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Program History:
Project SEEK - Services to Enable and Empower Kids - is an innovative prevention program serving children with a parent in prison, co-sponsored by the Departments of Community Health (formerly Department of Mental Health), Corrections and Social Services. Initiated as a pilot demonstration in Genesee County in December 1988, the project is funded by the Michigan Department of Community Health with contributions from other departments. Services are delivered by Mott Children's Health Center under contract with Genesee County Community Mental Health.
Project SEEK resulted from remarks by a former Department of Corrections director that the way to impact the overwhelming growth in the prison population was to pay more attention to young children. At that time, there was no effort in Michigan to intervene systematically with children with a parent in prison. Project SEEK was developed in the context of the Michigan Department of Community Health's Prevention Services Division, which pilots and evaluates promising prevention strategies.
Project SEEK targets children who have a parent in state prison, a population known to be at increased risk for negative outcomes. It is designed to impact the risk and protective factors associated with delinquency and criminal behavior at both the individual and family levels. Services are flexible in scope and duration. As a comprehensive program with multiple components, Project SEEK draws on prior experience with prevention programming and incorporates aspects of infant mental health programming; problem solving, social skills training, substance abuse prevention, violence prevention and conflict resolution curricula, and Michigan Cooperative Extension Service's "Building Strong Families" curriculum, as well as empowerment and wraparound concepts.
Theoretical Assumptions
There are identifiable risk factors that are precursors of negative life outcomes. Numerous risk factors have been identified as being predictors of negative life outcomes (Schorr, 1988; Institute of Medicine, 1994).
Protective factors can disrupt the relationship between risk and negative outcomes. Researchers have identified factors that protect individuals from high levels of risk, by reducing the impact of risk factors or modifying the response to risk factors (Olsen, 1994; Kadzin, 1990; Werner & Smith, 1982).
Multiple risk and protective factors are related to delinquency and criminal behavior and they exist across several domains. Risk factors associated with family relationships include the following: high risk behavior of a parent (criminal behavior and alcoholism), harsh or erratic parent management methods, lack of limit setting and unsupervised time, and lack of attachment and positive nurturing, (Tolan & Guerra, 1994). Individual risk factors include difficult temperament, impaired cognitive functioning, low academic achievement, poor social skills, lack of coping skills, and aggressive behavior (Kadzin, 1990; Tolan & Guerra, 1994).
Protective factors that have been identified as being related to delinquent and criminal behavior are good attachment and nurturing during the first year of life, a stable adult relationship outside the immediate family during childhood and physical robustness (Werner & Smith, 1982), high self-esteem and an internal locus of control (Kadzin, 1990).
Children of inmates experience multiple risk factors identified as precursors of delinquent and criminal behavior. Many researchers have found evidence of increased risk of criminal behavior in children of prisoners. Risk factors specific to this population include genetic factors related to aggressive behavior (Plomin, 1990), separation and loss upon the parents incarceration, and isolation from peers resulting from the embarrassment of having a parent in prison (Lowenstein, 1986). Many children of inmates live in poverty, which compounds risk.
Children of inmates have a reduced opportunity to develop protective factors. Stress resulting from a family member's incarceration reduces the ability of the family to promote optimal growth and development of its members. When a family experiences severe levels of stress, resources are used to reduce stress, rather than promote positive outcomes. (Cameron, 1993).
Intervention can reduce risk factors and promote protective factors and therefore decrease the chance of negative outcomes such as delinquent and criminal behavior. The effectiveness of targeting risk and protective factors for intervention is illustrated by the evaluated prevention programs found to have positive outcomes identified in the Institute of Medicine's Reducing Risks for Mental Disorder (1994).
Home-based outreach interventions are more effective in engaging high risk families. Home visiting allows for intensive, individualized intervention which enables service providers to develop supportive relationships with all family members and to better understand and modify the family environment (Weiss, 1993).
Interventions that address multiple risk and protective factors in more than one domain are most effective. A child's development is impacted by risk and protective factors from many domains. Programs which have a single focus are less likely to be as effective as those which are designed to impact multiple factors across more than one domain (Olds & Klitzman, 1993; Ramey & Ramey, 1993)
Intervention to prevent delinquency and criminal behavior needs to begin at a very young age. Behaviors that lead to delinquency are in evidence early in a child's life. In a study by Spivak, (1987), 68% of chronic offenders were identifiable in kindergarten.
Interventions should be flexible and meet the needs of individual families. Interventions are most effective if they are designed to meet individual family needs. Providing a menu of services from which families can choose, and varying the time span over which services are provided have been shown to be more effective than providing a prescribed set of services for a specified time to all families (Halpern, 1990).
Ultimate Outcomes Expected and Intermediate Objectives
Project SEEK is designed to reduce the probability that the children of inmates will participate in delinquent or criminal activities and to break the intergenerational cycle of criminal behavior.
Intermediate objectives are:
1. To promote social competency, cognitive development (school success), emotional well-being, physical well-being and family stability of children.
2. To improve the child's caregiving environment by:
a) promoting the psychological and physical well-being of caregivers,
b) increasing their ability to meet basic needs,
c) improving parenting practices, d) maintaining the parent-child relationship when appropriate while the inmate is incarcerated, and e) assisting with family issues of reintegration at the time of inmate's release.
Targeted Population
Project SEEK targets children of state prisoners with a minimum sentence of seven years or less. Children are included if prisoners claim parenthood, whether or not the prisoner normally resides with the family. Children must be under 11 years of age at intake. Project SEEK is limited to families and children who reside in Genesee County, Michigan (See description of the population on page 6 and 7).
Format
Recruitment of families. Prisoners who have children are identified by staff in the Genesee County Circuit Court Probation Department, as part of the normal pre-sentence investigation process. Shortly after sentencing, project staff approach families and offer program advocacy and referral services. Participation in Project SEEK is voluntary.
Project SEEK has four major program components, home visits, support groups, advocacy and referral, and facilitating child-inmate communication.
Home visits. A project specialist is assigned to each family and meets with the caregiver and children in their home. Initially, several contacts may be made weekly, tapering off to monthly contacts as the family becomes stabilized. The duration of the program depends upon family need. Program services may be long term, but most families receive intense services for a limited period of time. Several families have received services for five years or more awaiting the inmates' return to the community. Families are encouraged to recontact the program in times of crisis. Caseloads range from twenty to twenty-five families.
Advocacy and Referrals. The project specialist acts as an advocate for family members and makes referrals to other service systems on an as needed basis.
Support Groups. Three children's groups (5-10 years of age) meet weekly during the school year at Mott Children's Health Center. Up to 15 children per group are selected based on greatest need. Children are assigned to groups based on age. The groups are led by one group facilitator and two classroom aides A light meal and transportation are provided to encouraged attendance. Transportation services are contracted through a local agency and meals are prepared by the classroom aide.
One adolescent group (11-16 years of age) meets weekly for four eight-week sessions for a total of 32 meetings a year. Meetings are held at the Mott Children's Health Center. One group facilitator and two classroom aides lead the group of up to 15 members. A light meal and transportation are provided to encourage participation. Transportation services are contracted through a local agency and meals are prepared by a classroom aide.
Caregiver support groups are offered annually on stress management training. The group is led by the Project SEEK coordinator who is assisted by one project specialist. Sessions are two hours weekly for a total of ten weeks. Groups are held at Mott Children's Health Center and are limited to 15 participants to ensure time for discussion. Flyers announcing training are mailed to each family enrolled in the program and monetary incentives are given to encourage enrollment and completion. Transportation is provided by a local cab company and snacks are provided. Child care is available for infants and pre-school children. Developmentally appropriate toys and snack are available. The number of child care staff varies with the ages of children and size of the group.
Communication with inmate. Where contact between the prisoner and the children is appropriate (not prohibited by court order or discouraged by the caregiver), communication through written or telephone contacts and specialized visits is encouraged and facilitated. Special visits occur only when the inmate is in Genesee County Regional Prison. If the caregiver is not interested in visiting the inmate, and gives approval, project specialists take children to visit the inmate. The number of specialized visits vary based on the child's prior relationship with the inmate and the length of time the inmate remains at the regional prison, however, they do not exceed two per month. Project SEEK will provide financial assistance twice per month to families who wish to visit the inmate on their own. This assistance is available for every prison in the state.
Staff. Project SEEK is staffed by I FTE coordinator, 4 FTE project specialists, .5 FTE clerical support and aide, I FTE data collector. Contractual staff is needed to conduct, assist, and prepare for children's groups, in addition to staff who provide child care for Stress Management Training. Transportation is contracted by area agencies.
Session Content/Program Processes
Home visits. During home visits, the Project SEEK specialist promotes the psychological well-being of the caregiver by empathic listening, problem solving in resolving family conflicts, training in life coping skills, and mobilization of formal and informal supports. Guidance on child development issues is provided using the Building Strong Families curriculum. The specialist models positive parenting techniques and child management skills. The specialist acts as a mentor to the children and spends one-on-one time with them to talk about family and school issues.
Advocacy and Referral. Families are assisted in obtaining services needed, using the process as a means of teaching problem solving skills. Services might include accessing financial assistance and Medicaid, obtaining safer housing or emergency payments for utilities, accessing mental health services, or legal services. Referrals are made to Mott Children's Health Center for the following services: well child clinic, dental care, hearing and speech evaluation and remediation, and behavioral management.
Project SEEK specialists facilitate enrollment in early education programs. To promote school attendance and performance, the specialist assists the parent in advocating for the child at school, and may serve as the child's tutor.
Support Groups. Groups for children and adolescents focus on problem-solving skills, open expression and labeling of feelings, cultural and ethnic promotion and socially acceptable life survival skills. There are specific lessons on coping with a parent's incarceration, violence prevention, problem solving skills, and social skills. (References for materials used are in Attachment A).
Stress Management Training groups use a curriculum developed through the Michigan Department of Community Health Prevention Services Division. The 10 sessions cover the following topics: getting control over one's life (3 sessions), life planning strategies (5 sessions) and stress management techniques (2 sessions).
Communication with Inmate. Project specialists help families to learn about rules and regulations for communicating with inmates. Before the first prison visit, the project specialist talks with the child about why the parent is in prison. It is stressed that the inmate made a poor decision and broke the law and that the child has no responsibility for the parent's actions. During specialized visits, the project specialist talks with the inmate about interacting with the child during visits. If the inmate is to return home, the Project SEEK specialist assists the caregiver in thinking through issues related to reintegration. If the inmate does not live with the child upon returning to the community, project specialists may work with the parent to help him/her understand the importance of maintaining contact with the child.
Instructors' Qualifications
The Program Coordinator should have a Master's in Social Work with experience in therapeutic and group processes, program development and supervision. Project Specialists need a Bachelors Degree in human services with experience in outreach programs for high risk populations. Leaders of children's groups have a four year degree in human services or education and must be able to deal with emotional issues that may arise for group participants during sessions. All staff with the exception of one has raised children.

Instructors' Training
Because Project SEEK broke new ground in programming with families of prisoners, knowledge of problems specific to the families with incarcerated members and of how to work with the corrections systems was gained through experience. Project SEEK staff received training in prevention concepts and data collection from Department of Community Health Prevention Services staff. Specialized training in infant mental health programming and working with substance abusing families were provided for all staff at a cost of $700 and $500, respectively. Additional training has been provided through various conference and professional meetings and at varying costs. Topics have included providing home-based services and developing cultural competence.
Evaluation Designs and Methods
Research Design. The evaluation of Project SEEK is unique in that it is a longitudinal study using an experimental design. Because SEEK is a family-centered program, families, rather than individual children, were randomly assigned to service or,.. control conditions based on the last digit of the inmate parent's social security number (even numbers assigned to the service group; odd assigned to the control group). Data were collected at pretest (shortly after the inmate was sentenced), 6 months after intake, 12 months after intake and yearly thereafter. Data continue to be collected at yearly intervals.
Recruitment. Approximately 39% of families who were identified as meeting the criteria for Project SEEK were unable to be located. Of those located, 82% agreed to participate in the evaluation. Families are paid for their participation each time data is collected.
Families were recruited over a five year period, beginning in March, 1989. Because of the extended recruitment period, the data available for each family varies. Some families have been participating in the evaluation for seven (7) years, while others have been a part of the study for only two (2) years. Table 1 shows the number of families recruited into the evaluation each year from 1989 through 1993.
Table 1. Number of Families Recruited for Evaluation Per Year
	 
	1989
	1990
	1991
	1992
	1993
	Total

	Service Group
	19
	28
	30
	25
	5
	107

	Control Group
	9
	14
	18
	24
	43
	108

	TOTAL
	28
	42
	48
	49
	48
	215


The Sample. A total of 215 families with 371 children have participated in the evaluation. Of the 215 inmates whose children are participating in the evaluation, 63% are African American males, 26% are white males, 1% are Hispanic males, 7% are African American females and 3% are white females. Slightly less than 50% of the inmates were living with their children at the time of incarceration.
Of the 371 children involved in the evaluation, 51% are males and 49% are females. Slightly more than 53% of the children were under four years of age at intake. When first contacted, the children were residing with their mothers in 85% of the families, their fathers in less than 2%, and with a grandmother or other female relative in slightly more than 12%.
The children participating in Project SEEK are often aggressive and difficult to discipline. Fifty-seven percent of caregivers stated that they had difficulty controlling the child's behavior and 61% stated they feared that the child would get hurt, or in trouble. Caregivers rated 23% of the children as undisciplined and having poor self-control. Of the children who attend school, 36% were rated by their teachers as behaving in a hostile manner in the classroom.
For many of the families participating in Project SEEK, having a family member incarcerated is not a new experience. Almost 80% of the inmates had a previous criminal history. Almost half were first arrested when they were under the age of 18. In 28% of the families, both parents have a criminal record. In almost 70% of the families, extended family members have been incarcerated.
In almost 80% of the families, annual household income is below $10,000. Because of this, families experience many stressors related to meeting family needs: 82% report that they do not have enough money to buy necessities, 59% do not have dependable transportation, and 35% report they live in unsafe neighborhoods.
Place of residence and household membership is ever-changing for many of these families. Six months after intake, 48% of the families reported they had moved in the last year, 45% reported a new member had been added to the household and 34% stated that a household member had moved out. Eleven percent of the children had moved in with new caregivers.
Retention Rate. The retention rate for the evaluation study has been exceptional, with 80% of the families recruited still participating in the study. Not all families have provided data at each yearly interval; there are times when families cannot be located because they have left the area, or because they choose not to be found. Each year new attempts are made to locate the families, even if they have not provided data in the previous year.
Measuring Effectiveness. The evaluation of Project SEEK is designed to measure the following intermediate indicators of effectiveness:
1. Risk and protective factors related to negative outcomes
2. Service providers' perceptions of child and family functioning
3. Participant satisfaction
Measuring the effectiveness of Project SEEK in breaking the intergenerational cycle of criminal behavior will not be possible until the children participating in the program reach adulthood.
Risk and Protective Factors. The comprehensiveness of the program model and the wide age range of children participating in the evaluation require the measurement of numerous risk factors. Tables 2 and 3 list the individual and family level risk and protective factors.
Table 2. Individual Risk and Protective Factors
	Risk Factor
	Data Source
	Age of child

	Attachment/Supportive
parenting
	birth - 3 yrs.
	video tapes of caregiver-child
interaction

	
	5 yrs. +
	child interview

	Social skills/Peer
relations
	birth - 5 yrs.
	observation (Denver
Developmental)

	
	3 yrs. +
	caregiver Interview

	
	5 yrs. +
	teacher report

	Aggressive behavior
	3 yrs. +
	caregiver interview

	
	5 yrs. +
	teacher interview

	
	5 yrs. +
	school disciplinary records

	
	11+
	self report

	Cognitive abilities/academic
achievement
	birth - 5 yrs.
	Observation (Denver
Developmental)

	
	3 yrs. +
	caregiver interview

	
	5 yrs. +
	school records

	Emotional well-being
	3 yrs. + (somatic symptoms)
	caregiver interview

	
	5 yrs. + (self concept)
	child interview

	
	5 yrs. + (withdrawal)
	teacher interview

	
	7 yrs. + (depression)
	child interview

	
	11 yrs. + (locus of
control)
	child interview


Table 3. Family Risk and Protective Factors
	Risk/Protective Factor
	Data Source

	Social Support
	caregiver interview

	Family Stress
	caregiver interview

	Locus of control
	caregiver interview

	Recidivism of inmate parent
	Department of Corrections records



Control Variables. Additional data are being gathered on control variables. Through caregiver interviews, information is gathered on the relationship between the caregiver and the inmate and the child and the inmate. This includes information on the quality of the relationship, the frequency of contact, and the child's response to his/her parent's incarceration. Also being collected are socio-demographic variables (income, family size, employment status, education level), and the family history of incarceration for both parents, maternal and paternal grandparents and aunts and uncles.
Process Evaluation Data. In addition to the data available on both the service and control groups, the following have been collected on the service group only: service provider's perception of family needs over time; number, type and purpose of contact and case records.
Participant Satisfaction Data. In 1994, 60 caregivers completed the participant satisfaction questionnaire. At least 95% of the responses were positive for each question that asked about the way services were delivered.
Qualitative Data. Four focus groups were held with caregivers and two with adolescents to learn how program services could be improved. Comments from caregivers included: "After my ex-boyfriend went to prison, I was very depressed. The folks at Project SEEK built my confidence and now I am in college." "My children had a hard time when their daddy went away. SEEK helped them to focus more on their school work." "My daughter got in trouble with the law and left me with her kids (ages 3,4,5, and 10). SEEK helps me with their shots, food stamps and taking the kids to see their mom." Adolescents commented that attending the support group, "gets you off the streets", "makes you think about consequences", "gives you a chance to talk and get things off your mind; allows you to do better in school because you can concentrate". Additional evidence of program effectiveness is included in case studies (Attachment B) and newspaper article (Attachment C).
Objectives/Problems Checklists. The Objective/Problems Checklist is completed by staff on service group families only. The Checklist is designed to identify the problems families are experiencing, and to guide the project specialist in developing a service plan for the participants. Families and children are rated on the severity of problems at intake and every three months thereafter. By examining the difference between the highest score on an item and the most recent score, it is possible to assess the progress made. Preliminary analysis of the data indicates the following: (See Attachment A)
1. For the majority of families in the project, staff report concerns about finances, transportation, and household goods, parenting skills, and the caregiver's psychological well-being.
2. Within a relatively short time, concerns about basic needs and social support decrease dramatically.
3. Concerns about chemical dependency, parenting, and caregiver's psychological well-being, do not diminish substantially until a family has participated in the program for over two years.
Evaluation Results. Because of the complexity of the data set and limited resources with which to analyze data, only preliminary analyses have been completed at this time. The following trends have been identified in the data thus far:
1. Caregivers rate service group children significantly higher on cognitive skills than they do control group children 12 months after intake.
2. Service group children rate themselves significantly higher on academic self esteem than do control group children 12 months after intake.
3. The mean number of times service group children changed schools in the first 12 months after intake was significantly fewer than control group children.
4. Adolescents who have participated in Project SEEK score higher on internal locus of control than control group adolescents, i.e. they feel more in control of their lives and that their future depends on their own actions, rather than external forces.
5. Adolescents who have participated in Project Seek reported they were less likely to report delinquent behavior and substance use than the control group adolescents.
Table 5. Self-reported Delinquent Behavior & Substance Use
	Behaviors
	SEEK Kids
	Control Kids

	Been in a fight
	29%
	58%

	Started fires
	8%
	17%

	Mean to animals
	8%
	27%

	Damaged Property
	8%
	17%

	Smoked cigarettes
	4%
	36%

	Drank Beer
	8%
	20%

	Drank hard liquor
	8%
	18%

	Used marijuana/hash
	4%
	20%


6. Fewer inmates in service families have returned to prison than inmates of control families at 6, 12, 18 and 24 months after release (Table 4). This preliminary finding will be verified as more inmates return home from prison.
Table 6. Percentage of Inmates Returned to Prison Since Release
	Months Since Release
	Service Group
	Control Group

	6 months
	2% (n=48)
	13% (n=31)

	12 months
	14% (n=42)
	33% (n=27)

	24 months
	27% (n=30)
	58% (n=19)

	36 months
	62% (n=16)
	92% (n=13)


Replication Cost
At this time, no replication training has taken place. Training should include background in prevention programming, home-visiting, substance abuse, working with the Department of Corrections, working with infants, issues specific to incarceration of a family member and cultural competence. Additional topics could be included if requested. It is projected that training would take five full days. Consultation should be made available as needed for the first six months of the program. Projected costs for training are $400 per day plus travel. Consultation would be provided at $50 per hour. The annual cost of replicating Project SEEK, to serve 150 children living in 100 families is approximately $275,000.
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