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EDUCATING CAREGIVERS
To make good decisions about their child’s care, caregivers need 
up-to-date information about services and supports available 
through health insurance benefits, their child’s school, and state 
agencies, as well as local community services (for example, 
peer support services, faith-based supports, food, and housing 
assistance) and support available through online communities.

Services available through health insurance and state agencies have 
specific eligibility criteria and application requirements. Special education 
and behavioral health services available through schools are subject to 
state law. Because of these differences, service systems can be challenging 
to understand.

Many services are also available in a family’s local community. These might 
include formal services such as after-school programs, paid respite provid-
ers, food assistance and housing, and resources that can help the caregiver 
with their parenting skills. Informal community services and supports, such 
as parent support groups and faith-based programs, also play a vital role. 
A network of natural supports, such as family members and trusted friends 
and neighbors, can also provide help to a family. By understanding the 
range of community-based resources available to them, caregivers can 
build a strong network of local supports for the family.

Family Partners play an important role in educat-
ing caregivers about the range of service systems and 
supports available to them and their child, and they are in a unique posi-
tion to help caregivers understand and successfully navigate them. To do 
this work effectively, Family Partners use the knowledge gained through 
their own experience navigating systems for their child as well as knowl-
edge gained through training and work experience. They must have 
strong connections with local community supports and referral sources 
and they must be knowledgeable about and have up-to-date informa-
tion about agency wait lists. They must be good at understanding when 
a caregiver is ready to act on the education and information provided. 
Family Partners also encourage and empower caregivers to educate 
themselves on their rights, choices, and being an informed consumer 
and user of services.
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Educate the caregiver about formal child-serving behavioral health service systems

•	 Continually educate yourself on child-serving behavioral health service 
systems, eligibility requirements, special education services, and other 
programs for children and families.

•	 Establish relationships with relevant providers so you can facilitate 
connections between caregivers and these resources.

•	 When you are doing this research, check to make sure the source is 
providing accurate and reliable information.

•	 Warn families to be careful of misinformation they may receive from 
social media and community members and help them recognize it.

•	 Help families understand the behavioral health benefits available 
through their health insurance.

	» Discuss behavioral health benefits available through MassHealth 
and whether MassHealth is an option for the family. If the family is 
already accessing these benefits, see if the family is getting all the 
benefits for which they are eligible, and if they aren’t, help them get 
the additional benefits.

	» Discuss behavioral health benefits available through private insur-
ance and assist the caregiver in understanding and using these 
benefits; as needed, connect the caregiver to other resources 
knowledgeable about these benefits, such as contacts within a 
health plan.

•	 Educate families about services available through state agencies such 
as DMH, DDS, DCF, Mass Ability, DYS, or DTA, and help the family find 
out if these agencies can serve them.

•	 Educate the caregiver about behavioral health services and supports 
available through their child’s school and how to request and access 
these services.

•	 Educate the caregiver about how getting services through one system 
can impact the ability to get services through other systems.

•	 Educate the caregiver about the value of building a network of formal 
service providers.

•	 Help the caregiver identify short-term and long-term formal behavioral 
health supports and services.

•	 Help address any bias based on negative experiences the family may 
have had with service systems.
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Educate the caregiver about service system eligibility requirements 

•	 Educate the caregiver about the eligibility requirements of service 
systems that may be able to help them and their child.

•	 Coach the caregiver on how to find eligibility criteria for services avail-
able through health insurance benefits, both private and public, includ-
ing MassHealth.

•	 Coach the caregiver on how to find eligibility criteria for services avail-
able through state agencies such as DMH, DTA, DDS, DCF, and DYS.

•	 Coach the caregiver on how to find special education services and how 
the child can access them. In the caregiver’s preferred language, provide 
written material about these services including general information 
about special education, sample letters to request services, etc.

•	 Help the caregiver understand why their child may not be eligible for 
some services. 

•	 Help the caregiver understand when they may need to seek legal help 
on eligibility for services.

•	 Help the caregiver decide what steps to take regarding eligibility and 
access to services, including appeals processes, hiring an educational 
advocate, legal counsel, etc.

Educate the caregiver about service system discharge criteria

•	 Educate the caregiver about the discharge criteria and processes of the 
systems providing services to their child.

	» Make sure the caregiver has complete information and documenta-
tion relating to discharge.

•	 Help the caregiver understand how and when their child will meet 
discharge criteria. 

•	 Help the caregiver decide what steps to take regarding discharge from 
service systems and how to access services that may come next.
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Educate the caregiver about local community-based resources

•	 Educate the caregiver about the value of building or rebuilding a 
network of community-based services and supports, including natural 
supports (such as family members and trusted friends and neighbors).

•	 Explore the range of community supports that may be available to the 
family and child, such as: 

	» Afterschool programs 

	» Self-care activities

	» Food assistance 

	» Housing 

	» Resources that can help the caregiver strengthen their parenting abil-
ities, such as parenting skills groups/classes, parent support groups, 
health care, mental health services, and substance use services

	» Groups for youth/young adults (social and recreational groups, 
peer support, academic support, etc.) 

	» Faith-based groups

	» Legal assistance 

	» Employment, job training 

	» Financial literacy, budgeting 

	» State and local representatives 

	» Community events

	» Emergency assistance

•	 Educate the caregiver about how to access these various community 
supports.

	» According to the caregiver’s preference, provide print or online 
information (website, Facebook pages, etc.) including contact infor-
mation, location, and hours of operation.

	» Use a “Do for, Do with, Cheer on” approach; this might include 
making the first contact with the organization or group and attend-
ing the first meeting with the caregiver.

	» Assess the caregiver’s computer literacy and coach them on how to 
find online information or computer literacy training if needed.
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Educate the caregiver about school-based services

•	 Educate the caregiver on the importance of working closely with their 
child’s school; this may include finding supportive school staff who can 
help the caregiver understand and navigate school-based services.

	» If school is not helpful, educate the caregiver on how to find 
resources that can help them access and navigate school-based 
services, such as an educational advocate.

•	 Educate the caregiver on the U.S. and local education systems and how 
they may differ from the country or community they came from.

•	 Educate the caregiver on their rights and their child’s rights to school-
based services.

•	 Educate caregiver on advocating for their child in school meetings, for 
example, by explaining in meetings what works at home.

	» Help the caregiver identify people they want to bring to meetings 
with them, including a supportive person such as you or a natural 
support.

	» Be aware of your employer’s requirements regarding Family Partner 
participation in school meetings.

•	 Educate the caregiver on what to do if they disagree with a school’s 
findings or with the school’s assessment or understanding of their child’s 
needs, strengths, and services.

Educate the caregiver about transitions between service 
systems, providers, and stages of need

•	 Help the caregiver understand their options when a change services or 
providers is needed.

	» Educate the caregiver about further options available to their child 
when a service is ending; for example, when a youth is discharged 
from a hospital or an Intensive Residential Treatment Program, or 
transitioning between in-home and out-of-home care.

	» Educate the caregiver about their options when a service or 
provider is not achieving desired outcomes, or if new needs 
emerge that require different services.

•	 See “Transition Planning.”
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Help the caregiver understand the 
organizational culture of providers

•	 Educate the caregiver about the organizational structure, relevant poli-
cies, values, and mission of state agencies and provider organizations, 
for example, the organization’s commitment to family-driven care and 
how they put it into practice (in other words, what it looks like to the 
caregiver).

•	 Guide the caregiver and provide them with specific strategies on how 
to work effectively with providers, state agency staff, school systems, 
and clinicians.

•	 Discuss how the family’s culture (especially communication style, tradi-
tions, values, and what is considered respectful or disrespectful) might 
be different from provider’s culture, and how differences between the 
two might affect the family’s experience of services.

“This is one of the most 
grounding of the services 

available because it 
is so non-judgmental 

and supportive.”
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