The sign in the lobby of the Lincoln County Community Corrections office, the site of adult parole and probation services, reads “the safety of the community is our first priority, therefore children are not allowed in this office”. Strictly considering the liability issues when assaulters, domestic violence perpetrators, and sex offenders are placed in the vicinity of children, the sign makes perfect sense. It is a simple sign made of large script on a framed piece of printer paper. The problem is that children often accompany offenders to the front door of the office only to be turned away at the threshold until the offender has reported to the probation / parole officer (PO) and then simply return home where they reside with an offender. Here is another cognitive disconnect in the world of community corrections.

This office has been tracking the makeup of offender ‘families’ for the past 4 years. A family, in the year 2005, is defined by me as a place where there are children. In the parole and probation world this is more often than not a loose conglomeration of  unrelated adults caring for a group of children in their custody. A typical example, in the offender population, would be a biological mother, 2.5 kids by different absent fathers and a boyfriend who has recently moved into the house. The boyfriend is probably, but not always, the offender. He is alone watching the kids a significant portion of time, and he is modeling behavior all of the time. He will stay with this unit of people for 12 or 18 months when he will leave and then be replaced by a similar person modeling more behavior. I believe in HABA. This is my designation for habits, attitudes, beliefs, and associations. These are the things that can be changed in a person. In fact, as parole and probation officers, this is essentially all we have to work with in an offender population. Consider for a moment the HABA’s being imparted to the children with whom these offenders reside. The habits are often substance driven. The attitudes about society, school, and law enforcement can be extremely negative. The beliefs can encompass a perception of a bleak future with the odds stacked on the wrong side of the teeter-totter. And the associations? Well, the associations are usually riskier than the boyfriend and just as ephemeral. 

As an experiment, Lincoln County Community Corrections, in conjunction with the Oregon Social Learning Center and Dr. Lew Bank, is opening a second office. This office will be called the Healthy Family Project (HFP). Four years in the making, and with research funded by the National Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA), we are opening a family friendly probation service center. This center will house the NIDA research project (about more later), domestic non-violence programming, alternative sanctions, women’s issues programming, batterers intervention classes, and a safe exchange and visitation service. This is a vision of a retired director named Gary Weeber who has worked towards the day when probation and parole offices in this country can work toward minimizing the generational pattern of criminal behavior.

The HFP building is designed around a classroom where a well researched Positive Parenting curriculum has been melded with a cognitive program call Belief, Motivation, and Change. You see, our theory is that the primary need of these adults is not ‘parenting classes’. No, the primary need is for ‘parent classes’. Before feeding, diapering, and early childhood discipline skills can be put to use, this population needs to come to grips with what it means to be a parent in America in the 21st century.  At the most elemental level, this requires a modicum of cognitive restructuring. When the cognitive portion is blended with the skill sets contained in Positive Parenting what we wind up with is a true cognitive/ behavioral program. The Oregon Social Learning Center (OSLC) has been conducting research on the American family for 30 years and the Positive Parenting curriculum is on of the best analyzed and most effective programs in the country. The challenge for a research agency, such as  OSLC is to bring the research out into the community where things tend to get a bit messy in real life. In this respect OSLC is blazing a new trail where research protocols are in place prior to launching yet another program with an offender population.

To facilitate research and coordinate programming a specialized caseload is being formatted. This caseload will consist of 65 of the most high risk offenders living in a family unit where children are present. This presents a formidable challenge given the transitory nature of this type of offender population. A second parole and probation officer will format a female-only caseload, again consisting of the most high risk female offenders with children in the residence. This puts a total of 130 offenders with children into the new building. At 2.5 children per person this also puts about 325 children onto the community corrections radar screen. 

The problem with a research grant, from the community’s point of view, is that services will seem to be extremely limited. As in all professional experimentation there will be a control group who will receive services ‘as usual’. In this rural community there are very few opportunities to expose offenders to parenting classes.  Also, the participants will have to volunteer to be part of the research project. This is federal law. Also, the children will be tracked for a period of time. This will require the cooperation of the local school district. Many of the referrals will come from the Court and from the local Child Welfare Agency. This will require the cooperation of both.

More than a one-stop shop, the HFP building will try to tie programs together using a similar model and a similar language. For example, when a batterers intervention program is located within a probation office it provides a great opportunity for both parties to staff cases, the status of restraining orders, child foster care, and compliance with court orders. In the past our office, like most offices I suspect, worked in an information vacuum. Our probation officers usually didn’t know who the children were in the residence and probably didn’t really care. The fact that we now supervise cases where the grandfather, the father, and the child are all concurrently under supervision has changed all that.

The design of the office even envisions a day care area while offenders are attending classes. This was a much debated decision. But again, we are trying to make programming convenient, affordable, and effective. Most radical of all, we are offering services to the partners of the offenders and they are literally standing in line to sign up for the parent classes. This means that we can now have the ‘significant other’ attend classes and learn (and hopefully support) the new behaviors we are encouraging by addressing the HABA’s in the offender population. This is a very big deal as all too often the work done in a classroom setting is quickly undone by the reality at home.   

Speaking of the offender’s home, readers of this publication understand that all too often ‘home’ can be an automobile, a tent, basement, or other euphemistically-termed ‘alternative living arrangement’. The NIDA grant referenced above also funds a ‘home visitor’ specializing in child advocacy. This visitor will reinforce the skills learned in the parent class and is a mandatory reporter of child abuse and neglect issues. As appropriate, they will make home calls in conjunction with the probation officer. It is anticipated that these combined home visits will do more than just look for violations of probation conditions. In the 4 prototype classes conducted over the past four years (prior to NIDA funding) PO’s often found themselves advocating for improved housing arrangements. This advocacy was often contingent on high performance in the parent classes, another example of the incredible amount of interagency cooperation necessary for this experiment to succeed.

The new office also has a drop-in office area for police and child welfare workers, as well as the home visitors and other program partners. This is a space where interviews can be conducted and reports can be written while still having immediate access to the partner programs mentioned above. 

Another partner in this experiment is the Safe Visitation and Exchange Program. This is a concept where feuding parents, persons limited by restraining orders, or parents with children in temporary and foster care can drop off their children prior to the arrival of the second parent, hopefully avoiding a scene or potentially explosive situation. Again the child friendly day-care area can be utilized for this purpose. 

All to often we in Community Corrections institute a program and then call in the researchers to ‘prove’ that it is effective. Being involved in building research system in the community, from the ground up, has been an eye-opening experience to say the least. Curriculum development, stringent release of information systems, recruitment, and community education has devoured hundreds of hours of personnel time. Community partnerships need to be nurtured, memoranda of understanding, interagency contracts, lease agreements, and local politics become critical to the success of the undertaking.

However, our mission stays the same. Community protection in the short term, and offender change in the long term. To further that goal we have to be hyper-aware of the offenders we are allowing into this new facility. Sex offenders are forbidden entry and will be arrested if they loiter on the grounds precisely because children may be in the facility at any given time. We have to research the existence of restraining orders and sentencing orders with no-contact conditions because we could be inadvertently bringing people into contact who are prohibited from seeing one another. Therefore there are three levels of screening prior to acceptance into the Parent classes . The first level is to see if the volunteers meet the criteria of the study. That is, are they offenders and are there children in the residence they currently occupy? This is done by Community Corrections.  We determine if there are sex offenses or other potentially dangerous behavior patterns in the candidate’s history. We also review their supervision record and staff the case with all officers who have ever supervised the person. The second level is a screening by the Child Welfare agency. They review the case for referrals to their agency. As might be expected, the majority of the potential participants have a history with the local Child Welfare office and this is not a barrier to placement in the Healthy Family Project. What is a barrier is assaultive or sexual behavior directed toward children either in the current or in previous family units. Sometimes this behavior does not rise to a prosecutable offense but there might still be enough information that a prudent course of action is to decline their participation. The third level of screening is by Oregon Social learning Center screeners. In the protocol developed over many decades, they make a participation decision based on factors ranging from ^&%*%  to ^&%&*.

Classes are held for a total of 12 sessions, 2 hours per week. A light snack, usually pizza, is served to family members. There is a small amount of gas money available to participating families. Workbooks are free and there is a financial incentive to take an active part in the research portion of the grant. Home visitors make weekly home calls. Ideally, participants will be on active probation but if it is necessary we also accept bench probation cases.

Traditionally, services have always been targeted toward the offender, ignoring the victim and the family of the criminal perpetrator. With this new direction, and the accompanying research, we are attempting to still hold the offender accountable while making a concerted effort to improve long term public safety by improving child rearing practices that could possibly stretch into the next generation. If research shows improvements in recidivism, better child school attendance, few positive drug tests, and quicker and more successful closure of Child Welfare cases we will have accomplished a transgenerational behavior change in the very toughest of American families. 

So there you have it. An experiment is taking shape on the central Oregon coast that is attempting to be pro-active in educating a primarily dysfunctional, pro-criminal, and addicted population with the admitted goal of bringing information to the non-criminal partner and improving the lot of children who, through no fault of their own, are a captive audience to offenders modeling pro-criminal, pro-drug, and anti-social behavior. The grant has been funded for 5 years   

The mission of the Community Corrections office is to protect the safety of the community in the short term and effect offender change in the long term. The sign in the lobby of our new, experimental building is very simple. It reads “Children Welcome” .  

