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Youth Services Focus Groups -- Moderator Comments
The crisis circumstances the focused group participants encounter is sobering. Despite best efforts of Administrators, Law Enforcement, School Resource Officers (SROs), Special Education Staff, School Counselors, and Teachers, there are children who are just not making it and have troubling outlooks. The following observations are those that stick out to me most. 
1. Outstate Disadvantages: What rural educators take upon themselves – driving a child long distance because a parent can’t do it – is tough to hear. Situations become more traumatic because law enforcement becomes the only immediate solution. One participant noted that care is so fragmented that a child can be declined from an available service because they are “too violent” and then is just sent back to school because nothing else is available.
2. Communication: My perception is that communication between (and among) stakeholders, students and parents can be an issue to effectively directly a child to services, but it is not primary. The biggest barrier is the lack of real-time knowledge and coordination about available crisis services or placements. There isn’t a central communication system that meets the needs for timely interaction or placement for crisis situations. In addition, schools seem to be the least prepared for the cases that consume the most time, resources and emotional capital (solve the biggest problem first).
3. Recent Policy Changes: Policies that put the responsibilities back to communities are just piling more onto the schools and the schools are not equipped to handle it. For a percentage of the population, schools aren’t about educating children, they’re about caring for entire families in crisis, providing safety, stability, and emotional regulation that children aren’t getting anywhere else.
4. School Social Workers: The following two quotes really sum up my belief that school social workers are a critical asset to be invested in.
“Having a social worker that is just designated for our school… that has been amazing. That has been a huge support for families, for kids and for staff members. You don’t feel like you’re always the one giving and trying to help families — we have a gateway to the community supports for them.”
“When we have a social worker in the building, it changes things. We can reach families quicker, support attendance, and handle crises before they blow up.”
5. Regional Team Meetings: Hearing the comments about how helpful regional meetings (review committees) were to discuss difficult cases was encouraging. The meetings seem to have gone away, and stakeholders miss them as a communication/education opportunity. These should be reintroduced and well-communicated.
6. Thankfulness for the Discussion: All the focus groups appreciated that HHS initiated these focus groups and that they could be part of the larger conversation. It seems that there aren’t enough opportunities to come together to discuss the larger issues. My suggestion is to continue these discussions and record them for analysis. 
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