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Arkansas Rural Development Roundtable Summary 

Sponsored by the SRDC, the Kellogg Foundation, and the

UofA Cooperative Extension Service - Community & Economic Development Program
A Rural Development Roundtable was held on Wednesday, June 14, 2006, in Little Rock, Arkansas. Participants of the roundtable included faith-based educators, business leaders, county judges & quorum court members, educators, city mayors, homemakers, retirees, family & youth service organizations, school superintendents, non-profit and community improvement organizational staff. 

Total attendees were 46 (23 male, 23 female; 31 white)

Session 1: What We Value About Rural Areas

Participants were asked to list and share the most important and positive features associated with rural areas in Arkansas.  Among those listed are the following features:

	· Natural beauty

· Untapped natural resources

· State parks

· Agriculture

· Close social ties

· Southern hospitality

· Sense of community

· Heritage

· Historical buildings

· Tradition


	· Culture

· Safety

· Less traffic

· Less crowds

· Education

· Affordability

· Diversity of lifestyle & work

· Good people

· Work ethic

· Direct access to leaders, movers & shaker


The top 5 most positive features about rural areas in Arkansas as agreed upon by the roundtable were: 

1. Natural Beauty/Resources (State Parks)

2. Close Social Ties – Southern Hospitality (Sense of Community)

3. Heritage – Traditional Culture

4. Safety – Less Traffic/Less Crowds

5. Affordability

Session 2: Priorities for Strengthening the Future of Rural Areas:

In Session 2, participants were then asked to identify the topics that were of the highest priority to promoting the long-term survival and strength of rural areas in Arkansas.  The following topics were identified individually by participants:

· Education

· Workforce Development

· Economic Development

· Leadership & Citizen Participation/Governance

· Health & Nutrition

· Economic/Social inequality & poverty

· Housing

· Information & Communication

· Public Services & Infrastructure

The group then narrowed the individual responses to the following top 3 priority areas:

1. Education/Workforce Development

2. Leadership/Citizen Participation (with an emphasis on youth leadership)

3. Economic Development

Session 3: Digging Deeper into the 3 Priority Areas:

The goal of Session 3 was to delve more deeply into each of the 3 rural development priority areas identified by the roundtable above.  To this end, the roundtable was asked the following two questions for each priority area: (1) What specific challenges are rural areas in your state facing right now with regard to the topic? (2) What strategies or initiatives should be launched to help rural communities/counties in your state as it relates to this priority area?

Priority #1. Challenges - Education/Workforce Development
· Funding

· Lack of parental participation and support

· Small employer can’t afford a college grad; high school grad won’t be able to handle some jobs appropriately.

· Kids don’t know what they want to do with life.

· Working parents have difficulty increasing their skill levels & educational levels because they are overwhelmed with their responsibilities to their work & families.

· Businesses should make concessions of time for working parents to become better trained.

· Major businesses within communities need to be involved in career orientation.

· Disconnect between resources & families in order to pay for higher education

Priority #1. Challenges - Education/Workforce Development – continued… 

· Communities insisting on keeping smaller schools with high operating costs.

· Lack of economic development

· Long bussing routes for rural students

· Diversity in educational programming.

· Lack of resource knowledge

· Lack of respecting the field of education

· Inequity in education/Lack of access

· Small businesses do not seem to be important to rural Arkansas residents.

· Difficult to keep graduates in the community – lack of jobs for them.

· Quality of teachers. Schools bound by standards – “teaching to the test”

· Lack of information technology

· Benchmarks are barriers.

· State regulations for tests.

· Many high school graduates have no basic skills.

· Consolidations – busing is hard on drivers and students – some have 90 minute+ rides each way

· Adults are being left behind for not having basic skills. Students are falling thru the cracks.

· Family support is mission.

· Peer pressure is distracting.

· Lack of societal consensus of right & wrong.

· Failure to adhere to authority

· Multi-generational parenting

· Behavior issues can hold back the entire class – “we teach to mediocrity, not excellence.”

· Jobs are being lost

· Unfunded mandates for high school

· Lack of appropriate education - talented, gifted, brighter students are not being served.

· Sports emphasis starts at an early age.

· Many rural schools are financially stressed. Inability of local school districts to generate the needed revenue to support their schools.

· Delta Elitism – Some wealthy landowners and businessmen send their children to private schools and do not support the public schools

· Many rural schools are losing enrollment and some may be forced to consolidate

· Some rural schools are academically stressed

· Many students graduating from these schools do not have the academic background to get into higher education and others require remedial coursework before being admitted.

· Of those that do not go on for a higher education, many do not have the education and skills to get good technical jobs.

· Many rural schools are unable to attract and keep good teachers, because many new graduates do not want to live in depressed rural communities.

· Many teachers are retiring early or leaving the profession because teachers are under a lot of stress to improve their students test scores under difficult administrative and classroom demands. 

· Many students living in rural areas of the state do not have a supportive learning environment at home, which make it extremely difficult for the teachers and the schools to motivate them to learn and develop the analytical and cognitive skills needed to compete in today’s world.

Priority #1. Strategies/Initiatives - Education/Workforce Development
· Utilize church facilities for trainings

· Educational system is not preparing non-college bound for the workforce.

· Students should be able to pick a track and have courses that are better geared to what they want to do in the future.

· Utilize vocational school, even with High School students

· Brainstorm with industries to I.D. areas to train. Also, communicate w/surrounding counties thru Chamber of Commerce or Economic Development Commission to share needs and combine students to make a class when low #’s are involved.

· Tutoring – group based education does not work

· County-based administration of schools.

· Distance learning

· Re-train workers who have lost jobs, especially in technology.

· Equitable pay scale for teachers.

· Assess students abilities & learning styles

· Individualized screening without labeling

· Offer financial assistance to teachers for teaching extra courses

· Improve citizen participation in education on a community level.

· “School is the center of the community. No jobs = no students, which means that the school with disappear.”

· Schools should consider employing county-wide educators in the more specialized fields such as chemistry, math, foreign languages, ect.

· Career development course work needed in early years.

· Every grade needs to have some type of workforce education.

· Partner with colleges & businesses.

· Internet has helped the small business entrepreneur’s. 

· There needs to be more education on internet usage.

· Early childhood education is needed.

· Academic excellence needs to be emphasized.

· Teach job readiness/work habits/work ethics.

· Being polite, on time, helpful, self-starter, etc.

· Expose youth to different careers – on site.

· Restructure of education system is needed - Include workforce development in public schools.

· Offer workforce development across the board and not as a means of “channeling” students into a work area.

· Although schools were historically funded from local sources, there is a need for outside funding of schools to provide a good education to all students.

· The group thinks that the state legislature will provide adequate and equitable funding for schools in response to the State Supreme Court’s mandate that the state increase funding for primary and secondary schools in Arkansas. 

· However, the group thinks that improve cost effectiveness by consolidating the administrative function of school districts without consolidating schools.

· Provide a better education to school board members on their role and effective educational policies.

· Expand and enhance the career academic programs in high schools.

· Provide teachers with incentives to expand their knowledge and enhance their teaching skills.

Priority #2. Challenges - Economic Development

· Not enough employment opportunities – jobs closing & moving away.

· Lack of educated workforce

· Everyone is not on the same page and they don’t communicate

· Civic clubs vs. chamber of commerce vs. businesses, etc.

· Road & transportation of people & products needs to be addressed.

· Improve major traffic arteries

· Uneducated workforce

· Small businesses are challenged to be able to stay in business

· Lack of tax breaks & economic incentives

· People don’t see self-employment as a vital solution for employment

· Losing jobs and income in rural areas

· Manufacturing firms leaving and are not replaced

· Some businesses came and left the area as soon as their financial and tax incentives expired

· Losing youth and skilled labor to urban areas

· People have a false idea that econ. dev. should be limited to industry.
· Lack of education, schools, trained workforce, rural healthcare, infrastructure for travel & IT.

· Lack of population

· Lack of internet access in rural communities

· Mosquitoes

Priority #2. Strategies/Initiatives - Economic Development

· Find a niche in the market to enable vendors to compete with Wal-Mart

· Educate workforce & entrepreneurship

· Maintain roads and by-ways in order to transport goods

· Elected officials need to approach businesses & help offer solutions

· Need new strategies – old strategies do not work

· Encourage entrepreneurship and new business start-ups

· Recruitment incentives such as tax breaks often fail because the industries use your offer to get a better offer.

· Go for businesses that use the natural resources or products produced in your area – value added production.

· Community mapping of businesses, resources, assets, etc. – helps when talking to potential industries looking to move into the area

· Strategy in recruiting industry has been come here for cheap labor, but this is causing us to lose residents who move for better wages.

· Market other assets – quality of life, resources, etc.

· Expand and enhance workforce training

· Use business incubators to help new businesses 

· Entice people to invest locally and remain local

· Provide education to new entrepreneurs - How to deal with government regulations; Business plans; Marketing.

Priority #2. Strategies/Initiatives - Economic Development continued…

· Promote a positive attitude about your community – a can do attitude 

· Help small businesses & leaders find community partners.

· Plan before asking voters for money. 

· Develop marketing strategy for attracting industry - Market research – offer promotional packages

· Create a list of resources for all residents.

· Develop a good support system throughout the county

· City council, chamber of commerce, quorum court, etc.

· Beautification of community

· Paint & plant

· Road & transportation strategies

· Have a plan in place to show what can be accomplished - explain

· Lack of workforce training.

· Skills to develop job/business from within

· Economic development stakeholders should meet regularly and discuss education needs of their population.

· This should include local & county government officials.

Priority #3. Challenges - Leadership & Citizen Participation - (which includes an emphasis on youth leadership)

· If people don’t see a change, they don’t want to be involved.

· Everyone is waiting for someone else to do it – challenge is to get people to accept responsibility

· Leadership training programs, especially local community programs, promote growth & civic clubs

· Inadequate civics education in schools

· Lack of voter information

· Experiential leadership – no one seems to have the time to commit

· Apathy

· Time constraints

· Leadership development takes time

· Everyone is waiting for someone else to do the job

· Youth don’t feel a part of the community

· Politicians don’t understand – Citizens don’t speak-up

· People need to realize that our freedoms take sacrifice

· Getting people involved.

· Setting priorities within community

· Access & utilize resources within community

· Leadership without broad vision – community & leadership need to be “on same page”

· People lack motivation and say they are too busy to get involved in community affairs

· People need to see immediate results, otherwise they lose interest

· Many people are not concerned about their community, but only about themselves

Priority #3. Challenges - Leadership & Citizen Participation - (which includes an emphasis on youth leadership) – Coninued…
· People want the benefits of community services, but do not want to accept the responsibility for ensuring that their community survives and grow.

· Families have very busy schedules already. They don’t seem to manage their time well.

· Too much apathy – “I can’t make a difference.”

· Reaching people is difficult.

· Youth leadership “vehicle” may not be in place.

· Youth programs are many times individually oriented, and not service oriented.

· Youth have a lack of commitment/follow through.

· Provide listening sessions in/for low-income & business people.

· Disenfranchised adults work low-wage jobs and/or multiple jobs.

Priority #3. Strategies/Initiatives - Leadership & Citizen Participation - (which includes an emphasis on youth leadership)

· Recognize & help train traditional and non-traditional leaders

· Good-Ole-Boy system discourages new thinking or input – discounts ideas because of where they come from

· Continue to introduce new concepts/processes – community brainstorming/feedback sessions can also help ID people’s “hot button” issues – get them involved in those areas.

· Challenge with youth is getting their attention.

· Get them involved on the planning end – if it’s their idea, they are more likely to be involved.

· Send youth through youth leadership programs

· Utilize schools to nominate students to get involved with civic clubs or community service projects (those going to college need the community service on their resumes).

· Ask and/or convince retired people to help

· Business & industries need to support their employees when they ask to take time for community work.

· Educate the communities and respect community leaders - Whether big or small

· Recruit leaders

· Use organizations and personal contacts of key citizens to help create roundtable discussions to begin recruiting of leaders.

· Have a Vision – “community first – individuals second”

· Make sure that there is educational training available for local leaders at the city & county level.

· Work with those willing to participate and develop projects that involve others in the community

· Develop short-term projects with concrete results that affect a large number of people

· Develop leadership programs around major issues/concerns of the community

· Empower community leaders and citizens by providing them with the tools and understanding to affect change in their communities.

Session 4: What your State’s Land-Grant Universities Should Do in the Rural Development Arena

Finally, roundtable participants were asked to identify what they feel are the most critical roles the state land-grant universities should be playing in addressing the challenges and working on the strategies/initiatives identified in Session 3.  The following summarizes responses to key areas in how land-grant universities can assist in state rural development efforts:

Priority #1. Research Opportunities - Education/Workforce Development

· Survey of school children as to what vocational training they would like to receive beginning in high school.
· Retention of high school graduates into the workforce in rural communities, what are the factors to make kids stay and in work in local communities.
· Determine a curriculum for K-12 that teaches basic to skilled levels of working in small and large businesses.  Teach youth Courtesy, Politeness, money/change making skills, “a full day’s work for a full day’s wage”, how to look for other tasks once the assigned task is done.
· Research Impact of Workforce Development training programs on long-term success of industries.
· Countrywide educators for specialized academics, such as French, Spanish, Calculus and Chemistry.
· Use data to develop information sheets to use in communities to show-trends and impacts of education as is.  Help look at data to see the picture, research of educational systems and learning styles.
· Determine where our dollars are being spent with emphasis on Athletic Spending.  Provide itemized spending reports on an objective basis.
· Survey worksites for need; analyze state requirements and regulations to identify what is interfering with learning.  Recognize differences in different school districts-cultural & socialite. 
· Study impact of consolodations.
· The UACES could conduct research with other branches in the UA system such as; College of Education, College of Engineering to solve problems as it relates to educational faculties and ect.
· The local government, school system and community conduct surveys to gather data about what people foresee as need to promote job readiness, skill improvement for economic development.
· Issue-Single parents unable to do continuing education because of Time/Financial constraints.  Action-New ways to enable single parents to get new skills or higher education.
Priority #1. Extension Opportunities - Education/Workforce Development

· The UACES could provide informational meetings as it relates to educational impacts to community.  The Extension office could serve as a resource for educational information.

· Adult/Youth Issue Training. 

· Adult/Youth Skills Training. 

· Surveys, Fact Sheets; List of Resources at all levels.

· Work through schools to involve teachers in curriculum to encourage workplace skills from K-12. 2

· One on one education to young people.

Priority #1. Extension Opportunities - Education/Workforce Development – Continued….

· Youth workforce education.

· Training programs for unemployed on what employers expect good work habits etc.

· Skilled training-Welding, health care.

Priority #2. Research Opportunities - Economic Development

· Survey of Business/employee needs.
· Talk to the community people to see what ideas & problems are of the community.
· Research to find best & most effective ways to promote an area (city, county) to business interested in relocating or starting up there.
· Impact analysis-Tax Studies.
· Ways to increase small/existing business retention & expansion.
· Impact analysis of roads & infrastructure needs.
· Determine trends and outlooks for economics.  Research for ways to impact alternative enterprises and impact an economy.
· Determine action steps that Arkansas communities must take to improve infrastructure (i.e. fire department, housing) that will attract more industry.
· Determine profitable “niche”, agriculture markets that Arkansas producers can benefit from by growing.
· Determine economic development opportunities and strategies for rural areas.
· Identify uses for waste products and identify how to get them to market.
· Why can’t state attract big business?
· Provide data on Taxes, Spending, and Internet Business opportunities for rural communities.
· Survey of needs.
· Determine potential economic impact of specific infrastructure improvement on communities, specifically water, sewer, electricity and fire. Protection/ISO rate reduction.
· What industries use natural resources found in the county.
· Try to determine what would make rural areas attract industry.

Priority #2. Extension Opportunities - Economic Development

· University of Arkansas Extension Service could assist educating the public about what specific areas for employment people need training to enhance economic development.

· Issue-Not knowing all services/business in community, Action-Community mapping of all existing business.

· Surveys, Fact Sheets; List of Resources at all levels.

· Train community leaders on the importance of fire protection to the overall economic picture, THINK ISO RATINGS!!

· BRE Community assessments, Asset Mapping.

· Educate agriculture producers about profitable niche markets, possibly opening their minds to alternative enterprises.

· Entrepreneurship programming, county official training

· Provide materials & support (i.e. act sheets, modules, workshops) to educate clients on how to improve the attractiveness of their community to new industry.

· Compiling all economic avenues available for persons to be aware of in making decisions for which direction would be best suited for any area of the state to address any particular economic development decision.  Information of what is out there for awareness is critical.

Priority #3. Research Opportunities - Leadership & Citizen Participation - (which includes an emphasis on youth leadership)

· Survey what motivates and gets people involved.
· Identify reasons (not excuses) people do not participate in community. 
· Why are people apathetic?
· Survey of needs.
· Identify residents of communities who are interested in civic leadership.  Target people already involved.
Priority #3. Extension Opportunities - Leadership & Citizen Participation - (which includes an emphasis on youth leadership)

· Develop youth leadership model program to link leadership development to community development needs & strategies.

· It’s already out available-need more extension people to get it out to the people.

· Surveys, Fact Sheets; List of Resources at all levels.

· Offer training on low community & economic development leaders can become more active & engaged in their local school districts & education systems; define why their role is critical.

· Assist legislators and policy makers by providing factual research and training to new office holders and legislators. 

· Provide leadership training for organizations, leaders, and youth.

· Curriculum for leadership training.

· Leadership opportunities and training.

· Do youth leadership programs “free” or at a cost that is feasible thru the local schools.

· Increase funding of LeadAR and ConnectAR and similar programs for adults.  Expand funding of 4-H for children and youth.  Poor children need access to trips and activities.

· Do leadership programs for school boards, elected officials, QC members, teachers, city government, representatives, and senators.

· Work with Jr. Colleges on leadership programs.

· Civic awareness (to engage more people).

· Types of education, information and technical assistance.  Provide assistance to 4-H youth, help locals help themselves as they provide goods, develop healthy attitudes.  Teach adults how to shop, teach young people how to address public issues and teach both how to organize their finances.

Extension Partners for all of the priorities

· Arkansas Public Policy Panel
· Central Arkansas Development Council (CADC)                                    

· Extension- 4-H

· County/City Government Assoc.     

· Church Groups                                

Extension Partners for all of the priorities – Continued….

· Youth Organizations

· American Distance Education Consortium (ADEC)

· Chamber of Commerce                  

· Businesses                                      

· Farmers

· Educational Institutions                 

· Youth

· AAA                                                

· State School Board of Administration Assn.

· State Administrators Assn.

· State Teachers Assn.                        

· Legislators 

· Farm Bureau


· Higher Education Board

· Encourage businesses to assist with classroom training by defining and identifying their needs.

· Entergy “Teamwork Arkansas Program”        

· Local & State Media

· Non-Profit Organizations                

· Penal System

· Arkansas Department of Economic Development (ADED)

· University of Arkansas in Little Rock (UALR)                                             

· Retired People

· Department of Education (DOE)

· W.K. Kellogg Foundation

· Mid-South Delta

· University of Central Arkansas (UCA)

· Arkansas Workforce Center            

· University of Arkansas in Pine Bluff (UAPB)

· Health & Human Services

· Local Industrial Development Commission
11
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