
Strengthening Families Illinois (SFI) - How it all got started...a BRIEF  Overview 

In April 2004, Department of Children and 
Family Services (IL-DCFS) creates internal 
workgroup to address school readiness 
needs for children in child welfare system 
(CW) 
 
Sept. 2004: Center for the Study of Social 
Policy (CSSP) issues national Request for 
Proposals (RFP) for states interested in 
implementing Strengthening Families ap-
proach 
 
Illinois responds to RFP and develops 
Leadership Team with key partner organi-
zations and individuals engaged in Illinois 
(IL) early childhood efforts) 

IL DCFS agrees to champion SFI 
 
SFI Project Director gets started contract-
ing potential partners to create plan for SFI 
and convene Leadership Team 

IL DCFS convenes SFI initiative 
 
IL early childhood/family support organiza-
tions/agencies contacted and agree to be 
a partner of SFI collaborative initiative 
 
Early childhood programs agree to partner 
with SFI to embed approach 

No funding resources to support Strength-
ening Families in Illinois 
 
Parents not a key audience in Strengthen-
ing Families 
 
Parent/child relationships not adequately 
represented in 5 Protective Factors 
 
No tools in place nationally for implemen-
tation: training, evaluation, implementa-
tion, and communications. 

Summary of SFI Accomplishments in 2005-2006 
 
Pilot Sites: Developed IL model for SFI implementation—Early Childhood Learn-
ing Networks in each IL DCFS region statewide with hub center coordinating and 
7-10 early childhood centers participating: 6 SFI learning networks launched with 
more than 60 early childhood programs statewide completing Self-Assessment 
and working on action plans to embed SFI approach. 
 
Professional Development: Identified key training topics to support implementa-
tion in centers. Utilized two national curricula and developed 5 additional curric-
ula: Protective Factors, Recognizing and Responding to Signs of Family Stress, 
Communicating with Families, Developing Collaborative Relationships, Under-
standing Trauma and Children Exposed to Violence. Developed quality assurance 
process, and Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) with key partners to train 
trainers building on existing training resources in the state. 
 
Communications: Created SFI collateral materials (brochures, pamphlets, FAQs), 
launched website and e-newsletter, and Love is Not Enough to Keep Your Family 
Strong (LINE) campaign and website. 
 
Evaluation: Developed tools to track process and results in Learning Networks, 
including staff questionnaire and parent questionnaire 
 
Building Resiliency: 6th Protective Factor on nurturing and attachment (parent-
child relationship); 101 Ways to Nurture Spirit poster; White Paper on Mental 
Health Consultation. 
 
Sustainers: Set comprehensive strategy for growth and development 

IL DCFS funds core capacity (staff) of 
SFI project. 
 
Partner organizations commit to em-
bedding SF practice within agencies 

SFI workgroup structure 
created to develop imple-
mentation plan 

SFI staff and workgroups 
lay foundation for imple-
mentation in Illinois 

Leadership Transition at IL DCFS Leadership Transition leads to 
new champion in IL DCFS Direc-
tor Erwin McEwen 

New Strategic Plan 
 
IL Strengthening Families work 
focuses on 3 primary audiences/
areas of work 



The Parent Engagement/Leadership Story so far... 

SFI Initiative begins in IL (2005) 
 
At first Leadership Team meeting, SFI par-
ent leader challenges the initiative to add 
parents as a primary audience 
 
Current CSSP materials and language 
needs to be adapted. Need to determine a 
good way to get information to parents 

SFI staff contacting key 
partners and parent leaders 
to help figure out the best 
way to add parents as an 
audience 

SFI starts collaborating with social market-
ing firm to reframe Protective Factor lan-
guage 
 
SFI Building Resiliency and Communica-
tions Workgroups, parent leader focus 
groups across the state, and SFI Learning 
Networks provide input and test concepts 

Love Is Not Enough Campaign developed.  Campaign 
materials include: 
 

• Posters in English and Spanish 

• Brochures (regular and mini-sized) in English and 
Spanish 

• www.keepyourfamilystrong.org website 

High demand for Parent Cafés 
 
SFI needs a way of training parents in 
communities to offer LINE Parent Cafés 
and needs a parent leadership team 

SFI works with parents to refine the Love Is 
Not Enough Parent Café process. 
 
Parent Cafés are rolled out in Learning 
Network communities 

SFI, with partners, develops the Parent Café process—
adapted from World Café in collaboration with parent 
leaders (Spanish and English) 
 
LINE Parent Café piloted in Illinois and presented at 
CSSP 2007 Strengthening Families Leadership Summit 

Parent to parent mechanism needed to 
share information and build Protective 
Factors to spread the message among 
each other 

Campaign materials are 
distributed widely through-
out the state—at confer-
ences, through early care 
and education programs 

SFI creates a parent leadership team and offers opportunities for growth 
through café training and leadership training 
 
SFI develops Parent Café Training Institute (PCTI) - prepares parents and part-
ners for facilitating and hosting LINE Parent Cafés in communities 
 
SFI conducts 5 PCTIs in 2008/2009 
 
68 LINE Parent/Partner Cafés delivered to 973 parents in FY2009. 252 who 
attended are interested in staying involved and continuing community conver-
sations. 
 
SFI Parent Cafés being adapted for other audiences (Foster Parents, Birth Par-
ents, Youth, and Staff) 

Need to expand SFI parent leader-
ship efforts beyond cafés  
 
Develop new parent leadership 
training 
 
Stay connected with parents that 
have participated in cafés and other 
parent leadership activities 

New plan developed for parent leader recruit-
ment in Illinois 
 
All parents get connected to different activities 
based on chosen interest 
 
Town Hall/Community Café events will bring 
parents together in region—keep connections 
strong and provide information on upcoming 
cafés and training 
 
Awaken to Your Potential as a Person, as a Parent, 
as a Leader developed 

Regional teams of parents trained on SFI cafés, 
parent leadership training, and Parent Café train-
ing institutes 
 
Parents connected through online Facebook 
community and parent newsletter 
 
Developing teams of Birth and Foster parents as 
supports to families involved in the system 
 
Parent Summit in the future! 



The Child Welfare Story so far... 

In April 2004, Department of Children and Family Services (IL 
DCFS) crates internal working group to address school readi-
ness needs for children in the child welfare system (staffed by 
consultant who will be SFI Project Director) 
 
Trauma-informed practice and lifetime approach are key 
child welfare innovations.  SFI seen as part of both. 
 
Logic model for school readiness developed calling for 3-5 
year-olds to be involved in quality early care and education 
and for IL DCFS to work with early childhood programs to 
ensure they can meet the needs of traumatized kids 

SFI convened by DCFS in 2005 and embraced as a key mecha-
nism for linking early childhood and child welfare in communi-
ties 
 
Collaborative agreements between Head Start grantee agen-
cies and IL DCFS for outreach/recruitment, collaborative ser-
vice planning, and cross-training of staff 
 
Surveyed caseworkers and uncovered need for internal com-
munications campaign on the importance of early childhood 
education 
 
Internal workgroup identifies need for policy change to expand 
enrollment of IL DCFS wards in early childhood education 

Education policy 314 revised to ensure that all wards 3-5 are enrolled in quality early 
care and education programs (Head Start, Pre-K, accredited center) for at least 1/2 day 
 
IL DCFS communicates importance of School Readiness initiative internally and exter-
nally through contract child welfare agencies 
 
Directors’ messages 
 
Developed and disseminated materials to caseworkers on importance of enrolling chil-
dren in early care and education and collaborating with these programs 
 
Embedded preschool enrollment into performance contracts for child welfare agencies 
 
Developed supports for caseworkers to identify early childhood education placements 
and trouble-shoot problems (engaged existing consulting educational advisors and 
early childhood specialists) 

Leadership transition at DCFS 
 
New champion Director Erwin McEwen emerges with 
renewed vision for strengthening families throughout 
Illinois—”Child welfare shouldn’t be in the child-rearing 
business; we should be in the strengthening families 
business 
 
Collaboration between SFI learning networks stalled—
whose job is it? 

Focus of IL DCFS = Keep the focus on protecting children by strengthening families.  Protective Factors embedded throughout the child welfare system and tools, includ-
ing the Child and Adolescent Needs and Strengths (CANS) survey, administered to all children entering the system.  Other tools include a template for integrated assess-
ment, a parent handbook on readiness for reunification, and a reunification worksheet used by caseworkers 
 
Hundreds of child welfare workers and Head Start providers have participated in cross-trainings on SFI’s work and learned how to increase partnerships 
 
State policy mandates that all children ages 3-5 in state custody are enrolled in high quality early care and education programs, and memoranda of understanding be-
tween Head Starts and child welfare department guarantee that these children are moved to the top of Head Start waiting lists 
 
Contract child welfare agency providing both child welfare and early care and education services has linked these two service areas internally and is launching a learning 
network of other such agencies to embed SF practice 
 
Statewide School Readiness Specialist team (6 union positions) brought on as liaisons to support enrollment of youngest wards in early care and education programs and 
support early childhood/child welfare collaboration locally 
 
Elements of trauma-informed and strengths-based practice have been woven throughout trainings and ongoing professional development for child welfare professionals.  
3000+ supervisors, caseworkers, and other direct service staff trained on Strengths Based, Trauma-Informed Service Planning in Fall 2009 (including Protective Factors) 
 
Differential response approach being explored in Illinois 
 
Family Advocacy Centers open throughout the state—community support for families involved with the child welfare system 

illinois



Early Care and Education story so far... 

Need a model of implementation that will 
have an impact on a large number of pro-
grams and that will represent geographic 
diversity of state and be accessible to 
Spanish-speaking audiences 
 
Aside from Self-Assessment, there are no 
training resources developed to support 
implementation 

SFI Pilot Site Workgroup develops “Learning Network” structure—1 Hub program recruiting 7-10 local programs (Pre-K, Head 
Start, and child care centers) to participate in 
 

• Monthly peer to peer learning 

• Self-Assessment and action plan 

• Receiving training to support implementation 

• SFI Professional Development Workgroup identifies topics and partners to develop training as needed 

• Stronger Together (building relationships with families) and Creating Social/Emotional Foundations to Early Learning 
(CSEFL) delivered through IL State Board of Education—StarNet 

• Additional topics identified—Protective Factors, Recognizing and Responding to Signs of Stress, Communicating with Fami-
lies, and Developing Collaborative Relationships 

Learning Network locations chosen and 
launched—5 initially, 6th brought on. SFI 
Learning Networks in every DCFS region. 
Approximately 60 programs participating 
statewide 
 
Midwest Learning Center for Family Sup-
port, SFI fiscal agent, develops training 
curricula 

Child welfare/early childhood 
agency, Kids Hope United, inter-
ested in embedding SF—
launches child welfare/early care 
and education learning network 

Develop and pilot cafés for fam-
ily child care providers 

Child welfare staff invited to learning 
network meetings 
 
School readiness team is hired and 
starts participating in networks 
 
Learning networks start planning local 
forums with DCFS & POS agencies and 
early care and education staff 

Collaboration with child welfare 
locally a challenge for early care 
and education programs 

No tools for family child care 

Networks reporting stronger relation-
ships with parents 
 
Better family attendance at events and 
parent nights 
 
Staff responding well 
 
Training well received by early care 
and education staff 

Initial South Cook Learning Network 
not working 
 
New network established through 35+ 
local school districts 

Learning Networks complete Self-
Assessments and receive training 
 
Training rolled out in learning net-
works 
 
Training of Trainers held through-
out state—Child Care Nurse Con-
sultants and Mental Health Con-
sultants trained—Protective Fac-
tors training available statewide 

Learning Networks develop materials and resources to support their implementation practice and 
share with other networks 
 
Networks play a role in disseminating LINE public awareness campaign messages 
 
Networks host Parent Cafés—SFI parent leaders getting trained in network regions to help con-
tinue café implementation 
 
Increase in collaboration with child welfare staff.  More communication—kids have closure before 
being removed 
 
More than 93 programs participating in SFI Learning Networks statewide...continuing to grow 

Understanding Trauma/Children Exposed to Violence training developed and rolled out in networks-next step = training of 
trainers. 
 
Network programs incorporating Protective Factors into parent manuals.  Increasing awareness, in their own programs and with 
parent participants, of what Strengthening Families Protective Factors are 
 
Chicago network expands city-wide—Incorporates Child Protective Service Child Parent Centers—additional participation from 
local POS child welfare agencies and multi-site early childhood agencies (e.g., YMCA) 
 
Kane County Network expands to cover more of region using additional Head Start funds 
 
Study released showed effectiveness of Strengthening Families Illinois implementation model on building stronger partnerships 
between staff and family members (Anne Douglass dissertation) 
 
Working on full accessibility of all SFI materials to Spanish-speaking audiences 
 
And more to come! 


