Success leads to program expanding in county

Parent and children say Strengthening Families sessions were worth the time
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BRADFORD, Pa. –– one mother said the program has taught her how to speak calmly with her adolescent daughter instead of yelling at her, while a child said she enjoys time spent with her father.

For the children and parents attending the Strengthening Families Program in Bradford this year, most agree the weekly sessions have helped with their relationships.

Officials conducting the program agree and said the program has done so well in Bradford over the past several years that it has been expanded to other schools in McKean County.  Surveys also show that many youngsters who participated in the program years ago now appear to be avoiding risky behaviors in high school.

The PROSPER program was developed as a study by Iowa State University and coordinated locally by the Penn State Cooperative Extension.  For the past five years, it has been conducted in seven communities both in Pennsylvania and Iowa, with follow-up surveys collected regularly from participating students.

The goal is to guide fifth and sixth-grade children in avoiding negative influences such as substance abuse and early sexual activity.  It also helps parents learn how to communicate with their children, set limits, use consequence and help their children make responsible decisions.

At Floyd C. Fretz Middle School in Bradford, where the program has been operating since 2003, parents and children participating in the seven-week program believe it has been helpful.  After eating dinner, the youngsters go off to a room with trained facilitators to talk and role play, while their parents have similar activities in another room.  The two groups come together at the end of the two-hour evening.

“This helps set the boundaries and limits because they show you how to handle your kids in classes,” said Jodi Anthony, who is in the program with her daughter, Shawna.  “It really shows you how to handle them better instead of screaming at them.”

A father in the program, Jim Coldren, said the classes are helping him see things from his daughter Jada’s point of view.

“It’s a lot easier to say ‘No, this is the way it’s going to be,’” Mr. Coldren said.  “Instead it teaches me how to compromise a little bit and not be such a dictator.”

For her part, Jada said she enjoys the program.

“It’s helping me get closer with my dad and we’re spending a lot more time together.”

Georgia Newhouse said her daughter, Courtney, enjoys the program so much that she hates to leave.

“She told me, ‘You know, I wish we could do this every night,’” Mrs. Newhouse said of her daughter.

PAUL WEBSTER, of the Cooperative Extension, said the program has been expanded to schools in Kane, Otto-Eldred, Port Allegany and Smethport.  Funding for the expansions has been provided through a four-year state grant awarded to the Guidance Center.

“Over the past five years, the Bradford community has set itself apart on how successful this model can be,” Mr. Webster said.

Brian Bumbarger of the Penn State Extension Office said researchers have found that students in the PROSPER communities are reporting better parenting techniques and more parent/child activities.

“We had some pretty impressive results from PROSPER,” Mr. Bumbarger said.

Officials said that several parents formed an alumni group in Bradford after the program was over to offer continued support to each other.  The program also is followed up for students in Bradford with the school-based ALL Stars program for seventh-graders.

Tina Slaven, principal at Fretz, said she has seen a difference in the school since Prosper was implemented.

“There’s been a change in attitude in the way kids look at things and situations, and parents in the program have become more involved,” Mrs. Slaven said, noting she and her daughter participated in the program.

Betty Jo Wilcox, who coordinates the family programs in Kane and Bradford, said parents need to be reminded that the sessions are “for everyone and families of all backgrounds.”
