Broader and Deeper: Documenting family mentorship outcomes in interdisciplinary personnel preparation

Session description:

Family involvement in personnel preparation is highly recommended to broaden students’ understanding of family diversity and deepen commitment to family-centered practices. The effectiveness of engaging families as mentors to interdisciplinary students will be demonstrated and discussed based on case story analyses, reflective journals, student and family feedback, and graduate surveys.

Abstract

Family-centeredness is a central principle of early intervention policy and practice. Preparing early intervention personnel who understand and incorporate this principle in practice can be supported by directly involving diverse families of children with disabilities, throughout course work and field experiences (Miller, Niemeyer, and Brotherson, 2003). Various family involvement methods (such as co-instruction, family interviews and family panel presentations) are recommended to help students recognize the diversity of family perspectives and the need for effective teamwork skills. Other instructional methods (such as case stories and field experience journals) can support students’ reflection about the challenges and benefits of family-centered practices in specific intervention activities, such as assessment, program planning and implementation. 

In this session, family mentorship will be described as a pre-service program strategy for increasing awareness and building the commitment of interdisciplinary students to family-centered practices. Families volunteer to serve as mentors for students in education, occupational therapy, physical therapy and social work during their first year in interdisciplinary early intervention studies. A family specialist recruits families across a wide range of characteristics (structure, culture, economic status and child's disability) and communicates with families and students throughout the year. Family-student communication occurs monthly and families include the student in four family activities during the year. Students maintain an activity log and reflective journal about these experiences.

Methods for evaluating the effectiveness of family mentors will be highlighted, including students’ written responses to case stories (pre-/post-), faculty reviews of student activity logs and journals, student focus groups, family phone interviews, and follow-up graduate surveys. These illustrations will be used to stimulate further discussion among participants about formative and summative methods that they find useful for evaluating the impact of family-centered training methods.

