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For many families, September typically marks the
start of a new school year, new activities and
schedules, and excitement for what will be another
busy season leading up to the holidays. But for
others, September brings with it anxiety and
concerns pertaining to how to juggle childcare needs
on top of work, supporting children with
extracurricular activities, and managing new
behavioral health concerns as children and youth
navigate new pressures affecting their mental health.

Recently, the U.S. Surgeon General issued an advisory on the mental health
and well-being of parents across the nation. Cited in this advisory, “Over the
last decade, parents have been consistently more likely to report
experiencing high levels of stress compared to other adults. Thirty-three
percent of parents reporting high levels of stress in the past month
compared to 20% of other adults.”

We know these stressors are prevalent within Ohio as well, and families
participating in our prevention services continue to seek out financial and
economic supports to address the needs of their families. During the past
state fiscal year, we provided 1,585 families with economic and concrete
supports in our efforts to mitigate family stressors that may negatively affect
their ability to parent their children. The top two supports families needed
were in relation to access to food and housing supports, demonstrating the
basic needs families constantly struggle to provide.

As we continue our work to build a community of support throughout Ohio,
we are reminded that economic and concrete supports are essential in
maintaining the well-being of families, especially in times of stress. If you are
interested in learning more about these efforts, please connect with us via
OCTF@OCTF.ohio.gov. 
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Board Member Highlight: Samantha (Sam) ShaferBoard Member Highlight: Samantha (Sam) Shafer

For more information about OCTF Board members, and to learn when meetings occur, please visit our website here.

Through her advocacy work Sam has supported the expansion of
collaborative helping and harm reduction strategies across Ohio. This
combined work highlights the need to merge behavioral health services 

Sam Shafer, LISW-S serves as the Chief Executive Officer at Integrated
Services for Behavioral Health. Sam has worked in the behavioral health
field for 20 years with a strong focus on highlighting the innate strengths
of individuals, families, and communities. Sam openly shares that she is
a person in recovery and believes strongly in the power of telling our
stories to break down stigma.  Ms. Shafer has been an OCTF Board
member since November 2021.

with population health strategies such as prevention and meaningful access to food and housing. Sam
shares her belief that the constant, and respectful, critique of ourselves and our systems is essential to our
ability to design resources that meet the needs of all those we are dedicated to walk alongside and serve. “It
is an honor to serve with so many incredible people working together to make the world a softer place.”

In July, OCTF staff were able to participate in a virtual reality experience,
allowing them to better understand what a day in the life of a caseworker
looks like. This opportunity was provided in partnership with the
Department of Children and Youth (DCY) training unit, which coordinated
the event. 
 
The virtual reality headsets are made possible by the AVEnueS technology,
which was made available to Ohio in 2021 to assist with recruitment,
preparation, and retention of the children services workforce. AVEnueS is
an interactive virtual reality-based learning method that simulates current
real-world situations faced by workers in the field. This provides a risk-free
environment that broadens the abilities to observe, inquire, interpret, and
reflect in ways that inform more firmly grounded casework. This tool allows
agencies to assess critical thinking skills prior to hiring potential candidates
as well as build the skills of existing staff. AVEnueS allows workers an
immersive experience within a home setting. They are able to observe and
listen, in an interactive way, to what happens during a home visit.
Participants can ask the family in the scenario questions that are similar to
what they would ask when interviewing a family in the home. They can use
that information in a debriefing activity which includes verbal processing
and documentation activities. The headsets have been utilized across the
state by 62 counties, the 8 Regional Training Centers (RTCs), the University
Partnership Program (UPP), and DCY. 
 
As OCTF continues to think through creative ways to support the
prevention continuum in Ohio, AVEnueS is just one more example of how
we are shifting our mindset to be more prevention-focused and
understanding the complexities of what families are experiencing in Ohio.

Virtual Reality Headset ExperienceVirtual Reality Headset Experience

https://octf.ohio.gov/about-us/board-meetings


In the last biennium (SFY 2022-2023), all OCTF Child Advocacy Center (CAC) grantees implemented
Darkness to Light’s Stewards of Children and either trained parents/caregivers and community
stakeholders how to identify and prevent child sex abuse or trained professionals to be facilitators of the
Stewards of Children curriculum. Through this opportunity, 509 caretakers and 1,294 professionals
received this valuable education.

Building off this success, beginning in SFY 2024, OCTF awarded seven accredited child advocacy centers
with primary prevention grants to implement evidence-based or innovative child sex abuse prevention
programs. 

The grantees are: 

A Caring Place Child Advocacy
      Center

Children’s Advocacy Center of 
      Portage County

Child Advocacy Center of Warren 
      County

Child Protection Center of Ross 
       County

Crime Victim Services
Hope’s Place 
Wayne County Children’s Advocacy 

      Center

For SFY 2024, these seven CAC’s served a total of 1,762 adults (parents/caregivers, community
stakeholders) and 13,242 children/youth (grades K-12). Most of the grantees continue to educate adults
and professionals using the Stewards of Children curriculum. CAC of Portage County is also offering
programming that is raising awareness about Sextortion and the Wayne County CAC is employing an
innovative program for adults called How to Protect our Children from Predators: What You Need to
Know. The program aims to teach adults how to identify signs of child abuse, how to respond to a child if
they disclose abuse, and how to prevent abuse and refer the child to appropriate services.

Additionally, with the state’s adoption of Erin’s Law, more than half (four) of the grantees are also
providing programming for children/youth in traditional school settings to promote body safety and
teach prevention strategies. Youth programs include the Monique Burr Foundation’s Child Safety Matters
(CSM) and Teen Safety Matters (TSM), an evidence-based program, as well as innovative local programs
like, ChildHelp Speak Up Be Safe, featured in the organizational highlight on page 4, and Connections,
designed to help youth understand their own behaviors in relationships, identify risky behaviors in
others, and make safer, healthier relationship choices. Many of the organizations that are serving youth
have been able to secure a partnership with their local school district(s) to provide age-appropriate
prevention education in classrooms during the school day.

We look forward to the impact these grantees will make in SFY 2025. Each requested and was awarded
funding to continue serving their communities through June 30, 2025.
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Child Protection Center of Ross County Prevention Program 

The Child Protection Center of Ross County was created in 1996 to reduce the incidence and trauma of
child abuse through a coordinated multi-agency approach by promoting healthy children, families, and
communities by providing education, prevention, and protective services. The child advocacy center
ensures that children in our area who have been sexually and/or physically abused receive appropriate
attention in a timely and family friendly manner regardless of their ability to pay. The center meets the
strict standards of a children’s advocacy center set by the National Children’s Alliance. 

The center provides abuse assessment and free preventative education services to local schools and
professional agencies that provide services to children. The Child Protection Center received a grant from
OCTF to provide evidence-based primary prevention services to children in kindergarten through the sixth
grade. The center has two main programs, ChildHelp Speak Up Be Safe (SUBS) and Darkness to Light,
Stewards of Children training. The SUBS program is aimed at stopping and preventing child abuse,
including physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, bullying, and cyberbullying. Stewards of
Children educates adults to prevent, recognize, and react responsibly to child sexual abuse, and is
designed for leadership, staff, and volunteers of child-serving agencies and organizations. 

Since the grant was awarded in 2023, the Child Protection Center has been invited to facilitate the SUBS
program in five school districts in Ross County, training over 1,100 children last school year and providing
take home information for countless caregivers. Numerous schools are scheduled for the program this
school year, giving school districts the ability to become compliant with Erin’s Law and the Department of
Education and Workforce’s requirements with no additional costs to the school. The center believes it is
vitally important to provide children with the skills to recognize if they are in an unsafe situation and be
able to approach a safe adult for help. 

In addition to presenting the SUBS program in local schools, the center recently collaborated with the local
health system to provide the education to area Girls Scouts. The center has facilitated Stewards of Children
training for the Ross County Health District and is coordinating the training for the local Big Brothers Big
Sisters program. The center continues to collaborate with additional schools and community agencies to
provide this indispensable service.
 



The Family Success Network (FSN) moved forward with an exciting 
expansion during the previous biennium, building upon the success
 of FSN in Columbiana, Mahoning, and Trumbull counties. This 
expansion extended services to several communities across Ohio. 
New grant recipients, including West Side Catholic Center 
(Cuyahoga), Greenleaf Family Center (Summit), Mercy Health (Lucas 
and Wood), and United Way of Greater Cincinnati (Hamilton, Clermont, 
and Brown) recently completed their first full year of implementing 
services to families in their counties. 

Each site experienced numerous success stories and highlights 
during their first year of implementation. The following are 
some of those stories in the words of our FSN Program Managers:
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Family Success Network Expansion Sites: Year One Update

New Sites Coming Soon!
OCTF is excited to announce the addition of two new FSN sites. Funding was recently awarded to The Center for Family
Safety and Healing at Nationwide Children’s Hospital (TCFSH) and Child and Adolescent Behavioral Health (CABH) to
expand FSN to additional communities in Ohio. TCFSH will serve families in Franklin County, and CABH will serve families
in Stark County.

Both sites have hired a Program Manager and Family Coaches, and they are currently working on developing their
implementation plans in partnership with their county implementation teams. Both sites will be fully up and running  by
October 2024.



Parent and Youth Ambassadors (PYAs) are an exciting new support available to families across Ohio. PYAs provide a
single, in-person resource for families to have their questions answered and access the support needed quickly. PYAs
have lived experience in social services systems and will respond to requests for concrete supports, service referrals,
and support navigating various systems. 

PYAs are accessible through twelve service delivery areas throughout the state. DCY PYAs are a unique peer support
available for families with no specific eligibility requirements when requesting support. Examples of common requests
for support range from navigating special education, resources for unhoused families, assistance with childcare, and
assistance paying utilities. 

PYAs are members of their local community or service delivery area. PYAs focus on building and growing their
knowledge of localized supports in their respective service delivery areas as well as DCY programs and services. This
allows them to make optimal connections in communities to best serve and support families. 
PYAs take the time to listen to families and build trust in their work with families. It is important to feel heard. In a
recent request for support aiding a parent navigating the benefits system, a parent shared with the PYA “it seems like
you are the only one to really treat me like I’m not the enemy and I appreciate that”.

Anyone can make a request for support for themselves or on behalf of a family. To reach a DCY Parent and Youth
Ambassador, call the DCY Family Customer Support Call Center (844) 234-KIDS (5437) or email
Ambassadors@childrenandyouth.ohio.gov.

Department of Children & Youth Parent and Youth Ambassadors
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