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I. Project Overview
This project brings rural students, community members, and school personnel together to discuss local community issues and identify ways in which schools can contribute to creating stronger rural communities. Rural youth have a strong leadership role in planning and facilitating these dialogues in their local communities as well as in identifying and implementing actions toward the goal of community improvement.

Through this project, the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) and the University of Wisconsin-Extension have partnered to offer local communities conducting these dialogues model solutions from other Wisconsin communities grappling with similar issues, as well as assistance with dialogue processes, data gathering, and data analysis.

The State Superintendent’s Advisory Council on Rural Schools, Libraries, and Communities advises this collaboration between DPI and Extension and supports the work of strengthening rural Wisconsin through engagement in community dialogues. 

II. Participants
Rural community members intending to engage in community dialogues are encouraged to identify important stakeholders in their community—including students, school district officials, school administrators, teachers, school board members, local government, local business leaders, community service agencies, parents, and community members without school-age children—and invite them to both plan and participate in the local community dialogues. 

III. Process
The process of the community dialogues is flexible and shaped by local community participants. A proposed process is depicted on the inner circle of the adjoining Community Dialogues process diagram and described below. 

Rural Community Process

When a rural community decides to participate in the Community Dialogues project, their efforts can be undertaken in a series of steps:
· 1a is to select representatives from a cross-section of the important stakeholders in

the community to form a team of rural youth and adults willing to sponsor the dialogues. This team then plans and facilitates a series of local community dialogues, open to community adults, school personnel, and youth. An initial community dialogue, 

· 1b may consist of a brainstorming session in which participants identify the

shared mission of schools and communities and the ways in which these entities can collaborate to address important community concerns. The youth-adult team can then review the feedback they receive and sponsor 

· 1c another dialogue meant to prioritize specific issues the community would like

to target and identify possible action steps. A third community dialogue

· 1d can be organized with the purpose of creating definitive action plans, assigning

responsibilities to community members and youth in order to implement those plans, and defining measurable outcomes of community improvement. Once community dialogue participants implement these action plans, another community dialogue,

· 1e can assess the progress of these actions, generate ideas for additional actions,

and/or identify further issues to work on in the community. 

IV. Collaborative Support
The DPI and the local and state levels of UW-Extension are working together to provide rural communities support for their community dialogues. This support is intended to facilitate dialogues that are informed by data specific to the community, state, and issue; incorporate a youth leadership component; and involve a diverse cross-section of the community in local improvement efforts that are identified and carried out by participants. 

The nature of DPI and Extension’s support will be customized according to local community requests. A proposed process of support is depicted on the outer circle of the adjoining Community Dialogues process diagram and described below. 

DPI and UW-Extension Support Process

DPI and Extension can offer a series of supportive measures for local communities

participating in community dialogues: 

· 2a is planning and process support when the youth-adult team comes together with the purpose of creating a series of dialogues. Process support can include training in facilitation models that can be used by youth and adult facilitators. To support the initial brainstorming dialogue, DPI and Extension can provide 

· 2b community demographic and educational data that may be useful for dialogue

participants to consider as they mull over issues important to the community. Once specific issues are identified by community dialogue participants, DPI and Extension can offer 
· 2c research-based information on the issue as well as model case studies of other

communities in the state that have faced similar issues in the past. DPI and Extension can then help the community

· 2d analyze the process and progress of the actions taken by dialogue participants

to improve their community. Local community concerns and solutions will be 

· 2e communicated to state policymakers by the DPI-Extension partnership. DPI

and Extension intend to share information generated from local community dialogues with other rural communities in an effort to strengthen rural areas statewide. 

V. Common Community Issues
Issues identified so far by rural communities interested in or conducting community dialogues include enrollment patterns, school resources, economic development, environmental sustainability, peace initiatives, and creative responses to demographic and economic shifts in rural communities. 

VI. Local Rural Community Dialogues
The Community Dialogues project is currently in its pilot stage. There are two rural communities—Rhinelander and Phelps—that have already entered the dialogue process.

· Rhinelander:  A youth-adult team has been formed by teachers and students at the Northwoods Community Secondary School. The team was recently trained in facilitation models by local UW-Extension staff. Currently, the team is planning a community dialogue to focus on school resources that will take place in mid-April. The Rhinelander team is hoping to sponsor monthly community dialogues on a range of issues beginning in the fall.

· Phelps:  A youth-adult team has been formed by teachers and students at Phelps High School. The team used a process called community asset mapping, which they learned at a summer retreat sponsored by the Rural School and Community Trust, to identify important stakeholders in their community. Once identified, the Phelps team presented questions to the stakeholders (such as the local hospital, the Lion’s Club, and a local women’s club) designed by state UW-Extension staff, including: What are the elements that need to be present in order to make our community viable and an attractive place for people of all ages to live? What can the school and community do together to address the challenges and build a viable and attractive school and community? When the Phelps team receives feedback from all of their stakeholders, they will identify the most salient community concern and conduct a community dialogue around this issue sometime in the fall.

Three additional communities—New London, Washburn, and Florence—have expressed strong interest in joining the Community Dialogues project this year.

· New London:  The community of New London would like to find creative ways to strengthen their town in the face of recent factory closings and job losses. A school district administrator and the local Extension agent are currently identifying a youth-adult team to sponsor local community dialogues on this issue.

· Washburn:  Residents of Washburn are studying enrollment patterns in their local schools and would like to discuss viable options with their community. An initiative to make the community more environmentally sustainable is also a potential community dialogue topic. A local Extension agent and a community group focused on educational issues have expressed interest in the Community Dialogue project and have taken the possibility back to their fellow community members.

· Florence:  Youth in Florence, as members of an organization called Youth Reclaiming Our Communities, recently became involved in a school referendum dialogue. The local Extension agent in that community is interested in pursuing the Community Dialogues project as a more structured way of engaging the community with youth. 

VII. Contact Information
If you would like more information about the Community Dialogues project, please contact:

· Matt Calvert, 4-H Youth Development Specialist at UW-Extension and Extension coordinator of the Community Dialogues project. (608) 262-1912; 608 265-6407 (fax); matthew.calvert@uwex.edu.

· Margaret Ellibee, Division Director of Career and Technical Education at the Department of Public Instruction and DPI coordinator of the Community Dialogues project. (608) 267-9251; 608 267-9275 (fax); margaret.ellibee@dpi.state.wi.us.

· Cynthia Taines, doctoral student in Educational Policy Studies at UW-Madison and research and support staff-person for the Community Dialogues project. (608) 262-5020; (608) 265-6407 (fax); cjtaines@wisc.edu.
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