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CHAPTER 7 

Listening to the Voices of 
Marginalized Families 

Kimberly Greder 
Mary Jane Brotherson 

Steven Garasky 

l\;'larginalized families with minimal ac;cessto power are, more often 
than not, left out of the political process. In addition, their 
community support system may or may not have provided the kind 

·of mentored ieadership that serves to support an informed citizenry. 

If poliCies and programs are developed with the intent of support
ing families, then:it is essential that all families are a part of the 
decision;..makingprocess. They need to know what the policy or 
"pragram will entail and how it will be carried out. It wifl serve 

·. society well to involve families as partners, as an equal voice, in the 
\ 

··· development of the policies and programs that directly influence 
···their lives. Too often, policies and programs are developed for, but 

not with~ famUies. And when the needs of families are not met 
: effectively, the result is frustration on the part of policymakers, 
'•·program administrators, front line workers, and the families 
. themselves. This chapter makes the case that: 

·•• Society is well served when "hard to reach" families are involved 
as .pa.rtners in the development of policies and experiences that 
directly influence their lives. 

• Key roles for leaders/facilitators include educating and · 
empowering individuals and families to become "voices for an 
issue." 

• Participation requires a seat at the table, reliable i.nformation 
based on sound research and ongoing support . 
. . 

. FamiJy poli<;ies that are .rewonsive to the voices of families must: 

.(a) establish the family as the focus of policy;.(b) support and 
respect famUy ~nowledge and decision-making; and (c) enhance 

Jhe capacitr of families. 

Listening to the Voices of Marginalized Families 95 



How can society develop policies that help marginalized families 
(e.g., the poor, minorities, non-English speaking immigrants, the 

uneducated, the homeless, the disabled, and those dealing with mental 
illness and substance abuse) not only survive, but thrive and work 
toward a higher quality of life? One recommendation is to involve fami
lies in the decision-making process of programs and policies that affect 
them. However, marginalized families have the least access to power, are 
frequently left out of the process of defining problems and developing 
solutions, and often are labeled "the hard to reach" (McLeroy, Bibeau, 
Steckler, & Glanz, 1988}. 

Involving marginalized families in the policy process is not easy, but it 
is essential. These individuals sometimes are difficult to reach because 
their personal problems are so severe that they have little time, energy, or 
resources for participating in larger community programs. The "hard to 
reach" are not politically organized and they are disconnected from com
munity political processes and power structures (McLeroy et al., 1988). 

Some would argue that a key role of family professionals is to advo
cate for families whose voices are traditionally not heard in policy mat
ters. However, it is proposed that a more effective role for professionals is 
to educate and empower all citizens--especially families who are mar
ginalized-to speak for themselves. Specific strategies and identification 
of responsibilities are needed. 

Are families viewed as being able to make valuable contributions to 
the discussion? Or is their participation in the discussion simply tolerat
ed? A 3-pronged approach to responsibility will allow for the involve
ment of families as valued members in the policy arena. The responsibili
ties include: 

1. Family Responsibility-Families themselves getting involved in policy. 

2. Professional Responsibility-Professionals committing time and energy 
to become involved with families and paving the way for their voices 
to be heard. 

3. Partnership Responsibility-Professionals and families working together 
to build trusting partnerships that lead to incorporating family voices 
in policymaking. 

Professionals are accountable for the above mentioned responsibilities. 
Accountability refers to taking responsibility and holding oneself and 
others responsible for carrying out the actions. In the now familiar ques
tion "If not me, who?" professionals are asked to take a leadership role in 
holding professions accountable for "hearing" the voices of families. 
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Strategies for Involving Marginalized Families 

Marginalized families are families who face special challenges and 
whose voices are typically not heard in the policyrnaking process. They 
are families who have a child with a disability, families who are immi
grants to the U.S. and those who do not speak English as their first lan
guage, and families who experience poverty. 

Four strategies are proposed to involve marginalized families in 
shaping policy. Every strategy will not be appropriate for every family, 
and families may be receptive to engaging in specific strategies at differ
ent points in time. A goal of this chapter is that readers will learn the 
strengths and weaknesses of each strategy and why some strategies may 
work for some families and not for others. Five families agreed to share 
their perspectives on the strategies. Two of the families are immigrants 
from Mexico (Hector and Maria) and three of the families experienced 
poverty Gackie, Donna, and Angie) as well as other special challenges, 
including an adult and a child who both have a disability (Donna). For a 
brief bio of each family, see Appendix A. 

In order to support family involvement in policy, it is important to 
recognize and support the variety of interests, time, and levels of energy 
of each family member. Strategies of involvement are on a continuum 
from indirect to direct, with recognition that every family chooses when 
and what they have to offer. Therefore, choice and self-determination for 
families is key to involving families in policy. In addition,,it is acknowl
edged that families may not be aware of the range of possibilities for 
involvement, and it may be helpful to share multiple options for fami
lies to consider, as well as to be open to additional ideas families may 
have for .involvement. 

Four strategies for family involvement in shaping policy include: 
(a) support groups, (b) parents as teachers and trainers, (c) account
ability councils, and (d) partners in policymaking. 

Support Groups 

Beyond Welfare 

Families who experience special challenges may find it helpful to con
nect with others who face similar challenges; this allows them to share 
experiences, solve problems, and identify coping strategies. One exam
ple of a support group-based program is Beyond Welfare, which includes 
a support group, involvement of community members as family part
ners, and the nurturance of advocacy skills. 
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Beyond Welfare seeks to empower families by building relationships 
across class and race lines (Miller, 1998). A central tenet of the program is 
that families in poverty need not only sufficient income, but also impor
tant relationships and meaning in their lives in order to become self-suffi
cient. To help develop those relationships, family partners are identified 
and matched with families. Typically, family partners do not experience 
poverty themselves, but are interested in developing relationships with 
people in poverty to help them become self-sufficient. Family partners 
listen to families, connect families to community resources, provide spe
cific resources such as transportation, childcare, help with learning to 
drive or how to budget, and they solve problems together. 

Family partnerships are based on common interests, but they focus on 
the safety, stability, self-sufficiency, and well-being of the participant fam
ily. The relationships that are fostered in this activity provide the begin
ning of an effective social support network-something many Beyond 
Welfare participants have never had. This aspect of the program helps to 
reduce isolation, erode stigma, and replace feelings of victimization while 
simultaneously helping participants learn new ways of coping with daily 
problems and setbacks. At the same time, family partners learn firsthand 
the strengths and challenges of people on welfare and the working poor. 
Beyond Welfare seeks to instill a sense of advocacy in families and their 
partners, and to build a constituency for systemic change (Miller, 1998). 

Families and partners meet weekly for a meal, peer support, and 
advocacy activity. Meals and childcare are provided at no cost. This 
weekly meeting serves as a catalyst for community building. Through 
trusting relationships with one another, a circle of support is created to 
help participants identify issues they are facing and strategies for over
coming challenges. A typical agenda includes an update on what is new 
and positive with each person for the week, small-group work to focus 
on solving problems and pursuing goals, announcements of new commu
nity resources, and networking. Beyond Welfare includes a job coach, fami
ly therapist, and two program directors who attend each meeting to help 
individuals with next steps. The program is governed by a local Board of 
Directors comprised of a majority of members who have been or who 
currently are marginalized by poverty. 

The program builds a constituency around the notions of caring for 
families, changing attitudes, practicing human service, and developing 
policies. Specific ways Beyond Welfare has helped families and partners 
advocate for family needs include: 

1. Developing a statewide coalition of welfare recipients and working 
poor to advocate for childcare 
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2. Building a partnership with the Department of Human Services 
administrators and state legislators 

3. Creating a vision for a new welfare system and sharing that vision 
with local, state, and federal officials 

Church-based and other support groups 

Support groups represent an indirect way to involve families in shaping 
policy; they were appealing to the families who were interviewed for 
this book. The largest and most common support group that Hispanic 
families were involved in was the one that formed among families who 
attended the Catholic church in the community. Hispanic families felt 
comfortable going to the church and indicated that faith was the same 
here as it was in Mexico. The church served as a major voice for 
Hispanic families in the community. 

Hispanic families often cited support from other Hispanic families in 
their communities. When parents had a concern in their neighborhood 
(e.g., vandalism, school policies) they would gather to discuss the prob
lem and then decide how to address it. 

Yeah, they come in, some of the neighbors give advice to other neighbors 
because they are working the night shift and they don't know (about the vandal
ism). J mean they knock on doors and they call the police and they get together 
to make a complaint to the police. (Maria) 

Hispanic families new to the community sought the advice of other 
Hispanic families who had lived in the community for a longer period 
of time to find out the best way to address their concerns. 

Ask the person who has lived here longer. They know more about the com
munity and ask them how they do it (address problems in the community). 
{Hector) 

When asked about participating in a support group similar to Beyond 
Welfare, the Hispanic families interviewed felt it could be beneficial if the 
group was primarily Hispanic and if there were interpreters. They 
believed that it would be difficult to participate in a group if English 
was the spoken language. 

The three families interviewed who were experiencing poverty were 
receptive to participating in a support group similar to Beyond Welfare. 
Two families already had participated in a similar type of support group 
and found it beneficial. They thought it sounded like an effective way to 
get support and to help others. 
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That is similar to what I am doing right now in my rehabilitation program 
... its people with similar problems and circumstances ... I know they work. 
Just seeing someone that used to be on welfare and is doing good, that gives a lit
tle inspiration and hope that it's a goal that can be achieved . .. to talk to some
one and knowing that I'm not going through these sort of problems alone and 
there are others and learn how they deal and cope with it ... I see that support 
group and I see it being something good and positive. (Jackie) 

It always helps to have an outside opinion on your problem and how you 
present it and what is going on rather that just your opinion and how you feel 
about it-that is what support groups are for. (Donna) 

To enable their participation in a support group, families experiencing 
poverty shared that childcare and meals would be helpful. 

It always helps to have childcare ... it (support group) sounds like something 
that is also a stress reliever and could be a little enjoyable ... Having a meal ... 
being able to get away from the direct problem and be able to talk about it and 
hear about how other people have accomplished it. To sit down and gather togeth
er and be able to eat together-it sounds like a very good support group. (Jackie) 

Some families stated that due to the many commitments they already 
had, there was a limited amount of time available for participating in a 
support group. They wanted to share their experiences, learn from others, 
and support each other; however, some did not believe they were ready 
to be actively involved in advocacy or influencing policy. 

Maybe in the future I could see myself doing that (speaking with elected offi
cials and others who enact policy). You know, its kind of unique because people 
who are on welfare and get involved in programs like this to where they are able 
to talk to legislators and share their experiences. Its kind of like their way to give 
back to the community what the community has given to them ... being able to 
go and be a representative, to speak out to help make a difference ... being an 
example and showing other people it works and that you can get out of that 
slump. You don't have to stay in that slump and it shows them the ways they 
can go about it with the support groups. (Jackie) 

Families shared that support groups may not be for everybody. 

Some people may be so ashamed of their situations that they do not want to 
make them public. They would need a lot of encouragement to participate. 
(Angie) 

One parent shared that she actively advocated for her needs, as well as 
those of others, in addition to participating in the support group. 

You need to have a personal connection to an issue and it needs to be some
thing you are passionate about to make the extra effort to advocate for it. I've 
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gone to speak at a state disabilities board and other groups about my disability 
and the about the House of Mercy. They (House of Mercy) have several speaking 
engagements lined up for me. (Donna) 

Parents as Teachers and Trainers 

There are multiple ways that families can be involved in providing train
ing to professionals (McBride, Sharp, Haines, & Whitehead, 1995). For 
example, parents facing special challenges such as divorce, drug addic
tion, parenting a child with a disability, teenage parenting) have served 
on parent panels. Partnering with Parents: Walking the Journey Together is a 
comprehensive training program for parenting educators in Iowa. Parents 
share their daily experiences of coping with their special challenges, 
focusing on what they wanted and needed from service providers to sup
port their families. Program facilitators meet with parents before the 
panel session to share information about who (type of service providers) 
participates, the format, and sample questions. During the parent panel, 
parenting educators ask parents questions that will help them better 
understand their situations, and how program policies support or hinder 
family functioning. The primary goals of the parent panel are to 
(a) increase awareness of the values, needs, and priorities of families fac
ing specific special challenges; (b) identify family strengths; (c) identify 
family coping strategies; and (d) identify ways service providers can best 
support families (Greder et al., 2002). 

Parenting educators have stated that the parent panels are unique and 
beneficial. The panels provide practitioners opportunities to ask questions 
that they may not feel comfortable asking directly. Parenting educators 
also have reported that hearing from parents directly, and then debriefing 
as a group, helped them to better identify family strengths, understand 
the importance of applying family-centered principles to their work with 
families; more fully understand the complexity of family life, and ques
tion some of their program policies and procedures (Greder, 2004) 

The disability field is providing leadership for moving from child-cen
tered practice to family-centered practice by actively involving parents 
who have children with disabilities as co-instructors in college and uni
versity courses. Including family members as co-instructors is beneficial 
because parents are the main recipients of services and are directly affect
ed by service providers who work with them and their children. This 
strategy is effective for several reasons: (a) it helps faculty become more 
knowledgeable and skilled in family-centered practice; (b) it helps parents 
reframe their situations, identify their family strengths, develop new 
knowledge and skills, and become self-empowered; and (c) it enhances 
student learning. 
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The responsibilities undertaken by these parents in the classroom 
range from serving as guest speakers to assisting with planning and 
instruction of some of the content. The parents are engaged throughout 
the entire course and they assist with evaluating student learning. For 
co-instruction to be successful, it is critical to identify parents who can 
dedicate the time, are sensitive to student needs, have effective communi
cation skills, and are aware of their influence on learning. Many parents 
who have served as co-instructors have become advocates for other 
families in similar situations, participated in advisory and task force com
mittees at the local, state, and federal levels, and served as speakers at 
conferences for professionals and parents in the early intervention field 
(McBride et al., 1995). 

The parents believed that they could make a contribution and that 
they could help improve services and policies for families by sharing per-

. sonal experiences and knowledge with family professionals. They felt 
that family professionals in general had some false information about 
these marginalized families, which affected how they interacted with 
families. 

Yes. It is good they (agency staff) know because sometimes they only think we 
are the way it is in the TV .. . Sometimes we don't have everything in Mexico 
that we have here, but we have similar things ... it would be really interesting 
to share that. (Maria) 

I think it does provide some firsthand training and experience to these agen
cies. You know, you can only learn so much in a book. After that ... every indi
vidual is different ... I think that (training) should happen ... because these 
parents are giving these students some insight, you know, what it is really like 
... Gackie) 

That sounds very interesting to me because I am not afraid to say it like it is. 
(Donna) 

Barriers to participation included time (having time to participate, as 
well as scheduling training when they were not working), childcare, and 
a concern by immigrants who do not speak English well that family pro
fessionals might not be receptive to listening to their perspectives. 

Sharing our experiences and perspectives could be helpful . .. it's like moving 
to another world (moving to the U.S.) and we are doing a different thing . .. 
They gonna say we didn't tell you to come here, you came because you wanted to 
and you want to change it . .. Sometimes we don't get involved because we 
think they (agency staff) are going to make fun of us or how we live in Mexico. 
They think nobody wants to go there and there is no good there. But, there is 
good in Mexico and it is a good idea to share that (with agency staff). (Hector) 
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Families experiencing poverty stated that it would be helpful to 
receive monetary compensation for their involvement. They regarded 
this possibility as an employment opportunity in which they could give 
back to the community and help improve services for families. 

Accountability Councils 

Winton (2000) envisioned a day when there will be accountability coun
cils in all early childhood education programs. Accountability councils 
would include parents and program staff engaging in self-study on how 
to improve the program and services to families. Parents would be seen 
as partners-and thus equals-to staff. Information and expertise would 
be shared through a two-way process. Parents would be financially com
pensated for the time, knowledge, and skills they shared while serving 
on the councils. 

A type of accountability council that exists now is the Head Start pol
icy council. Parents of children who participate in Head Start are elected 
by their parent peers to serve on the council. They meet on a regular 
schedule to review local Head Start policies and develop plans for best 
meeting the needs of children and families who participate in the pro
gram. 

These councils place accountability at the grass-roots, and promote 
the use of local wisdom of parents and staff in shaping policies 
(Turnbull & Turnbull, 2000). Typically, families know their children and 
family situations best, and therefore will be key to improving services. 
By including families in active and important decision-making roles 
about program policies and practices, meaningful strategies for involv
ing families will be developed (Winton & Crais, 1996). 

Parents were interviewed regarding their interest and willingness to 
serve on accountability councils. Although all of them thought the con
cept was good, three of the six families believed they did not have the 
time or childcare situation that would allow them to serve on a council. 

We don't have the time. When coming back from the job, I picked up my 
kids from school, and then went home for supper and then homework. The 
whole evening has passed and there is not time for anything else. And, where do 
you leave the children? (Hector) 

I would not make any more commitments in my life because I am running 
to get things done and I know if I get overwhelmed something is going to give 
... but I think it is a good idea ... in the future it's possible. (Donna) 

For these families, non-work time was consumed by many other 
activities. Parents spend time with their children, helping with home-
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work, participating in addiction recovery programs, family therapy ses
sions, and other activities. Some parents meet with their parole officer, 
attended community college, manage homework, and meet with human 
service agency staff. One family shared that language and culture could 
be a barrier to participation. 

In school committees, the attention is for the Anglos. The Hispanics won't 
come. It would probably be better if there was a separate committee for Hispanic 
families. The meeting would need to be held when Hispanics weren't working. 
An interpreter would be needed. (Maria) 

Another parent shared that she felt she would have the time avail
able to serve on an accountability council. This parent believed that her 
work schedule was flexible enough and she had friends who could care 
for her children so she could make the time commitment. 

Partners in Policymaking 

In 1987, the Minnesota Governor's Council on Developmental 
Disabilities created Partners in Policymaking, a competency based leader
ship program for adults with developmental disabilities and parents of 
young children with disabilities. The program was designed to help 
adults and parents learn about the policymaking process, as well as 
develop knowledge and skills in influencing and communicating so 
they might become advocates at the local, state, and national levels. To 
date, 46 states have implemented such programs and more than 8,600 
adults and parents serve on policymaking committees, commissions, 
and boards. 

Participation in Partners in Policymaking involves a substantial com
mitment from individuals. They need to be willing to commit time 
(often part of a weekday and 1 day on the weekend) over the course of 
1 year. Individuals apply to the program and identify a specific issue or 
concern that they have an interest in. Funds provided through the 
Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill of Rights Act help to pay 
for the costs of registration, meals, lodging, mileage, and childcare or 
respite care. 

Through Partners in Policymaking, participants: 

• Identify strategies to achieve inclusion and quality education 

• Understand the service coordination system and services available 

• Understand the principles of choice and control of resources in 
futures planning and the importance of proper positioning tech
niques for people with disabilities 
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• Understand that a flexible, responsive system of supports for families 
is the cornerstone for a true system of community supports for 
families 

• Understand how a bill becomes a law at the state and federal levels 

• Demonstrate successful techniques for advocating for services to 
meet the needs of unserved and underserved individuals 

• Draft and deliver testimony for legislative hearings 

• Learn how to meet a public official and discuss issues 

• Identify strategies for beginning and sustaining grassroots level 
organizing 

• Demonstrate proper procedures for conducting a meeting, and an 
understanding of parliamentary procedure and serving on boards 

Partners in Policymaking has much to offer parents in terms of knowl
edge, skill-building, networking, and confidence building. However, 
given the large commitment of time away from home, travel, and energy 
that is needed to participate, it is not a fit for all parents. 

When we need something for our family or community, it is good to be 
involved, but, time is the issue. Perhaps if the training was for a shorter period 
of time and more frequent ... we can get together a few families to have a day
care and in that case we can probably meet more often ... parents could rotate 
participating. (Hector). 

In the future, I could see myself participating in something like that ... 
I can't see myself doing much of anything while I am in school except for some
thing in (drug and alcohol) recovery. Gackie) 

It would interest me, but not at this time. I have my hands full, but things 
like that do interest me because if you want to get something done you know, 
you can't just talk about it to each other, you need to do something about it . .. 
I know that change is not going to happen by itself . .. Maybe in a year when I 
am a little more stable-I've been here (moved to subsidized housing from 
homeless shelter) for two weeks. (Donna) 

Professional Responsibilities: 
Commitments To Involving Families 

The following three strategies will help create environments in which 
the perspectives of families are heard: 

• Incorporating the perspectives of families and including those per
spectives in the training of new professionals 
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• Developing cultural competence within the context of self-reflection 
and understanding poverty as a cultural difference 

• Including families in policy research and disseminating that research 
in meaningful ways 

Giving ''Voice" to Families 

Who speaks for the families who do not have access to the corridors of 
policymaking and decision-making? Professionals have a responsibility 
to seek out the silenced voices of families who are affected by the poli
cies and to make a commitment to include those family perspectives. 
Indeed, the inclusion of voice is a criterion by which to judge the quality 
of professional work (Lincoln, 1995). Lincoln wrote about the bound
aries and criteria for including families in interpretive research, but 
many of her concepts are equally true for involving families in the poli
cyprocess. 

Reciprocity. Reciprocity is marked by a shared sense of trust and car
ing. As relationships are built with families, there is a responsibility to 
see that all parties benefit (Lincoln, 1995). Families need to be asked 
their preferences regarding information they want shared and whether 
they choose to have their names used. In a reciprocal relationship no one 
is left to feel violated or taken advantage of in the process. However, 
trust may be difficult to build when working with families for short 
periods of time. Maintaining anonymity may be difficult under some 
circumstances. These ethical issues must be examined when building 
reciprocity with families (Lincoln, 1995). 

Sharing of Privilege. The sharing of privilege is also an important con
sideration in giving voice to families (Lincoln, 1995). Professionals 
accrue advantages as the successful producers of presentations, pub
lished manuscripts or other knowledgeable works that bring respect and 
prestige. What benefits do professionals share with families whose lives, 
situations and perspectives are portrayed? First, professionals need to 
recognize that it is a privilege to have access to families' experiences and 
perspectives. Second, professionals must be willing to pay families for 
their time and effort. For some families, compensation may include 
funds for childcare, transportation, or meals; for others, it may be that 
professionals provide opportunities for parents to be co-presenters at 
legislative briefings or state and national conferences, with expenses 
paid. 

Personnel Preparation. One of the most important strategies to ensure 
that families continue to have a voice is to teach new professionals how 
this is done (McBride et al., 1995). It is important for students to hear the 
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voices of parents. This can be accomplished by including parents as 
instructors, asking family members to share personal stories with stu
dents, having family members present mini-units with professors or 
involving family members in the design and teaching of courses. Family 
members are uniquely qualified to provide insights, perspectives, and 
experiences that may not be otherwise available to students (Winton & 
DiVenere, 1995). Family members can illustrate what a policy means to 
the life of their family on a day-to-day basis. 

In 2002, two Iowa State University undergraduate students shared 
what it meant to them to have parents included in their child develop
ment class. The class focused on the needs of at-risk children within the 
context of families who are at risk. 

Through the stories parents shared about their lives, I have learned a great 
deal more than by reading a book. It put a face and emotions on the 'families" 
we are always talking about in our class activities. It has helped me see what 
kind of lives parents may be living when all I otherwise would have thought 
about was the child. Getting to actually hear from parents helps me to better 
understand the purpose of being family-centered and how important it is. 
(Student A) 

I have been so impacted by the personal stories of the families that I will 
never look at working with a child in the same way. I no longer have such a 
narrow perspective that focuses only on the child. That child is now a part of 
something larger, involving the whole family and the needs of so many other 
people. I hope that I will continue to grow in my understanding of the concept 
of supporting the whole family. (Student B) 

One~parent of a child with disabilities shared the following thoughts 
regarding her experience co-teaching the same course: 

It is empowering. Gets me time to think about what should be happening in 
our community and in our own situation. I learn what is being recommended 
so I could try and do this for my family. It (co-teaching) was a good thing 
because it gave me time to sit back and think about where we were before, where 
we are now and how Jar we have come ... The best part was the fact they want
ed to know my viewpoint ... they wanted me seriously involved. That was a good 
feeling. I felt like what a parent has to say does matter. That doesn't happen in 
very many situations. 

Involving students in family practica experiences can be another 
powerful way of teaching new professionals. In family practica or "fami
ly mentor" experiences, students are typically paired with a family for a 
home visit (McBride & Brotherson, 1997); Win.ton & DiVenere, 1995). In 
the student/family match, students spend time with a family in a vari
ety of structured activities (e.g. doctor visits, using food stamps at the 
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grocery store, conferences with the school, problem-solving with land
lords). Each student/family pair develops a plan regarding what they 
will do together and the family serves as a co-supervisor with the facul
ty member. 

This process requires a relationship of trust and honesty; it also 
requires a commitment of time (Winton & DiVenere, 1995). Creating 
time and opportunities for debriefing with family members is essential. 
If professionals are committed to teaching with families, then new pro
fessionals will be entering the field with the skills necessary for includ
ing family voices. 

Cultural Competence 

Being culturally competent is critical to making space for families' voic
es in policy. To be culturally competent, professionals need to be able to 
"stand in the shoes" of those families with whom they are working. 
Knowledge of different cultures, understanding of the processes of 
acculturation, and acknowledgment of different values in families are 
required. One of the challenges in the policy process is learning to think 
in a pluralistic fashion rather than a polarized fashion about family 
needs (Barrera & Kramer, 1997). Professionals must strive toward cultur
al competence not only for themselves, but also for their staff. (See 
Appendix B.) 

Self Reflection. Turnbull and Turnbull (2001) stated that to become cul
turally competent an individual must first enhance self-awareness of 
personal values and beliefs. Often, a significant portion of a person's 
beliefs regarding culture an<;i cultural diversity is based on personal 
experiences and emotionally laden values rather than carefully thought 
out arguments based on research. This may be true in particular when 
individuals are developing policy that affects families experiencing mul
tiple risks and challenges. Self-reflection is a key component on the jour
ney to cultural awareness and competence (Lynch & Hanson, 1998). 

Understanding poverty as cultural difference. Key to effective policy 
development is an understanding of poverty and the cultural context it 
provides for families (as in the "walking in their shoes" test). Many fam
ilies in poverty face multiple associated challenges such as feelings of 
helplessness, increased exposure to violence, homelessness, lack of ade
quate healthcare, hunger, exposure to substance abuse, unemployment, 
arid single parenting. Early on, the poor learn that they are deprived and 
powerless. They see it (television, magazines, movies) and they hear it 
from their peers and parents. The contrast between the world of comfort 
and their own world is always in the forefront of their minds 
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(Chamberlin, 1999). Payne (2001) discussed the "hidden rules" among 
classes (i.e., poverty, middle class, and wealth). The "hidden rules" (see 
Appendix C) are the unspoken cues and habits of a group; they must be 
understood by professionals who work with families who experience 
poverty. 

Including Families in Policy Research and Dissemination 

Winton and DiVenere (1995) described three categories of support for 
involving families: (a) emotional support, (b) instrumental support, and 
(c) informational support. One parent of a child with a disability who had 
been given a policy role on her state's Interagency Coordinating Council 
said, "It is not enough to just give us a seat at the table. You've got to 
understand that we need information and support to fully participate" 
(Winton & DiVenere, 1995, p. 307). Parents are willing to assume these 
roles, if they are given support. A parent of a child with a disability stated 

One of the first speakers I ever heard talked about how hard it really is to do 
the research-to get people to take it seriously and to follow through on what 
they are suppose to do. How hard to get money for it. My husband and I both 
said if people gave us the opportunity we would help with research. 

Participatory Policy Research and Analysis. Participatory research is one 
methodology that can address the gap between policy researchers and the 
intended beneficiaries of research (Turnbull, Friesen, & Ramirez, 1998). 
Turnbull et al. described participatory action research, or PAR, as "a 
process whereby the researchers and stakeholders (those who potentially 
benefit from research results) collaborated in the design and conduct of all 
phases (e.g., speci~ication of questions, design, data collection, data analy
sis, dissemination, utilization) of the research process." (p. 178). According 
to them, the advantages include: 

• Increased relevance of research to the concerns of family members 

• Increased rigor of research 

• Increased benefit to researchers in minimizing logistical problems 

• Increased utilization of research by families 

• Enhanced empowerment of researcher, families, and other 
stakeholders 

Ramirez, a grassroots family advocate, described her sense of empower
ment as a result of involvement in participatory research: 

In dealing with competent and caring researcher~, I have confirmed as a par
ent and family advocate that I have much to offer. As I am increa~ingly involved 
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in PAR research, I realize that my experience as a parent of a child with a disabil
ity is invaluable, because it is this experience that translates into information that 
others, parents and professionals alike, can utilize to foster the inherent strengths 
of families. (Turnbull et al., 1998, p. 180). 

Other parents have found the PAR process empowering. In a study of 
33low-income women Travers (1997) found that over a period of 16 
months, women involved in a process of participatory research and com
munity organization were able to answer the questions: What are the 
issues my family faces? How do we develop a plan to solve the issues? 
What knowledge do we need? What skills do we need? What resources 
from other people do we need? These women participated in a series of 
27 weekly group interviews at a local parent center that explored their 
experiences of feeding tqeir families on a low-income budget. Through 
listening to others talk about similar experiences, the women learned cop
ing strategies and ways to improve their situations. 

The women visited two urban and two suburban supermarkets to col
lect information regarding the pricing of items they typically purchased. 
They found that the prices in the urban stores were consistently 5% high
er than the prices in the suburban stores. The women wrote letters to the 
stores addressing their concerns about the inequities in price, quality, and 
services in the stores. Through this process the women not only devel
oped personal skills such as the use of 'unit pricing, but they actively par
ticipated in identifying a concrete source of their problems. The stores, in 
response to the ~omen's concerns, decreased price inequities between 
locations, and, in one store, created a bulk-food section. Some of the 
women also became involved in developing a cooperative grocery enter
prise that operated out of the parent center. Thus, through the process of 
participatory research, the women became personally empowered, and 
took collective action on issues that influenced them directly. 

Although there are many advantages to participatory research, there 
are challenges as well. Turnbull et al. (1998) identified five challenges that 
must be addressed: 

• Increased time for planning and conducting research 

• Researchers feeling criticized by parents 

• · Increased funding required to cover PAR costs 

• Lack of family homogeneity 

• Increased need to change institutional rules 

Practical dissemination. Turnbull and Turnbull (2000) asked "What will it 
take for researchers ... to be accountable for ensuring that their publicly 
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funded research actually benefits the intended beneficiaries?" The con
cern is that the family policy community of researchers does not place 
adequate value on dissemination and utilization of family policy 
research. How do professionals ensure that the results of the work get 
into the hands of family members and family advocates? What incen
tives are in place for researchers to include families in the research 
process and to be accountable to children, families, and taxpayers? At a 
minimum, policy researchers should strive to: 

• Publish information learned in formats that are easily accessible and 
read by family members and practitioners; and 

• Identify user-friendly formats to share findings with the public and 
decision-makers (e.g., one-page publications; fact sheets; short sum
maries included in newsletters). 

See Appendix D for a checklist oil including family voices. 

Partnership Responsibility: Building Partnerships 

Foundations of Partnerships 

Partnerships between family members and professionals are at the foun
dation of families having a meaningful voice in the policy process. There 
are a number of basic components to partnerships (Dunst & Paget, 
1991): (a) mutual respect and trust, (b) honest and trustworthy commu
nication, (c) mutually agreed upon goals and commitment, and 
(d) shared decision-making. In.addition to these basic components, pro
fessionals must have a sound foundation in family-centered principles 
and recognition of logistical barriers to partnerships. 

Family-centered Principles. Dunst et al. (1991) described family-cen
tered principles as using family needs and desires to guide all aspects of 
service delivery and to aim to strengthen family capacity. In order to 
develop family policies that are responsive to the voices of families, pro
fessionals understand and internalize basic attitudes or principles that 
define family-centered policy 

There are a number of ways to describe or configure family-centered 
principles (McBride, Brotherson, Joanning, Whiddon, & Demmitt, 1993) 
including the following: 

• Establishing families as the focus of policy. Recognizing the impact of 
policy and policy decisions on the entire family and recognizing that 
families are an interactive and interconnected system in which each 
part affects the whole. 
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• Supporting and respecting family knowledge and decision-making. 
Recognizing that a family knows the most about how policy is affect
ing them and their lives. Family members are equal partners on the 
policy team and they need to be empowered to inform and make 
decisions on policy and develop a sense of control. 

• Developing policy designed to strengthen family functions. Recognizing 
the diversity of families and family strengths and seeking to develop 
policy that enhances the family's capabilities and capacity. 
Recognizing the need to assist families in building and mobilizing 
their resources and competencies to meet the changing challenges. 

There are entrenched system and attitudinal barriers that can thwart 
efforts to develop family-centered family policy. Including families as 
members of the partnership team for developing and evaluating family 
policy requires a willingness to embrace these principles and collabora
tive work with families in new and exciting ways. 

Logistics of Partnerships. In addition to attitudinal barriers, there are a 
number of logistical barriers to be addressed if the voices of families are 
to be included in the policy process. Professionals need to think creative
ly and find ways to address the following barriers. 

• Increased time. It takes time to arrange for family participation, to 
share information, and to communicate expectations. As one parent 
stated, 'This time issue-more than anything I think where am I going to 
focus my energy? Where does it need to be right now?" 

• Childcare and transportation. When the parent who is quoted above 
discussed her desire to attend a profe~sional conference to be held 
locally, she stated, "They scheduled the conference from 9 to 5 on a 
Tuesday. I'd really like to go, but I don't have a sitter to be with my kids for 
that amount of time. Maybe they could try having childcare on site with 
volunteers. Do they really want parents involved if they make it all day dur
ing the day without childcare?" 

• Increased funding for parents. Where will the money come from to sup
port family or parent participation in the policy process? Currently 
the money is not included in most budgets. Again, it is time to think 
creatively and begin to put "voices money" into budgets. 

Conclusion 

The level of involvement by citizens in the policymaking process has 
evolved over time. In pioneer times, decisions (policymaking) that 
affected the community as a whole were made in town meetings where 
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everyone attended, participated, and shared their thoughts. Assistance 
and support for neighbors in need were coordinated locally. 
Industrialization brought with it an era of change that included imper
sonalization in many facets of everyday life. Citizens increasingly had 
representatives who were entrusted with making decisions and protect
ing their interests. As urban areas grew, local groups no longer had the 
means to provide and coordinate support programs. These tasks were 
transferred to governmental bodies. 

As the provision of assistance became more centralized, the feedback 
process changed, too. Aggregate measures of impact are used to assess 
and analyze programs and policies rather than getting feedback directly 
from the individuals served. In short, in the span of 150 years, the provi
sion of assistance and support for families in need moved from individ
uals helping each other to "a system" in which families applied for help 
that was provided by strangers. 

The 1960s ushered in an era of change. "Power to the people" move
ments sprung up from frustration with impersonal assistance systems. 
Movement leaders sought change at a variety of levels with a central 
theme of wanting to return political power and decision-making back to 
the local level. Results were mixed. New programs were established, 
while others were changed. In general, however, additional citizen 
involvement in the political process was limited. These movements lost 
steam in the 1970s and 1980s as programs were further centralized to 
achieve efficiency. The dawn of the computer age saw policymakers and 
analysts relying more and more on computer simulations to predict the 
impact of policy proposals. Local level input from individuals directly 
affected by policies and programs again took a backseat as these simula
tion models relied on information provided through large, national, all
purpose surveys sponsored in part by the federal government. 

The process of obtaining input for policy development and decision
making took a sharp tum in the 1990s as then President Clinton began 
to rely more and more heavily on his favorite communication forum, the 
town meeting. Through these dialogues, policy ideas were introduced 
for citizen review and feedback was sought for future consideration. At 
this time, policy analysts also began to recognize the value of obtaining 
input from program participants and families outside of the mainstream. 
Opinions of citizens were sought on a variety of subjects and policy 
issues. Policy historians.began to question how failed policies such as 
the urban renewal movement of the 1960s might have been avoided had 
affected families been given the chance to speak. 
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All families regardless of situation and background can make valu
able contributions to the policymaking process. Giving families in need 
a voice in decisions regarding which supports are made available to 
them and how they are provided is essential to improving existing sys
tems. As public decision-makers continue to wrestle with providing 
more families assistance with fewer resources, it is vital that they seek 
the wisdom that can only come from those individuals who live in need 
on a daily basis. 

Giving families a meaningful voice in the policy process requires a 
partnership between family members and professionals. Partnerships by 
definition require give and take by both parties. This chapter empha
sizes how professionals can empower families to give input that can be 
used in informing the policy process. It is imperative that professionals 
give something back to the engaged families, something they use to 
meet their needs. Interviewees were emphatic that involvement takes 
time. Professionals must be willing to help families overcome barriers to 
involvement and compensate participants for their efforts whether this 
is through financial remuneration, or by providing child care, trans
portation or meals when meeting with them. 

The demographic composition of the U.S. is changing. The mean age 
of U.S. residents continues to increase; minority populations are grow
ing at rates much faster than that of Whites; non-traditional households 
continue to replace the traditional family unit. The populations with 
whom professionals work are changing as well. As a result, policies, 
programs, and practices put into place long ago under conditions that 
have changed have become obsolete and must be revisited. Now, in a 
time of limited resources that is likely to continue for some time, it is 
wise to hear from everyone, including those who have been less likely to 
participate in the past. 
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APPENDIX A 
Biosketches of Families Interviewed 

Jackie (single mother living in poverty) • 
Jackie is a 36-year-old Caucasian single female parent who rec~-g-;~Ciua"ted· 
from a rehabilitation program (for alcohol and drug addic'tion) at a homeless 
shelter and has moved into subsidized housing with her two young children 
(ages 2 and 3). Soon, her 16-year-old daughter, who has been at a drug treat
ment center for the past year, will move in with her. She also has two children 
(ages 9 and 14) who live with her ex-husband a few miles away. Her 18-year
old daughter lives in another state and has a young child. She is working on a 
degree at the local community college. 

She feels very good about the rehabilitation program she went through 
and believes she is on the right track now. Fortunately, she receives childcare 
assistance for another 6 months to help pay for care of her youngest children 
as she goes to school and studies. Her family participates in the Food Stamp 
Program, the Family Investment Program (PIP, Iowa's version of AFDC), sub
sidized housing, and Child in Need of Assistance Program (CHINA). Jackie 
participates in two support groups weekly (one for alcohol recovery and one 
for drug recovery). A home visitor meets with her and her young children 
weekly to work on the children's speech development. A family therapist will 
meet with her and her teenage daughter on a weekly basis in the future to 
help the family transition to the teen moving home. Values that Jackie said are 
important to her and her family are the common bond they share and respect 
for each other. She does not want her children to have to go through what she 
went through, and hopes that they will finish school, go to college, and have 
a career. 

Donna (single mother living in poverty) 
Donna, in her 40s, is Caucasian and is a single parent. She has a son, Chek, 
who is 9 years old and has ADHD (Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder). 
Donna has a cognitive disability that is the result of a head injury she suffered 
about 10 years ago. She has difficulty processing too much information at 
once, and is only able to focus on one task at a time. She. and her son partici
pate in Social Security Supplemental Income (SSI), Family Investment 
Program, subsidized housing, the Food Stamp Program, Medicaid, and Title 
19. She and her son recently moved to an apartment. Donna spends much of 
her time focusing on recovering from methadone and alcohol addiction by 
participating in support groups, studying for her massage therapist license, 
playing with her son, participating in meetings at her son's school, and partic
ipating in family therapy sessions with her son. Donna says that it is impor
tant for her to spend time with her son and for them to enjoy their time 
together. She hopes that he develops good manners,·has a sense of compas
sion and respect for other people and for nature, and is honest and fair. 
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Angie (married mother living in poverty) 
Angie is a 28-year-old Caucasian married mother of a 5-year-old son, and 
she is 5 months pregnant. Her current pregnancy has been physically diffi
cult for her. Her 11-year-old stepson lives with his biological mother in the 
same town and they do not see him often as the two families do not get 
along well. Her husband is in the military and for the last year has only 
been able to be home on the weekends. Due to his frequent absence, the 
financial stress they are experiencing, and the relationship difficulties they 
have experienced with his ex-wife, there is quite a bit of tension in their 
household. Angie tries to cope with her depression by seeking the support 
of friends, family, and agency staff who are supportive. She works part-time 
as a housecleaner at the nursing home in town. Their family participates in 
the Food Stamp Program, Medicaid, and the Family Investment Program. 
Angie said that a val~e that she and her family holds is being able to spend 
time together, communicating with each other, and working their problems 
out. She hopes that her children can excel at doing things they want to do 
and doing things "right." 

Hector (immigrant from Mexico) 
Hector, in his mid-30s, is a Hispanic father of three young children (6, 8, 11 
years old). He has lived in the U.S. for 11 years (2 years in Idaho and 9 years 
in Iowa). Eight months ago his wife, Esmeralda, and children joined him. 
He came to the U.S. to earn money for his family. He did not realize it 
would take 8 years before his family would be able to join him. Hector 
moved to Iowa because his brother was there and said there was work that 
paid well. Both Hector and Esmeralda work at a local meat-packing plant. 
She works at night and he works during the day so that one parent is 
always .there before and after school. Although he and his wife can under
stand a little English, they do not speak it very well. Spanish is spoken at 
home and the children are learning English at school. The population of the 
school that the children attend is about 50% Hispanic; many of the classes 
are taught in both English and Spanish. The Catholic church plays a large 
role in their life (i.e., faith, information and resources, translation). Values 
that are important to him are love of family and respect for family (especial
ly parents). He believes his children will have more opportunities and a bet
ter education in Iowa than they would in Mexico. 

Maria (immigrant from Mexico) 
Maria and Chuy are Hispanic parents of two girls (3 and 11 years old). They 
are both in their 30s and have lived in the U.S. for about 12 years (1 year in 
California and 11 years in Iowa). They met when they both were working in 
California. They decided to move to Iowa because Maria had family in the 
state who reported that there were jobs that paid well. Maria recently quit 
the meat-packing plant to work at a hospital and Chuy works at the meat-
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packing plant. They both commented that it is their perception that people 
think the only work that people from Mexico can do in the U.S. is migrant 
farm work or working in a meat-packing plant. They said that they have 
additional skills and could develop others if given the chance. Both Maria 
and Chuy can understand English fairly well, but do not feel confident in 
speaking English. They have sent their daughter to a school in town where 
English is spoken. However, they are discouraged that their daughter is not 
given more support at school to learn English. The school does not have a 
translator, and their daughter has to catch up on her assignments in the 
library by herself. The daughter never gets caught up because her class con
tinues on with additional topics as she is trying to catch up on her assign
ments. Maria and Chuy do not participate in any school committees because 
only English is spoken and they do not feel the needs of the Hispanic chil
dren are taken into account. Both Maria and Chuy want their children to be 
healthy and to have a good education. Loving each other and their children is 
very important to them. 

APPENDIX B 
How to Enhance Cultural Competence 

• Make time and space for self-reflection on what is being learned about 
cultural difference and the implications for policies. Take the "step in their 
shoes" test frequently. 

• Learn about the cultural groups of the families. Where are they from? 
What languages(s) are spoken in their home? What cultural practices are 
important to them? Who do they see as community leaders? 

• Learn and use the words and forms of greetings in the families' language. 

• Use traip.ed interpreters to assist in understanding family information and 
perspectives and allow additional time for this. 

• Recognize that some families may be surprised or suspicious about the 
extent of collaboration or about the family-professional partnerships that 
are proposed. 

• Recognize that past experiences families have had with agency profession
als may influence their readiness for collaboration. 

• Examine written information to ensure that it is in the appropriate lan
guage and at the correct reading level. Recognize that some families may 
be able to speak their native language, but are unable to read it. Provide 
reading support in a respectful manner. 

Adapted from Lynch and Hanson (1998). 
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APPENDIX C 
Hidden Rules of Poverty 
(The unspoken cues and habits of a group} 

Understanding hidden rules can help professionals become culturally com
petent when working with families experiencing poverty. 

Possessions-people 

Money-to be used, spent 

Personality-for entertainment. Sense of humor is valued. 

Food-key question is "did you have enough?" 

Clothing-valued for individual style and expression of personality 

Time-present is most important. Decisions made for moment based on 
feelings or survival. 

Education-valued and revered as abstract but not reality 

Destiny--cannot do much to change chance. Believes in fate. 

Language-is about survival 

Family structure-tends to be matriarchal 

Wo.rld view-sees world in terms of local setting 

Love-love and acceptance conditional, based upon whether individual is 
liked 

Driving force-survival, relationships, entertainment 

Adapted from Payne (2001). 
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APPENDIX D 
Checklist for Conducting Participatory Policy Research 
with Families: Including Family Voices 

GETTING STARTED WITH FAMILIES 

Recruit families for participation 

Discuss expectations and participatory roles 
(family voices) with families. 

Share written materials, background 
knowledge, and potential policy/research 
questions with families 

Address logistical barriers with individual family 
members 

Arrange for payment of family members for 
participation 

Set datesltimelines for meetings and data 
collection so families can plan 

IMPLEMENTATION WITH FAMILIES 

Involve family members in the ways and in the 
amounts of time which they can commit 

Conduct interviews, policy meetings, focus 
groups, and observations including family 
voices as much as possible 

Schedule time with families to review their 
changing participation needs 

Schedule time with families to review and 
discuss data collected and summarized 

DISSEMINATION WITH FAMILIES 

Share information with all families involved 
in the policy research 

Provide final data summaries to families for 
feedback 

Include family members in publishing or 
presenting the final products 

Interview family members regarding their 
participation to self-reflect on how to 
improve for the future 

COMMENTS ON HOW 
FAMILIES ARE INVOLVED? 

COMMENTS ON HOW 
FAMILIES ARE INVOLVED? 

COMMENTS ON HOW 
FAMILIES ARE INVOLVED? 

Adapted from Hemmeter, Doyle, Collins, and Ault (1996). 

Listening to the Voices of Marginalized Families 121 


	2004
	Listening to the Voices of Marginalized Families
	Kimberly A. Greder
	Mary Jane Brotherson
	Steven Garasky
	Listening to the Voices of Marginalized Families
	Abstract
	Disciplines
	Comments


	tmp.1447190891.pdf.j7Qdz

