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Spring Fling Forum Brings Local Communities Together in 
Support of Children and Families

TALHAQUAH, OK (May 22, 2014) – In just two hours, nearly 200 individuals learned about how it takes an entire community to support struggling families and 100 people committed to providing  support to local children and families during the Communities of Care Spring Fling in Tahlequah last week. Garnering this community support was the goal of the more than 25 local service agencies that hosted the Spring Fling forum in Tahlequah for Cherokee, Wagoner, Sequoyah, Adair and Muskogee counties. Their efforts will result in stronger families and stronger communities.

The forum was the first of six to be offered in southeastern Oklahoma as part of the Communities of Care initiative. The goal of the initiative is to raise awareness about the number of families struggling through traumatic events in local communities. Initiative members also are emphasizing the importance of helping fragile families on the front end before the family structure weakens to the point of children being taken into foster care. 

In addition to a live remote with Lou and Blake from Lake Country Radio 102.1 and food, prizes and activates for the whole family, several speakers told their stories of what it meant to be part of a struggling family and how community support helps families rise above the difficult times. Speakers included Pam Toohey, a recovery advocate and counselor, and representatives from Tallgrass Family Services, a private organization that places children with foster families, and TFI Family Services, a leading child welfare organization.

Communities of Care representative Cassie Gray, LPC, Assistant Systems of Care Director at CREOKS Behavioral Health Services for Cherokee and Wagoner counties, said those in attendance became aware of how working together to help struggling families is beneficial to the whole community. “All of the agencies involved feel those who attended the event left with a better understanding of what community services are available locally and how even the smallest commitment of their own time and resources can help strengthen our community,” Gray commented.
Some of the comments on the commitment forms included, “increase my knowledge of the needs in the community,” “change my mindset about families at risk,” “create opportunities for more community involvement” and “volunteer as a Court Appointed Special Advocate for a child.” According to Gray, “These are great commitments and they show that you can commit to a day, a week or a year and still make a difference. The event may be over but with Communities of Care we are still working to help everyone understand that the entire community must work together to create strong communities that keep our children out of the foster care system, or safe while they are in the system.”
Families are the most basic building block of any community and the statistics in eastern Oklahoma indicate there are high numbers of children and families at risk for experiencing some type of stress that can lead to children entering the foster care system. 
In eastern Oklahoma alone, in 2013, there were 1,498 confirmed reports of child abuse and neglect representing 2,781 children. An overwhelming 60 percent of those children were age 0 to 6. This is an increase of nearly 20 percent over 2012. Approximately 70 percent of adults and 40 percent of youth are not being treated for mental health issues and 77 percent of adults and 80 percent of youth need help for substance abuse problems.

Further statistics show that for eastern Oklahoma, in 2013, more children entered foster care than there were approved beds. With only 1,761 approved beds, 2,217 children were removed from their homes and placed into the system. This startling statistic represents 21 percent of the total number of children in Oklahoma removed from their family and is a 23 percent increase over 2012.

To make a commitment of time or resources and join with others in strengthening the community, information about the Communities of Care initiative and its goals can be found on Facebook at www.facebook.com/OKCommunitiesofcare or by calling (918) 633-2409. 
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Cutlines:

Tahlequah COC 1
From left to right. Ramona McNac of the Cherokee Nation, Cherokee Parents Organization, receives information from Pamela Toohey, Coordinator of Child Trauma and Resiliency Services, Oklahoma Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services, about how all community members can help struggling families at the Communities of Care Spring Fling in Tahlequah on May 19.

Tahlequah COC 2
From left to right. Allan Porowski, Co-principle Investigator for the Drug Free Communities National Evaluation, and Sam Bradshaw, Director of the Cherokee Nation Regional Prevention Coordination, discuss how communities become stronger when struggling families receive the support they need at the Communities of Care Spring Fling in Tahlequah on May 19.



Local Agency Hosts of
Communities of Care Spring Fling


Bacone College, Muskogee
Bridge Family Resource Center
Calming connections
Cherokee County CASA
Cherokee County Health Department
Cherokee County Tobacco Coalition
Cherokee National Child Care Resource Center
Cherokee Nation Indian Child Welfare
Cherokee Nation Prevention
Cherokee Parents Program
CREOKS Behavioral Health Services
Green Country Behavioral Health
Help In Crisis
Jack Brown Adolescent Treatment Center
KI BOIS Community Action/Head Start
Northeastern State University
OKDHS
Oklahoma Family Network
People Inc.
Support Services for Veteran Families
Tahlequah Communities of Excellence
Tahlequah Farmers Market
Tallgrass Family Services
TFI Family Services
Tons Off Tahlequah
Wagoner County CASA
Wagoner County Multi-Disciplinary Team
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