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New Year Issue

In this issue you will find 
stories about innovative 
strategies and techniques 
that other early childhood 
professionals are working 
on, relevent trainings, 
research, and resources, 
and updates from SFTA 
and our partners. Enjoy!

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:

A Community of Practice: Story Teller Network Support Group

When Maichao Lor, a licensed family child care 
provider, moved to Wausau years ago, she saw 

that as a child care provider whose primary language 
was Hmong, accessing the same supports, trainings, and 
information that English speaking providers in her area 
had, was a challenge. As she met other Hmong speaking 
child care providers, she saw that they faced similar 
barriers in navigating the child care field. In 1997 she 
responded to that shared need by starting a support group 
for Hmong child care providers called the Story Teller 
Network Support Group. Eighteen years later her group 
still exists, and is now nearly 30 members strong. 

“[The language barrier] is very stressful for them,” said 
Maichao, referring to her fellow Hmong providers. “We help 
each other out.”  

These providers, all in family child care, meet once a 
month to discuss things like meeting licensing standards, 

completing necessary paperwork and business 
documents, and attaining training requirements. The group 
also offers a venue for Hmong providers to get to know 
others in their field who struggle with some of the same 
obstacles that they do, so that they can give one another 
feedback and advice.

Childcaring, Inc., the local Child Care Resource & 
Referral agency in Maichao’s area, sees the value in this 
the support group. In response they have put some of 
their available resources towards supporting the group’s 
efforts. Childcaring staff member, Kao Xiong, attends the 
monthly provider meetings, and thanks to a YoungStar 
Diversity grant, Childcaring is able to supply the group with 
resources, supplies, provider trainings in Hmong at a free 
or discounted rate, and other supports.

Kao said that in the years since she has worked with the 
group she has seen “a lot of positive” outcomes. “With 
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providers limited in English speaking I see that it has helped 
them,” said Kao. “They become a network, answering 
questions of each other.” 

Childcaring recently had an increase in their YoungStar 
diversity funding, permitting Kao to add on hours so that she 
can spend time one on one with Hmong providers, allowing 
her to provide more individualized technical consultation 
and answers to their questions. This also puts her in a prime 
position to view their child care environments, so that she 
can offer any quality improvement 
tips that may be helpful to the 
provider’s success. 

“We appreciate the support 
group for giving the opportunity 
for providers to connect on a 
regular basis,” said Micki Krueger, 
Assistant Director of Childcaring, 
Inc. “We appreciate the leadership 
of the group and we are just 
happy to work with them.”

Word of mouth within the Hmong community played a key 
role in establishing the group, but it is their mutual support 
and solid relationships that sustain it.

“The group comes together and we brainstorm what we 
need,” said Maichao. That can be anything from a relevant 
group field trip to practicing a craft or activity for the kids, to 
sharing some of their holiday meals together, which, added 
Micki, is a real bonding experience.

“They are building relationships and they are talking more 
about the business of child care,” said Micki. “I think that the 
professionalism and the idea of ‘this is a business and we are 
contributing to our community,’ has become more apparent 
for these providers.”

Support groups such as Maichao’s exist throughout the early 

childhood field, some focusing on family child care providers, 
some on non-English speaking providers, and others an 
open forum for all providers. But there are still many areas 
throughout Wisconsin that do not currently have a support 
group of this sort to benefit providers, leaving room for more 
groups to be established.

“I think that if any one provider were interested and has the 
passion and energy to start up a group, their CCR&R would 
be the place to start,” stated Micki, citing their connections 

with different groups throughout 
the community, including potential 
funders.

Maichao agrees that retaining 
funding and community support is 
a good place to start, but it is also 
about building the responsibility and 
engagement of your members to 
sustain the group. 

“Spread out the work,” advised Maichao. “Put out three or 
four positive standards that will help the support group... 
whatever meets their needs.” Such as setting a monthly 
meeting, planned trainings and activities, and even setting 
modest member dues, like Maichao’s group does. Give 
members and potential members a sense of commitment to 
the group by getting them to invest and engage. 

“It’s great to be in a support group for any kind of nationality,” 
added Kao, “it’s beneficial to anybody that’s out there 
who doesn’t know about this type of group to find more 
information about groups in their area...or start their own and 
go from there.”

To ask your local CCR&R about provider support groups 
in your area, or to get resources on starting a support 
group, visit: 
supportingfamiliestogether.org/member-directory/ 

http://supportingfamiliestogether.org/member-directory/
http://childcaring.org/


Where does Wisconsin fall in terms of 
racial and cultural equality?
 
If you have been keeping an eye on the news 
lately, chances are you know the answer to 
this question; Wisconsin falls short. According 
to the Wisconsin Council on Children and 
Families (WCCF) report, Race to Equity, there 
is a substantial disparity between white children 
and families and their minority counterparts, 
particularly African Americans. Black children and 
families in Wisconsin are far more likely to live in 
poverty, to have higher unemployment rates, to 
not graduate with a regular diploma in four years, 
to have higher juvenile and adult arrest rates, 
insufficient prenatal care, and to be significantly 
less proficient in reading by third grade than their 
white peers. These are only some of the existing 
disparities. Another report from the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, Race for Results, building a path 
to opportunity for all children, not only reiterates 
that African American children and families are 
not given the same opportunity for success in 
Wisconsin, but finds that Wisconsin is the worst 
state, out of the 46 states providing data, for black 
children and families to thrive. These disparities 
are a direct result of a profound lack of equal 
opportunity, support and access to resources 
that African American children and families in 
Wisconsin receive (*See Being Black is Not a 
Risk Factor). What can we do, as early childhood 
professionals to start effecting a positive change 
for these children and families? 

How can early childhood professionals 
support racial and cultural equality?
 
Be informed: There are a multitude of cultural 
and racial competency trainings, information, 
resources, and discussions going on across 
Wisconsin. Better support racial equity by having 
a clearer understanding of the obstacles and 
barriers that exist for black children and families, 
and by knowing what discussions and supports are 
happening around them:

• Stay tuned to the YoungStar training calendar 
for diversity trainings pertaining to early 
childhood settings.

• Look to your local Child Care Resource & 
Referral agency (CCR&R) or Family Resource 
Center (FRC) for trainings in your area, 
which are open to a variety of early childhood 
professionals and community members.

• Watch these Training Videos for Cultural 
Competency from the American Psychological 
Association (APA) on your own time.

• Become familiar with non-profits and 
organizations in your area that host trainings 
and discussions on the topic of diversity, such 
as your closest YWCA or community center.

Implement diversity in your work with children 
and families: Make diversity a priority in your 
early childhood work. This does not just mean 
talking occasionally about race. Prioritizing 
diversity is an all-encompassing approach 
that means acknowledging and celebrating 
our individual differences in small ways every 
day, in everything that we do, whether those 
are differences in race, culture, gender, sexuality, 
learning ability, family traditions, language, etc.   
• Incorporate diverse materials, activities, and 

thoughtful discussions into your early childhood 
program. Don’t just have materials available, 
intentionally plan use of those materials and 
implementation of what you are teaching to 
make a real impact. The “tourist approach” of 
simply seeing diversity materials in a classroom 
is not enough. 

• Listen to and observe the children and families 
you work with to better understand their unique 
racial and cultural traits and how you can use 
that knowledge to better meet their needs.

• Ensure that your fellow staff and partners 
incorporate diversity into their work as well by 
sharing resources and tools.

Know your own biases: This one is both simple 
to begin, and hard to complete. All of us have 
biases of some sort that affect how we approach 
our work. It is important to acknowledge what 
your biases are so that you can actively work to 

overcome those biases in your work with children 
and families. Test yourself for hidden biases.
Be an ally: Don’t just teach equity, live it. Allow 
your everyday actions to reflect your commitment 
to racial and cultural equality. Check out the video, 
5 Tips for being an Ally: 
 

Stay open: No matter how informed, aware, and 
ready we feel we are to address racial and other 
inequalities, every day and every person we meet 
is a new learning experience. Never assume you 
know all you can know. Listen and learn from the 
experiences, knowledge, and lives of those around 
you, and always be ready to change your approach 
or views based on new understandings you gain.

There are a ton of fantastic resources out there 
that can show you how best to become an active 
part of pushing Wisconsin towards racial equality. 
Whether you are an ally of this movement, 
or someone who is directly affected by these 
disparities, it is up to each of us to do our part to 
create a positive change. 

Even More Resources:
Teaching Young Children to Resist Bias
Wisconsin Early Childhood Collaborating Partners
Racial Equity Resource List for The Annie E. 
Casey Foundation
Common Beliefs Survey and Accompanying 
Reflective Practice
Anti-Bias Education for Young Children and 
Ourselves

Race and Culture in Wisconsin
Kelly McClurg 
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Knowing how best to support children’s mental health is essential to anyone 
working with young children. Whether in an early care and education 
setting, in the role of a caregiver, administrator, counselor, parent, or even 
in an advocacy or policy-driven role, it has become clear to early childhood 
professionals that approaching a child’s development with their mental state 
in mind, is crucial to giving them the supports that will allow them to be most 
successful. The University of Wisconsin’s Department of Psychiatry Infant, 
Early Childhood, and Family Mental Health Capstone Certificate Program, 
is one option for early childhood professionals looking to expand their 
knowledge of early mental health.  

“This Capstone Certificate Program is an intensive, interdisciplinary, one or 
two year academic program for practicing professionals from the disciplines 
of mental health, health, social services and education who work with 
families in the prenatal and postpartum periods and with children ages 
birth through five years,” reads the program description on the University 
website. “The students who complete this onsite, face-to-face, professional 
development program will gain an enhanced understanding of parent, infant 
and early childhood mental health and new skills to support the social and 
emotional development and well-being of young children in the context of 
their family/caregiver relationships.”

The Capstone Certificate Program offers a track for early childhood 

professionals, and a slightly more in depth track for licensed mental health 
professionals. Both tracks show participants how to support infant and early 
childhood mental health using a two-generation approach that involves the 
child and the child’s primary caregivers in the process. This way you are not 
only addressing the child’s mental state, but the mental state of the adults in 
a child’s life as well. The program’s web page emphasizes the importance of 
programs like this one in shaping early childhood, citing recent studies that 
indicate the presence of mental health disturbances in infants and young 
children, new mothers, and mothers living in poverty. A two-generation 
approach addresses all of these issues. 

“I get really excited looking back at my program experience,” said Amy Alt, 
Professional Development Manager at Community Coordinated Child Care, 
Inc. (4-C) in Madison. Amy completed the program in 2013, and now applies 
it to her work as a Pyramid Model coach. “I had an opportunity to think about 
birth to 5 from a different perspective...thinking about the broader family.”

Amy recalls in her regular visits observing a mother and her children for 
class, realizing that while the children were able to take advantage of 
multiple community supports such as Head Start and play groups, the 
mother did not have access to similar supports. Due to her own educational 
constraints, this mother could not read to her children. She was also unable 
to work, leaving her to be stuck at home most days without a steady income.  

Infant, Early Childhood, and Family Mental Health 
Capstone Certificate Program
Kelly McClurg
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Amy spent 9 months observing this family and 
came to the conclusion that the “children and 
mom were not provided lots of services together.” 
And because of that lack of combined supports, 
this mother and her children were not being as 
fully supported as they could be.

Abbe Braun, Supporting Families Together 
Association (SFTA) Early Childhood Program 
Specialist, is currently enrolled in the Capstone 
Certificate program and said that she 
would recommend it to “any early childhood 
professional...even those outside of the field,” 
such as police officers or other community-
oriented employees, who may benefit from a 
greater knowledge of early mental health. The 
class, said Abbe, similar to trauma-informed 
training, “helps give you that perspective of not 
‘what’s wrong with this child’ but ‘what happened’ 
and how can I support child and parent to build 
those loving relationships.” 

Aside from the aforementioned family observation, 
the class breaks students into case-based groups 
so that individuals can bring in issues from their 
work, such as a case with a child presenting 
a difficult behavioral problem. The group 
brainstorms strategies to address that problem. 
There are also self-reflection and mentor groups 
where you take turns sharing your observations 
from the family you visit, and there are experts 
who come into the class to present. 

Such classroom discussions not only  provide 
an avenue for creative brainstorming and 
problem-solving, they are a unique opportunity 
for participants to network and hear about 
what others are dealing with in regards to early 
childhood in their line of work, and how it might 
apply to their own situations. 

It allows you to take away what you have learned 
from the program and, “focus what you learned 
onto what you love,” said Amy.

This program is also a fantastic stepping stone 
to furthering your professional development and 
credentials beyond the program itself. Completing 
the Capstone Certificate program can be a big 

step forward in achieving an Infant Mental Health 
Endorsement through Wisconsin Alliance for Infant 
Mental Health (WI-AIMH). WI-AIMH has adopted 
a framework of infant mental health competencies 
called, Endorsement for Culturally Sensitive, 
Relationship-Focused Practice Promoting Infant 
Mental Health, or the “IMH Endorsement” for 
short, developed by the Michigan Association 
for Infant Mental Health (MI-AIMH). The IMH 
Endorsement framework tracks individual’s 
levels of professional expertise with very young 
children and their families across disciplines and 
provides competency guidelines and standards 
for professional development in the infant and 
family field. The Capstone Certificate program 
provides education and reflective consultation 
consistent with the IMH Competencies and 
Endorsement. Gaining such an endorsement 

gives you professional recognition for your 
qualifications and work in the infant mental health 
field. On a systems level, endorsements such as 
this establish infant mental health as a specialized 
field of knowledge.

“[Using the Competency Guidelines], you can 
develop a map of how you can further your 
skills and knowledge,” said Stephanie Donahue, 
Endorsement Coordinator for WI-AIMH. “There is 
a self-assessment form to help individuals look at 
what experiences they already have and where 
they can continue to grow professionally.” 

Earning endorsement can be accomplished 
outside of completing the Capstone Certificate 
program. This program is one avenue among 
many that can support you in attaining 
particular IMH Competencies. Together, the 
Capstone Certificate program and the WI-AIMH 
Endorsement framework offer a plethora of 
ongoing professional development opportunities 
for early childhood professionals to choose from, 
and a stable foundation of knowledge for those 
in the field of early childhood and family mental 
health in Wisconsin.

Think that this certificate program might be right 
for you? Currently applications are available for 
the 2015 - 2016 Capstone Program. Enrollment 
is limited, so apply by March 31, 2015 for first 
consideration for admission and scholarships. Are 
you an SFTA Core member employed at an FRC 
or CCR&R? You could be eligible for a scholarship 
to enroll in this Program. Stay tuned to your SFTA 
member portal for more information. Interested 
in learning more about WI-AIMH’s endorsement 
options? Visit their endorsement web page for 
more information.

Infant, Early Childhood, and Family Mental Health Capstone Certificate Program 
(Continued from page 4)
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Name: Romilia Escobar Schlueter
Position: Quality Improvement Specialist
Number of years with SFTA: Almost 4 
Favorite color: Green 
Favorite food: Latin American cuisine, especially 
food from my home country El Salvador C. A.
 
What is the best part about your job?
Knowing that what I do in my day to day work 
is positively impacting the lives of children and 
families. I never imagined when I decided to learn 
English that I would use my language skills in such 

a meaningful field and help make training materials in Spanish available. I 
love facilitating workshops, interacting with people, being a mentor, doing 
the Apoyando Familias, Aprendiendo Juntos radio program, dreaming big 
dreams with a culturally and linguistically diverse community of practice; 
every part of my job is the best part, because I like what I do.

What do you do for fun in your off time?
Play grandma with my granddaughters Chloe and Mae, (I hope one day 
I’ll have more grandkids to spoil), be a part of my children’s lives, read in 
English and Spanish, learn new things, work on family projects, and go 
for walks with my husband John and our little dog Shyloh. Sometimes I do 
nothing and just enjoy the present moment, the realization of being alive.    
 
What is your favorite children’s book or toy and why?
I love “The Kissing Hand,” by Audrey Penn; such beautiful ways to show that 
love gives us strength.  My favorite children’s toys are unconventional, things 
around the house that children can use to bring about creations that can only 
come from their amazingly, creative, uncontaminated and innocent minds. 
  
Is there anything else you want to share?
After completing in 2013 the UW Certificate on Infant, Early Childhood 
and Family Mental Health, (a program that I highly recommend to anyone 
working with children and families), this year I look forward to completing a 
certificate program on Servant Leadership, also from the UW extension. 

SFTA Staff Spotlight  & YoungStar TC Spotlight

How long have you been a YoungStar Technical Consultant (TC)?
Since the beginning of YoungStar. I have worked in Child Care Resource 
& Referral for the past 16 years, first as the Executive Director of the Eagle 
River agency until some agencies merged, then at Northwest Connection 
Family Resources. I provide training and consultation for providers and have 
worked with the Tribal Nations through the WI Tribal Child Care Association. 
 
What made you decide to work as a TC?
YoungStar was a new challenge! It was an opportunity to provide more 
consultation services for the programs in my part of the state. Helping 
providers and programs improve their quality was also a huge draw. 

What is the most challenging aspect of your job?
Changes, changes, and more changes. As YoungStar has evolved, I have 
had to stay on my toes to ensure that I have all the right forms and resources 
with me to provide the best services that I can to my programs. 

What is the best or most rewarding part of your job?
When I see that light bulb moment, when the person I am working with 
really gets it, and is ready to improve! They suddenly see the benefits 
of YoungStar in all areas – with the children, families and staff. Once a 
provider has that buy-in, the TC can help get them to wherever they want 

to go. I have also enjoyed additional time to 
work with programs using Race to the Top 
funding. I worked with a program on the Pyramid 
Model and it was so much fun. 

What is the number one obstacle providers face? 
Staff turnover. Sorry to say I do not yet have a 
magical solution.  

What advice would you give to someone just 
starting YoungStar?
Advice for a new TC: Shadow other TCs as 
much as you can to understand the process, the 
paperwork, and all of the unique programs and providers that we work with. 
Advice for a new program: This is your YoungStar journey. It may take time 
but we will help you achieve your goals for your program. Each program’s 
journey is different, so embrace your journey through continuous quality 
improvement! 

What is a fun fact about yourself that providers you work with don’t know?
I used to raise chickens! I had a favorite named Alice that lived in my house 
for a year.

https://apoyandofamilias.wordpress.com/
http://www.amazon.com/The-Kissing-Hand-Audrey-Penn/dp/1933718005
http://dcf.wisconsin.gov/youngstar/
http://www.wisconsinchild.org/
http://www.wisconsinchild.org/


SFTA is supported in part by:

SFTA Updates  
• SFTA’s Small Change Makes a BIG 

Difference child abuse and neglect 
prevention Teach-a-Thon is just around the 
corner! Throughout the month of April SFTA 
staff and member agencies will have as 
many child abuse and neglect prevention 
trainings as possible, in an effort to train 
more Wisconsin adults in preventing and 
stopping child maltreatment. Learn how you 
can be a part of this great event! 

• Wisconsin Infant/Toddler Policy Priorities: 
Check out the policy priorities identified 
by the Infant/Toddler Policy Team, from a 
state wide survey of various early childhood 
stakeholders. 

• We have recently received some reports 
from the field that there are individuals 
attempting to make child care providers 
pay to receive Department of Workforce 
Development (DWD) posters. Please help 
us remind providers that they can access 
these posters for FREE right here. 

• See the 2015 changes to YoungStar 
Evaluation Criteria here. 

• Welcome, to our newest SFTA board 
member, Colleen Lane from Children’s 
Hospital of Wisconsin! We are excited to 
have you on our team!

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

Melissa Velez
B-3 Resource T/TA SE Region
CESA #5

Colleen Lane 
Medical Home Communication/Data Specialist
Children’s Hospital of WI
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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 
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