Emerging Communities Blytheville
Strategic Discussion about Youth Development in Blytheville: 
Could we create a holistic Blytheville Youth Network?

Tuesday, September 13, 2011. 6:00- 8:30 p.m.

Mississippi County EOC 

SUMMARY NOTES

Participants representing over 12 local youth programs plus the Mayor, City Council and Quorum Court members, ANC, EOC, and Great River Economic Development took part in this initial planning meeting. At least three young people were involved in the meeting. Guests from the Arkansas Community Foundation’s Youth Advisory Coalitions and the University of Arkansas Clinton School of Public Service, Center on Community Philanthropy also participated.
The evening started with a quick update on the Emerging Communities effort. Over 18 months several hundred Blytheville residents helped chart a roadmap to create more opportunities for vulnerable people. ECI efforts were grounded in extensive data gathering, conversations, over 400 surveys and youth contributions from BHS which led to community vision and future focused on key goals: strengthen the fabric of the community through youth centered activities and a Center; diversify the economy and provide more opportunities to start small business, create careers, and support women and young adults in the workforce; connect the workforce system to create more and better opportunities for jobs now. 
The proposed youth development infrastructure would intentionally link the city’s existing programs and build on these local assets to address gaps and to stimulate collaboration. It should be an important milestone toward establishing a full-spectrum “community center” for youth. The intention is to find new approaches to support the best current local efforts and to grow new efforts as needed to reinforce or complement what is already working. The myriad numbers of good programs that are already are being supported by local volunteers and local resources. A second intention is to reduce the competition for funds, constituents, and curricula that has resulted in fragmentation, duplication, and an environment where sustainability challenges limit the viability of good ideas and dampen the opportunity for lasting solutions.

Key Discussions at the meeting centered on these questions:
1. What aspects of our current youth programming really work well? 

· Most programs offer a safe space and a watchful eye on kids when they’re not in school.

· Mississippi County football league is an example of a successful program

· The mentoring, personal “one-on-one” relationships are quite successful

· The best programs incorporate character building, communication, interpersonal skill building, positive leadership elements: service over self, mentoring and support.

· The programs that help young people transition from high school to college are very valuable.

· Incorporating arts and hands-on, experiential field trips also works well.

2. What do we already know is critical for helping youth succeed?

· An emphasis on reading is critical

· Intervening to address problems and providing a “voice” for youth to shape the experience are quite useful

· Engaging youth in better life planning, providing positive praise along with clear and high expectations is important

· Providing a spiritual framework and an empowering atmosphere with emphasis on morals and principles like personal responsibility is important

· Engaging and involving parents is key (though most participants noted that this was very difficult to maintain)

· Helping youth set and attain goals and feeling that they are a member is important

· Direct action, performances are effective

· Having a continuous, long-term framework for youth development is critical

3. What do we want more of for our youth?

· A real community center

· Additional resources and funding for youth efforts
· Volunteers

· Parental involvement

· Parental education
· Incentive programs

· Respectful behavior and character development

· Programs that bring positive outcomes for young people

· Exposure to new things

· Forums for youth expression

· Bringing youth “to the table”

· Leadership

· Positive role models

· Church involvement

· Study groups, possibly learning and practice for drivers training and road safety

4. What do we want to see and have in place for youth in the next 10 years?

· More incentives for  the youth to participate

· Acknowledge their successful milestones

· More funding and sustainability

· More attractions for youth

· Programs that are accessible to all

· An unbiased director without affiliation to coordinate a holistic youth network

· Consistency

· Clear mission for the proposed youth network

· More communication about the proposed network, its offerings, benefits, etc.

5. Do you think we could grow into a more organized network? 
Generally, the participants felt that it was desirable and possible to create an organized youth development network.

They brainstormed an initial set of ground rules that could frame a collaborative youth network here in Blytheville:
· Open communication, active membership, and a spirit of collaboration

· Simple and holistic approaches to youth development

· A common, respectful mission and driving purpose

· A philosophy of “giving back to the community”

· People not being intimidated by another person’s gifts

· An appreciation that doing youth development may be an occupation, but not always one that provides a total livelihood
The group started to list the most important values any youth network would need to “live by” in order for all the members to feel included:
· A real passion for young people 

· Fairness

· Service over self

· Non judgmental

· Integrity

· Sharing ideas but not stealing clients or programmatic ideas

· Partnership

· Inclusion

· Synergy, especially to build upon what the schools are doing

Next Steps: What Seems Promising and Who Wants to Work on It?
Every participant committed to working collaboratively on the promise of a connected, youth development network for Blytheville.

The group set its Next meeting: Tuesday, October 11 at 6:00 at EOC

The participants identified others who should be invited to participate:
· More youth

· parents

· Public schools and KIPP

· Sports coaches

· Scouts leaders

· PTA and PTO leaders

· Local industry and financial institutions

· Counseling organizations

· Lawyers and medical professionals

· Teachers

· Media
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WHAT COULD BE THE BENEFITS OF A MORE 
COLLABORATIVE YOUTH NETWORK?

	Possible benefits for Blytheville Youth
	Possible Benefits for local members of the network

	More emphasis on well rounded path to development and learning, possibly with more lateral support and opportunities for entrepreneurship, service, financial literacy and creative arts in addition to mentoring and academic enrichment that are currently offered in town alongside recreation.
	Collaboration might trigger increased funding (especially from larger foundations and corporations) and attracting more financial and materials support for their programs and constituents.

	More continuity, possibly year-long as multiple programs are linked into a supportive continuum. More confidence that the City and its leaders are connected in serious, long-term efforts on behalf of young people
	Collaboration might help convince city and residents that investments from an eventual tax or bond issue were valuable contributions to the ECI/city’s future goal of a community center.

	More benefits from materials, curriculum derived from new funding and later actual benefits from a community center, sustained youth learning/recreation space
	New programs, materials, learning tools, etc. and increased sustainability

	
	Might open doors to more collective transportation for participants that could increase youth participation and reduce costs for programs
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