HUMAN SERVICES COMMISSION

Meeting November 18, 2009

Commissioners Present: Ayse Atasoylu, Rev. Lorraine Thornhill

Staff Present: Ellen Semonoff, Stephanie Ackert, Jose Soares (recorder)

Presenter: Lei-Anne Ellis, Division Head for Childcare and Family Support

Ellen invited to the meeting and introduced Susie Flug, the new Children and Youth Planner

Lei-Anne Ellis presented on “Baby U,” a new initiative by the Department of Human Services modeled
after the Harlem Children’s Zone Baby College to start in January 2010 in North Cambridge and in
September 2010 in the Area IV neighborhood (Please see attached fact sheet). As neuroscience
research in the 1990’s found that the first years 0-3-5 in a child’s life are the most important for brain
development, The Baby U initiative strives to catch young families (from pregnancy to mothers with
children up to 3 years of age) and provide them with the latest information on parenting, connect them
to services and resources, develop support groups, and provide advocacy on behalf of their children.
The aim of the project is to have 30 participants in each neighborhood group, a total of 60 by the end of
the year.

Baby U will consist of 10 weeks of workshops covering child safety, health, nutrition, discipline, and child
development at different ages and stages of brain development. Workshops will run on Saturdays for 2
% hours. These workshops will be followed by home visits during the week where the outreach worker
will follow up on learning and practices and will connect parents to services and other appropriate
resources. Following the 10 weeks of workshops, playgroups will run for 8 weeks on Saturdays for 1 %
hours where parents will interact with their children, and practice and share what they have learned in
the workshops. It is the hope that these practices will promote a longer term peer support group and
advocacy and build confidence in parenting skills.

From the experiences at Harlem Children’s Zone Baby College, the hotly debated issue is discipline and
spanking and what do with a defiant child. Baby U will be culturally sensitive by understanding that
certain behaviors do not change overnight, but parents will become aware of the alternatives and the
choices.

Partners in Care will do an evaluation in the beginning of July which will lead to improvements and
adjustments for the September start date for the Area IV neighborhood program.

Various agencies have come on board with their staff incorporated in a Steering Committee: The
Guidance Center, the Childcare Resource Center, the Cambridge Housing Authority’s Work Force
Literacy, the Margaret Fuller Neighborhood House, the Center For Families, Families First, the
Cambridge Public Health Department, and the Agenda For Children.



Rev. Thornhill asked about the selection process for the 30 parents. Lei-Anne said that they will have to
live in the neighborhood, be pregnant or have a child up to age 3, be a resident of public or subsidized
housing, or doubled up in housing in the neighborhood, and speak enough English to manage. Two
parent families will be encouraged to come as a unit.

Outreach will be done through flyers at grocery stores, and door to door in housing developments,
through the Cambridge Housing Authority. No referral process has been set up yet. There will be a
series of interviews in the house, a needs assessment, discussion of transportation (possibly vouchers
for taxi rides), car seats, a questionnaire for parents and Outreach Workers. The workshops will be held
at Jefferson Park in the Community Room. One 20-hour per week Coordinator and two 15-hour per
week Care Workers/ Home Visitors will be hired. There will be a set of incentives if everyone comes to
the workshops and entry in a lottery for one month’s rent for participants who attend all the workshops.
Transportation, food, and childcare for the parents’ other children will also be provided.

Ellen proposed to poll the commissioners to see if there was enough availability for the next meeting
scheduled for December 16" and possibly reschedule Bob Hurlbut from the Cambridge Community
Foundation for the January meeting. In January, meetings will start on the fourth Tuesday of the month.

Ayse proposed to dedicate a meeting to discuss the needs and pulse of the community. If there are
significant more funds for FY 2011, she suggested funding a new initiative. In the past community
conversations, it became clear that mental health does not get adequate funding and there is a need to
address this.

Rev. Lorraine Thornhill’s congregation has voiced concern over jobs, the lack of affordable housing, and
high utility bills payments.

Ellen recommended that at a future meeting, we hear from the Multi Service Center about the stimulus
money being used for rental, utility assistance, and eviction prevention.



