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In this issue you will find 
stories featuring SFTA 
members and partners, 
highlights from the 
early childhood field, 
recent SFTA events and 
campaigns, and handy 
information for early 
childhood professionals. 

SFTA is Interactive
Please join our social 
media to be even more 
connected with SFTA 
through: 

• Trends & News 
• Local Events 
• Training Resources 
• Policy & Advocacy 
• Success Stories

...and much more! 

Join SFTA’s social media:

Wisconsin Parent Cafés
Parent Cafés?
Have you heard about Parent Cafés? No, they are not 
a new chain of coffee shops just for parents—though 
that is not a terrible idea, after all who really needs the 
most caffeine? Parent Cafés are gatherings for parents, 
caregivers and other adults that play a central role in a 
child’s life, where they can comfortably discuss the joys 
and challenges of supporting children’s development. It 
is essentially a place where parents and caregivers can 
come together with others in similar situations to learn from 
one another and see that they are not alone, which can 
play a vital role in keeping families happy and healthy. 

That is why it is so exciting that right here in Wisconsin, 
a series of Parent Café sessions are currently being 
planned across the state, thanks to funding from the Race 
to the Top – Early Learning Challenge Grant through the 
Wisconsin Department of Children and Families.

“Parent Cafés are meant to instill the protective factors in 

all of the families that attend,” explained Connie Dunlap, 
Family Engagement Specialist at Supporting Families 
Together Association (SFTA), and a key lead in statewide 
coordination of the cafés. “They are meant to keep 
people out of needing more formalized supports because 
in the cafés you build connections with families in the 
community.” The purpose of Parent Cafés is to eventually 
encourage parents who have experienced the café 
process to take over the role of leading discussions at the 
café tables, so that conversations are entirely peer-to-peer.

SFTA member agencies from 11 Wisconsin counties will 
host Parent Cafés with the goal to host a total of 33 café 
series (3 café sessions) statewide by the end of 2016. All 
agencies have been trained to implement the “Be Strong 
Families” Illinois Parent Café model for consistency, 
of which Strengthening Families™ and the “protective 
factors” are key components. According to the Center 
for the Study of Social Policy website, “Strengthening 
Families™ is a research-informed approach to increase 

https://www.pinterest.com/supfamtog/
https://www.facebook.com/SupportingFamiliesTogether?ref=hl
https://www.linkedin.com/company/supporting-families-together-association
https://twitter.com/SFTA_WI
https://whatworksinfamilysupport.wordpress.com/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/wp-content/uploads/Parent-Cafe-Map_FINAL.pdf
http://www.bestrongfamilies.net/build-protective-factors/parent-cafes/
http://www.bestrongfamilies.net/build-protective-factors/parent-cafes/
http://www.cssp.org/reform/strengtheningfamilies/about#protective-factors-framework
http://www.cssp.org/reform/strengtheningfamilies/about#protective-factors-framework
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family strengths, enhance child development and reduce the likelihood of 
child abuse and neglect. It is based on engaging families, programs and 
communities in building five protective factors:” 

1. Parental resilience
2. Social connections
3. Knowledge of parenting and child development
4. Concrete support in times of need
5. Social and emotional competence of children 

What does a “Be Strong Families” café look like in action?
The basic format of a café starts with a group of parents and/or caregivers, 
with a maximum of 36 participants at a time in a single café to maintain 
the intimacy of smaller group discussion. Parents can choose to bring 
their children or not, and adults and children begin the café by eating a 
healthy meal together, provided by the café hosts. After the meal children 
go to another room for child care, provided by the hosts on site, while 
parents delve into the café content through small group discussions and 
self-reflection. The protective factors are integrated into these discussions 
through tool kits that each host agency has received. The kits contain 
various questions, in Spanish and English, to guide discussion within the 
framework of the protective factors, such as:  

“When does giving drain you and when does it fill you up?” 

“How do you support your children in solving their own problems?”

 “What has your child taught you about being a parent?”

At the close of the café, parents congregate to discuss what they learned 
and felt through the process, and each participant fills out a parent 
commitment card with a thought or plan to support their own family and 
children. Café hosts send the cards out to the participants in the weeks 
following the café as a reminder. Parents are encouraged to exchange 
information with those they meet, to continue that line of discussion and 
support beyond the cafés.

“The goal of cafés is to build parents as leaders,” emphasized Connie.  

While parent to parent support is the intention, if topics are raised within 
Parent Café discussions that indicate a need for further, more professional 
supports, hosts also have resources and services on hand to refer parents 
and caregivers to if they are interested.      

How can I or someone I know take part in these Parent Cafés?
Parent Cafés are being held across the state of Wisconsin and are open to 
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any parent, grandparent, aunt, uncle, caregiver, etc., who plays an important 
role in a child’s life. Participation is completely free, and while participants 
are encouraged to attend at least three consecutive cafés, if you can only 
make it to one, then you are more than welcome! Click here to access the 
schedule and locations for cafés across the state, and visit SFTA’s Support 
Your Family webpage for more general information on Parent Cafés and the 
Protective Factors. 
 
How can I get involved in planning Parent Cafés?
First, take a look at the Parent Café map to get an idea of where Parent 
Cafés are being held by agencies in your area. Participating agencies 
already have the knowledge and plans in place to carry out Parent Cafés, 
but many may welcome potential collaborations or partnerships with groups 
in their local and nearby communities to expand and strengthen upcoming 
cafés. Contact café hosts if you think your organization can contribute to 
cafés in some way, whether through planning supports, parent recruitment 
through your programming and services, or even something as basic as 
donating food or other materials for use in cafés.  

Get a 
more 
in 
depth 
look 
at the 
types of 
activities 
and 
unique 
ideas 
Parent 
Cafés are 
implementing for 
participating caregivers and 
their children on our What Works in 
Family Support blog and our Parent Café 
Pinterest board.  

Get a sneak peek at the first Parent Café in this Wisconsin series, hosted by The Parenting Place in Tomah, Wisconsin. Click on the image below!

http://www.bestrongfamilies.net/build-protective-factors/printed-materials/parent-cafe-in-a-box/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/wp-content/uploads/Upcoming-Parent-Cafe-Dates-Sept.pdf
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/wp-content/uploads/Upcoming-Parent-Cafe-Dates-Sept.pdf
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/families/support-your-family/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/families/support-your-family/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/wp-content/uploads/Parent-Cafe-Map_FINAL.pdf
https://whatworksinfamilysupport.wordpress.com/
https://whatworksinfamilysupport.wordpress.com/
https://www.pinterest.com/supfamtog/activities-to-promote-the-5-protective-factors/
https://www.pinterest.com/supfamtog/activities-to-promote-the-5-protective-factors/
https://whatworksinfamilysupport.wordpress.com/2015/08/25/a-peek-at-a-parent-cafe-the-parenting-place/


Thanks to the efforts of SFTA staff, our member agencies, 
and community supporters, this year’s Once Upon a Book 
Drive was a huge success! Across the state, over 5,000 
children’s books were collected from mid-June through the 
end of August, to give to early education programs, families, 
and organizations in need. That means that over the past two 
years of this drive, over 10,700 books have been collected for 
Wisconsin children who might not otherwise have access to 
quality, age-appropriate books. 

We were proud to have further expanded our efforts this 
year, with new community partners and events, such as 
SFTA’s book fair at Barnes and Noble, and new donors 
and supporters. We were also able to create guidelines to 
allow organizations outside of SFTA member agencies to 
apply to receive books for use in their programming. Two 

such organizations, Family 
Life Center, and Madison-
area Urban Ministry (MUM) 
were able to receive several 
hundred books for use in their 
programs and services.

A huge thanks to anyone and 
everyone who contributed in some way to the Once Upon a 
Book Drive this year. As a reminder, we would love to hear 
from book recipients about how they are using their books 
in programs or at home. If an agency distributing books 
or a recipient has a story to share, please contact kelly@
supportingfamiliestogether.org. Remember to SAVE THE 
DATE for next year’s Once Upon a Book Drive, June 15th 
through the end of August, 2016.

2015 Once Upon a Book Drive Wrap-Up

Name: Connie Dunlap
Position: Family Engagement 
Specialist
Number of years with SFTA: 1 
year (in September)
Favorite color: Chocolate 
Brown
Favorite food: Mexican food
 
What is the best part about 
your job?
I absolutely love working 
with the various Child Care 
Resource and Referral 
agencies and Family 

Resource Centers throughout the state! I am really excited 
to have the opportunity to partner with agencies to implement 
Parent Cafés throughout Wisconsin and am always amazed at 
how dedicated staff are to the communities they work in! 

What do you do for fun in your off time?
When not at sporting events for my two boys (Aiden and 
Kade), we can most likely be found boating on the lake or just 
being outdoors. Geocaching is a favorite activity of our kids so 
we will often hop on our bikes and go on our next hunt for a 
cache!

If you were not in this job, what would you be doing?  
I would probably be working at another agency with a similar 
mission and vision. I have a heart for working with families and 
can’t see myself doing anything else!
 
What is your favorite children’s book or toy and why?
The book You are Special by Max Lucado. I love reading this 
children’s book to my kids as it is a great lesson that we are 
all created to be special and that we need to love who we are 
and be proud of what we are even when there is so much 
negativity in the world.

SFTA Staff Spotlight 

http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/once-upon-a-book-drive/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/once-upon-a-book-drive/
https://www.facebook.com/events/1506289569661149/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/once-upon-a-book-drive/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/once-upon-a-book-drive/
http://www.saintstephenmil.org/FLC-Mission-Statement
http://www.saintstephenmil.org/FLC-Mission-Statement
http://www.emum.org/wedo.html
http://www.emum.org/wedo.html
mailto:kelly%40supportingfamiliestogether.org?subject=Once%20Upon%20a%20Book%20Drive%20Recipient%20Story
mailto:kelly%40supportingfamiliestogether.org?subject=Once%20Upon%20a%20Book%20Drive%20Recipient%20Story
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/families/support-your-family/
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/families/support-your-family/
http://www.amazon.com/You-Are-Special-Lucados-Wemmicks/dp/0891079319/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1439408520&sr=8-1&keywords=You+are+Special
http://www.amazon.com/Max-Lucado/e/B000APZERY/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/once-upon-a-book-drive/


How long have you been working as a YoungStar Technical 
Consultant (TC)? 

I have been a YoungStar TC from the beginning 
of YoungStar and have worked for Childcaring for 
almost 10 years (I started as a Resource and Referral 
Specialist).  I also had the opportunity to be part of the 
quality improvement work done during Together Quality 
Grows and pre-YoungStar.  I truly enjoy working directly 
with providers and programs to help them through the 
YoungStar process! 
 
What made you decide to work as a TC? 

I love children and love knowing that the work that we do 
as Technical Consultants has a positive impact on the 
places they spend their time. 

What is the most challenging aspect of your job? 

The most challenging aspect of my job is navigating my 
way around the state.  I don’t know what I would do without 
my GPS!  I could get lost in a box, so it’s slightly ironic that 
I have a job that involves driving to visit early childhood 
programs in a ten-county area and attending statewide 
meetings on a regular basis. 
 
What is the best or most rewarding part of your job? 

The most rewarding part of my job is knowing that what we, 
as parents and as early childhood professionals, do every 
day makes an impact on the lives of the children for whom 
we care.  One of my favorite quotes is, “The first five years 
have so much to do with how the next 80 turn out.”  It is 
important that we do all that we can to ensure that the first 
five years (and beyond) are as wonderful as possible. 

What is the number one obstacle providers face?  

One obstacle that providers face is finding a balance; we 

are in a caring profession that requires us to invest our 
whole hearts, and yet we need to take care of ourselves 
so that we can best care for the children.  Building social-
emotional competence in children also requires that we 
have a solid foundation of our own in this area.  We truly 
need to remember to care for ourselves in order to best 
care for others, including the children and families at our 
programs. 

What advice would you give to someone just starting 
YoungStar? 

The first thing that I would share with someone just starting 
YoungStar is a big CONGRATULATIONS and WELCOME!  
I would let them know that we (as Technical Consultants) 
look forward to helping them through this process and to 
working together on quality improvement efforts and other 
positive changes to their programs.  Change is tough, but 
with help, support, and encouragement, we can accomplish 
so much! 

What is a fun fact about yourself that providers you work 
with don’t know? 

A fun fact about 
me that many 
people don’t 
know is that I 
am a HUGE 
fan of Julia 
Roberts...so 
much so that 
my daughter 
and several of 
our pets are/
have been 
named after her 
or characters 
that she has 
played. 

YoungStar TC Spotlight: Carrie J. Steinke, Childcaring,Inc.
 

 

http://childcaring.org/


SFTA is supported in part by:

SFTA Updates & Resources 
• Continue to remind WI child care providers 

about deadlines for the upcoming finger-
print based background check requirements. 
More information can be found here. 

• The 26th Children Come First Conference 
is looking for assistance in spreading the 
word about the conference, encouraging 
parents/caregivers to apply for a scholarship 
to attend, ideas for sponsors and exhibitors, 
and possible door prize and raffle 
donors. They are also looking to increase 
participation of law enforcement and 
juvenile justice workers, and individuals from 
Milwaukee County. The 2015 conference 
is Nov. 10th & 11th. Contact Alison Wolf at 
Wisconsin Family Ties if you are able to 
assist in any capacity. 

• Check out these useful resources for early 
childhood professionals supporting child 
care providers: 
► Early Education Gaps by Social Class 
and Race 
► Reducing Suspension and Expulsion 
Practices in Early Childhood Settings 

• Did you know that the Departments of 
Education (ED) and Health and Human 
Services (HHS) recently released a Policy 
Statement on Inclusion in Early Childhood 
Programs?

Mary Beth Plane, MSSW, PhD, President 
Retired, Senior Scientist, Director Research Services
UW Department of Family Medicine

Staci Sontoski
Home Visiting Professional Development Manager
Milwaukee Child Welfare Partnership
Helen Badger School of Social Welfare
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

Kelly Jensen, Treasurer
Administrator/Program Director
Sand Box Child Care & Preschool 

Patricia Woods-Clark, Secretary
Assistant Program Supervisor
A Child’s Place Child Care Center/Goodwill Industries 

Paula Breese, CCR&R Representative
Executive Director
Family and Childcare Resources of NEW 
 
Jodi Widuch, FRC Representative
Executive Director
The Parenting Place 

Lana Nenide, MS IMH-E® (IV)
Executive Director
WI Pyramid Model State Coordinator
WI Alliance for Infant Mental Health

Colleen Lane 
Medical Home Communications/Data Specialist
Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin
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1.888.713.KIDS (5437)
(608) 443.2490
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SFTA Board of Directors SFTA Staff  
Abbe Braun 
Early Childhood Program Coordinator 

Melissa Chan 
Data Specialist 

Penny Chase 
Quality Improvement Manager

Connie Dunlap
Family Engagement Specialist

Jill Hoiting 
Co-Director, Programs & External Relations 

Kathy Kadar 
Quality Assurance Specialist 

Toni Kutner 
Licensing Preparation Technical Consultant 

Erik Larson 
Co-Director, Operations 

Kelly McClurg 
Communications Specialist 

Anna Ramirez 
Licensing Preparation Manager

Romilia Schlueter 
Quality Improvement Specialist

Ger Thor 
Office Manager & Membership Coordinator 

http://dcf.wisconsin.gov/default.htm
https://whatworksinfamilysupport.wordpress.com/2015/09/04/wi-child-care-providers-reminder-regarding-fingerprint-based-background-checks/
http://www.ccfconference.org/
mailto:alison%40wifamilyties.org?subject=Children%20Come%20First%20Conference%20Assistance
http://www.epi.org/publication/early-education-gaps-by-social-class-and-race-start-u-s-children-out-on-unequal-footing-a-summary-of-the-major-findings-in-inequalities-at-the-starting-gate/
http://www.epi.org/publication/early-education-gaps-by-social-class-and-race-start-u-s-children-out-on-unequal-footing-a-summary-of-the-major-findings-in-inequalities-at-the-starting-gate/
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd/child-health-development/reducing-suspension-and-expulsion-practices
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd/child-health-development/reducing-suspension-and-expulsion-practices
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/earlylearning/joint-statement-full-text.pdf
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/earlylearning/joint-statement-full-text.pdf
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/earlylearning/joint-statement-full-text.pdf
http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/
https://supportingfamiliestogether.org/

