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Families Facing Extraordinary Challenges in Urban Communities: Systems Level Application of Positive Behavior Support
As the parents of  two children with disabilities living in the urban core, Ursula and DJ Markey, of New Orleans understand the challenges that families face in urban communities.  Fueled by their own experiences with their sons and the encouragement of friends and neighbors, they started a support and advocacy group called Pyramid Parent Training Community Parent Resource Center.  Their goals were to share with other families, living in urban communities, what research and experience taught them about supporting children with challenges.  As the Markeys learned more about Positive Behavior Support (PBS), they began a project to teach and support parents in the principles and practical applications of PBS strategies.  The aim of the program is to bring best research-based practices in positive behavior support to families in traditionally underserved, poverty-stricken communities in crisis.  Here they share their perspectives on the definition of a community in crisis and the role of PBS for families facing challenges in these communities: 


In the United States, urban communities are in distress. First and foremost a community in crisis is an underserved community. Getting to this point of crisis does not happen in a vacuum.  How do you determine when a community is in crisis? A community is in crisis when conditions such as extreme poverty and educational disparity become the norm rather than the exception.  PBS offers communities in crisis a frame of reference where families can create venues for their children to excel. There is clear evidence that PBS helps parents work more positively and successfully with schools to improve services for their children.  Pre-civil rights, underserved parents in poverty created opportunities for their children to shine; they gave us the strength of knowing there were many things that could be done.  These parents showed support and most importantly they created expectations for those of us who now continue efforts towards positive change. PBS has revolutionary potential as it considers historical successes such as these for families and communities, it creates expectations again.   If we can show families something that works well, they will demand it when it is not present in their schools and communities.  In a community, PBS raises the bar for everyone. There is a commonality that professionals, community members, families and schools work towards - common positive expectations and language. PBS is a different way of being in the world; it offers and reinforces support rather than control. In an urban community, especially one in crisis, teaching parents and families the skills to become leaders in addition to PBS strategies is critical so that they can help the communities’ efforts to move forward more successfully.  Teach families and those that support them and they can be the voice.  Families will support those who support them. This reciprocal support will hopefully grow and result in lasting systems change. Warren Barrett in Transformational Leadership tells us that “The technique is about turning followers into leaders and turning leaders into agents of change.”  This is what PBS is about for families and communities in crisis. (DJ & U. Markey, personal communication, September, 2007) 

Currently PBS is an effective model of multi-tiered intervention used in schools across the nation (Lewis, Sugai & Colvin, 1998; Luiselli, Putnam & Sunderland, 2002; Sugai et al., 2000; Taylor-Greene & Kartub, 2000; Turnbull et al., 2002).   This evidence-based approach demonstrates solid effects on student behavior and school climate (Horner & Sugai, 2004).  Walker and colleagues (1996) indicate the need for schools to reconceptualize how they provide support to students who have antisocial or challenging behavior. This reconstructive thought process leads to the use of a preventative model of behavior support originating in the health industry, and resulting in a new framework for schools.  This model of support culminated with a large number of schools rethinking and revising how they approach discipline for their students from a systems perspective.  These outcomes are a result of giving all students the behavioral and academic supports they need. In the past, resources in schools settings were often directed to the children with the most significant needs, while those with less needs waited for support.  A systems approach of multi-tiered intervention promotes behavioral support for all students in the school (primary), students at risk for academic failure or behavioral needs (secondary) and students who are currently experiencing school failure (tertiary).  Yet, ensuring the safety and security of our children reaches far beyond the school itself into the families, business partners, community leaders and the community as a whole (Dwyer, Osher & Hoffman, 2000).  
For families living in poverty in urban communities and more specifically, communities in crisis, consideration of how the PBS multi-tiered approach may be applied to an entire community organization supporting families, or family support agency, has merit for researchers and practitioners.  For the purposes of this chapter, a  family support agency is an organization that: (a) offers services and assistance in areas such as social-emotional, physiological, and economic support for families with children who are experiencing challenges socially which may or may not be related to a disability; (b) helps families learn to better access and coordinate school and community supports; and (c) provides families with new skills with which to improve the outcomes or quality of life for their children and themselves.  A community in crisis includes individuals living in close proximity of one another facing: (a) widespread poverty; (b) elevated crime rates; (c) mobility and transient populations; (d) deteriorated or ineffective community infrastructure (i.e., schools, hospitals, transportation systems); and/or (e) pervasive discrepancy of available supports and services based on community/family needs.  Singer and colleagues (2002) indicate the importance of the family support movement in obtaining resources for children with multiple needs.   He goes on to note that PBS is closely aligned with the family support core features indicated by Dunst, Trivette, Gordon and Starnes' (1993) in which family support services: (a) enhance a sense of community; (b) mobilize resources and supports; (c) are consumer driven, so responsibility is shared by the family and the family support program; (d) protect family integrity; (e) strengthen family functioning; and (f) are proactive and preventative.   PBS as a family support mechanism is a system of support with the ability to enhance the efforts of agencies working with families to meet their goals of sustainable change. 
Applying a multi-tiered prevention framework to family support agencies involves understanding not only the unique features of that agency, but also the unique features of the families they support, each clearly distinct.  The purpose of this chapter is to: (a) identify the circumstances affecting communities and their families in crisis; (b) propose a systems-level PBS approach as a model for family support agencies; (c) describe a systems-level PBS implementation exemplar in a family support agency; and (d) discuss implications and future directions.
Offering support to families and youth who face extraordinary challenges in urban environments requires effective use of resources and services (Markey, Markey, Quant, Santelli & Turnbull, 2002; Utley, Kozleski, Smith & Draper 2002).  Schorr (1997) indicates that agencies and programs supporting families with multiple needs must, “take on an extended role in the lives of the children and families they work with” (pg. 6).  Given that, how can agencies meet the magnitude of need of these families while facing limited financial and human resources? Through the use of a PBS prevention and problem solving model, family support agencies can more effectively and efficiently meet the diverse and complex needs of families who are in crisis.  Exploring the application of PBS as an evidence-based multi-tiered system of support in urban communities and drawing from the lessons learned in those settings offers promising outcomes for family support agencies and their families. 
Circumstances Affecting Communities and their Families in Crisis
Clearly, efforts of family support agencies must include an understanding of the circumstances families face.  Services should be guided with a full awareness of the context.  Building optimal community support is reliant on the (a) establishment of effective partnerships, (b) creation of school and community connections, (c) enlistment of broad family and support, (d) understanding of the implications of poverty and (e) acknowledgement of the role of crisis within a family.   
Effective Partnerships

Just as it is not appropriate to simply add PBS as a school reform model to the complex mix of practices in schools (Tyack & Cuban, 1995), likewise, it is inappropriate to do so when considering implementation of PBS within family support agencies.  To impact change at the community level through the use of PBS, an effective community or family support agency partnership with schools must be formed. 

Lessons can be learned from the research on the challenges school face when establishing partnerships with families.  Ineffective communication between parents and school settings, along with lack of childcare and lack of transportation have been noted as significant barriers for parents (particularly African American) interested in participating in parent-school events (Reglin, King, Losike-Sedimo & Ketterer, 2003). Some of these same barriers exist for families when attempting to participate in agency supported events.   Fostering the engagement of parents and their children with family support agencies is important given children in urban settings are often more likely to have chronic, intense challenging behavior (Eber, Sugai, Smith & Scott, 2002; Frankland, Edmondson & Turnbull, 2001; Minke & Anderson, 2005; Warren et al., 2003).  

School and Community Connection

The need for a strong, interdependent connection between school and community is obvious; yet, the practice of school community interconnectedness has not yet been effectively realized (Lawson & Sailor, 2000). Schools can facilitate the strengthening of a community; likewise schools can be the beneficiary of a strong community. The importance of moving from the implementation of solely school-based intervention to a culturally and contextually responsive intervention that is directly linked with school and community is imperative (Santarelli, Koegel, Casas & Koegel, 2001). 
Community support and school support have common qualities; most importantly the need for a systematic application of prevention and data based interventions, as well as local problem solving and involvement.  Schorr (1997) shares the critically important role the community plays in making meaningful changes for students through school reform, including sending children to school prepared to deal with the various academic and social requirements of a school setting as well as stronger support and participation from community members.  Taylor (2002) states the connection between school and community is so strong that, “Any school reform movement that is not linked to the transformation and redevelopment of distressed, underdeveloped neighborhoods is doomed to failure” (p. 7).  Further, Cuban (2001) points out that schools alone are not able to “save” poor children; poverty is a community issue, not just a school issue. 

Establishing effective community partnership in urban settings is often challenging.  Yet, the rationale for family support in urban communities is necessary due to the fact that there are limited educational opportunities and access to research based practices; the environmental circumstances are compound and complex, and the schools are implementing punitive, directive practices with little parent involvement (Markey et al., 2002). Cultural considerations for supporting diverse families are paramount as community partnerships are formed.  Families from varying cultural perspectives and those supporting families must be engaged in the process of contextual and cultural understanding (Fox, Dunlap & Powell, 2002; Santarelli et al., 2001).  A strong interdependent connection between a family support agency and the community, where the culture is considered in developing contextually responsive interventions, may result in a stronger community that in turn, strengthens the abilities of the family support agency.   

Family Support

The cornerstones of effective family support are detailed in the literature as table 1 indicates (Lucyshyn, Horner, Dunlap, Albin & Ben, 2002). These features provide a foundation for family support implementation, yet, the application of these features in communities facing multiple challenges is difficult.  When family support agencies apply a system-wide approach to service provision, the implementation of these core features is attainable.  For example, not all families who have children with challenging behavior need a functional assessment; this feature is utilized for families with tertiary level need.  Yet, the application of collaborative partnerships and relationship development is important for all families.  Turnbull and her colleagues (1999) caution that, “If we truly are a field of professionals, families, and community members working in partnerships, we must transform the whole process of how issues such as a new conceptualization of partnership education are discussed to make sure that we do not have a predominantly professional dialogue” (p. 170).   This dialogue within urban community environments can support the investment of the family in community growth and invest the community in the family growth. Family ‘buy-in’ or engagement in the process of intervention is also critical to the ultimate success of the child, family, school, and community partnership (Heineman & Dunlap, 2001).
--- insert Table 1 about here ---
Community Research

Sanders (1997) reminds us that successful and longstanding community partnerships require (a) a shared vision and responsibility with community partners, (b) time to develop and sustain the community relationships, (c) willingness to systematically progress with long term (over several years) planning, (d) child-family-student centered and focused, and (e) a strategic and persistent identification process for those with significant needs in the school and community. In addition to the above recommended community components, Riley (1997) shares a review of local research efforts for communities, families and children with interesting implications for practice (a) communities are more likely to have confidence in research conducted locally,  (b) local research leads to a greater sense of community (working together on an effort brings people closer together), (c) local communities want to help others in ways that are meaningful, (d) local collaboration with core community members expands the scope and impact of community work.

Riley (1997) also indicates several forms of community focused research that are effective at promoting successful outcomes for community citizens and children, including action oriented research (Lewin, 1946), participatory research (Gaventa, 1988; Turnbull, Friesen & Ramirez, 1998), and empowerment research (Cochran, 1995; Markey, Santelli & Turnbull., 1988; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Rappaport, Swift & Hess, 1984). These avenues of research provide an active voice for the community in the transformation or intervention efforts.  

To adequately address the family and/or community support, it is necessary to be aware of, and utilize the knowledge and capacity of existing community organizations. Locally established professionals are best situated to understand the challenges in context as well as the resources available. Locally based community research is consistent with Sarason (1974), in that a solidification of common community interests can emerge when community members are engaged together in action.  In sum, work done in the community and for the community must simply involve the community. 

Urban/Poverty Impact

The implications of poverty on urban communities cannot be underestimated, as Turner and Kay (2006) note, “The incidences of undesirable outcomes rise with neighborhood poverty rate for almost every indicator of adult and child well-being” (p. 7).  A study by Kotchick, Dorsey & Heller (2005), of African American mothers living in urban settings found that when persistent stressors were consistently faced, fewer positive parenting practices resulted.  Park, Turnbull and Turnbull (2002) point out the impact of poverty on quality of life for families particularly those with children with disabilities can be staggering.  Issues such as health care, productivity, physical environment, emotional well-being and family interactions are all impacted. The quality of life for families in poverty is directed tied the impact of stress on the family unit.  Family stressors evolve from both internal (health and physical challenges) as well as external factors (lack of resources, poor living conditions).  
Effectively supporting the improvement of urban communities is a shared national goal in order to decrease violence, crime rates and poverty.  Fortunately, improvements in some urban communities are being made (Lerman & McKernan, 2007).   When low income communities coalesce around common themes or directives such as job placement support for parents, quality child care and the promotion of social/emotional child development, safety nets of support are created (Golden, Winston, Acs & Chaudry, 2007).  In 2000, Wynn examined effective programs that offer benefit to urban children and their families impacted by poverty.  Findings indicate that community based programs encourage child well-being and focus on teaching new skills, learning about and participating in new opportunities, and a commitment/obligation of those involved for social responsibility and the learning of life skills (adulthood preparation). 

When Hieneman and Dunlap (2001) discuss the factors that impact outcomes for families, they indicate the complexity and importance of attending to the context, the individual child, and the systems that support the child and family.  The impact of urban environments on family stress and childhood outcomes is significant and has the resultant outcome of heightened parental distress, parenting difficulties and child social/emotional concerns (Kotchick et al., 2005).  
The Impact of Crisis 

When families in urban communities face crisis, it can take shape in multiple ways: (a) crisis brought on by natural disasters (i.e., hurricane, tornado, or earthquake); (b) familial crisis (i.e., death of a family member, severe illness of a child, or crime committed within a family); and (c) the crisis of poverty (i.e., crisis brought on the daily circumstances of poverty such as lack of food, housing, medical care). National and local media cover natural disasters and the tragedy of familial crisis, yet the crisis of poverty, is consistently ignored.  The pervasive nature of poverty rather than incidental circumstances surrounding episodic crisis such as natural disasters is the likely rationale for the lack of attention.  This sporadic attention to crisis is most notably signified by the fact that the New Orleans community was in crisis years before Hurricane Katrina struck in August of 2005. The education system, extent of poverty and crime were devastating the community long before the hurricane.  

Families facing the day-to-day crisis of poverty or less frequent intensity of familial or natural crisis, still have the common interest of improving the quality of life for their children.  It is clear that families are passionate about advocating for their children and that advocacy enhances parents’ abilities to cope with life’s challenges, while simultaneously causing family stress and struggle (Wang, Mannan, Poston, Turnbull & Summers, 2004).  This dichotomous circumstance it not uncommon in a family’s support of their children and the role stress plays in the family unit cannot be underestimated in its impact on the ability of families to function in a way that promote family cohesion and adaptability as opposed to ongoing familial and contextual chaos (McCubbin & Patterson, 1983). 
Families facing circumstances such as poverty, lack of school and community partnerships and crisis have multiple and differing needs. So then, how can urban community change (addressing familial need, child need and societal need) blanketed in context of crisis (natural, familial and pervasive) have an impact?  The application of a systemic PBS approach offers support for agencies trying to meet the multiple needs of multiple families.  

Systems-level PBS Approach as a Model for Family Support Agencies
Systems-level application of PBS for family support agencies includes several key tenets that include (a) the core PBS features, (b)  school-wide literature as guiding framework, (c) the shift from proactive rather than reactive support, (d) primary, secondary and tertiary level support (multi-tiered prevention framework), (e) general implementation of the model and parental leadership and advocacy in the process. 

Adaptation of the PBS core features as illustrated in Figure 1 (Horner & Sugai, 2004, p.12) for use with family support agencies in urban communities requires a conceptual application shift of the school-wide PBS model.  In the school setting the primary point of intervention is the school system and school personnel while the desired outcome of PBS is directed at the student population.  In a family support agency, the primary focus of intervention is the family support staff, with the desired outcomes directed at the parents and their children.  While engaging in systematic implementation of PBS multi-tiered support, family support agencies must also consider the additional challenges posed by poor, urban communities in crisis. 

--- insert Figure 1 about here ---

There are six core features of PBS implementation relevant to implementation within a family support agency in an urban setting, they include:  (a) understanding and respecting the local community, with an awareness of strengths, resources and needs; (b) accessing PBS services for all families and only those who need more intensive support receive it (prevention logic beginning with needs assessment for all families, however, not all families receive all available supports); (c) focusing on teaching families evidence-based interventions for their children and supporting them in the prevention of problem behavior, rather than punishment; (d) implementing interventions with and through family support staff and subsequently parents and caregivers (natural implementers); (e) sustaining the system and the outcomes with ongoing implementation with families and effectively utilizing data to make decisions at both an agency and family level, and; (f) the assurance of PBS grounding in the behavioral sciences.

When examining the application of PBS systems to family support agencies, exploring the literature on school-wide PBS provides a pathway of conceptualizing this shift (Carr et al., 2002; Koegel, Koegel & Dunlap, 1996; Turnbull et al., 2002; Wacker & Berg, 2002).  Horner & Sugai (2004) prompt schools to determine their unit of analysis as the point or place of action or need. Additionally, Horner (2003) notes “systems are needed to support the collective use of best practices by individuals within the organization” (p.14).  As with school-wide PBS, the primary point of intervention is the school and the staff within it. The primary point of intervention in the proposed application of PBS is the family support agency and the staff within it.  
When schools implement PBS, it is their hope and intent that individual students have better social/emotional and academic outcomes. In order to achieve these outcomes; the school-wide system must effectively be established to respond to the behavioral and academic needs of those students.  Likewise within a family support agency, the multi-tiered system of PBS and structure for the agency must effectively be established in order to result in better outcomes for families with multiple needs.  Just as it is clear with school systems that addressing the behavioral needs of students one by one, is an inefficient use of resources and support, the same is true of agencies meeting the needs of families and their children.  



Families, who access supports from these community agencies, pose a wide variety of needs requiring various levels of support.  These supports largely depend on the particular mission of the agency.   Generally, family support is coordinated by agency staff and focused on child development, education, financial, vocational, health, housing, and emotional resources.  The role of these agencies is often to respond or react to the needs posed by families. As family support agencies adopt PBS practices, core elements of multi-tiered systems emerge which shifts agency practice. For example, in the process of stabilizing a family and meeting immediate, critical needs, the agency may consider specific assessments of family need (gathering additional data).  Implementation of the data collection process with families shifts practice resulting in proactive rather than reactive systems.  This prevention framework utilizes key aspects of PBS (data, practices and systems), and facilitates a family service agency that anticipates family need proactively, efficiently and effectively.  The application of intervention is based on family/child need, it is not a one-size-fits-all approach, support is matched to need.  Each family has differing skills and abilities to handle stress, poor quality of life variables and crisis events, therefore family support agencies must be prepared with a menu of support specifically targeted to the unique needs of their families. 
Thus far, when addressing the needs of families with multiple issues, it is difficult to shift the thinking from a response model (reacting to day to day crisis) to a prevention model (proactively addressing needs before they arise).  This is particularly true given the scope and scale of challenges that may be present due to varying issues (i.e., parenting skill deficits, cognitive issues, underlying mental health disorders, behavioral histories and patterns, poverty and associated community risk factors; Lutzker & Bigelow, 2002).  Senge (1990) reminds us that focusing on small aspects of a larger system may result in the failure to understand and be effective as a system of support (Senge, 1990; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross & Smith, 1994). 

Consider the multi-tiered system of PBS applied to a family support agency.  Figure 2 graphically depicts a comparison of the multi-tiered systems of support for school-wide PBS and family agency PBS. Primary level support includes strategies for all families aimed at general parenting information. This information may include basic parenting skills all families benefit from such as; positive interactions with children, basics of positive reinforcement, general home safety tips and health information and basic child development. This information may be shared with all families in large group training sessions. These sessions not only convey information in an efficient manner, but additionally the contacts made with other families can facilitate relationships and support networks among the families themselves. Secondary level support for some families includes targeted training and support based on common needs of groups of families. In addition to the primary level of training content that all families receive, this smaller group of families may also benefit from more specific training such as bed time routines, toilet training or schedules and routines for their children. This information offers additional information in small groups for parents who specifically request more information or have expressed an interest in these topics. As demonstrated in school-wide PBS, secondary support strategies reduce the likelihood that families will need more intensive or tertiary level support.  Tertiary level support includes individualized training and support for a few families within an agency.  These services and supports meet the needs of a few identified families who are experiencing either serious or chronic severe problems. This level of support typically calls for in-home attention which may include an individualized behavior support plan for a child or immediate attention for physical or mental health needs.  With implementation of tertiary level support for families who are accessing services within a family support agency, it is imperative that the agency has a mechanism by which to determine the families’ needs, values and characteristics.  When systems-level application of tertiary level support includes goals that are clearly matched to the family needs the likelihood of consistent, long-term implementation is improved (Santarelli, Koegel, Casas & Koegel, 2001).
--- insert Figure 2 about here ---


In Figure 3, Sugai and Dickey (2005) detail the general implementation process for PBS in the school setting.  This process is also appropriate for application in a family support agency, which includes (a) systems change team, (b) agreements of participation and support, (c) agency data-based action plan, (d) implementation of the process, and (e) on-going evaluation.  For a family support agency, a systems change team consists of representatives from key service areas. Typically family service agencies have an existing leadership team which could take on this role For example the core management team or site leadership team which oversees the day to day operation of the agency might be a likely match for the role of the systems change team.  That team has the primary goal of efficient implementation of action plan, which starts with obtaining clear agreements of the supports offered and provided for and with families.  Agreements and supports within the agency and services offered to families need to be clearly delineated among agency personnel to ensure mission implementation and a vision of the multi-tiered intervention framework. Support for families should be responsive and timely, likewise for staff directly interacting with families. The agency data-based action plan provides clearly-identified and staff agreed-upon steps toward implementing multi-tiered interventions.  Additionally, the agency action plan has delineated methods and processes for data collection and review.  This plan guides implementation and allows for consistent examination of data addressing both feasibility and effectiveness. Many agencies have an existing format for such action planning that could be adapted to include multi-tiered service provision.  For example an annual board report or monthly service reports could easily be modified to support the framework. Implementation of PBS includes execution of all goals and objectives or tasks noted in the action plan. Some of which include; staff development supporting appropriate implementation, initial screening for families determining level of need, and a process intended to match level of support to family need.  Lastly, evaluation of the PBS process in a family support agency consists of regular reviews of selected data and information (both qualitative and quantitative).  Depending on the specific nature of the agency these data may include, progress on parental skill level, successful housing, job attainment, or child skill acquisition.  Due to the funding structure of agencies receiving state or federal monies, existing agency data are reviewed as a function of licensing or continued fiscal support, some of which may be appropriate for the evaluation component of this model. 
--- insert Figure 3 about here ---

The implementation process in a family support agency must also address building effective partnerships with parents.  Not only does the agency provide support for families, it must also actively work in partnership with parents to support long-term success in the family unit and the community as a whole.  Building a partnership with parents establishes much-needed ties and helps to better meet the needs of the child (Forness et al., 2000; Walker, Stiller & Golly, 1998).  Supporting parents through a collaborative relationship that provide education, communication and services for the child and family is needed for positive, productive partnerships (Huaqing Qi & Kaiser, 2003).  Parent and community involvement improves child outcomes. To reach their potential, children need their parents and the community to take an active role in their education.  Family-professional collaboration is a core value in supporting children at risk for problems (Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001). Families and professionals both have expertise in areas that may be mutually beneficial (Turnbull, Blue-Banning, Turbiville & Park, 1999). Professionals must rely on parental input.  Families working as equals with professionals to support their children are critical, yet parents facing crisis and may not have all the skills to successfully share information and advocate for their children.  Parent leadership and advocacy for their child, albeit stressful, is often most successful in achieving better supports and services (Wang et al., 2004).  Knowing that, then how can we best support families in their advocacy efforts while utilizing the multi-tiered prevention framework?  
One local community project follows as an example of implementation of multi-tiered supports in a family service agency with a strong emphasis on parental involvement.  This project is based in a community deeply impacted by the effects of poverty, long standing issues with violence and crime rates and struggle to support their children in attainment of successful social and academic outcomes.  This project is representative of successful support of families and lies in the application of PBS utilizing a community-based systems-wide approach. 
Systems-level Implementation Exemplar: New Orleans, Louisiana

The Pyramid Parent Training Community Parent Resource Center in New Orleans, Louisiana exemplifies the application of multi-tiered levels of intervention within a family support agency.  The mission of Pyramid is to empower families facing the many challenges of disability, racism and poverty.  It is important to note at this point, as with much of the community in New Orleans, the physical structure and many of the families of Pyramid were devastated when the levees broke during the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, resulting in wide-spread flooding, loss of life, displacement and community devastation.  Of the 450,000 residents of New Orleans, 80% of the residents were required to leave their city and 228,000 homes and apartments were flooded (De Vita, 2007).  

In 1991 Ursula and D. J. Markey founded Pyramid Parent Training Community Parent Resource Center located in New Orleans, a city with a disproportionably large percentage of people who are vulnerable (Zedlewski, 2006), and a community in which a significant number of residents live in poverty.  Pyramid offers support to families who desperately need research-based information to support their children with disabilities.  In 2005, Louisiana ranked 49th out of all 50 states on a composite index of 10 key indicators of child well being, including poverty (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2007).  “In one year alone (1998-1999) in New Orleans, out of 174 families served by Pyramid, 90% were African American, 54% had incomes of less than $15,000 annually, and 81% were single parents and all of the families had one or more children with disabilities” (Markey et al., 2002, p. 220).  Family support through Pyramid addresses the compelling and often desperate needs of undeserved New Orleans parents and children. Pyramid families deal with not only disability issues but racism, poverty, abuse, unemployment, poor-performing public schools, and limited access to medical care. 

With the help of funding from the Institute of Mental Hygiene of New Orleans, Pyramid created Operation Positive Change, a number of training and support opportunities for families in their community. Operation Positive Change was designed as a series of workshops to educate parents about PBS.  In addition to the PBS workshops, Pyramid offered roundtables, support groups, best practices luncheons, leadership development, one-to-one assistance and training of trainers, as indicated in Table 2 (Markey et al., 2002).  
--- insert Table 2 about here ---

The training opportunities conceptualized and implemented for families who had children with disabilities in the New Orleans community are a good example of a multi-tiered intervention model in a family support agency.  Education and support offered included interventions at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels. 
Primary Support
Primary level of intervention or support in School-wide PBS offers a whole-school focus for all students.  Family support agencies can function in a like manner with a focus to meet the needs of all parents who are served by the organization.  The primary level of support provided by Pyramid consisted of Operation Positive Change, a regular schedule of PBS workshops open to all parents. In addition to the PBS workshops, best practice luncheons were also offered to all families.  These luncheons were designed to bridge the gap between researchers and families.  Researchers presented relevant information to approximately 25 families who regularly attended the luncheons.  There were five or six luncheons offered each year, topics included; early childhood behavioral intervention, smooth transition from school to work, juvenile justice, inclusion of students in the general education classroom, adapting materials for children with special needs, medications, and social services, many of these topics went beyond special education issues.  Satisfaction data were gathered from the workshop and best practice luncheons to allow the Pyramid staff to gage the usefulness of the information presented.  These satisfaction evaluations were designed to be simple and meaningful.  For example, one survey was a visual representation of stair steps; the parents indicated how confident they were with the particular skill being reviewed by circling the step they were on prior to the training, at the end of each session they rated how confident they were by circling the step they were now at – all families felt more confident and typically circled 4 to 5 steps up.  This type of evaluation was best suited for undeserved families with multiple needs.
Secondary Support
Secondary level of support in school-wide PBS focuses on groups of students who may need extra support; similarly, family support at the secondary level may be fashioned to meet the needs of a group of parents or families who share a common function or challenge.  At Pyramid, there were several secondary levels of support for families; roundtable discussions, support groups and the leadership academy.  Roundtable discussions were held for families who needed to solve specific problems. The families came to the roundtable discussions and Pyramid staff as well as other families gathered to help.  As the family described their problem, the staff was ready to teach them the needed skills and next appropriate steps, such as letter writing or phone calls. From the roundtables, families were directed to workshops and relevant support groups. Support Groups were based on common areas of interest or need such as autism, ADHD or accessing services. The Leadership Academy, a third example of secondary support was offered to parents who were interested in learning more about self-advocacy.  This training was done in conjunction with the Louisiana state improvement grant, with approximately 25 parents participating across five sessions.  The primary focus was on leadership development along with IDEA and inclusion. Other topics included: all aspects of IDEA from its history to the intent of the law and how inclusion was incorporated; listening and communication skills, team building; anger management and problem solving.  After completing the leadership academy, parents positioned themselves to serve on boards and committees around town. Prior to Hurricane Katrina, eight of these parents were on boards and committees in town. These secondary interventions not only provided useful information and modeled problem solving strategies; it created lasting connections and a sense of community.  Parents began to share information about doctors and resources they were using along with suggestions about who they would recommend and who they wouldn’t, as a result this still goes on today. This connection has continued even through and after Hurricane Katrina, these families sought each other out after the storm.  Due to these discussions families were able to be more discerning about services for their children. 

Tertiary Support 

Tertiary level support within PBS provides targeted, function-based support to individuals.  Pyramid also designed tertiary level of support in much the same way, by offering one-on-one training and assistance to individual families (i.e., attendance at IEP meetings with school personnel, individual advocacy, due process manifestation meetings, and functional assessment).  As with tertiary level support in school settings, the needs of the individual child are identified and all relevant parties participate in an intervention.  The one-on-one assistance that Pyramid offered its families provided technical assistance and training to parents and school personnel for children receiving services.  Between 75 and 100 families per year received this tertiary level of support from Pyramid. 

Post-Katrina the Markeys are committed to rebuilding the family support Pyramid once provided.  Many of the Pyramid families lost their homes and are scattered throughout the United States. Ursula, D.J., and the Pyramid staff have continued to help families’ long distance by participating in IEP meetings via telephone, in addition a Pyramid social worker continues to address the trauma and grief among the families.  The use of a multi-tiered support framework to the Pyramid family support agency enabled the provision of services targeted to family need.  Not all Pyramid families needed all available supports, by understanding what families need primary, secondary and tertiary level support, Pyramid was better able to meet the diverse and sweeping needs.  
Implications and Future Directions
As family implementation support evolves, Senge (1990) reminds us that “From a very early age, we are taught to break apart problems, to fragment the world.  This apparently makes complex task[s] and subjects more manageable, but we pay a hidden, enormous price.  We can no longer see the consequences of our actions; we lose our intrinsic sense of connection to a larger whole” (p. 3).  Systems-level application of PBS directs the focus of intervention on a planned, proactive effective system of support, rather than reactive, intermittent application of support. 

The application of the multi-tiered system of PBS as it applies to families in urban communities, in particular New Orleans offers new direction for supporting community agencies, their families and children.  PBS, originating in the field of Applied Behavior Analysis and focusing on individual students with challenging behavior, has evolved into a systems-wide prevention model that offers structure and guidance to family support agencies with stretched resources. 
Future applications of this model of support offer interesting implications for families and community agencies. Consideration of how system-wide PBS application might be applied to rural family support agencies might also yield efficiency in resource allocation.  Additionally, this dialogue gives way to Lucyshyn’s (Lucyshyn, Kayser, Irvin & Blumberg, 2002) work on the cultural influences and intervention effectiveness as it applies to families.  The intervention implications for both family support agencies and their individual families are influenced by these variables.  The role of the contextualization of interventions for individual families, although addressed in the literature (see Bernheimer & Keough, 1995; Lucyshyn, Kayser, Irvin & Blumberg, 2002, Wang, McCart & Turnbull, 2007) needs much further exploration.  If family support agencies are to effectively utilize PBS as a multi-tiered process of intervention, intervention contextualization must be at the forefront of research, particularly for families facing multiple challenges together with pervasive and episodic crisis. 
As noted earlier, there is clear and convincing evidence of PBS effectiveness in urban schools (McCurdy, Manella & Eldridge, 2003; Netzel & Eber, 2003; Utley et al., 2002; Warren et al., 2003).  There is also solid evidence of promising PBS outcomes for individual family members (Lucyshyn et al., 2002; Vaughn, White, Johnston & Dunlap 2005; Vaughn, White & Dunlap 2002). However, examples, let alone evidence of effective implementation of PBS for families in poverty, using a system-wide application are rare.  Replication of systems-level PBS at family support agencies, particularly those impacted by poverty and crisis, provide a framework to meet many needs with few resources.  Further examining this preventative multi-tiered PBS effort moves families and their children in crisis closer to much needed resources and supports.
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Table 1. Elements of effective family support

· Collaborative partnerships and effective relationship development

· Family-Centered principles and practices

· Meaningful life style outcomes

· Functional Assessment

· Problem Behaviors as problems of learning

· Communication as the foundation of positive behavior

· Multi-component support plans

· Contextual fit with family life

· Family setting as a unit of analysis and intervention

· Implementation support

· Continuous evaluation

· Support with sincerity and humility

Table 2.  Multi-tiered implementation components of Pyramid Community Parent Resource Center in New Orleans, Louisiana 

	Tier Level
	Components

	Primary Support- Offered to all families seeking from  family support agency (less intensive services, broad scale implementation)
	Operation Positive Change Workshops – A regular schedule of workshops to educate parents about PBS.

Best Practice Luncheons – an avenue to connect parents and researchers.  Researchers would present information important to the parents.

	Secondary Support- Offered to groups of families with common needs or challenges from family support agency (moderate intensity of services, targeted implementation)


	Roundtables – informal gatherings at an actual round table at the resource center; 10-12 people (parents and Pyramid staff) work together to problem solve concerns; 

Support Groups – discussions and resources specific to common issues for Pyramid families. 

Leadership Academy– Sessions focused on leadership development of the parents to better prepare them for advocacy activities.

	Tertiary Support- Offered to fewer families with the most intensive needs from family support agency (significant, intensive implementation to individual families with persistent needs) 
	One-to-One Assistance –1:1 assistance based on presenting needs of the family which included IEP meetings and suspension hearings with school personnel. 
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Figure 1.  Six core features of positive behavior support
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Figure 2.  Comparative model of school-wide versus family systems application of positive behavior support in a sample family support agency
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Figure 3. General implementation of the PBS process
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