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PROCESS

In an effort to begin to identify issues related to maternal child health and nutrition needs in Westerly, 27 interviews were held with 30 community providers and stakeholders. Those interviewed represented a wide cross section of agencies, organizations, and institutions involved with children and families in Westerly; including: both administrators and line staff from social service agencies, physicians, school personnel, church leaders, and 1 community member. Interviews were conducted over a six-month period (October 2007-March 2008) by Juliann Gaydos-Gabriel (Brown University Medical Student), Susan Orban (Washington County Coalition for Children), Linda Cardillo (Wood River Health Services), and Marilyn Moy (Southern RI AHEC).  The majority of these interviews were conducted in person, although some were completed by telephone.  

All of the interviews involved an open discussion triggered by the same set of questions:

· Do you have any sense of the factors that might be contributing to high rates of delayed prenatal care, infant mortality, teen pregnancy, and food insecurity in Westerly?
· Do you see any gaps in the community that may be contributing to these issues?

· What barriers or obstacles do families face in obtaining needed services?

· What specific services are needed which you feel are currently lacking in Westerly? How do you think the lack of these services is helping fuel the issue of discussion?

· Are there any “models that work” that you can think of that could be replicated to address any of the issues listed above in Westerly? 

Following this discussion, interviewees were informed about others whom we planned to contact to get their perspective regarding these questions.  Those interviewed were then asked:

· Can you think of anyone else who could provide valuable information to us?
We used the answers to this final question to guide us in determining who else to interview.  
THEMES

Although identified issues are numerous and complex, several consistent themes emerged from the interviews:
(Community Awareness
There is a paucity of information regarding these issues in the general public. Additionally, few political officials are aware of these issues among their constituents. The big players to target are school board members, town-council members, other officials/policy makers, and the general, tax-paying public. Westerly is seen as a community of those who “have” and those who “have not.”  There was a general sense that if more people in the community were aware of the needs, they would do more to help.  Lastly, the need for more information about available services was identified.  To be most effective, this information should be available at the places where eligible families often frequent.
(Access to Services
Families face multiple problems accessing services for both social programs (food insecurity) and health services (delayed prenatal care, infant mortality, and births to teens.) In general, great concern was voiced over the time and effort that people must spend to access services. On the whole, access to family planning services was identified as a major need in Westerly. 

(Transportation
Clearly, a general lack of public transportation leads to difficulties in almost all aspects of daily life for those who do not have their own car. Some social service organizations in Westerly have been advocating for over a decade for RIPTA to increase their service to the Westerly community, but have thus far been unsuccessful. Given the state’s current fiscal crisis, it is probably worthwhile to investigate other solutions that do not require state funding.
(Health Literacy/Health Promotion
Health and wellness education needs to start early (as early as 4th grade) and include many more topics than currently offered. There are obvious connections to teen pregnancy for this category, but could also include benefits for tackling food insecurity if children were aware of the necessity of healthy and adequate food in addition to the importance of eating breakfast. Several persons interviewed cited the need for more sex education efforts aimed at boys and parents, particularly helping parents talk about sexual issues with their kids. Educating parents about teen health issues is another important health literacy component.
(Linkages to New and Existing Services
Family outreach and case management is needed to assure families get connected to the services that they are eligible for and from which could benefit: from food stamps and WIC to after-school programs for children whose parents work. Westerly already has an elementary school (Tower Street) that is invested in family engagement/support and this model could potentially be applied to more of the district’s schools as well community programs, such as the YMCA .
CONTRIBUTING FACTORS
Poverty 

Many interviewed cited increasing poverty as the primary factor underlying the health and nutrition issues in Westerly.  25% of the current student body is enrolled in the free/reduced school lunch program and the school district has 3 designated Title I Elementary Schools due to high concentrations of impoverished students.  For too many families, poverty is generational and has become a way of life.  Most unskilled jobs in the community are low-paying and seasonal. As a result, many families have become dependent upon local food pantries and emergency services for survival.  Among these families, education and job skills are rarely valued as a means to rise above poverty.  Thus, children have little hope for a better way of life and no motivation to delay pregnancy to achieve goals.
Changes in the Family Unit
The family unit has changed dramatically over the past 20 years.  Because more children are being raised by single parents and many have both parents in the workforce, children are often left unsupervised for long periods and are forced to fend for themselves.  Young kids and adolescents need relationships with caring adults with whom they can turn for guidance and positive role models.  In our busy society, children are expected to grow up too quickly.  Children are expected to get up, get dressed, eat breakfast, go to school, and do their homework, largely on their own.  As a result of this independence, many children become detached from their parents and do not seek out their parents’ help and guidance in decision-making.  Many parents don’t know how to talk to their children about topics like sex and drug and alcohol use.  In the absence of positive parental relationships, teenage girls looking for love and attention may be drawn into sexual relationships with boys.  
Lack of Affordable Housing & Escalating Heating Costs

Housing prices have skyrocketed over the last decade and low-income families struggle to pay rent and utilities.  The Westerly School District is currently providing support services for ~50 families either homeless or at risk of homelessness.  The need for subsidized housing far outstrips current capacity in the area.  As oil prices have risen so have heating costs; and, more and more families are seeking help from local social service agencies to forestall utility shut-off’s. These factors impact how much money families have left to purchase food for their families. 
Transience
Because incomes often fluctuate with seasonal employment, housing is often unstable; and, low-income families move frequently.  Some people interviewed cited the development of Foxwoods Casino in nearby Connecticut as a contributing factor in the area’s transience.  They report families move to the area from all over the region for jobs at the Casino and find housing in the abundant motel rooms/summer cottages available in Westerly in the off-season (from September through June).  But, when summer finally comes, families can no longer afford these living arrangements and are forced to move elsewhere.  School staff noted the difficulties these cramped living conditions and multiple moves pose for children and their long-term impact on students’ learning and relationships with peers.  
Cultural Influences
Several cultural influences were cited by those interviewed.  The proximity of Foxwoods Casino to Westerly and the impact of gambling addiction was noted as a major issue for some families.  In addition, the influence of the media was cited repeatedly.  Our world is currently dominated by media (TV, radio, internet, magazines) that glamorize sex to sell products or acquire viewers and provide little relevant information about the consequences/risks of sexual behavior.   For example, school personnel cited the current prevalence of oral sex among teens. Teens are engaging in oral sex as a means to avoid the risks of pregnancy, but are apparently unaware of some of the life-long consequences of STD’s (Sexually Transmitted Diseases).  And, while teens are bombarded with both overt and subliminal sexual messages, there are few counter messages provided encouraging abstinence or responsible behavior. Many feel they must fit the “norm” of the sexual world in which they live. In addition, the advent of cell phones, text messages, and internet instant messaging, makes connecting with peers easier than ever and obliterates any notion of the concept of delayed gratification. Overall, teen pregnancy is accepted in the community and is not the taboo it once was.  The strong influence of churches in Westerly (particularly the Catholic Church) was also cited.  Area churches in the community play a major role in providing emergency assistance to families (such as food baskets, prescriptions, furniture, clothing, and financial aid to pay for rent and utilities).  Some interviewed maintained that the Catholic Church’s stance on “abstinence-only prior to marriage” appears out of step with the current sexual activity among teens in Westerly and across the nation; while church leaders expressed the view that the religious perspective promoting abstinence is often seen as non-intellectual and non-scientific by area health/social service providers and society at large.
Demographic Shift

Those interviewed who grew up in Westerly and now work in the area noted a major shift in the town’s demographics over the past 30-40 years.  Once just a fairly homogeneous, “sleepy tourist town,” Westerly has become more racially diverse and economically disparate.  They describe the town as one of the “have’s” and the “have not’s.”  Wealthy residents and business owners often live in Connecticut and New York and are not invested in the community.  The same could be said for some seasonal workers.  Despite the significant income disparities, there was strong agreement among all those interviewed that if more residents were made aware of the issues facing children and families in Westerly, they would get involved and do what they could to help.
GAPS
Transportation

As already noted, limited public transportation in Westerly significantly impacts the ability of people without cars to access resources, including doctors’ offices, dental care, jobs, social services, GED classes, parenting support, and even grocery stores. Just buying milk and bread requires great effort.
Child Health Care Resources

The current shortage of pediatricians and family practice physicians caring for children in Westerly was also noted as a significant problem.  Some families must travel out of Westerly to obtain routine pediatric care for their children.  Families must travel long distances for pediatric specialty services.
Family Planning Services
Many stakeholders cited the lack of access to family planning services as a major gap in Westerly.  

Sex Education
While the Westerly School Department offers sex education as part of their curriculum, the need to expand and improve current offerings was cited by both those working within and outside the schools.  The need to involve parents and provide sex education with kids (for girls and boys) prior to puberty was reinforced.  Teaching students about the risks, responsibilities, and consequences of their sexual decision-making was noted.  Also, the importance of utilizing sex education teachers who want to teach the subject and are knowledgeable and engaging was stressed. Currently, sex education is part of the Health Curriculum taught by Physical Education teachers who may or may not have an interest in teaching the subject.
Nutrition/Meal Planning Education
The need to help low-income families manage their money and prepare nutritious, healthy and cost-effective meals was identified.  Teaching children about the importance of nutrition to their healthy development was also noted.  Making the connection between breakfast and better school performance was identified as a potential strategy to encourage greater school breakfast participation.
Character Development Education
While the High School has a strong Character Development Program in place, the need to offer a similar curriculum for younger students was noted.   The need for “a more pro-active approach” was identified in teaching elementary and middle school students responsibility, critical decision-making and assertiveness training skills, teaching males how to treat females and respect their decisions, teaching females how to physically protect themselves, etc.  This education could be incorporated into the school curriculum or provided by community agencies, such as the YMCA. 

Parenting Education

Empowering parents by teaching them how to communicate with their children about sex and other difficult subjects, reviewing age-appropriate expectations for their children, establishing boundaries to keep their children safe and healthy, recognizing warning signs of potential problems, and sharing information about available community resources if needed.
Affordable, Quality After-School & Summer Enrichment Programs for Middle/High School

Involvement in after-school and summer enrichment programs provides needed structure and supervision for Middle and High School students as well as opportunities to learn new skills and develop relationships with other caring adults at a critical time in their development.  
Long-Term Case Management Services/System Navigation
The current service delivery system is geared toward addressing “crises” and is not able to provide the long-term system navigation and case management support families need to lift themselves out of poverty and stabilize their lives.  As a result, emergency service providers see some of the same families cycling through over and over again for services.
Adolescent Substance Abuse Treatment Services

Some interviewees made a connection between substance abuse and risk-taking behaviors, such as unprotected sex, resulting in teen pregnancy.  They noted limited substance abuse treatment resources available for teens in Westerly.

BARRIERS
Lack of Transportation

Transportation was cited by almost everyone interviewed as a major barrier in accessing services.  Since public transportation is so limited, having access to cars is essential.  However, rising gasoline prices are prohibiting some families from even using their cars.

Proximity to DHS Offices

Families face major transportation hurdles traveling to DHS Offices in North Kingstown and Warwick to apply for benefits.
Lack of Health Insurance Coverage

Many interviewed believe access to health insurance may be contributing to the high rates of delayed prenatal care and infant mortality.  Some families’ incomes are overscale for RIte Care and they have no access to employer-sponsored plans, so are uninsured.  Other families are not seeking RIte Care early in pregnancy to cover associated prenatal care costs; or, they have limited private insurance coverage (i.e. high deductibles, catastrophic coverage only, etc.).  A common misperception in the community is that local obstetricians will not see women if they do not have health insurance.
Lack of Education/Poor Job Skills

Unskilled workers and those with limited education/training face major challenges securing employment that pays a “living wage.”  These workers have a hard time making ends meet given high housing and utility costs.
Lack of Awareness About Available Resources

Many families are unaware of the public benefits (i.e. RIte Care, Food Stamps, WIC, FIP, LIHEAP) they may be eligible for as well as area social services and food pantries that may help them.
Stigma

Some families are reluctant to utilize community resources, such as food pantries, Food Stamps, WIC, free/reduced school lunches, school breakfast, for fear of being ridiculed or judged by others.

Depression

Parents who are depressed and overwhelmed by their circumstances often are unable to navigate service delivery systems on their own.  They need case managers or social service providers to assist them in problem-solving and applying for eligible benefits.
Lack of Hope/Aspirations for the Future

Teens without hope for a better way of life or aspirations for their future have no motivation to delay pregnancy.  They often desire to get pregnant to get special attention, try to hang onto a boyfriend, for an excuse to quit school, or have someone to love them.  For some teens, it is expected they will become a “Baby Momma,” just like their mothers before them.
Denial

Some teens are in denial about their sexual risk-taking and believe pregnancy “can’t happen to me.”

Once they become pregnant, they sometimes are reluctant to acknowledge pregnancy.
Privacy
In a small community like Westerly where people know everyone, some teens may be embarrassed or reluctant to seek contraception or prenatal care.
Perception of Wealth/Affluence

Most Westerly residents are unaware of poverty issues or child health/nutrition problems in town.
Ideas/Recommendations
The following ideas and recommendations were put forth by those interviewed:
General Ideas/Recommendations
· Expand RIPTA Flex bus services to social service providers
· Educate political leaders, policy makers, and taxpayers about compelling community needs in Westerly
· Recruit more medical practitioners for children in Westerly
-Set up reduced load/shared practices to share call schedules provide reasonable work week

-Provide more hospital back-up for community pediatricians/family practice physicians  

-Expand inpatient floor support at The Westerly Hospital for physicians, i.e. pediatrically trained allied health professionals (RN’s, medical technicians, therapists, etc.)
-Increase foreign language interpreter services for community pediatricians/family practice physicians caring for immigrants
· Shift tax revenues to expand services/supports for low-income families
-Establish a municipal Social Service Dept. within the town of Westerly 

· Encourage more Moms to “stay-at-home” with their kids by promoting more creative employment/small business opportunities, such as developing a taxi service for the elderly to appointments or grocery store
· Establish a clearinghouse for information and networking to help professionals and families learn about resources
Ideas/Recommendations To Specifically Address Teen Pregnancy
· Expand available mentoring programs
· Create affordable after-school and summer enrichment programs
-use school buildings as centers for activities

-mobilize older children to help younger children (as part of community service requirement)

-provide shadow career opportunities to help teens set goals for selves
· Expand character development to Middle Schoolers
· Improve sex education curriculum in schools
-start as early as the 4th grade

-engage parents

-focus on boys and girls

-promote dialog on the subject, don’t ignore it

· Set up sex education for teens in a nonjudgemental environment/conducive for dialog with no hidden agenda
-teens are not likely to trust “preaching” from an “authority figure” 

-use someone with credibility (i.e. medical student/young MD) but who they think is “cool” and can relate to

· Teach self defense class to girls and social etiquette class for boys so they know how to act when girls say “NO”

· Engage parents in talking to their children about sex and substance abuse

· Establish a Title X Family Planning Clinic
· Establish a school-based health center 
· Establish teen ministries in local churches to connect teens with peers and pastor
Ideas/Recommendations To Specifically Address Food Insecurity

· Conduct extended outreach to connect families with needed community resources
· Establish summer feeding program for kids in the summer
· Allow kids time to eat at school, expanding lunch times if needed, and encourage kids to participate in school breakfast program

· Educate administrators, parents, and teachers about the link between adequate nutrition and school performance and behavior
· Expand Harvest Homes (supportive housing program) at the WARM Shelter (because need outstrips capacity)
· Engage parents in their children’s education early (as this is key to the children rising from poverty) 
· Establish job referral service to help parents secure higher paying jobs

· Use local newspaper to share information about available community resources, educate residents about poverty issues, and solicit donations for local agencies working with needy families
· Centralize and streamline food pantry and emergency assistance programs to avoid duplication and maximize efficiency

· Collaborate with the Jonnycake Center in Peace Dale  to raise community awareness and streamline services (suggested by Bradford Jonnycake Center)
Models That Work
The following “Models That Work” were suggested by interviewees as ones to explore for Westerly:
Baby Care Program (at Tollman High School ) - allows teenage mothers to stay in school because their children get childcare at the school
Girls Circle Program – national program to help kids build self esteem, confidence, better body image, and health awareness

Amos House (in Providence) - trains poor, unemployed people to cook and those cooks make free lunches for kids in summer

Family Resource Counselors (in Health Centers throughout RI) – assist families in filing RIte Care applications and refer them to other needed community resources
Newport Backpack Program – national program recently implemented in Newport that sends backpacks full of food and recipes for their families for use over the weekend

San Diego Domestic Violence Comprehensive – comprehensive center where person or family can go in and sign-up for benefits/services, receive on-site medical care and case management.
Georgetown University Medical Center – medical clinic on wheels to bring medical services to neighborhoods most in need

Mission of Mercy – non-profit faith-based medical care van in Phoenix treats the uninsured

Results Compiled by:

Susan A. Orban, Washington County Coalition for Children
   Julian Gaydos-Gabriel, Alpert Medical School at Brown University

List of Key Informants
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Paula Fusco, Westerly High School Principal
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Sally Mitchell, PhD, WISSP (Westerly COZ)
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Fr. Ray Suriani, Pastor, St. Pius Church & School
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Kristen Weber, Westerly-Pawcatuck YMCA Executive Director
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