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Farmland set-aside
programs are known to
provide wildlife habitat
in agricultural regions.

In particular, fallow fields are
superior to cropped fields as
wildlife habitat. Little is
known, however, about how
retired farm fields compare to
publicly owned grasslands
managed for conservation,
such as Wildlife Management
Areas and restored prairies,
and few researchers have
explored just how important
farm programs are in the
overall equation of wildlife
habitat conservation. In other
words, if farm set-aside
programs were to end
tomorrow, how well would
wild-life survive on available
public lands? This study
compares both the quality
and the quantity of public
and private grasslands in
southern Minnesota to begin
to answer that question. 

During the summers of 1998 and
1999, a sample of public grasslands and
farm fields enrolled in the federal
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)
was censused to compare the number
and diversity of bird species on the two
types of fields. The assumption was that
the public grasslands would provide
slightly better habitat for grassland-
nesting birds than CRP fields. CRP fields
are planted in grasses and legumes, with

relatively little vegetative
diversity, and they are not
managed for wildlife. Public
grasslands, on the other
hand, comprise a large set of
conservation areas main-
tained by the Minnesota
Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) for wildlife
and biodiversity, including
Wildlife Management Areas,
Scientific and Natural Areas,
and restored prairies within
state parks. P r e s u m a b l y
management and vegetation
conditions should provide
generally superior habitat on
these lands. 

The results of the censuses
contradicted  expectations,
with generally fewer birds on
public lands. In addition, GIS
(Geographic Information
Science) analysis of the avail-
ability and the spatial attrib-
utes of public and private
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grasslands indicates that privately owned
grasslands are extremely important for
wildlife habitat. 

These results are significant for
several reasons. First, grassland birds
have been declining in recent years.
Understanding the nature of conserva-
tion lands and habitat is crucial to mini-
mizing further declines in these species.
Second, the farm economy and farm
programs, especially CRP, strongly influ-
ence land use—and thus habitat avail-
ability—throughout much of
Minnesota. Because these programs
change from year to year in emphasis
and in funding support, it is important
to understand how farm programs
contribute to habitat availability and
what might be lost if political or
economic conditions shifted. Finally,
the state of Minnesota, conservation
organizations, and individuals invest
considerable effort and funds in main-
taining biodiversity. It is important to
know how well existing public lands
succeed in supporting wildlife in
Minnesota, as well as to understand
how these conservation efforts
contribute to the general need for
wildlife conservation.

This study focused on grassland-
nesting songbirds because birds are an
important conservation concern. Bird
watching is a leading hobby nationwide,
and the public is widely sympathetic to
the need to protect birds and their
habitat. Songbirds are also widely
studied because they are easy to count.
Therefore they are frequently used as an
indicator of environmental quality. High
species diversity and large numbers of
breeding birds are considered indicators
of good quality habitat in grasslands,
forests, wetlands, or other environments.

Although they have long been over-
looked, grassland songbirds have
recently become the subject of consider-
able interest among conservationists,
ornithologists, and ecologists. National
surveys have found relatively rapid,
nationwide declines in many of the
grassland-nesting species (Table 1).
Taken together, these birds are dwin-
dling faster than any other group in
North America. At the same time,
interest in prairies and prairie wildlife
has grown sharply. Of particular interest
are grassland specialist species, species
that occur rarely outside of extensive or
high quality grassland environments. As

large tracts of grasslands have become
rare, these specialists have given way to
generalist or edge species, which thrive
on the margins of farm fields, wood lots,
and farmyards. Several of the species
included in this study are of substantial
conservation concern because of their
nationally declining population trends.
These include the bobolink, clay-colored
sparrow, dickcissel, grasshopper sparrow,
and eastern meadowlark (Table 1). 

Much of the decline in grassland
songbird populations is attributed to the
disappearance of grasslands throughout
the Midwest. Native prairie, pasture, and
hay fields all provide good habitat for
grassland-nesting birds, but these types
of fields have all declined in abundance
as agriculture has become more inten-
sive and the economic margin of
farming has become tighter in recent
years. The Minnesota DNR, the Nature
Conservancy, Pheasants Forever, Ducks
Unlimited, and many other groups and
agencies are now working to re-establish
grasslands in order to preserve the land-
scapes, plants, and wildlife that once
occupied the extensive prairies of the

Midwest. (It should be noted that the
small, migratory birds discussed here do
not necessarily represent all grassland
wildlife. Deer, ring-necked pheasants,
hawks, and other grassland inhabitants
have their own habitat requirements
that may be quite different from the
preferences exhibited by these birds.)

The Conservation Reserve Program
Since 1985, grassland wildlife has
received a lucky increase in habitat
availability in the form of the Conserva-
tion Reserve Program. CRP is a nation-
wide program in which the United States
government “rents” environmentally
sensitive or erodible farmland from
farmers. For a contract period of about
ten years, the farmer plants a cover crop
(usually grass mixed with alfalfa or
clover), plants trees, or restores wetlands
on the rented fields. Rent payments,
averaging $45 per acre per year, help
cover the income lost from not cropping
the contracted acres. When CRP was
initially created as part of the 1985 Farm
Bill, its principal purposes were to
reduce the overproduction of crops and

Cover photo: The bobolink is one of
many grassland songbirds whose popu-
lation is declining due to habitat loss.

Number 
Observed Number of Percent of National
(Sum of all Fields with Fields with Trends

Species Transects) the Species the Species (%/Year)

Sedge Wren 401 115 93% 2.2*

Bobolink 332 91 74% -2.1*

Red-Winged Blackbird 278 83 67% -1.0*

Common Yellowthroat 269 121 98% -0.6*

Savannah Sparrow 152 64 52% -0.6*

Clay-Colored Sparrow 106 43 35% -1.1*

Dickcissel 82 33 27% -1.6*

Song Sparrow 75 48 39% -.06*

Ring-Necked Pheasant 48 31 25% -1.0*

Grasshopper Sparrow 46 23 19% -3.5*

Western Meadowlark 40 31 25% -0.6*

Mallard 6 6 5% 2.0*

Eastern Meadowlark 5 5 4% -2.6*

Blue-Winged Teal 5 4 3% -1.0

Northern Harrier 4 4 3% -0.6

Total: 1,859

Table 1. Grassland-Nesting Bird Species Included in Study

Data sources: Fieldwork by author; national trend data from North American Breeding Bird Survey data,
Pautuxent Wildlife Research Center.

NOTE: Items with an asterisk (*) denote that the national trend is statistically significant, with 95 percent certainty.
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to save soil by removing the most
erodible soil from production. It was
quickly discovered that the program
benefited wildlife as well. 

CRP enrolls new fields during 
periodic signups through competitive
bidding. There are almost always more
farmers who want to enroll their lands
than the program can afford to accept.
Minnesota’s 1999 enrollment in the
program is about 1.4 million acres.
Minnesota now ranks eighth nationally
in CRP acreage. 

The Study
While many studies have shown that
CRP fields are superior to cultivated
fields in habitat quality, few researchers
have compared CRP lands to public areas
managed for conservation purposes. In
general, public conservation lands seem
likely to provide superior habitat: they
are planted and managed for wildlife or
other conservation purposes; they are
largely free of human disturbance; and
many are fairly extensive in area. 
Many public lands include or are near 
to wetlands, but these often contain
extensive grasslands that serve as buffer
zones and as breeding habitat for
mallards, teal, and other wetland birds.
In addition, public grasslands are often
contiguous with other conservation
areas, which should effectively increase
the area of undisturbed land around
publicly owned patches of grassland. 

Four types of public lands were
included in this study (Table 2): 
1) Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs),
lands purchased by the state to provide
habitat for a range of wildlife species; 
2) Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs),
lands aimed at providing nesting habitat
for ducks and geese and comprising a
combination of wetlands, open water,
and grasslands; 3) Scientific and Natural
Areas (SNAs), sites that contain native
species or communities of scientific or

conservation interest; and 4) state park
grasslands, which include a mixture of
converted fields and restored prairies.
These study sites were distributed
broadly across fourteen counties in
southern and southwestern Minnesota
(Figure 1).

Research for this project involved a
combination of field censuses and GIS
analysis. Censuses entailed walking a
quarter-mile long transect across each
field, noting all individuals within 100
yards to the left or right. As is standard
in this censusing method, each singing
male was counted as part of a breeding
pair; females were counted only if no
male was observed on the assumption
that the male was temporarily not

visible. Census data are therefore
reported in terms of pairs per transect.

Vegetation density, diversity, and
height are generally considered critical
habitat variables. An average height,
density, and litter depth from ten
measurements on each transect was
calculated. To characterize floral diver-
sity, verbal descriptions of the dominant
species and the diversity or patchiness
within the field were recorded. 

Census and vegetation data provide
some insight into the relative quality, or
at least attractiveness to nesting birds, of
public and private grasslands. To evaluate
the availability of public and private
grasslands, recently released 30-meter
resolution land use/land cover GIS data,
Minnesota Land Use and Cover: 1990s
Census of the Land (produced by the
Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources for the Association of
Minnesota Counties), was used. These
data identify land cover classes, including
grasslands, pasture, fallow and cultivated
agricultural lands, forests and mixed
forests/grasslands, wetlands, and several
classes of developed and residential
lands. To distinguish public grasslands
from private, Minnesota Department of
Transportation’s “Basemap 97” GIS data
were used to identify state-owned lands
(principally wildlife areas and state park
properties). 

Land Ownership Class Number of Total Number
Fields of Fields

Public Lands: 26
State Park Grasslands/Restored Prairies 13
Wildlife Management Areas 9
Waterfowl Production Areas 3
Scientific and Natural Areas 1

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) Lands 97

Total Number of Censused Fields in the Study 123

Table 2. Ownership Classes of Censused Fields in This Study

Figure 1. Study Area and Census Locations*

*Dots represent locations of censused transects.
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To evaluate spatial attributes of
public and private grasslands in the
study area, a GIS program that calculates
a set of quantitative indexes called
Fragstats (fragmentation statistics) was
used to describe and compare land-
scapes. Taking input GIS data, Fragstats
produces indexes describing landscape
fragmentation, such as mean patch size,
patch shape, nearest neighbor distances,
and dominance of land cover types in a
landscape. For this study, GIS files
containing only four classes—cultivated
lands, public grasslands, private grass-
lands, and roads—were used as input
for the Fragstats analysis. These files
were extracted from the DNR land
use/land cover data described above. 

Comparison of Bird Counts on Different
Types of Grasslands
As Table 3 indicates, more birds were
found on private lands than on public
lands. In addition, there was a greater
diversity of species on CRP fields than
on the public lands. Overall, CRP lands
appear to provide significantly better
habitat than the public lands included
in this survey, acre for acre.

In addition to overall numbers and
species diversity on public and private
lands, the occurrence of individual
species on these lands is important. The
difference in distribution in public and
private lands is compared in Table 4 for
four species that can be considered
“specialists” and four species that are
relative “generalists.” Grasslands special-
ists are those that usually occupy only
grasslands, while generalists are species
that occur in and around wooded edges
or wetlands, as well as in unbroken
grasslands. Generalists can be expected
to occur in patchy, mixed habitats and
in environments where grasslands are
not continuous. Specialists tend to

prefer open grasslands; consequently they
are declining faster and are the subject
of greater conservation concern than are
edge species. With the exception of
savannah sparrows, the “specialist”
species listed here are declining at faster
rates nationally than the “generalist”
species. 

The response of the individual
species is mixed. In general, though,
specialist birds were more numerous on
private lands, while generalist species
were more numerous on public lands
(Table 4).

Vegetation and Spatial Attributes
Not only are more songbirds found on
CRP lands compared to public lands, but
there is a greater diversity among species
and a greater presence of grassland
specialists. Vegetation attributes and
spatial attributes are likely explanations
for the differences.

Vegetation Attributes. Extensive
ecological research has demonstrated
that grassland birds exhibit preferences
in vegetation height, density and abun-
dance of forbs (flowering plants that are
not grasses) when they select nesting
territories. However, results of this study
indicate that these variables were not
significant in determining the difference
between numbers of songbirds on
public and CRP lands. 

Particular types of forbs may explain
species distributions better than overall
forb density or vegetation height. On
CRP fields, the dominant species were
smooth brome grass, alfalfa, and yellow
clover, with other grasses and weeds,
especially thistles, occasionally mixed
in. On public grasslands, weedier forbs,
such as spotted knapweed and nettles,
were often widespread. Although this
study included no quantitative compar-
isons of forb effects on bird counts,
general observation suggests that birds
frequently cluster in alfalfa and clover

Average Maximum Average Average
Number of Number of Number of Number of Number of

Average Transects Birds† Birds Species† Pairs/Acre†

Public Lands 26 10.0 22 4.2 .57

Private Lands 97 13.0 28 4.9 .71

Total 123 11.9 28 4.6 .66

Table 3. Comparison of Average Bird Counts on Public and Private Grasslands*

*Count and diversity include only grassland nesters, so mixed habitat is not reflected in counts or diversity
calculations. Mean values were used for each transect with repeat visits. 

NOTE: Items with a dagger (†) denote that the differences in means, using a two-sample t-test, is statistically
significant, with 95 percent certainty.

National Trend Mean Number/ Mean Number/
% Change/Yr Transect on Transect on Difference in

Species (See Table 1) Private Lands Public Lands Means

Specialists

Bobolink -2.1 3.311 5.118 -1.807†

Grasshopper Sparrow -3.5 2.111 1.600 0.511

Clay-Colored Sparrow -1.1 2.742 1.750 0.992†

Savannah Sparrow -0.6 2.491 1.429 1.063†

Generalists

Common Yellowthroat -0.6 2.141 2.483 -0.341

Song Sparrow -0.6 1.533 1.611 -0.078

Sedge Wren 2.2 3.682 2.852 0.830

Red-Winged Blackbird -1.0 3.250 3.609 -0.359

Table 4. Comparison of Trends in Grassland Specialist and Generalist Species*

*Differences in means are positive where private lands had more individuals per transect on average.

NOTE: Items with a dagger (†) denote that the differences in means, using a two-sample t-test, is statistically
significant, with 95 percent certainty.



patches, but they show little attraction
to knapweed and nettles. Overall, vege-
tation on public lands was much more
variable than that on the private lands
observed. Some public lands in this
study were scrubby, weedy fields. Others
were monocultures of reed canary grass,
a popular pasture grass that grows
aggressively in wet or dry soil and
successfully out-competes most other
vegetation. Still others were partially
restored prairies; but even these lands
were often dominated by a few aggres-
sive or weedy species. In contrast, CRP
fields rarely had either extremely dense
reed canary stands or very sparse, low
vegetation, both of which occurred on
public lands. Numbers and diversity of

birds suggest that vegetation conditions
on CRP lands are generally better than
on other types of grasslands. 

Spatial Attributes. Spatial characteris-
tics of habitat patches may be as impor-
tant as vegetation characteristics in
shaping bird populations. In particular,
edge and proximity are widely consid-
ered significant. Where forests border
grasslands, the “edge effects” include
perches and shelter for predators, as well
as mixed edge habitat for competitive
edge species. Edge effects may extend
well into an open grassland and may
significantly reduces the availability or
quality of grasslands for specialist species,
which need interior habitat. Proximity
of fields to each other may also be

important, if grassland birds are able to
make use of resources in more than one
field. Some grassland specialists, such as
meadowlarks, upland sandpipers, and
especially hawks like the Northern
harrier, can make use of multiple grass-
land patches if they are close together.

To explore and compare spatial
attributes of public and private grass-
lands, sample areas were used because
the entire study area is too large and
complex to process with Fragstats.
Fragstats was run with two sample input
files that represented the eastern and
western regions of the overall study
area. In the discussion below, the two
sample areas will be referred to as the
“eastern sample area” and the “western
sample area” (Figures 2 and 3). 

Public grasslands

Private grasslands

Figure 2. Distribution of Public and Private Grasslands Near Lake Benton in Western Part of Sample Area
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Data source: Association of Minnesota Counties. Minnesota Land Use and Cover: 1990s Census of the Land. 1999.
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Fragstats output showed distinct
differences between public and private
grasslands in several important
measures (Table 5). The amount of
private grasslands in both the eastern
and western sample areas exceeds the
amount of public lands tenfold, as
measured by the both percentage of
sample area and number of patches.
Mean patch size was comparable in
public and private lands, but total inte-
rior area—the sum of all interior acres
that are free of edge effects—is much
greater for public than for private lands.
This difference implies that private
lands are both more plentiful and more
square (less elongated in shape) than
public lands. Proximity of patches is
also greater in public lands. The mean

proximity index (Table 5) is a dimen-
sionless index in which a higher value is
better—reflecting more, closer patches
of a given class. Private land values for
this index are about double those of
public lands.

For all these measures, conditions
are better in the western than the
eastern sample areas. This reflects the
greater abundance of trees and non-
agricultural land uses in the east. 
The comparison is also notable from 
a conservation standpoint: if more area
and greater proximity are important,
then the grassland wildlife areas in the
east may be extremely important, but
they may be relatively ineffective in
population conservation.

These data indicate that the overall

availability of public grasslands is rela-
tively poor. A further look at the land
use data as a whole shows just how
meager these grasslands are. In the four-
teen counties visited for this study, only
17 percent of lands are not in active
cultivation. Of the uncultivated land (see
Figure 4 on page 8), 44 percent is grass in
private ownership, such as pasture, CRP,
or hayfields; only 4 percent or 14,000
hectares is in publicly owned grassland.

Paucity of Publicly Owned Grasslands
The small amount of publicly owned
grasslands is not entirely surprising.
First, public land acquisition has appro-
priately prioritized lakeshore and forests
for recreation purposes and emphasized
wetlands and forests for wildlife conser-

Private grasslands

Public grasslands

Figure 3. Distribution of Public and Private Grasslands Near St. James in Eastern Part of Sample Area

Data source: Association of Minnesota Counties. Minnesota Land Use and Cover: 1990s Census of the Land. 1999.
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vation purposes. Also accounting for the
paucity of public grasslands is the fact
that prairie generally makes good farm-
land. Farmers are often slow to sell
pasture, hay fields, or fallow arable land,
while they are relatively willing to sell
wetlands. For similar reasons, the state
has had little incentive to purchase
grasslands, at least until the relatively
recent growth of interest in prairie
conservation and restoration. Finally,
managing and maintaining grasslands
can be an expensive undertaking, espe-
cially when those lands are managed for
conservation purposes. State park
managers must balance the competing
needs for campground, washroom, and
boat landing maintenance with conser-
vation plantings, weed control, land
acquisition, and management. 

For these reasons and probably
others, there is relatively little grassland
in public ownership (see Figure 5 on
page 9). This is not unreasonable. But
conservationists need to understand just
how little publicly owned grassland
there is, how small and scattered those
existing grasslands are, and conse-
quently how dependent wildlife is on
privately owned lands and on the political

and economic conditions that influence
land cover on those private lands. 

A further concern on public lands,
more than set-aside farm fields, is
encroachment of woody vegetation in
the absence of occasional disturbance.
Farmlands are likely to be mowed,
grazed, or otherwise kept clear of
spreading juniper, Chinese elm and
other shrubs and trees. Management on
public lands may be less frequent.
Certainly encroachment of shrubs and
trees, which can shelter edge and
predator species, is more common on
the public lands observed in this study.
Edge encroachment of trees may be a
contributing factor in the slightly lower
frequency of grassland specialists on
public lands. 

It is important to recognize that
conservation-oriented grassland
management does not mean that the
land is actually optimal for grassland
wildlife. Some grasslands simply have
poor quality cover. Others are grassy
margins of wetlands, which augment
wetland habitat but contribute little to
grassland habitat availability. These
grassy margins may extend some
distance from the wetlands, providing
nesting habitat for ducks and creating
an important buffer zone distancing the

The savannah sparrow, like other small grassland birds, seems to suvive best in
open grasslands.

Percent of Sample Area Private Grasslands Public Grasslands

East 3.86% 0.16%
(40,717 acres) (1,646 acres)

West 6.99% 0.73%
(76,267 acres) (7,910 acres)

Number of Grassland Patches

East 5,795 160
West 5,995 484

Mean Grassland Patch Size

East 7.0 acres 10.3 acres
West 12.7 acres 16.3 acres

Total Interior Area*

East 5,624 acres 390 acres
(in 1,333 patches) (in 46 patches)

West 16,422 acres 2,372 acres
(in 2,695 patches) (in 234 patches)

Mean Proximity Index**

East 56 27
West 114 67

Table 5. Comparison of Spatial Attributes for Public and Private Grasslands*

*Total interior area is the total area of all grassland patches minus the outer 66-yard edge of each patch. Interior
area is considered higher quality habitat because predation risks associated with edges are minimized in patch
interiors.

**Higher numbers means the patches are more clustered, which is ecologically better.
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wetland from roads, forest-dwelling
predators, and human activity. Because
of vegetation conditions and size,
though, these grasslands are often of
poor quality for grassland wildlife. Simi-
larly, grassy margins along ditches or
streams are good for water quality but
may provide little useful habitat for
birds and other wildlife.

Conclusion: CRP is Very Important,
in Quality and Quantity
The results of this study indicate that
publicly owned grasslands are small,
scattered, and not, on the whole, espe-
cially good sources of habitat for grass-
land songbirds. Both spatial attributes
and vegetation attributes appear to
contribute to the relatively low numbers
of grassland birds observed on the
public lands sampled in this study. Acre
for acre, it appears that privately owned
grasslands provide better habitat for
grassland-nesting songbirds. Further-
more, while privately owned grasslands
are far from plentiful in this important
farming region, they surpass public
grasslands by tenfold or more. 

The implication of these results is
that organizations and agencies inter-
ested in wildlife and bird conservation
must pay careful attention to farm
programs, such as CRP, that influence
the rate and the geography of farmland
retirement. Already the Minnesota
Department of Agriculture, DNR, and
other state agencies are working to
promote enrollment in CRP and other
farm programs. This work is extremely
important for nongame wildlife conser-
vation. Tracking farm programs like CRP
and providing input to help shape rules
should be a priority for conservation
organizations and officials. If CRP were
to end tomorrow, not all fields would be
immediately converted to croplands;
but the availability of habitat might
diminish markedly. Fortunately, CRP is a
widely popular program and is unlikely
to end in the near future. 

CRP’s geography and rules have
shifted, however. In recent years,
hundreds of contracts have expired in
southern Minnesota, and relatively few
new acres have been accepted. Most of
Minnesota’s recent gains in the program
have been in a few northwestern coun-
ties, especially Kittson, Marshall, and
Roseau. Availability of grassland habitat
has diminished sharply in the south,
consequently, while it has risen in the

Data sources:

Farmsteads/Development
8%

Private Forest/Savannah
22%

Public Forest/Savannah
1%

Water
19%

Public Wetlands
1% Highway Margin Grasslands

1%

Public Grasslands
4%

Private Grasslands
44%

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Land Management Information Center
Minnesota Department of Transportation

Figure 4. Distribution of Uncultivated Land Uses in the Study Area*

There is relatively little grassland left in public ownership, which greatly affects
prairie wildlife.

*Total grasslands in study area: 387,900 ac (33,900 ac in public lands; 354,000 ac in private ownership)

Data source: Minnesota Department of Transportation and Association of Minnesota Counties. 



JUNE 2000   9

northwest. Tracking these changes
should be a priority for wildlife conser-
vationists in farming regions. 

In addition to promoting CRP
enrollments, the state of Minnesota
continues to encourage enrollment in
Reinvest in Minnesota (RIM) and the
Conservation Reserve Enhancement
Program (CREP).* RIM and CREP have
done a great deal to enhance habitat
availability in farming areas. These

programs largely target wetlands and
riparian zones, which are priority
conservation areas for many wildlife
species, but consequently they provide
relatively little open grassland habitat.
Programs such as CRP are needed to
provide the grasslands needed by species
included in this study. Furthermore,
depending on the long-term manage-
ment of RIM and CREP lands, shrub
encroachment, especially juniper and
elm growth, may be a risk to mainte-
nance of open habitat. Mixed shrublands
are useful for pheasants, deer, and many
edge species, but they are less useful for
conserving native grassland-nesting
songbirds, which do better on open
fields. 

Ultimately, the amount of publicly
owned grasslands in southern

Minnesota is extremely small and will
probably stay that way. Better plantings
and more attention to controlling inva-
sive weeds would help improve wildlife
habitat on extant public grasslands. In
contrast, privately owned grasslands are
relatively extensive and, in general,
provide surprisingly good habitat for
grassland songbirds. Most available
grasslands will probably continue to be
in private hands. State and federal
governments cannot afford to purchase
a much larger proportion of grasslands
and probably should not do so. The
important thing is to make effective use
of temporary retirement and conserva-
tion programs. 

� Mary Ann Cunningham is a doctoral
student in geography at the University of
Minnesota. Her principal research interest
is in applying GIS to understanding and
solving environmental and conservation
problems. CRP study grew out of her
doctoral dissertation, which was
supported in part by the John R. Borchert
Fellowship, an award created by CURA to
honor our first director. The fellowship is
awarded annually to an advanced grad-
uate student in geography for work on an
issue of importance to the citizens of
Minnesota. Selection for the award is
made jointly by CURA and the Depart-
ment of Geography.  

The author wishes to thank Kurt Haroldson,
Dick Kimmel, and Al Berner of the
Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources’ Farmland Research Unit for
advice and support, as well as the University
of Minnesota’s Department of Geography
and Graduate School, which supported
field work.

Grass
50%

Mixed grass/Woods
1%

Wooded
6%

Water
20%

Wetland
20%

Transitional Agriculture
3%

Water
5%

Wooded
53%

Mixed grass/Woods
2%

Grass
38%

Wetland
2%

Data sources: Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Land Management Information Center
Minnesota Department of Transportation

Land cover in park lands in study area Land cover in wildlife areas in study area

Figure 5. Land Cover on Public Lands in Study Area

*Both RIM and CREP augment conservation
acreage in the state. CREP is aimed at improving
water quality in the Minnesota River watershed.
To do so, CREP targets highly erodible lands for
enrollment in CRP, thus reducing soil erosion and
resulting non-point source pollution in the river
system. RIM promotes long-term conservation by
purchasing conservation easements, either perpetual
easements or limited easements of about 20 years.
Farmers sell development rights on these lands,
agreeing to keep the land in wetlands, native
prairie plantings, or other conservation cover.

Data source: Minnesota Department of Transportation and Association of Minnesota Counties. 



10 CURA REPORTER   

Creating Democratic Spaces: 
Jane Addams School for Democracy
By Nicholas Longo and John Wallace

Jane Addams School for Democracy
is a community-based education
and action center located in
Neighborhood House, a 102-

year-old settlement house on the
West Side of St. Paul. The school is a
collaborative effort of Latino and
Hmong families of the West Side, the
College of St. Catherine, Neighborhood
House, and the University of Minnesota,
including the Center for Democracy and
Citizenship at the Hubert H. Humphrey
Institute of Public Affairs. Jane Addams
School is based on an approach to
learning in which everyone is seen as a
contributor and a resource. The mission
of Jane Addams School is to free and
cultivate the talents, cultures, and inter-
ests of people from diverse backgrounds
and traditions in order to add their
energy and wisdom to the building of
our communities.

In the summer of 1998, CURA
funded an evaluation of Jane Addams
School’s work over the previous two
years. In this article, we report on that
evaluation and the lessons we learned
about the power of democratic spaces in
which the community and university
are partners in a sustained dialogue.

What is Jane Addams School for
Democracy?  
To begin to answer this, we invite you to
accompany us, in imagination, on a
walking tour of Neighborhood House.
It’s a Wednesday evening, and our tour
begins at 8 p.m., when the school’s
activities are in full swing.

In the first room, we find the
Hmong-English Circle. There are twenty
Hmong adults, five high school students,
and fifteen college students, talking and
working, mostly one-on-one, at five
seminar-type tables. The room is buzzing
with talk and laughter. The pairs are
exchanging languages and cultures; the
Hmong adults are improving their
English speaking and writing skills,
while the college students are listening
to stories and learning to speak and
understand a little Hmong. Many of the

Hmong adults are also learning about
U.S. history and government, preparing
to pass the citizenship exam. People are
moving about, getting maps, pictures,
and books from a resource table at one
end of the room and bringing them back
to work on with their partners. Some of
the high school and college students
who are bilingual in Hmong and English
sometimes get pulled away from their
partners temporarily to provide transla-
tion assistance. From time to time,
Hmong children come into the room to
check in with a parent, assist with trans-
lation, or show off the results of a crafts
project from the Children’s Circle.

As we head for the large Youth
Center, which houses the Children’s
Circle, we pass a small kitchen, where
we see five children, a high school

student, and two college students
crowding around the counter and the
stove. They are laughing and chatting as
they prepare snacks for the Children’s
Circle. Tonight is pizza squares; last time
it was brownies. The privilege of serving
on the snack preparation team is passed
around in an egalitarian spirit to all of
the older children who participate in
the Children’s Circle.

Having enjoyed the snacks that were
thrust on us with smiles and giggles, we
are now ready to visit the Children’s
Circle. Tonight, sixty children, ranging
in age from three to thirteen, are working
with twenty high school and college
students. If the Hmong-English Circle
was buzzing, this room is BUZZING. We
see children spread around the room in
many small groups engaged in tasks like

The Jane Addams School for Democracy is located in Neighborhood House on the
West Side of St. Paul.
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making puppets, reading stories, piecing
puzzles together, practicing a Hmong
dance, or building with Legos. The high
school and college students are sprin-
kled among the groups as coaches.

As we leave the Children’s Circle on
our way to the Spanish-English Circle,
we pass a lounge where a small group—
a college student and three older
children—is working quietly. This is the
creative writing group, where children
write stories and poetry about their
communities and their experiences.
They have moved away from the busy
Youth Center to the peace and quiet of
the lounge. Writing in progress!

We come now to the Spanish-English
Circle, comparable to the Hmong-English
Circle but smaller. Normally this group
would consist of ten Spanish-speaking
adults and ten high school and college
students working in pairs to exchange
language skills. But tonight is a special
night: the topic is food from different
cultures, and the learning method is
experiential. It is a potluck dinner; each
person has brought a dish that connects
with his or her cultural background. We
see people sharing a meal and having
conversations in Spanish and English.

We are just about through with our
tour, but not quite. As we leave the
Spanish-English Circle and continue
down the hall, we pass another small
room where three older Hmong adults
are working with a younger Hmong
woman. The Hmong adults are preparing
to take the U.S. citizenship exam;
because of their age and length of time

in this country, they are able to take the
exam in Hmong and do not have to
demonstrate speaking ability or literacy
in English.  

Finally we visit another small room,
where four children are working with an
equal number of college students on the
children’s homework. The topics range
across all school subjects, from English
to science. The college students do not
do the homework for the children but
rather coach them, ask questions, and
suggest other examples to think about.
The atmosphere here is focused and quiet,
except for occasional gusts of laughter
and conversation around the room.

Taking this tour on a Wednesday
evening, you have seen a lot of what
goes on at Jane Addams School. You
have seen the multicultural and intergen-
erational character of the environment.
You have seen the relaxed, informal
atmosphere. But there is much you have
missed, as is inevitable with a single
visit. You missed the ad hoc planning
groups that are constantly sprouting up,
and you missed the special activity
groups that meet on their own schedules
outside the core Monday and Wednesday
evening meeting times. You also missed
the girls’ Earth Day Club and the boys’
Team Boyz Club, made up of children
and college student coaches. You missed
the weekly summer field trips to a farm
in Wisconsin. You missed the group of
Hmong and Latino women and college
students who are weaving a paj ntaub
together. You missed last July’s day-long
Freedom Festival. You missed the Health

and Wellness group—college students
and neighborhood residents who meet
on Monday evenings to discuss issues
and plan activities related to health.
And you missed the Public Achievement
group from Humboldt High School,
which has been preparing a video on
the citizenship exam based on their
experiences as immigrants and their
work at Jane Addams School.

How Did Jane Addams School 
Come To Be?
In the summer of 1996, a group of
students, faculty, and community
leaders from the University of
Minnesota, the College of St. Catherine,
and Neighborhood House began
discussing issues around democracy and
education. The group asked, “How can
our universities be greater resources to
the broader public?” The students and
faculty wanted to end the gulf between
their universities and the community,
and they believed that universities have
a responsibility to the public. They also
believed that people in the community
have a great deal to teach university
students, although this teaching is rarely
legitimized.

The founding group hoped to create
a “people’s institution,” a community-
university partnership with several
features: 
� A community education and action 

initiative that would be “owned” by 
people of all ages who participated in 
the school. In other words, participants
would feel free to not simply participate
but also to create and build. 

� Hospitable and democratic spaces 
where people would feel safe and free 
to be creative, and where there would 
be no hierarchies of authority or 
knowledge. These spaces would respect
and highlight the cultures, talents, 
and experiences of diverse people.

� Integration of popular education, 
enabling people to start where they 
are, take ownership for learning based
on their own self-interests, and learn 
civic skills. 

� Use of resources to strengthen the 
neighborhood and influence public 
policy and public institutions. 

Those who created this vision knew
that if it were implemented—if a
people’s institution of safe and democ-
ratic spaces was created—it would be
difficult to foresee what Jane Addams
School would become. The first steps
included consulting various groups of
West Side residents who were already

Learning pairs work together on exchange of languages and cultures. This learning
pair is part of the Hmong-English Circle.
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participating in other Neighborhood
House programs to find out what they
wanted to learn. A majority wanted to
work on the U.S. citizenship exam and
language acquisition. Residents said
they would be comfortable working

with college students, and they felt the
students could learn from them about
Hmong and Latino cultures. With this
input from neighborhood residents, in
September 1996, Jane Addams School
started one learning circle, with Hmong,
Spanish, and English speakers, neigh-
borhood residents, and college students,
all learning together. 

Although Jane Addams School began
without a paid staff or supply budget, it
now has one full-time and two part-time
paid staff people.* At any given time
there are also three or four AmeriCorps
members and ten to fifteen work-study
students. The heart of the school,
however, is the two hundred or so
community residents, high school
students, college students, and adult
volunteers from the wider community
who participate in the learning circles
each week.

Evaluating Jane Addams School 
As the above account suggests, Jane
Addams School was not designed to be a
place that provides a particular
curriculum; rather, it is a space that
engenders an open-ended set of learning

opportunities. These learning opportu-
nities can grow and change through time
in response to neighborhood residents’
desires for learning, with the colleges
and universities as constant partners in
that learning. Participants try to form
relationships, be in constant conversa-
tion with the community, and make the
school a common creation. This means
that the school demands from its
members not just their participation in
existing programs but also their vision
and creativity to make the school
improve, adapt, and, where appropriate,
expand its work.

Before undertaking the CURA 
evaluation, we already knew some ways
in which Jane Addams School was
succeeding:
� The numbers of participants had 

grown from 25 per week in the fall of 
1996 to over 200 per week in the 
spring of 1998.

� Thirty-five members of the school had
achieved U.S. citizenship.

� The intergenerational character of the
school had blossomed. At the begin
ning, members of the school had been
almost exclusively college students 
and adults from the neighborhood. By
the summer of 1998, membership had

expanded to include many high 
school students from Humboldt High 
School as well as children accompa-
nying their parents.

� The range of activities and topics 
around which participants in the 
school were interacting had broadened.
The initial work of preparing for the 
citizenship exam, practicing English, 
and exchanging cultures had 
expanded organically to include games,
crafts, singing, writing, homework 
assistance, a community garden, farm 
field trips, and a neighborhood festival.

Given these signs of success, our
evaluation focused on two questions
that get to the heart of the Jane Addams
School as a safe, democratic space: 
� What lessons can we learn about the 

importance of universities working 
with communities, rather than doing 
for communities? 

� How do community residents and 
college students work jointly to define
problems and design solutions?

To get at these questions, Nicholas
Longo, who had himself been a member
of Jane Addams School for a year,
conducted open-ended interviews with
children, high school students, college
students, and adult members of the
Hmong-English Circle and the Children’s
Circle. (Due to lack of time and resources,
the Spanish-English Circle was not
included in this evaluation.) We turn
next to what we heard in the interviews.

Voices from Jane Adams School
Citizenship. Preparing for the U.S. citi-
zenship exam is the primary motivation
for Hmong neighborhood residents to
participate in Jane Addams School. One
immigrant who recently became a
citizen commented:

Jane Addams [School] offers a lot of
support for immigrants. People not only
offer help preparing for the test, but just
physically being there makes me feel
strong to do things, like take the citizen-
ship test and go to the citizenship
ceremony.

English Language Learning. Language
learning at Jane Addams School is done
in learning pairs, where non-profes-
sionals become experts in learning
together. The following observation
about language learning was from an
experienced language teacher who
teaches French at a local high school
and who is a member of Jane Addams
School:

Children’s circles, like the one in this photo, participate in activities like art projects,
creative writing, reading, dancing, and putting puzzles together.

*Funding has been provided by the Minnesota
Department of Children, Families and Learning
(Citizenship Promotion Grant); Christine B.
Andersen Foundation; Eugene Lang “I Have a
Dream” Foundation; Elmer and Eleanor Andersen
Foundation; Joseph and Lillian Duke Foundation;
Glen and Harold Bend Foundation; Center for
Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of
Minnesota; the Corella and Bertram F. Bonner
Foundation; W.K. Kellogg Foundation; Minnesota
Campus Compact; and the University of
Minnesota Extension Service.
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As a language teacher, if I had been in
on the planning of Jane Addams School,
I would have said, “You’re crazy, this
will never work.” I would have said all I
was taught: you need scope and
sequence, common materials, structured
activities. I would have said, “This will
fail.” However, I’ve never seen learning
as one-on-one before. I now believe that
one-on-one supersedes any other
teaching strategies. You are able to get
mutual understanding in one-on-one
learning. People get lost in large group
exchanges. In the one-on-one there is an
urgency to understand because you can’t
turn it over to someone else. You are
forced to invent ways to say things.

Many adults who participate in Jane
Addams School are attending school for
the first time in their lives and are eager
to learn English.

I came to the U.S. in 1979, and from
1979 until 1997 I mostly stayed home
taking care of my children. There was
no opportunity to learn English. Jane
Addams [School] gave me that opportu-
nity. I am thankful and have learned so
much at Jane Addams [School]. I can
now communicate with people in
English.  . . . I remember the first
evening I came to Jane Addams
[School]. I was learning the alphabet. It
was the first time I had ever written or
used a pencil. I broke the pencil that
first time. I’ll never forget that. I felt
embarrassed because it was the first
time, but we just kept working.

Linking Classroom Learning With
Experience. Students from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota’s Hubert H. Humphrey
Institute of Public Affairs, the College of
St. Catherine, and Humboldt High School
participate in Jane Addams School as
part of classes ranging from youth studies
to geography to philosophy. Students
explained the importance of commu-
nity-based learning for their educational
experiences:

It creates a space for what I’m about —
linking policy and working with people.
And as a policymaker, I shouldn’t be
making decisions without being on the
front lines.

Intergenerational Character of the
School. An intergenerational approach
is essential to Jane Addams School, 
especially for immigrant families in a
new culture. The school works to create
an environment in which children learn
with their parents, develop a sense of
pride and confidence in themselves 
and their cultures, gain skills in
problem-solving, and create projects 
for themselves and their community.
Hmong college students commented:

Jane Addams [School] is a great bridge
for me. It’s a start. Translating in the
cultural exchange has been really good
for me because we talk about Hmong
tradition and values. I didn’t know a lot
of these traditions. I learned those and
taught things I’ve learned about Amer-
ican culture.

I try to teach about my struggles as the
next generation of Hmong. And I try to
learn about the older generation’s story
of coming to America. It is confirming
to hear. I wish there were more Hmong
students having this experience.

One example of the intergenerational
approach was having parents come into
the Children’s Circle to tell Hmong folk
stories. One Hmong parent who told the
folk stories commented:

It felt good telling the stories. By telling
the stories I hope that some of the chil-
dren will keep it in their heart and
mind. I hope they will tell it to their
children. In my own experience, my
father told me, and I hope my children
will carry this tradition.

West Side Freedom Festival. Jane
Addams School also spawns collabora-
tive projects between community resi-
dents of all ages and college students.
Each summer, for example, the school
hosts a community-wide “Freedom
Festival” to highlight the personal
stories of many immigrants struggling
for freedom, as well as to focus on the
contributions that immigrants make to
the United States. The Freedom Festival
honors recent citizens and celebrates
diverse cultures and common experiences
through song and dance. The children
of Jane Addams School work with Larry
Long, a troubadour from Community
Celebration of Place, to create a perfor-
mance piece that transforms their
parents’ struggles for freedom into song
and dance. Other cultural events
include traditional dancing, music,
singing, and poetry. One woman who
sang a traditional Hmong song at the
first Freedom Festival commented:

Part of the reason that I sang at the
Freedom Festival was that I wanted to
educate people about the Hmong and
Hmong culture. I wanted to show that
even though we are here without a
country, we have talents and can
contribute.

Farm Project. For the past two
summers, Jane Addams School has
purchased food shares from a local
community-supported farm, the
Philadelphia Community Farm. Every
week throughout the summer, children,
parents, high school students, college
students, and faculty from Jane Addams
School work on the farm, participating
in planting and harvesting of vegeta-
bles, community-building games, and
meal preparation. Each summer over

Jane Addams School prepares immigrants for the United States citizenship 
examination. Those who successfully complete the exam are presented with a flag
and a letter from President Clinton.
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two thousand pounds of fresh food from
the food shares have been donated to
the Neighborhood House Food Shelf. In
this way, the families of the West Side
work together to provide fresh vegeta-
bles for their community. Seng Yang, a
social worker at Neighborhood House,
explained:

The donations from Jane Addams
School are very helpful for the people on
the West Side. We usually don’t have
fresh vegetables, so this really benefits
the community. But the best part is that
the food comes from the children from
the West Side, working together to
provide for the West Side.

Key Lesson: Relationships Must Flourish
The interviews suggest that members of
Jane Addams School were pleased, for
the most part, with their involvement in
the school. When we analyzed the
reasons why people are participating
and what they value about their partici-
pation, we learned with new urgency
and depth the importance of Jane
Addams School being a hospitable and
safe place.

We began this evaluation with two
questions about the importance of
universities working with, not for
communities, and the ways in which
residents and college students jointly
define problems and solutions. At the
center of the answer to these questions
is what members consider the soul of
the school: relationships. As one of the

college students interviewed said, “The
most important creation of Jane Addams
School has been the community of rela-
tionships that has developed among the
participants.” Participants told us that
to have the most impact, relationships
had to be consistent and ongoing. In
order for universities to work with rather
than for communities, it is paramount
that effort be put into nurturing consis-
tent, long-lasting relationships.

The importance of consistent,
ongoing, reciprocal relationships was
discerned as essential for community-
university partnerships. For example, in
areas like the one-on-one learning pairs,
the interviews revealed dissatisfaction

with current practices at the school.
People noted that when the learning
pairs are consistent, one-on-one
learning works well. When the pairs are
not consistent, it works less well or not
at all. Hmong adults commented:

Consistency is the best. I worked with a
different person each time before working
with [the same college student]. With
other teachers, I didn’t understand as
well. With [the same college student], 
I understood—it might be the way he
teaches—but I think it’s easier to
understand each other when you work
with the same person each week.

I like the one-on-one approach. But is
often difficult to understand my partner
if I am working with a person I hadn’t

worked with before. New people often
ask questions which are not related to
where I left off the time before.

College students confirmed the need for
consistency:

I also get to know her life. . . . That
contributes to the sense of being
relaxed. You can respond to them as
people because you see other aspects of
their life. I can see how hard they must
work. . . . If you don’t work with the
same person, you don’t understand the
daily things that happen.

The main obstacle to longer term,
consistent learning pairs is that college
students tend to come to Jane Addams
School in connection with a course and
to leave when the course is over. We are
currently working on ways to encourage
long-term involvement for college
students, including offering work-study
stipends and connecting more faculty
and courses to the work at the school.
Another approach to foster continuity is
for the learning pairs to keep portfolios
that track each evening’s progress and
challenges. We believe these portfolios
can both improve the work of consis-
tent pairs and help a new learning
partner pick up more effectively where
the previous one left off.

From our interviews, we learned that
in order to create safe, democratic spaces,
community members and college
students must be given the opportunity
to develop consistent, ongoing, and
multidimensional relationships. Neigh-
borhood residents were especially
adamant about not wanting one time
programs; rather, community members
desire an ongoing partnership of
sustained dialogue with the colleges 
and universities to create new knowl-
edge and address community issues. 
In this type of sustained dialogue, the
relationships put an emphasis on
working with, rather than doing for; as 
a result, democratic spaces flourish.  

� Nick Longo is a Ph.D. student in the
Department of Work, Community and
Family Education in the College of Educa-
tion at the University of Minnesota. At the
time he did the evaluation reported in this
article, he was a student in the Hubert H.
Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs where
he received his Master of Public Affairs
degree in June 1999. John Wallace is a
professor in the Department of Philosophy
in the College of Liberal Arts. He is a
founder of the Jane Addams School for
Democracy.

The West Side Freedom Festival included traditional dancing, music, singing, poetry,
and face painting to highlight the struggle for freedom.
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Practicing Restorative Justice: Family Group
Conferencing and Juvenile Crime in the
Suburban Metro Area
By Mark Umbreit and Claudia Fercello

Restorative justice is an approach
to crime that emphasizes the
ways in which crime hurts 
relationships between people

who live in a community. Whereas the
traditional justice system focuses on
punishment of the offender, restorative
justice focuses on the accountability of
the offender, the impact of the crime on
the victim and the community, and the
ways in which offenders can repair the
harm they have done. Crime is seen as
an act against another person or the
community, rather than an act against
the state or the government. It is the
offender who takes primary personal
responsibility for making things right
with the victim and the community, 
not the state. Dialogue and negotiation
are central to restorative justice, and
problem solving for the future is seen 
as more important than simply estab-
lishing blame for past behavior. In

restorative justice, repairing the harm
and rebuilding relationships replaces
punishment for its own sake as the
primary goal of criminal justice.  

The Center for Restorative Justice 
& Peacemaking in the University of
Minnesota’s School of Social Work
provides training and support for a wide
array of restorative justice programs,
such as Family Group Conferencing
(FGC). FGC is a restorative justice
program designed to provide a forum
for the victims of juvenile crimes to
meet with offenders in a safe and
respectful environment to talk about the
incident. Cases are usually referred to
FGC by judges and probation officers,
although the police and the schools can
make referrals as well. FGC offers juvenile
offenders an alternative to deeper pene-
tration into the criminal justice system. 

Historically, victims have had little
or no input into the juvenile justice

process after they have been victimized.
They have often felt frustrated and
angry because the court system had no
provision for victims to process the act
committed against them. FGC provides
a forum for victims to express their 
feelings about how they were affected
by the crime and to get answers to their
questions. In addition, the traditional
court system has failed to help juvenile
offenders understand the human costs
of their actions—the impact of those
actions on the victim and the victim’s
family as well as the offender’s own
family members, the community, and
other individuals who were affected by
the crime. The FGC program provides
an opportunity for offenders to describe
the events that led up to the crime. It
also gives them an opportunity to hear,
directly from the victim and others who
were impacted by the crime, the many
ways the crime affected their lives.

FGC utilizes a mediation-type
process where a neutral facilitator assists
victims, offenders, and other concerned
parties in engaging in an open and
honest dialogue about the crime and its
impact. Facilitators may be representa-
tives from law enforcement, human
services, clergy, county staff, commu-
nity-based volunteers, or other agencies,
depending on availability and the needs
of the individual FGC program. Confer-
ences are usually held at a neutral site,
such as a school or community center.
Typically at least one victim and one
offender attend the conference, along
with a facilitator and support people,
such as parents, spouses or partners,
business associates, or other interested
parties. The role of the facilitator is to
ensure a safe environment for partici-
pants to discuss openly and honestly
the circumstances surrounding the
crime and its impact. The facilitator is
also responsible for making sure that the
conference is controlled and fair for all
parties involved.  

Most conferences begin with the

Family Group Conferencing provides a forum for victims of juvenile crimes to meet
with offenders in a safe, respectful environment and talk about the incident.
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facilitator setting down ground rules
that allow each party the opportunity to
speak. Next, the victim and the offender
are asked to describe the events
surrounding the crime and its impact 
on his or her life. The victim is usually
offered a choice as to whether he/she
would like to speak first or have the
offender speak first. After both parties
have shared their stories, the support
people are given an opportunity to speak.
The facilitator then invites the parties to
discuss restitution. Restitution is typi-
cally financial, although some restitu-
tion agreements require the offender to
do community service. An important
component of FGC is that both the
victim and the offender must agree to
the restitution before it is finalized. In
many cases, conferences end with
participants sharing refreshments after
the restitution agreement is formalized.

Client Evaluation of the First Judicial
District’s FGC Program
The First Judicial District of Minnesota
began a multi-site FGC program in July
1996. In January 1997, the Dakota
County Corrections Department asked
the Center for Restorative Justice &
Mediation (now the Center for Restora-
tive Justice & Peacemaking) to conduct
an evaluation of the FGC program.
Twelve FGC sites in were included in 
the evaluation: Apple Valley, Cannon
Falls/Goodhue/Red Wing, Carver,
Chaska, Hutchinson, Inver Grove
Heights, Kenwood/Lakeville, LeSueur/
New Tomorrows, Nicollet Junior High,
Shakopee, South St. Paul, and Woodbury.
The evaluation, which began in May
1997 and ended in September 1998,
addressed the following questions:

1) What is the demographic 
breakdown of the FGC participants?

2) What do victims, offenders, and
other persons who are in attendance
to support victims and offenders
think about the FGC program ?

3) Do victim and offender attitudes
change after participating in the
FGC program?

In order to answer these questions,
victims, offenders, and support people
involved in the FGC program were
interviewed. Of the 132 cases eligible 
for inclusion in the study, program staff
gathered pre-conference data on 61
victims and 56 offenders. Post-conference
interviews were completed with 105
victims, 103 offenders, and 130 support
persons (100 attending in support of
offenders and 30 attending in support 

of victims). The low number of support
persons for victims may be attributed to
the fact that many of the offenses medi-
ated through FGC were committed
against businesses. Since most businesses
sent only one representative from the
organization to attend the conference,
that person represented the victim, so
there was no one to act as the victim
support person.

Results of the Evaluation

Who are the participants in FGC?
Nine out of ten participants in all three
study groups are Caucasian, closely
reflecting the population within the
respective communities housing the
programs. The gender distribution is
similar across the three groups—over 60
percent male. Approximately 60 percent
of the crimes were committed against
businesses, principally shoplifting.
About 40 percent of the crimes were
committed against persons. These
crimes were principally minor assaults,
such as school fights. Forty percent of
the victims and of the offenders knew
each other before the crime occurred.
Almost 70 percent of victims had been a
victim of a crime prior to the incident
that precipitated the conference.

Victims and offenders were asked
why they chose to participate in FGC.
The primary reasons reported by victims
were to “let the offender know how they
felt about the crime” (29 percent) and to
“receive answers to their questions” (19
percent). Offenders reported that the
primary reasons they participated in the
conference were to offer the victim an
apology (30 percent) and to take respon-
sibility—to make things right (26
percent). Both victims and offenders
were asked whether they felt their
participation in FGC was voluntary.
Ninety-seven percent of victims and 86

percent of offenders reported that their
participation in FGC was voluntary.

What do participants think about the
FGC facilitator? The victims, offenders,
and support persons were asked to
describe their impressions of the FGC
facilitators and the facilitator’s role at
the conference. As shown in Table 1,
victims, offenders, and support persons
all gave high marks to the facilitators and
to the facilitator’s role in the conference.

The majority of victims and offenders
felt that their facilitator sufficiently
prepared them for the conference. When
asked to describe how the facilitator was
helpful in preparing them for the
conference, 65 percent of victims and 50
percent of offenders felt that receiving
information about how the conferences
work and what to expect was the most
helpful. Victims found it helpful having
someone whom they could contact if
they had questions or concerns about
the conference, receiving assistance in
facing the reality of the crime through a
review of the incident, and having a
contact person at the Department of
Corrections. A few offenders mentioned
that they did not receive enough infor-
mation about the conference. They said
they would have liked someone to spend
more time with them to answer their
questions and to talk to them about their
own involvement in the conference. 

Nearly all of the victims, offenders,
and support persons felt that the facili-
tator was fair in the way he/she
conducted the conference. In addition,
95 percent of participants in each group
felt that the facilitator remained neutral
during the negotiation of the restitution
agreement. Over 94 percent of each
group reported that they were satisfied
or very satisfied with the facilitator.

Victims, offenders, and support
persons were asked to rate several tasks

Question Response Victim Offender Support Person
N = 105 N = 103 N = 130

Did the facilitator sufficiently
prepare participants? Yes 96.2 85.4 NA

Was the facilitator fair? Yes 100 98.1 96.9

How satisfied were you Very Satisfied
with the facilitator? /Satisfied 99.1 94.2 96.1

Was the facilitator neutral 
during the restitution 
agreement? Yes 97.9 94.9 97.5

Table 1. Facilitator’s Responsibilities (in percents)
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of the facilitator.  All three groups felt
that the facilitator’s most important task
was to “be a good listener.” Offenders
and support persons also rated “helping
to formulate a restitution agreement” as
important. Victims believed it was
important for facilitators to ensure that
“all participants have a chance to talk”
and that facilitators “make the confer-
ence comfortable” for all parties. All
three groups agreed that the least impor-
tant role of the facilitator was to “take
charge of the conference and do most of
the talking.”

What do participants think about the
restitution? All three groups of partici-
pants were asked several questions
about the restitution agreement and
their satisfaction with the agreement
(Table 2). Fewer victims reported that a
restitution agreement was negotiated
during their conference than did
offenders and support persons.
However, both victims and offenders
agreed that the agreement was fair to
both parties. Approximately 80 percent
of offenders said they had input in the
restitution agreement. 

Do victim and offender attitudes
change after participating in FGC? As
mentioned above, pre- and post-confer-
ence data were collected on 61 victims
and 56 offenders participating in FGC.
The same questions were asked prior to
the conference and after the conference
in an attempt to learn if attitudes
changed as a result of the conference.
Pre- and post-conference data on partici-
pant satisfaction with the way the
justice system handled the case was
collected from victims and offenders;
however, post-conference data was only
collected from support persons. Table 3
identifies the combined satisfied/very
satisfied responses as reported by the
victims, offenders, and support persons. 

Participant satisfaction with the
justice system went up for both victims
and offenders after the conference; the
increase was greater for the offenders
(up more than 14 percentage points).
The support persons’ post-conference
rating of their satisfaction with the
justice system was over 90 percent (satis-
fied/very satisfied) as was the victims’
and the offenders’ post-conference
rating of the juvenile justice system.

What was most and least helpful in
the FGC? Victims reported that talking
to the offender—explaining how the
crime affected them and hearing the
offender’s explanation about what
happened and why—was most valuable
to them. Victims also thought that
hearing from the other party’s family
members, receiving an apology from the
offender, and having input in the resti-
tution agreement were helpful. Over 90
percent of victims reported that FGC
was effective in holding offenders
accountable. 

Offenders said that meeting face-to-
face with the victims, having an oppor-
tunity to tell their side of the story, and

apologizing to the victim were the most
valuable aspects of FGC. Offenders also
reported that not having a record and
avoiding the court were important to
them. Over 96 percent of the offenders
reported that it was helpful or somewhat
helpful to meet the victim. In addition,
over 95 percent of offenders said they
felt better after meeting the victim.

Support persons stated that having
all of the parties meet together to talk
about the crime and work out the resti-
tution agreement was the most impor-
tant contribution of the program. 
They also reported that having a fair
and neutral facilitator to assist in the
process contributed to the success of 
the conferences.

Victims found the negative attitudes
of offenders’ parents least helpful.
Offenders were most troubled when
there were multiple offenders in an 
incident and some of the other
offenders didn’t come to the conference.
Support persons stated that some of the
conferences were too long and too time-
consuming. They were also disappointed
when the offender(s) did not attend the
conference.

Final general impressions of FGC.
Participants of all three groups were
asked some questions that provide
insight into the participants’ final
impressions of FGC. Table 4 compares
the responses to those questions among
the participants of all three groups. It
shows that, after the FGC, victims and
offenders were still a bit uncomfortable
with each other, with more than 30
percent of each group feeling less than
positive about the other. However, over
90 percent of victims, offenders, and
support persons were satisfied with the
outcome of the conference and would
recommend it to others who found
themselves in similar situations. More-
over, 90 percent or more would them-
selves choose to participate in FGC again.

Conclusions
The data that emerged from this study
indicates a consistently high level of
client satisfaction with the Family Group
Conferencing process. Nine out of ten
victims and offenders were satisfied with
how the juvenile justice system handled
their case. Nine out of ten victims and
eight out of ten offenders felt sufficiently
prepared for the conference. Nearly all
victims and offenders, as well as support
people, felt the facilitator of the confer-
ence was fair. Nine out of ten victims

Question Response Victim Offender Support Person
N = 105 N = 103 N = 130

Was an agreement 
negotiated? Yes 79.2 91.9 90.7

Was the agreement 
fair to you? Yes 94.6 89.3 NA

Was the agreement 
fair to the other party? Yes 97.8 92.6 NA

Table 2. Restitution Questions (in percents)

Participant Satisfaction Victim Offender Support Person
N = 56 N = 61 N = 130

Pre-Conference 86.6 80.0 Not Reported

Post-Conference 93.3 94.2 92.2

Table 3. Satisfaction with the FGC Referral (in percents)



and offenders felt the negotiated restitu-
tion agreement was fair to them. Nine
out of ten victims, offenders, and
support people were satisfied with the
outcome of the conference and would
recommend conferencing to others.
These positive findings of client satisfac-
tion with the Family Group Confer-
encing process are consistent with other
studies of FGC in the United States.

Due to the exploratory nature of this
study and the lack of random selection
of cases or use of a comparison group,

the findings that emerged cannot be
broadly generalized. At best, they are
suggestive. These findings do, however,
indicate strong and consistent support
for the Family Group Conferencing
process by those participating in it—
victims, offenders, family members, and
other support people. 

Family Group Conferencing and
other restorative justice programs center
the justice process in the community
rather than in the state. In traditional
justice systems, the victim is often left

angry and fearful, while the offender is
punished but is not required to take
responsibility for his/her actions. Such
practices break down community. In
contrast, restorative justice brings all
concerned parties together with the
purpose of repairing damage to individ-
uals and to the community. Although
the traditional justice system is deeply
entrenched, a number of jurisdictions
nationwide are engaged in redesigning
their justice systems to be far more
balanced and restorative. Other jurisdic-
tions, like Minnesota’s First Judicial
District, use restorative justice alongside
the traditional system. Minnesota poli-
cymakers should take note of the
community-building potential of Family
Group Conferencing and other restora-
tive practices.

� Mark Umbreit is an associate professor
of social work at the University of
Minnesota where he serves as director of
the University’s Center for Restorative
Justice & Peacemaking. He is an interna-
tionally recognized trainer, mediator,
author, and researcher in the field of
restorative justice and mediation. Claudia
Fercello is assistant to the commissioner of
Minnesota’s Department of Human
Services and is a doctoral student in social
work at the University of Minnesota. She
has been conducting research on child
maltreatment prevention programs and
restorative justice programs for over
fifteen years.
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Question Response Victim Offender Support Person
N = 105 N = 103 N = 130

What is your attitude Positive/
toward the other party? Very Positive 59.2 71.9 NA

How satisfied were you Satisfied/
with the outcome? Very Satisfied 95.2 95.1 93.9

Would you 
recommend FGC? Yes 98.1 94.2 99.2

Would you choose 
to participate again? Yes 93.3 89.2 96.1

Table 4. Post-Conference Impressions (in percents)
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A neutral facilitator works with victims, offenders, and other concerned parties.
Personal interchanges and a fair restitution agreement are key outcomes for all parties.
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To keep our readers up to date with CURA projects, we feature
recent awards in each issue of the CURA Reporter. These projects
will begin this summer.

FACULTY RESEARCH AWARDS

Each year CURA, in cooperation with the Vice President for
Research, supports the work of faculty on projects that address
key issues in Minnesota; faculty members are expected to
interact with key public officials in the course of their work.
Competition for these awards is quite strong. Each project is
year-long and results will be published the CURA Reporter.

Environmental Review Practice in Minnesota. (Terence
Cooper, Professor of Soil, Water, and Climate) The study will
examine environmental assessment worksheets (EAWs), a
widely used  tool, to see whether they adequately describe
environmental issues and how well they serve to protect the
environment. Interaction will occur with Environmental
Quality Board staff and selected local governmental units.

Future of the Sales Tax. (Robert Kudrle, Professor of Public
Affairs) Increasing sales on the Internet and the narrow base
of Minnesota’s sales tax make our reliance on this source of
revenue problematic. This study will examine initiatives and
experiences around the country to help inform Minnesota’s
efforts at tax reform. Interaction will occur with Revenue
Department officials.

Financing College for High School Graduates. (James Hearn,
Professor and Chair of Educational Policy and Administration)
State policies, financial and otherwise, affect decisions about
college for high school graduates, especially for those from

Project Awards

lower income families. This study will see whether Minnesota
remains a national leader in supporting educational opportu-
nity. Interaction will occur with the Minnesota Higher Educa-
tion Services Office.

Quality Improvement in Nursing Homes. (Sandra Potthoff,
Associate Professor of Healthcare Management) The Minnesota
Department of Human Services offers an alternative payment
system (APS) to nursing homes that is intended to reduce
regulation and lead to improvements for residents. This project
extends a study funded by the National Science Foundation to
assist provider organizations in meeting these goals. Interaction
will occur with three major providers.

STATE AGENCY INTERNSHIPS

Three projects proposed by state agencies were awarded a 
75-percent-time student intern for the summer. These projects
were evaluated in an open competition. Project funding is
split evenly between CURA and the agency.

Use of GIS (geographic information systems) for Analysis
of Tax Data. Awarded to the Department of Revenue, Tax
Research Division.

Multi-state Research on Important Industries and Occupa-
tions. Awarded to the Department of Economic Security,
Research and Statistics Office.

Analysis of the Effectiveness of Various State Programs,
Policies, and Practices. Awarded to the Office of the Legisla-
tive Auditor.

The Fragile Early Years: Assessing the Mental Health of
Infants and Toddlers. Edited by Esther Wattenberg. 2000.
CURA and the Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare.
CURA 00-1. 30 pp. Free.

This publication is a summary of proceedings of a sympo-
sium held on September 30, 1999 at the Earl Brown Contin-
uing Education Center, University of Minnesota. It focuses on

New CURA Publication

the safety and well-being of infants and toddlers living in
high risk families. The proceedings of the symposium high-
light attachment research, observation skills for assessing
infant and toddler mental health, and policy implications for
the child welfare system in paying attention to the very
young years of vulnerable children. This publication is avail-
able on-line at ssw.che.umn.edu/cascw/.



Community Assistantship
Program Moves to CURA
Rural communities have a new avenue for accessing applied
research skills from the University of Minnesota. The
Community Assistantship Program (CAP), piloted in south-
east Minnesota in 1999, has now expanded statewide and
moved to a new home in CURA.

The CAP program matches students to community-
designed projects. The goals of CAP are to: 1) enhance the
capacity of rural community-based groups to achieve their
objectives by providing relevant applied research that
supports community projects; and 2) provide students and
faculty with increased opportunities for completing useful
community-driven applied research projects.

The CAP program began in the University of Minnesota’s
Rural Development Council. In partnership, a number of enti-
ties have now committed resources to expand the CAP
program. The University’s Central Administration is providing
funding for the program staff. The McKnight Foundation and
the Southeast and South Central Initiative Funds are
providing support for student stipends. From within the
University, funds for student support are coming from the
Experiment in Rural Cooperation, the Northeast Region
Sustainable Development Partnership, the College of Human
Ecology, the College of Education and Human Development,

the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, the College of
Natural Resources, and the Minnesota Institute for Sustainable
Agriculture. In-kind support is being provided by additional
University units.

For more information on the CAP program contact 
Jan Joannides, 651-293-0782, joann001@tc.umn.edu, or 
612-625-7537.

Sustainable Lakes Project
Workbook Available
The results of the CURA/Minnesota Lakes Association (MLA)
Sustainable Lakes Project are now available in a workbook
format. The workbook contains detailed descriptions of the
model process for lake management planning, including
instructions on conducting a lakeshore property owners’
survey, color watershed maps and information on how to
obtain twenty-one watershed maps, the five pilot lake
management plans, a data assessment manual, and a series of
articles on land use impacts on water quality. The workbook is
produced in a flexible loose-leaf format that can be added to
as other lakes utilize the Sustainable Lakes model. The work-
book will be posted on the MLA website (www.mnlakesassn.org).
A printed copy may be purchased from MLA for $25,
including shipping. (P.O. Box 321, Brainerd, MN 56401,
phone: 218-825-1909 or 800-515-LAKE, fax: 218-829-0635)
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