated in the study. The other
Community H participants were two of three parent
representatives.

Only four of the nine FAPT chairs participated in the
study. The five FAPT chairs who did not participate in the
study included the community with the highest percentage
participation as well as the community with the lowest
percentage participation in the study.

In Table 5 the participation percentages among
FAPT Representatives ranged from 30% for Private
Providers to 100% for the six FAPT members from Other

13
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Public Agencies. These six persons were not employed by
the state agencies that were mandated to participate on local
FAPTs. Their areas of employment included private
schools, a youth agency, a state service agency, a group
home, and parks and recreation. Their job titles ranged

from director to secretary.

Table 5: Round 2 Responses by FAPT Representatives

FAPT Number Number Percentage

Representative Possible Responding Participating
Juvenile Court 20 9 45
Dept. Health 20 7 35
Social Servcs. 22 14 64
Comm. Servcs. 20 10 50
Parent Rep. 17 6 35
Public Schools 25 1 44
Pvt. Provider 23 7 30
Other Agencies 6 6 100
Total 153 70 46

FAPT Representatives had an average of 13.6 years

working in their respective career fields, ranging from zero

to 29 years; and an average of 15.4 years working with
children and families other than their own, ranging from

zero to 38 years.

Results of the Study with Discussion
This study is an examination of the family strengths
with means that fell within the upper quartiles of the 17

respondent groups. The 17 respondent groups are the nine

14
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FAPT Communities and the eight FAPT Representative
areas. Of the 78 family strengths the number that comprised

the upper quartile for each respondent group (19.5 items)
was rounded up to 20 items.

In some of the respondent groups' upper quartiles
the mean scores and standard deviations of items beyond the
20th family strength were tied. In these particular cases the
upper quartile was extended beyond the 20th item until
there was a change in the mean score or standard deviation
(see Table 12 in Appendix E).

A word of caution in interpreting the data: It should

be noted that the number of FAPT members responding to

Round 2 from communities E, H, and I was three or four,
(see Table 4). With such a low number of responses a
single person's vote could move a family strength into or out
of the upper quartile for that community.

The remainder of this part of the report is divided
into three sections. In the first section, Unique Upper
Quartile Family Strengths, the discussion is focused on the
unique family strengths that were found in the upper quartile
of only one respondent group. In the second section,
Common Upper Quartile Family Strengths, the discussion is
focused on the common family strengths that were found in
the upper quartiles of all 17 respondent groups, all nine
FAPT Communities, and all eight FAPT Representative

15
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areas. The third section, Upper Quartile Family Strength
Categories, focuses on the categories of family strengths
that comprised 25% or more of a respondent group's upper

quartile.

Unique Upper Quartile Family Strengths

The first aspect of the study was to find which
family strengths were unique to the upper quartile of only
one respondent group (see Table 13 in Appendix E). There
were six family strengths that were unique to the upper
quartile of only one respondent group and did not appear in
the upper quartiles of any other respondent group (see
Table 6).

Table 6: Upper Quartile Family Strengths
Unique to a Respondent Group

Community E

"Family loyalty to each other” (20)

Community Services
"Availability of transportation to family” (70)
"Common sense of parents” (71)

Parent Representative
"Parents’ insight into the needs of their family” (44)
"Ability of family members to cope with stress as
evidenced by overcoming past obstacles" (63)

Public Schools
"A socially acceptable value system” (1)

Note: Fami|¥ strength reference numbers are in parentheses.

16
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Of the nine FAPT Communities surveyed only one,
Community E, identified a family strength that was unique
in its upper quartile. "Family loyalty to each other" (20) did
not appear in the upper quartiles of any of the other 16
respondent groups.

The researcher spoke with the FAPT chair for
Community E to gain more insight into the use of this family
strength in their FAPT intervention plans. The FAPT chair
stated that the community has a deep generation base with
families pridefully tracing their heritage in the community
back three or four generations. The FAPT chair stated that

the community is "very connected; the extended family is
strong and supports one another."

Only three of the eight FAPT Representative areas --
Community Services, Parert Representatives, and Public
Schools -- identified family strengths that were unique in
their upper quartiles.

"Availability of transportation to family" (70) and
"Common sense of parents" (71) were unique to persons
from Community Services. Community service agencies
offer counseling and therapy sessions for families. The
availability of transportation helps to ensure that family
members are able to make appointments with family service
providers in a timely and consistent manner. Common sense

of parents not only helps parents recognize the needs of

17
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their family but also to be able to apply strategies
recommended by family service providers.

"Parents' insight into the needs of their family" (44)
and "Ability of family members to cope with stress as
evidenced by overcoming past obstacles" (63) were unique
in the upper quartile of Parent Representatives. Parent
Representatives serve on their local FAPTSs as volunteers,
they do not represent an agency. The role of the Parent
Representative on the FAPT is to be a representative for
parents during the assessment and planning efforts of the

team.

"A socially acceptable value system" (1) was unique
in the upper quartile of the Public School representative
area. The public school is probably the only agency on the
FAPT that has the most divergent clientele. Unlike the
other agencies on the FAPT public schools do not receive
their clients by referral because of a need for services.
Public schools serve all aspects of the general public with or
without identified needs; diversity is not uncommon. When
families possess a socially acceptable value system, this

helps students to better coexist in spite of their differences.

Common Upper Quartile Family Strengths

A second aspect of the study was to find which
common family strengths were in the upper quartiles of all
17 respondent groups, the upper quartiles of the nine FAPT

18
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Communities, and the upper quartiles of the eight FAPT
Representatives (see Table 13 in Appendix E). There was
only one common family sirength that was in the upper
quartiles of all 17 respondent groups; this family strength
was "Effective parental disciplinary techniques" (10) (see
Table 7).

Table 7: Upper Quartile Family Strengths Common to
Respondent Groups, Communities & Representatives.

All 17 Respondent Groups
"Effective parental clisciplinary techniques” (10)

All nine FAPT Communities
"Family willingness {0 take an active role in the
development of a family intervention plan” (50)

All eight FAPT Representatives
"Constructive communication among family members" (14)
"Parental investment in the child’s well being" (35)
"Stable adult role models in the home" (42)

*Desire by the family to improve” (62)

Note: Family strength reference numbers are in parentheses.
- —

"Effective parental disciplinary techniques" are
words which indicate that the disciplinary techniques belong
to the parents and they are ones that are effective. The
techniques work for the particular youth in the particular
setting at the particular time in the youth's development.
The fact that this family strength received upper quartile
confirmation from all 17 respondent groups indicates the
importance that FAPT members place on parents utilizing

effective disciplinary techniques with their children.
19



Helping Families Help Youth

"Family willingness to take an active role in the
development of a family intervention plan" (50) was the only
common family strength in the upper quartiles of all nine
FAPT Communities (see Table 7). The family strength
addresses family members' willingness to actively participate
in planning and implementing the intervention plan. In this
situation family service providers are working with a family

for resolution as opposed to working on a family for

remediation.

The four common family strengths unanimous to the
upper quartiles of all eight FAPT Representative areas were
"Constructive communication among family members" (14),
"Parental investment in the child's well being" (35), "Stable
adult role models in the home" (42), and "Desire by the
family to improve" (62) (see Table 7).

In the family strength "Constructive communication
among family members" (14) the word communication
conveys an exchange of information implying that members
listen to each other as well as speak to each other. The
word constructive implies that the exchange of information
among family members is of value. "Parental investment in
the child's well being" (35) is an indication that the desires of
the parent are focused on the best interests of the youth.
Parental investment could be as simple as an increased
presence of the parent in the life of the youth or it could be

more of a participatory approach to parenting.

20































































































































































