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CalWORKs 2.0 |Participant Responses

Webinar #4—Adult Capabilities
September 20, 2017

Questions and responses:

	1. Do you believe in a genetic (cross-generational) inheritance of executive dysfunction? If so, how do you see that relating to the effects of early stress?


	There is always an interaction between genetics and environmental experiences. The experiences we have, particularly early in life, change how our genes are expressed. You may have been born with a predisposition to exhibiting executive function skills; your experiences change how those are expressed. We have a huge opportunity to provide the right opportunities for children to build their skills. No one is born with executive function skills; everyone has the capacity to develop them, barring mental illness.

	2. You mention specific time frames for executive function growth in our lives, ages 3–5 and ages 15–25.  Are there different ways we should be encouraging parents to target behavior that might look different in early to later years?
	Yes, there are different ways to engage kids at different ages, even different ways to work with adults based on foundations of skills they have.

The link below is a guide to support development of executive skills throughout childhood that is age specific.
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/activities-guide-enhancing-and-practicing-executive-function-skills-with-children-from-infancy-to-adolescence/

	3. To what extent do you see racism (that is, systems of power and oppression based on race) as a life stressor that would affect someone’s executive function?


	There is a fair amount of research that racism, structural racism, and repeated experiences with racism are in fact major stressors in people’s lives. Racism is a serious stressor, and it never goes away.

Biology does not differentiate on source of stress; all types of stressors drive a similar stress response, with variations occurring in intensity. Whether someone reacts to stress as tolerable or toxic will vary individually. Different people will have different levels of response to the stress of racism based on genetics and experiences early in life. It is like having different thermostats—mine might go on at 68, yours might go on at 72.

Racism also contributes to increased stress in that people of color are more likely to live in poverty and live in neighborhoods with lots of environmental stress. This has an impact on development of executive function skills.

	4. Regarding the difference between tolerable and toxic stress—what does it look like when someone has crossed over that threshold?  Can a worker change behavior at that point when the threshold is crossed?
	Stress looks different in different people. There is no actual biological measure for stress that is toxic to the system yet.  
One of the key differentiators between types of stress is the availability of supportive, responsive relationships in a person’s life. If you are encountering someone with significant stress [who] does not have any supportive relationships, that is a situation that calls for extra attention. 
The second key differentiator is the severity of the stressor.  
The third one is the duration of the stressor. If someone is in constant serious stress, like an abusive relationship, that can be the kind of stress that calls for more therapeutic intervention or removing the stressor and getting supportive relationships in place quickly.
What workers can do is really look at how they can reduce stress rather than add to stress. Instead of expecting all families to be in work participation 20–30 hours right away, a slow ramp up will get you to a better place. All things organizations do now to support clients is helpful, and coming up with small steps to help people have successes is a critical ongoing strategy.

	5. Some responses to stress are automatic, and some are more intentional. Is there a quick way workers can redirect or draw attention to a client’s behavior?
	Most people recognize when they are about to respond impulsively. It might be the last second, but they can feel temper rising and/or anger growing. Recognizing that as a trigger and naming that at a moment when they can step back and take a deep breath is a technique that is widely used.
Another opportunity while setting goals occurs when we have people think about barriers they can encounter. Asking them to think not just about concrete things like child care and transportation but also personal barriers and the way they react to things. Help people think more broadly about the things that are more in their area of control. 
There are more strategies at the links below.

Full Adult Capabilities Paper

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-core-capabilities-for-life/

Four-page Adult Capabilities Guide for Practitioners

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-skills-adults-need-life-guide-practitioners/


Participant Responses to Questions

1.  How often do you think stress is a contributing factor in your customers’ ability to set and achieve goals?
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2.  What strategies have you used to reduce stress for customers in your county (for example, streamlining processes, making services more accessible, eliminating barriers to entry, or using clear language)?
Individual approach—Skill building 
· Mental health services and workshops (on site and referral)—7 responses
· Refer to services that we do not have, such as SSI advocate, and provide follow-up with phone calls and transportation
· We have an All Moms Matter program
· Behavioral Health Ready, Set, Go series during job-readiness classes
· Life-skills classes—2 mentions
· We have a specific stress-reduction workshop, but attendance is lacking
· Our Job Club class is positive and motivational, when clients attend
· Assist with eliminating barriers by offering vocational training through contracted providers

· We teach mindfulness and daily planning skills in our job-readiness workshop

· We have an app that the parent can download to their phone to keep track of their WTW activities
· Behavioral health parenting classes, engaging families in free events in the community, reflection exercises  

Environmental approach—Adjusting your services
· Services more accessible, eliminating barriers—2 responses
· Warm hand-off from one staff member (or service) to the next—3 responses
· No wrong door—customers can apply and ask questions at any office regardless of program; all workers are cross-trained in all programs—
3 responses
· Meeting with them to complete paperwork

· Mobile applications for customers to access their cases and utilizing kiosks in the offices so that they can avoid lines

· Lobby greeters, self-service options, life-skills phone interviews
· Our county has begun an active push to visit customers in their home, in an environment where they are comfortable
· Setting achievable goals and creating simple action steps to achieve those goals

· Wraparound services, child care and ancillary availability

· Customers have flexibility to use online options and text. Case managers utilize backwards mapping. 
· Streamline processes and address barriers before requiring meeting participation hours
· Mapping out the program for visual learners

· Worked with the customer to assist them in a resolution because when in a stressful situation it can seem impossible to think, let alone find a way out
· We provide a variety of services to our customers, including language services and specialized workers—per customer request. Various forms are provided in customer’s native language. Various ways to access our services, i.e., phone, computer, and face-to-face contact. We continually seek means to refine our services. 

· Praising and empowering clients on their efforts and success
· Sharing information with staff members connected to the family (releases obtained when needed) so family does not need to tell the same information to multiple staff

· Giving customers resources or showing them a different perspective that is not negative can give them a new look at the stressful situation they may find themselves in
Participant Reflection

This was a very thoughtful presentation. Thank you. My concern—from start to end—in this work is the over-focus on the individual as opposed to their circles of family/neighborhood (community), and broader society. I think we inadvertently suggest that people in poverty have more control than they actually do over their realities (when, in fact, even someone who exercises high levels of EF may not be able to achieve the goals they set despite having those skills).
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