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WELCOME TO EARLY CHILDHOOD COURT

Thank you for opening your home and heart to a young child involved in Early Childhood Court
(ECC).

Early Childhood Court is a specialized program designed to support children ages 0–5 and their
families who are involved in the child welfare system. Through collaboration, support, and early
intervention, the program focuses on promoting healthy development, strengthening
relationships, and helping children achieve safe, stable, and permanent homes.

My name is Melanie Rathbun, and I am the Early Childhood Court Program Coordinator. I am here
to support you throughout your journey as a caregiver.

Please do not hesitate to reach out with questions, concerns, or if you need guidance along the
way. Navigating the child welfare system can sometimes feel overwhelming, especially when
caring for a child with unique needs and experiences. You are not expected to do this alone.

My role is to provide support, connect you with resources, answer questions, and help you feel
confident in your role as a caregiver. Your partnership is invaluable, and together we can help
ensure that children and families receive the support they need to thrive.

Please note that I will be reaching out regularly for updates, along with other members of the
team, throughout this process. You may also hear from Help Me Grow at times. Open
communication and patience are very important components of this program, and we
appreciate your partnership as we work together to support the child and family.

Thank you for being an important part of the Early Childhood Court team.
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WHAT IS EARLY CHILDHOOD COURT?

Early Childhood Court (ECC) is a specialized court program for ages 0-5 that focuses on:

✓ Supporting infants, toddlers, and young children involved in the child welfare system
✓ Strengthening healthy relationships between children and caregivers
✓ Supporting parents and families as they work toward stability
✓ Promoting healthy child development
✓ Connecting families with services and resources
✓ Helping children achieve safe, stable, and permanent homes

The ECC Approach:

Early Childhood Court recognizes that strong, nurturing relationships are essential for healthy
development. The program brings together families, caregivers, service providers, and the court
to work as one team focused on the child's well-being.
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YOUR ROLE AS A CAREGIVER

You Are a Critical Member of the Team

As a caregiver, you provide more than a safe place to stay, you provide stability, support, and
connection.

Your Responsibilities May Include:

Providing Daily Care
• Maintaining a safe environment
• Establishing consistent routines
• Meeting physical and emotional needs
• Providing nurturing and comfort

Supporting Child Development
• Attending medical and dental appointments (Parents are welcome to attend appointments)
• Monitoring developmental milestones
• Participating in recommended services
• Sharing concerns with the child's team

Supporting Family Connections
• Encouraging positive family relationships when appropriate
• Supporting visitation plans
• Helping children prepare for family visits

Communicating With the Team
• Providing updates about the child's progress
• Reporting concerns promptly
• Participating in meetings and court-related activities when requested
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WHO IS ON THE TEAM?

Judge
Monitors the case and ensures progress toward safety, well-being, and permanency.

Program Coordinator
Coordinates services, case planning, and communication among team members.

Child Welfare Case Manager
Coordinates services, case planning, and communication among team members.

Guardian ad Litem / Child Advocate
Represents the child's best interests.

Parent Attorney
Provides legal representation for the parent(s).

Caregiver
Provides daily care and shares valuable information about the child's needs and progress.

Service Providers
May include:
• Therapists
• Medical providers
• Early intervention specialists
• Parenting support providers
• Substance use treatment providers

Remember:
You are an important voice on the team. Your observations help others understand the child's
needs.
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Family Team Meetings (FTMs)

Family Team Meetings are held once each month and are an important part of the Early
Childhood Court process. While caregiver participation is not required, it is strongly encouraged,
as your input helps the team better understand the child's needs and progress.

Parents are required to attend these meetings in person. Caregivers are welcome to attend
either in person or via Zoom, whichever is most convenient. You are also welcome to bring the
child(ren) to the meeting if you would like.

During Family Team Meetings, we discuss updates related to the case, including how the child is
doing at home, in school or childcare, and at medical or developmental appointments. We also
discuss the parents' progress, any challenges the family may be experiencing, and resources or
supports that may be beneficial. Caregiver observations and updates are especially valuable and
help ensure the team has the most complete picture of the child's well-being.

The Early Childhood Court team typically participates virtually via Zoom. Parents and the
Program Coordinator generally meet in person at the Okeechobee County Courthouse, 3rd Floor,
Courtroom B.

Meetings typically last between 20 and 60 minutes. A calendar invitation with the meeting
details and Zoom link will be emailed to you each month.
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Early Childhood Court (ECC) Hearings

ECC Hearings are held monthly and provide an opportunity for the team to discuss with the
judge the information, updates, and recommendations that were shared during the Family Team
Meeting.

These hearings are typically held on the Thursday following the Family Team Meeting and take
place before Judge White at the Okeechobee County Courthouse, 3rd Floor, Courtroom B.

While caregiver attendance is not required, it is strongly encouraged. Your participation helps
support the child and family and allows the court to hear valuable information about how the
child is doing in your care.

The entire ECC team attends these hearings in person. Caregivers are welcome to attend either
in person or via Zoom, whichever is most convenient. Children are also welcome to attend ECC
Hearings.

During the hearing, the team discusses the child's well-being, development, family progress,
services being provided, and any ongoing needs or concerns. The judge may ask questions and
provide guidance to help ensure the child and family are receiving the support they need.

ECC Hearings typically last about 90 minutes, although the length may vary depending on the
number of cases being heard and the needs of each family.

A calendar invitation with the hearing details and Zoom link will be emailed to you each month.
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Child-Parent Psychotherapy (CPP)

Child-Parent Psychotherapy (CPP) is an evidence-based therapy designed for young children
ages 0–5 and their parents or primary caregivers. CPP focuses on strengthening the relationship
between a child and their caregiver while helping both process difficult experiences, stress,
trauma, or changes that may have impacted the family.

As part of the Early Childhood Court program, a CPP provider will be assigned to work with the
family. The CPP provider will contact the parent and caregiver to schedule regular therapy
sessions.

Sessions are typically held in person and most often take place in the caregiver's home, where
the child feels comfortable and secure. Meeting in the child's natural environment allows the
therapist to observe interactions, support healthy attachment, and provide guidance that can
be incorporated into everyday routines.

During CPP sessions, the therapist may:

• Observe interactions between the child and caregiver
• Help caregivers better understand the child's behaviors and emotions
• Support healthy communication and attachment
• Teach strategies to help children feel safe and regulated
• Address the impact of trauma, separation, or other stressful experiences
• Strengthen the child's sense of security and well-being

If you have questions about CPP or scheduling, please feel free to reach out. We are happy to
provide additional information and support.
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2-4-2 Family Time Program

The 2-4-2 Family Time Program is a child-focused approach used in Early Childhood Court to
support strong, healthy relationships between children and their parents through frequent and
meaningful family time. The parents have received instructions on how to access and complete
the 2-4-2 Book Program.

The goal of the program is to help young children maintain important family connections,
strengthen attachment, and support positive outcomes for families involved in the child welfare
system.

Why Is Family Time Important?

Regular family time can:
✓ Strengthen parent-child relationships
✓ Support healthy emotional development
✓ Reduce stress and anxiety for children
✓ Encourage family engagement and progress
✓ Support reunification and permanency goals
The Caregiver's Role

Caregivers play an important role in making family time successful by:
• Helping children prepare for visits
• Supporting positive transitions before and after family time
• Sharing information about the child's needs and routines
• Communicating observations or concerns with the team

Children may experience a variety of emotions before or after family time. These reactions are
normal and can be shared with the team so appropriate support can be provided.
By working together, caregivers, parents, and professionals can help create positive experiences
that support the child's well-being and strengthen family relationships.
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DOCUMENTATION TIPS

Keep Notes About:
□ Medical appointments
□ Dental appointments
□ Developmental milestones
□ School or childcare updates
□ Behavioral concerns
□ Family visitation observations
□ Significant events or incidents

Why Documentation Matters
Good documentation helps:
✓ Track progress
✓ Support service planning
✓ Inform court decisions
✓ Ensure children's needs are addressed
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SELF-CARE FOR CAREGIVERS

Caring for Yourself Matters Too

Supporting children who have experienced trauma can be rewarding and challenging.

Healthy Self-Care Strategies
✓ Ask questions
✓ Seek support when needed
✓ Attend caregiver trainings
✓ Connect with other caregivers
✓ Celebrate small successes
✓ Take time to recharge

Remember
You are not expected to have all the answers.
The Early Childhood Court team is here to support both you and the child.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK

Medical
□ Does the child have any medical conditions?
□ Are medications prescribed?
□ Are appointments already scheduled?

Development
□ Are there developmental concerns?
□ Has the child received evaluations?

Childcare & Education
□ Is the child enrolled in childcare or preschool?
□ Who should I contact regarding educational needs?

Family Connections
□ What visitation arrangements are in place?
□ Are there important family members involved?

Case Information
□ Who is my primary contact?
□ How should concerns be reported?
□ What meetings should I attend?



Please review the dates listed below for ECC Staffing FTM and ECC Court sessions. Your
FTM time will be communicated to you at a later date. Unless otherwise specified, your

ECC Court time will be 10:00  AM

6/29
7/27
8/24
9/28

10/26
11/16

December - TBD

ECC  STAFFING - FTM ECC COURT

7/2
7/30
8/27
10/1

10/29
11/19

December - TBD

FLORIDA EARLY CHILDHOOD COURTS
QUALITY IMPROVEMENT MEETING
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THANK YOU

Every Child Deserves:
❤️ Safety
❤️ Stability
❤️ Nurturing Relationships
❤️ Opportunities to Grow and Thrive

Your commitment, patience, and care make a meaningful difference in the life of a child and their
family.

Thank you for being an essential part of the Early Childhood Court community.

THANK YOU
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🌱 EARLY CHILDHOOD COURT (ECC)
NEW CAREGIVER QUICK GUIDE

💛 WELCOME
 Thank you for caring for a young child in Early Childhood Court.
 Your role helps provide safety, stability, and healing during a critical time.

🧒 WHAT IS ECC?
Early Childhood Court supports young children (birth–age 5) involved in the child welfare system.

💛GOALS:
 • Keep children safe
 • Achieve permanency as quickly as possible
 • Support healthy early development
 • Reduce trauma and placement changes

👨‍👩‍👧 YOUR ROLE AS A CAREGIVER
You are an important member of the child’s team.
You are responsible for:
 • Providing a safe, stable, and nurturing home
 • Meeting daily physical and emotional needs
 • Supporting family visits when approved
 • Communicating with the ECC team
 • Attending meetings or court when requested

🧩 ECC TEAM
You may work with:
 • ECC Judge
 • ECC Court Program Coordinator
 • Case Manager
 • Guardian ad Litem (child’s advocate)
 • Parents’ attorneys
 • Therapists and service providers
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📅 WHAT TO EXPECT

Regular ECC Court Hearings and Family Team Meetings (It is not mandatory for you to attend,
although it is recommended).
 • Updates to the case plan
 • Focus on safety, permanency, and child well-being
 • Faster timelines than traditional court
 
❤️ VISITATION
• Visits with parents/siblings may be scheduled and supervised
 • Consistency is very important for young children
 • You may help with transportation or preparation
 • Encourage calm, positive transitions

📌 IMPORTANT REMINDERS
• Keep all case information confidential
 • Maintain daily routines and stability
 • Report concerns to the case manager
 • Be respectful of the child’s family
 • Attend required appointments and court dates

📞 CONTACT INFORMATION
Case Manager: _______________________ Phone: _______________
Guardian ad Litem: ___________________ Phone: _______________
Therapist/Provider: __________________ Phone: _______________

🌟 THANK YOU
Your care makes a lasting difference in a child’s safety, stability, and development.
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