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International Partnership Builds Bridge to Help Youth
Starr Commonwealth working with child care professional from Germany
ALBION, MI - A bridge has been built between Germany and Michigan and more and more child care professionals are crossing back and forth over it. The bridge is actually a partnership, one forged nearly two decades ago between Starr Commonwealth, a nationally recognized organization for children and families headquartered in Michigan, and Dr. Gerhard Veith, a highly regarded professor in the field of social sciences and child development at Freiburg University in Germany. Veith, along with Dr. Thomas Trapper of the University of Bamberg and a study group of seven advanced university students, spent a week this winter on Starr’s Albion campus.  For the students, it was a chance to see up-close the innovative treatment methods they’d heard so much about from their professors. 

      “I was first introduced to Starr Commonwealth in 1990 at a child care conference in New York,” says Dr. Veith. “I heard Arlin Ness speak about Starr’s philosophy for the treatment of troubled youth and so many of the ideas he expressed impressed me.” Veith was particularly struck by the concept of Positive Peer Culture (PPC) and how well it seemed to work for youth struggling with behavior issues. The practice (the ground-breaking text for which was actually written on the campus of Starr Commonwealth in the 1970s) puts small groups of students together in cottages where they live together, study together and work together to help each other overcome their issues. Ness, then-president of Starr Commonwealth, invited Veith to Starr’s flagship campus in Albion for a visit. There the celebrated German professor saw PPC at work and knew he wanted to teach it to his own students back in Germany. Since then, nearly a dozen German university students have come to the United States for year-long internships on Starr campuses in Michigan and Ohio. Starr professionals have also crossed the bridge to bring training in PPC and other related concepts to German campuses. “The enthusiasm of our German colleagues and peers is really something,” says Starr Commonwealth’s Tom Tate, Vice President of Research and Evaluation, who has travelled to Germany to conduct on-campus training in Peer Group Counseling. “They have really embraced the concepts behind PPC.”  Already, says Veith, he’s seeing the impact of PPC on existing German programs for troubled youth, thanks in large part to the training tomorrow’s teachers and program directors have been receiving through the partnership. “I am amazed by the fact that the all the values are based on Floyd Starr’s belief that ‘there is no such thing as a bad boy,” said visiting German student Claudia Weissenborn in an essay about her experience. Weissenborn was referring to a famous quote by Starr’s early founder, Floyd Starr. “I think that everyone carries something good in their hearts but bad experiences and influences can cover these good things up. Starr has a method to get back to the good things deep down in the heart.”

Founded in 1913, Starr Commonwealth is a private, nonprofit organization licensed by the States of Michigan and Ohio and accredited by the Council on Accreditation of Services for Families and Children. The organization serves more than 4,000 children, families and professionals annually by providing a comprehensive continuum of care for at-risk youth and their families in early intervention and prevention services, community-based programming and specialized residential alternatives. The full spectrum of services is offered through Starr’s five locations in Michigan and Ohio and training for professionals who work with youth is conducted nationwide.

For more information about Starr Commonwealth and its programs and services, please call 800-837-5591 or visit www.starr.org.
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