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Our Vision for Pennsylvania’s Children
 
Our goal for all Pennsylvania children is that they grow up healthy, safe and happy while 
succeeding in school and life and contributing to society as caring and conscientious 
citizens and responsible and nurturing family members. We want the best possible 
outcomes for children starting with good health status at birth and ranging all the way to 
successful transitions from high school years to young adulthood as productive members 
of society and good citizens.  
 
Parents and Families are Critical for Positive Child Outcomes 
 
Pennsylvania children then must be nurtured, guided, protected and taught by their 
parents, families and communities. The Commission members recognize that a child’s 
parent and family are the foundation for his or her well-being and future success in life. 

Prestigious scientists gathered by the National Academy of Sciences reported in Neurons 
to Neighborhoods “that healthy early childhood development depends on nurturing and 
dependable relationships.” Young children need loving, supportive and stable 
relationships and those children who lack such relationships with a parent or caregiver 
often suffer severe and long-lasting developmental difficulties.  

Parents Want and Need Support
 
We know that most parents want the best possible outcomes for their children. We also 
know that most parents can become both more competent and confident in their critical 
roles and responsibilities as parents.  
 
For these reasons, The Commission has chosen to underscore the responsibility of 
parents, families, communities and government in this important work of providing 
support to parents.  
 
Through the years, (federal, state and county) governments have enacted laws that define 
government responsibility to protect children, provide education, assure health care 
access and provide benefits to families so that children have basic food, clothing and 
shelter.  
 
Governments and service organizations have long-standing well-established roles to 
provide resources to help parents do the best job possible.  
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Indeed, the Commission members believe that the more effective community supports we 
provide to parents, the more successful we are at prevention, the less we will have to 
invest in more intensive interventions, which often arrive after some trauma has occurred 
resulting in more complicated, entrenched and often multiple challenges for children and 
families.  
 
In the past, governments have overlooked and undervalued prevention services – services 
that can facilitate children’s ability to have good health, be better prepared to enter and 
stay engaged in school, to live lives free of abuse and violence, and have families more 
self-sufficient.   
 
Historically, most of the taxpayer resources are spent investigating reports of abuse and 
neglect and reacting to other tragic situations where children were already harmed.  
Those fiscal and human consequences are tangible as are the scenarios where a child 
requires more expensive medical interventions for common childhood ailments or a 
child’s lack of school-readiness warrants connection to tutors or extra learning supports.   
 
Indeed, Pennsylvania spends substantial funds for children after they have become 
involved in one (or multiple) child-serving systems—early intervention, child welfarei, 
juvenile justice, mental health and/or drug and alcohol.  
 
Our Challenge to State Leaders 
 
We ask our state government leaders: How can we best help our children grow up 
healthy, in safe and supportive families and be prepared to do well in school, and life? 
How can we best support parents? Are we doing enough to prevent the terrible traumas 
of abuse and neglect, lack of school readiness, school failure, and troubling behaviors and 
youth crime?  
 
We call on our state leaders: to strengthen programs (family support centers, home 
visiting, parent education) that are proven or demonstrated to help parents gain 
confidence and competence?  
 
We think that the state can boost these family-strengthening efforts through changes in 
funding, incentives, standard setting, training and making well-designed family support 
centers, home visiting and parent education programs a priority - similar to what the 
Governor and Administration have done by emphasizing the importance of and 
expanding the availability of quality early childhood education, the availability of health 
insurance and increased funding for education. 
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Recommendations for State Action

The Commission members, as advocates, professionals and policy-makers, have 
identified strengthening and supporting families as a top priority along with advancing 
children’s mental health and well-being (March 2006 Report).      

Although family support centers, home visiting and parent education programs have had 
positive effects including promoting school readiness for children, there are many other 
Pennsylvania children who could benefit if these programs were more widely available. 

The Commission members recommend more government funding for family support, 
home visiting and parent education programs ii that result in outcomes, such as economic 
self sufficiency for families, health and safety of children, and positive child 
development. Commission members suggest that research indicates that such 
appropriations are wise investments that will result in less expense for costly remedial 
services and much better lives for children. 

Current funding mechanisms for some of these programs barely grow from year to year 
and are often the first at-risk of being cut when limited funds are redirected to mandated 
remedial services. The Commission recommends that the state extend the benefit of these 
programs by increasing funding, developing a reliable or dedicated funding stream, and 
providing incentives for counties and others to build upon effective local family support 
centers, home visiting and parent education programs. 

Goal: (1) Increase the number of families that benefit from programs 
that strengthen and support them 
 
1. We recommend that the Governor and the General Assembly support evidence-

based programs that strengthen families by establishing a reliable and growing 
funding stream for successful community/family support centers and programs 
and servicesiii. 

2. We recommend that the Governor and the General Assembly increase funding 
for replication with fidelity of strong “evidence-based” programs (such as home 
visitation) that strengthen and support families with highest needs. 

3. We recommend that the Department of Public Welfare should develop and 
implement incentives for local fiscal intermediaries (counties and others) to 
provide more services that strengthen families and keep and redirect or reinvest 
funding when resources are saved. 

 
----------          ---------          ----------- 
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The state’s increased investment in family support centers, home visiting and parent 
education programs should be accompanied by increased efforts to ensure high program 
quality and resultant child and family outcomes. 
 
Many of the existing programs are commendable because they meet local needs in unique 
ways. Commission members agree that programs are more likely to be effective when 
they are community-based, meet local needs, are viewed as helpful by families, build 
upon family strengths, are participated in voluntarily, and are respectful of parents as 
potentially helpful contributors to the program, other families and the community at 
large. 
 
Even locally-customized programs can benefit by achieving program standards that are 
based on proven and promising practices. This whole set of programs can benefit from 
clearly articulated standards that are monitored in an ongoing and effective manner which 
drives quality improvement. Currently, standards, best practices training and technical 
assistance are weak for many of these programs. 
 
The Commission recommends that the state boost the benefit of these programs by 
utilizing best practices from exemplary programs, setting and monitoring adherence to 
well thought out program standards and proving technical assistance to the programs. 
Further, the Commission recommends that the state advance this genre of programs by 
commending and highlighting impressive programs and making the strongest possible 
public case for the continued existence of family support centers, home visiting and 
parent education programs. 
 
Goal (2) Improve the programs that aim to strengthen and support 
families 
 
4. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet (with possible national foundation 

support) gather and disseminate available evidence on proven programs and 
best practices for programs that aim to strengthen and support families. 

5. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet (possibly through a statewide or 
national contractor) (a) propose program standards, intended outcomes and a 
set of essential features for programs as guidance to counties and human service 
agencies; (b) clearly articulate these standards and outcomes to fiscal 
intermediaries and service providers; (c) monitor quality improvement in an on-
going and effective manner and (d) provide technical assistance to local 
programs to help them improve effectiveness. 

6. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet highlight successful programs and 
develop reporting mechanisms that support the documentation of child, family 
and community outcomes of programs. These reports should become part of a 
state’s data system. 

 
----------          ---------          ----------- 
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Commission members support universal programs that encourage sound parenting by all 
parents but recommend beginning by focusing family support centers, home visiting and 
parent education programs for families in which children may have greatest risk. 
Communities should be mobilized by county human service leaders to identify children 
most at risk, reach out to attract families in services, and develop helpful supports from 
both a network of professionals and other families. 
  
Goal (3) Develop strategies to identify the families where children are 
most at-risk and focus helpful resources on them as a starting point 
 
7. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet encourage (and provide technical 

assistance to) counties to convene stakeholders to develop an integrated action 
plan (possibly as part of the Integrated Children’s Services Plan and with the 
participation of schools, Head Start and early childhood care and education 
programs) to strengthen and support parenting, starting with families where 
children are most at-risk. 

8. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet develop a sustained public 
awareness campaign on various aspects of parenting that would result in better 
outcomes for children. 

 
----------          ---------          ----------- 

 
 
The state’s current family support center, home visiting and parent education strategies 
cross multiple departments, funding entities and local delivery systems. Responsibility 
for these strategies is diffuse and coordination is limited. The need for leadership to 
increase the impact of these programs is apparent.   
 
Just as the Rendell Administration has provided unprecedented leadership and financial 
support for quality early care and education and health care for children, we urge similar 
efforts and resources to sustain and enhance state efforts to strengthen and support 
families.   

The passage this year of The Ounce of Prevention Act is a sign that family support 
center, home visiting and parent education programs are starting to be noted as valuable 
resources for improving the lives of children. Commission members recommend state 
actions to highlight the importance and success of these programs and to provide strong 
leadership to expand and improve the efforts.  
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Other Recommendations 
 
We recommend that the Commonwealth develop an effective multi-department 
collaborative approach that will help more families improve outcomes for their children. 
 
9. We recommend that the Governor and Children’s Cabinet designate an existing 

office with fixed responsibility to build, monitor, coordinate and report on the 
effectiveness of state programs that support and strengthen parents and families. 
The Office should connect state level programs, enhance program coordination 
across state program offices and foster a more cross-systems approach to 
program design and funding. 

10. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet develop and distribute an annual 
report on the effectiveness (outcomes and anecdotal) of programs that 
strengthen and support families and an estimate of the return on investment to 
taxpayers. 

11. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet  convene a bi-partisan committee of 
policymaker leaders who understand and will champion the need and strategies 
to support families at the state and local level and can generate private sector 
and community action toward this goal. 

 
----------          ---------          ----------- 

 
Commission members believe that programs and funding can be realigned to provide 
incentives for program administrators at the state and county level to be innovative and 
successful in their aim to produce positive results for children and reduce harmful 
consequences. 
 
Long Term Recommendations 
 
12. We recommend that the Children’s Cabinet develop a planning process to 

strengthen human service delivery systems so that families are helped to 
improve outcomes for their children. 

 
                                                 
i Pennsylvania’s annual child welfare and juvenile justice expenditures exceed one billion dollars a year 
 
ii There is strong evidence that effective parent and family support programs contribute to:  

• Fewer incidents of child abuse and neglect;  
• Fewer teenage pregnancies;  
• Less juvenile delinquency;  
• Improved behavior, school performance and educational achievement;  
• More families moving from welfare to work;  
• Increased knowledge of child development, and improved parenting skills among adults;  
• Greater educational attainment among parents. 

 
iii The state can choose to build upon the existing “family support center” budget line item and/or create a 
dedicated funding stream 
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