Executive Summary 

Wheeler County

Community Process

Wheeler County began the Six-Year Comprehensive Planning process by using Survey Monkey to gather input from community members and partner agencies on issues affecting children, youth and families.  The Survey Monkey was distributed to:

· Community entities—Neighborhood Coalitions, Transportation Councils, Community Action Agency, youth or youth groups, businesses, city councils, Chambers of Commerce, faith community, service clubs, economic development, community members, County Human Service Agencies, Housing Authority, after-school programs, child care providers, Child Care Resource and Referral and Runaway and Homeless youth liaison.

· Education—Parent Teacher Organizations, school boards, teachers, Educational Services District, school districts, Early Intervention/Early Childhood, Special Education, Head Start/Oregon Pre-Kindergarten, Early Childhood Team representative.

· Law Enforcement—Probation/Parole officer, Juvenile Director, CASA, VOCA, Workforce Development, court staff, District Attorney, Community Partnership Team.

· Public social services and medical community—Department of Human Services Child Welfare and Self-Sufficiency Programs, service providers, prevention coordinators, local Mental Health Organization and Authority, Disability Services, Family Connections and Support, Public Health Department, Home Health, Babies First and Cacoon, Women’s Infants and Children (WIC)

· Groups of Diverse Population—Latino/Hispanic, African American, Asian, American Indian/Nation Alaskan and Eastern European.

Diversity is this remote area of Oregon is homogeneous with a frontier rural culture.  Ninety-six percent of the population is Caucasian in Wheeler County.  There are small percentages of American Indians, African American and Hispanics.  The Survey Monkey yielded responses from a handful of community members who identify as diverse populations living in Wheeler County.  Added diversity comes from the presence of foreign exchange students, from many different countries, who attend schools in Mitchell and Spray.  

The responses to the Survey Monkey provided the foundation to begin identifying the potential focus issue to select from for the Comprehensive Plan.  Community members and partner agencies were invited to come together for a planning meeting to select the focus issue that would be the center of the Comprehensive Plan for Wheeler County for the next six years.  The group identified community gaps, selected the focus issue, developed the objective, strategy, target for achievement, intermediate outcome and target date for accomplishment related to the focus issue.  This group of participants consisted of individuals from Education Services District, Head Start/Healthy Start, Mid-Columbia Council of Governments Workforce Development, faith community, Wheeler County Commission on Children and Families, Juvenile Department, education, Public Health, VOCA (Victim’s Assistance Program), Spray Community School and Morrow Wheeler Behavioral Health (mental health services, alcohol and drug prevention and treatment and school-based counselor).

Issues affecting children, youth and families in Wheeler County

Input provided from the survey tool identified issues affecting children, youth and families in Wheeler County.  These issues are:

· Positive youth development high level outcomes

· Decrease teen drug use

· Decrease teen alcohol use

· Decrease teen tobacco use

· Reduce juvenile reoffending

· Decrease juvenile arrests

· Reduce teen pregnancy

· Improve health care coverage

· Improve prenatal care

· Reduce infant mortality

· Reduce alcohol, tobacco and other drug use during pregnancy

· Reduce adult substance abuse

· Reduce child maltreatment

· Increase child care availability

· Increase child care affordability

· Improve readiness to learn

· Improve 3rd grade reading

· Improve 8th grade reading

· Improve 8th grade math

· Reduce school violence

· Increase parent education opportunities

· Reduce poverty

· Unemployment rate

· Increase community engagement

· Increase volunteerism

· Improve emergency preparedness

Increase community engagement, decrease teen alcohol use, reduce child maltreatment, positive youth development high level outcomes and reduce adult substance abuse were the top five highest priority selections from the survey.

Selected Focus Issue

The focus issue selected by the group is to reduce teen alcohol use.

Wheeler County is similar to other rural counties in which implicit acceptance by adults of teen alcohol use as a social activity is common.  This, along with more private parties occurring in family homes and adults who are willing to furnish alcohol to minors, creates unhealthy community norms in Wheeler County.  Peer pressure among teens also plays a significant role in alcohol use.  Law enforcement is stretched very thin over a large rural area, making enforcement difficult.  These factors contribute to a 33% teen alcohol use rate for 8th graders in Wheeler County (Source:  Oregon Healthy Teens Survey, 8th graders reporting use of alcohol within the 30 days prior to the survey). 

Previously, Wheeler County community partners participated in a comprehensive planning process in order to possibly access additional prevention funds.  Their planning created a process that included needs assessment, resource assessment, data collection and prioritizing.  The end result of this planning process was to select a best practice program to prevent underage drinking that would be put in place in the three school districts.  The selection is a school-based program curriculum called Positive Action.  Morrow Wheeler Behavioral Health is a partner in this program providing the services of the Alcohol and Treatment Prevention Coordinator to work directly with the school districts.  Positive Action is also one of the chosen strategies for the Comprehensive Plan to prevent underage drinking.  

Positive Action is an evidenced-based program for improving academics, behavior and character.  The curriculum is based on the philosophy that “you feel good about yourself when you do positive actions.”  The program uses a “Thoughts-Actions-Feelings circle, which suggests that...thoughts lead to...actions, which lead to feelings..., which then lead back to thoughts.” (Source: Overview of Positive Action for Teens)

Recognizing that reducing teen alcohol consumption is only part of the problem in their communities, the group has also decided to add an additional component to the plan by developing a strategy to work toward changing the unhealthy community norms associated with teen alcohol use.   Using a professional with expertise in community mobilization, the strategy will be to initiate an awareness campaign in Wheeler County communities to educate the public on the negative effects of this unhealthy community for youth, families and communities and to promote a change in adult behaviors that contribute to the availability and accessibility of alcohol to youth.

The results from these strategies will be a 20% reduction in the current rate of 33% for teen alcohol use; decreasing the teen alcohol use rate from 33% to 26% by June 30, 2014.

Participants who will be integrally involved in these efforts will be Wheeler County School Districts, Morrow Wheeler Behavioral Health and the local Commission on Children and Families.
