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Abstract: This article provides an account 
of how innovation is achieved when mutu-
ally beneficial partnerships are established 
as an ongoing and essential component of 
the discovery process. The authors describe 
the research undertaken jointly by the 
Minnesota Center for Neighborhood Orga-
nizing (MCNO) and University of Minne-
sota researchers, but focuses on the unique 
partnership between MCNO and University 
researchers that has been sustained because 
of the investment all sides have made in 
Hmong families in North Minneapolis, as 
well as in the outcomes of the research. A 
key component to the ongoing success of this 
partnership is that University researchers 
have invested with the MCNO in working 
with Hmong families in North Minneapolis. 
MCNO is a program of CURA.

It is often difficult to pinpoint the 
exact moment when the relation-
ship between an organization and a 

community begins to take shape. With 
the ongoing relationship between the 
Minnesota Center for Neighborhood 
Organizing (MCNO; see sidebar on 
page 5) and the North Minneapolis Wat 
Tham Krabok (WTK) Hmong commu-
nity, that exact moment occurred at a 
water fountain in an elementary school 
in North Minneapolis. MCNO’s work 
with the newly arrived Hmong commu-
nity began in the spring of 2005 when 
two Hmong boys, wanting to practice 
speaking English, approached MCNO 
staff member Jay Clark at a water foun-
tain and said hello. 

The two boys described above are 
a part of the approximately 15,000 
Hmong refugees who were resettled 
in the United States shortly after their 
unofficial refugee camp on Wat Tham 
Krabok Buddhist temple grounds in 
Thailand were closed by the Thai 
government.1 In 2004 and 2005, Minne-
sota received 4,972 “Wat Tham Krabok” 
refugees, with Hennepin Country 

1  M. Hang, J. Anderson, P. Walker, M. Thao, M. 
Chang, and L. Hestness, American Paj Ntaub: Wat 
Krabok Team Assessment Report Executive Summary, 
2004, 2.

Hmong Families and Education: Partnership as 
Essential Link to Discovery

By Heidi Barajas, Kari Smalkoski, Margaret Kaplan, and Yia Yang

Photo courtesy of Jay C
lark

Through the formation of a soccer program that created a safe place for Hmong 
kids to talk about issues in their lives, MCNO staff learned that Hmong students 
in north Minneapolis faced a number of problems, including large class sizes, lack 
of school transportation options, and the availability of few Hmong-speaking 
teachers. 
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receiving 29% and Ramsey County 
receiving 63% of these refugees.2 Fami-
lies resettled in Hennepin County were 
housed primarily in North Minneapolis 
in predominantly African American 
neighborhoods, where they had to deal 
with isolation, high levels of poverty, 
and challenges with the public schools 
that their children found themselves 
attending shortly after their arrival.

The initial meeting between Clark 
and the boys led to a conversation about 
what the WTK Hmong kids liked and 
did not like about their neighborhoods. 
In their first contact with WTK Hmong 
kids, MCNO staff found educational 
issues they were unwilling to leave unre-
solved: kids were having a difficult time 
in school because many were getting hit 
on the playground, on school busses, 
and at bus stops, and were housed all 
day in English language learner (ELL) 
classes speaking to one another in 
Hmong, but were not learning English. 
According to MCNO staff, the students 
and parents, unable to speak English 
and not knowing how the system 
worked or what their rights were within 
that system, had not been successful in 
their attempts to demand changes. 

MCNO staff formed a boys’ soccer 
team and later a girls’ volleyball team as 
a practical way to respond to the situ-
ation WTK Hmong kids and families 
described. These spaces became safe 
places for kids to come together and 
talk about their lives in an active envi-
ronment. Through the soccer program, 
MCNO learned that the students faced 
other problems:

 . Many of the K–8 Hmong classes had 
40–50 students in one classroom, 
representing the biggest class size in 
the Minneapolis Public Schools.

 . At the high school in North Minne-
apolis, all students living within two 
miles were excluded from school 
transportation. The exclusion caused 
Hmong families to worry, because 
students had to walk to school past 
known drug houses and areas known 
for prostitution. 

 . Not enough Hmong-speaking 
teachers were available in the 
Minneapolis Public Schools in north 
Minneapolis.	

 . All newly arrived Hmong high-school 
students were required to go to one 

2  G. Grigoleit, “Coming Home? The Integration of 
Hmong Refugees from Wat Tham Krabok, Thailand, 
into American Society,” Hmong Studies Journal 7 
(2006): 1–22.

Figure 1. Hmong Residents as a Percentage of Total Population in Minneapolis, 2010

Lakes and rivers0.5% or less

0.6% to 1.6%

1.7% to 5.9%

6% to 14.7%

14.8% or more

Source: 2010 U .S . Census
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high school, although many had 
second-generation Hmong American 
relatives at another high school.

MCNO’s work with the WTK Hmong 
moved from listening to organizing in 
the fall of 2005, when students reported 
that the only Hmong teacher in their 
school had been replaced with someone 
who did not speak Hmong or Thai. 
With the assistance of MCNO staff, the 
students organized two meetings with 
a Minneapolis Public Schools’ board 
member. A total of 160 WTK Hmong 
students and parents turned out and 
told the school-board member that 
they needed teachers who could speak 
Hmong and English. After hearing their 
concerns, the school-board member 
agreed to their request. WTK Hmong 
students, building off this success, were 
instrumental in gaining additional 
resources that improved their Minneap-
olis public-school experiences, including 
more bus stops, smaller class sizes, more 
Hmong-speaking teachers, and a Hmong 
magnet school.

Even with the changes in the Minne-
apolis Public Schools, newly arrived 
Hmong families were interested in 
exploring other options. Some families 
enrolled kids in Hmong charter schools. 
After hearing about the Choice Is Yours 
(CIY) program (see sidebar, page 6) from 
MCNO staff, some Hmong families also 
took advantage of this opportunity. 
MCNO staff members were aware that 
the WTK Hmong students faced chal-
lenges regardless of the school, but a 

particular CIY school appeared to be 
succeeding with Hmong students—at 
least according to students and families.

One CIY school and the WTK 
Hmong families with students attending 
that school expressed an interest in 
finding out if there was a way to docu-
ment what they considered an educa-
tional success story. MCNO staff turned 
to University of Minnesota resources 
to find people who could help. They 
wanted to find researchers with exper-
tise in educational practices, but had 
found in the past that questions they 
thought ideal for an academic study 
were often met with indifference on the 
part of University faculty. The interest 
in documenting the educational experi-
ence of Hmong kids participating in the 
CIY program prompted Clark to contact 
Heidi Barajas, an associate dean and 
faculty member in the College of Educa-
tion and Human Development (CEHD) 
at the University of Minnesota. Barajas 
took on the project and proceeded to 
build an engaged research team by 
enlisting the help of a research assistant, 
Kari Smalkoski, a doctoral student in 
CEHD with more than 10 years of expe-
rience working with immigrant students 
and their families. 

Anecdotal reports of public schools 
meeting the needs of new immigrant 
students make a good news story and 
interest multiple stakeholders, including 
schools and families, as well as commu-
nities that are always seeking evidence 
on ways to help kids successfully navi-
gate educational opportunities. Moving 

beyond anecdotal information, Barajas 
and Smalkoski chose to engage in an 
investigation that was collaborative, 
beginning with the framing of the 
research. Discussions among MCNO 
staff, school administrators, and the 
researchers provided key insights into 
the development of the research ques-
tions. Research was based on three 
assumptions: that the particular history, 
current geography, and experiences of 
this particular group of Hmong students 
was important; that understanding 
the similarities and differences in how 
students, families, and institutions 
viewed success was key to understanding 
the experiences of both students and 
school staff; and that student success 
would be explored and defined from the 
perspective of students, their families, 
and teachers and staff at the school. To 
discover what, in terms of both the indi-
vidual and the institution, was in place 
to support student success, the research 
focused on two research questions: 

 . How do urban Hmong students and 
their families define and negotiate 
success in a suburban school? 

 . How do teachers and staff at the 
school define and negotiate success 
for Hmong students in compar-
ison with the rest of the school’s 
population?

Partnership and the Discovery Process
One of the key components of engaged 
research design is to gain the support 
and trust of multiple stakeholders, 
which in this case did not just include 
Hmong families and school staff. 
Internal University of Minnesota part-
ners, such as the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB),3 second-generation 
Hmong American students with exper-
tise to act as cultural informants, and 
partners such as MCNO and CURA, 
were all important to the research 
design required for the project. For 
example, it took several months for IRB 
approval to be granted because working 
respectfully with recent immigrant 
groups did not always align with tradi-
tional University IRB requests. Several 
conversations with the IRB occurred 
to discuss the underpinnings of an 
engaged research-study design with a 
particular population. 

3  The University of Minnesota IRB reviews research 
projects that involve people to uphold two broad 
standards: that people are not placed at undue risk; 
and that they give uncoerced, informed consent to 
participate.

The Minnesota Center for Neighborhood Organizing (MCNO) provides 
training, technical assistance, and support to organizations and people 
involved in grassroots, issues-based organizing. MCNO works to engage 
and involve underrepresented constituencies in the life and leadership of 
community-based organizations. Central to MCNO’s work is the belief that 
the people who are the most affected by decisions should be central to the 
decision-making process. MCNO does not choose the issues that are the most 
important to communities, but instead works with communities to iden-
tify their own issues and needs, and provides the training and support for 
communities to develop strategies and solutions rooted in community leader-
ship. MCNO is a program of CURA and, although it is housed at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota, it receives most of its funding from external sources. Key 
ongoing MCNO initiatives include training staff in neighborhood-based 
organizations, organizing in new-immigrant communities, and playing a 
leadership role in the Corridors of Opportunity Community Engagement 
Team (www.metrocouncil.org/planning/COO/CommEngage.htm).

Minnesota Center for Neighborhood 
Organizing
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A similar process was required 
to gain support and trust with the 
suburban school district where the WTK 
Hmong students were attending school 
through the CIY program. The school 
district approval was immediate and, 
while working through the University 
IRB process, the researchers met with 
the principal of Suburban Junior High 
(SJH).4 SJH received the first wave of 
WTK Hmong students placed through 
the CIY program, and continues to serve 
many WTK Hmong students. As part 
of a predata-collection process, Barajas 
and Smalkoski engaged with the school 
and home communities by visiting SJH, 
talking with MCNO staff to gather more 
detailed information, and attending 
Hmong girls’ volleyball events so that 
they became familiar faces connected to 
the work with WTK Hmong families. 

The process for obtaining consent 
took into consideration the engaged 
nature of the research, the comfort of 
the community members involved, 
and the requirements of the IRB. 
Community-engaged research requires 
time because it is an investment in the 
community. Community research part-
ners have their own rules that Univer-
sity researchers must follow—not the 
other way around. In this case, Hmong 
families gave trust to those already 
working within the community. Yia 
Yang, a second-generation Hmong 
American and community organizer at 
MCNO, already had well-established 
relationships with newly arrived 
Hmong families, and the research 
team agreed that it would be best if 
he obtained consent from Hmong 
parents to interview their children who 
attended SJH. 

Yang, Barajas, and Smalkoski worked 
as part of a research team and made 
decisions about the best possible situ-
ation in which community members 
would participate. The relationships 
developed by the team driven by a 
common goal provided incentive for 
Yang to invest his time. As part of the 
research team, he participated in meet-
ings about the construction of research 
questions, the protocols, and a plan for 
obtaining consent, which included a 
lengthy three-part process of meeting 
with families. In addition, to comply 
with IRB regulations, he completed 
a required online training program 
regarding protection of individuals 

4  Suburban Junior High is a pseudonym used to 
protect the privacy of students and others involved 
in the research project.

participating in research projects. The 
commitment to complete this training 
was at his discretion rather than a 
directive. 

Four second-generation Hmong 
American undergraduate students—
Linda Yang, Pa Yang, Nae Ree Yang, 
and Ashley Yang—joined the team as 
cultural informants, interpreters, and 
translators. As non-Hmong researchers, 
Barajas and Smalkoski discovered all 
four women had expertise in areas 
they had not considered. For example, 
at a team meeting the undergraduates 
shared that working with community 
elders required using formal language 
and established who was most comfort-
able translating in that situation. Each 
member of the team played a strong 
role, contributing to the project in 
unexpected and important ways. 
The undergraduates were included in 
research meetings where they discussed 
research questions, protocols, and 
general direction of the data collection. 
In addition, the undergraduate team 
members conveyed that the opportunity 
to interact with newly arrived Hmong 
immigrant families was personally 
beneficial. 

As the work progressed, the team 
heard from the community that the 
engaged process of discovery was impor-
tant and appreciated. For example, a 
second-generation Hmong American 
attorney who resides in North Minne-
apolis and is a former soccer coach to 
many of the WTK Hmong boys included 
in the research project confirmed how 
necessary the research is, indicating 
that “besides MCNO, nobody is paying 
attention to these boys or their fami-
lies.” A seasoned skeptic of any outsider 
coming in to do “research” on the 
Hmong community, he has been appre-
ciative of the ways in which the study 
has been conducted by two non-Hmong 
researchers. He also relayed to Smalkoski 
that he feels certain that the research 
team’s commitment to the WTK Hmong 
community in North Minneapolis is 
genuine. 

Research Findings 
Barajas and Smalkoski first completed 
their interviews with the SJH principal, 
associate principal, and 15 teachers, 
along with general observations about 
the school. As Yia Yang continued the 
three-part process of obtaining consent 
with parents, Barajas and Smalkoski 
began interviewing parents and 
conducting focus groups with their chil-
dren who attend SJH. 

The data collected provided some 
interesting findings. Overall, teachers’ 
perceptions of Hmong students 
were overwhelmingly positive. They 
described WTK Hmong students as 
hardworking, organized, respectful, 
and polite students who value their 
education. However, the team observed 
substantial differences in the ways 
teachers described Hmong girls in 
comparison with Hmong boys, as many 
teachers noted verbatim, “Hmong 
girls just know how to do school.” The 
achievement data support this finding. 
In overall grade point average (GPA) 
and on standardized tests, Hmong 
girls almost always outperform Hmong 

The Choice Is Yours (CIY) 
program is the result of a 2000 
settlement after the Minneapolis 
branch of the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) sued 
the state of Minnesota alleging 
that Minneapolis Public School 
students were being denied an 
adequate education.a Through the 
CIY program, Minneapolis Public 
Schools students who qualify for 
free and reduced-price lunch can 
apply to enroll in any of nine 
suburban Minneapolis Public 
Schools districts in the Twin Cities 
west-metro area. The CIY program 
serves approximately 2,000 low-
income Minneapolis children. 
It is funded every biennium 
through Interdistrict Desegrega-
tion or Integration Transporta-
tion Aid (M.S. §124D.87) in the 
Education Finance bill. The CIY 
program is not the only program 
that is funded through this 
statute, but it is perhaps the most 
visible and vulnerable because of 
the initial genesis of the program 
as a time-limited obligation under 
the consent decree resolving the 
NAACP lawsuit.

a N. Kraus, “‘The Choice is Yours’ in 
Minneapolis: The Mixed Results of Busing 
Urban Students to Suburban Schools,” 
paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the American Political Science Association, 
Boston, MA, 2008. 

The Choice Is 
Yours Program
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boys; however, as a group, they still 
lag behind many of their non-ELL 
classmates. By looking at course-taking 
patterns, GPA, and teacher comments, 
the findings suggest that WTK Hmong 
students are making steady academic 
progress. In addition, all students 
interviewed stated that their academic 
English is continuing to improve. 

Research findings also indicate that 
WTK Hmong students particularly 
thrive in ELL and science classes. ELL 
classes are considered “safe spaces” for 
students, where they can express them-
selves in a supportive environment and 
are taught by competent, well-qualified 
teachers. At the time the interviews 
took place, SJH was offering innovative 
pedagogical practices such as paired 
coursework and content-based instruc-
tion. In a paired course, for example, 
an ELL teacher is paired with a science 
or civics teacher so that students are 
able to develop both academic language 
and knowledge in the course content 
at the same time. Although expensive, 
the principal at SJH at the time saw the 
value for such courses and supported 
them by shifting resources. In general, 
WTK Hmong students took advantage 
of the abundance of free academic 
activities and programs, and almost 
all of them participated in the school’s 
badminton program, which serves as an 
important social and peer connection. 
Overall, data indicated many positive 
school practices were in place at SJH to 
support WTK Hmong students’ educa-
tional success.

Findings also indicated that oppor-
tunities existed to consider additional 
supports for educational success. During 
interviews with parents, it became clear 
that WTK Hmong parents were not 
only disconnected from other WTK 
Hmong parents, but that they were 
disconnected almost entirely from SJH 
teachers, staff, and families who live 
within the boundaries of the school 
district. An unexpected benefit of the 
interview process occurred when one 
of the first WTK Hmong fathers inter-
viewed expressed an interest in talking 
with other WTK Hmong parents who 
also had children attending SJH—some-
thing he had not considered before the 
interview and what could result in a 
critical school connection for all WTK 
Hmong parents. In this case, collecting 
data for a research project provided 
a reflective process for a parent who 
formulated an idea to help support his 
family and neighboring WTK Hmong 
families. 

Discovery and the Benefits Beyond 
Research Findings
Part of the overall discovery process was 
continued observation of SJH students 
participating in everyday activities; 
these observations often led to benefi-
cial outcomes not directly related to 
research findings. One activity was 
a Sunday-night tutoring program at 
CURA, from which students continue 
to benefit. This program is one of the 
few available for students who cannot 
get tutoring help at home from family 
members, and it gives students an 
opportunity to connect with many 
second-generation Hmong American 
tutors who are undergraduates at the 
University of Minnesota. Discussions 
between Barajas and Clark about the 
benefits of bringing WTK Hmong 
students to campus led to a brainstorm 
of ideas about additional opportunities 
that could benefit the students. One of 
these ideas was to provide a workshop 
on going to college. With the support of 
colleagues in CEHD, Hmong junior-high 
and high-school students participated 
in a workshop focused on the college-
application process, financial aid, and 
general strategies for preparing for 
college. The workshop was well attended 
and students enthusiastically asked 
insightful questions about their current 
and future college applications.

During the workshop, one student 
indicated she had applied to the Univer-
sity of Minnesota but the application 
was at a standstill. She and her family 
did not know what to do or who to 

contact. Because she was now connected 
with individuals from the University, she 
was able to obtain guidance from those 
individuals and complete the needed 
information, and was admitted. She has 
now successfully completed her first year 
of college in CEHD. A second session 
was created the following fall semester, 
which was also well attended. Barajas 
and Yia Yang are currently in conver-
sation with staff at SJH to collaborate 
these efforts. Providing workshops and 
creating future opportunities for this 
group of students has had immediate 
and future benefit for both the WTK 
Hmong community and the University 
of Minnesota. The process of engaged 
discovery provided the necessary 
perspective that an observed community 
need, if responded to, was understood as 
a mutually beneficial venture.

Unexpected outcomes connected to 
the discovery process also occurred for 
many of the second-generation Hmong 
American research assistants. For 
example, Pa Yang said that listening to 
the ways in which one of the teachers in 
an interview talked about WTK Hmong 
students brought up unexplored feel-
ings for her. Nae Ree Yang had always 
wanted to connect with newly arrived 
immigrant families, but was never sure 
how. She was unaware of the CURA 
Sunday-night tutoring sessions and 
was immediately interested in volun-
teering. Her experiences with the project 
also sparked new conversations with 
her parents and grandparents about 
their own experiences as newly arrived 

Photo courtesy of Jay C
lark

The Sunday-night tutoring program at CURA brings Hmong students to the 
University of Minnesota campus and has included workshops on the college-
application process, financial aid, and general strategies for preparing for college. 
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immigrants to St. Paul, Minnesota, in 
the mid-1980s. As a college student, this 
experience contributed in new ways 
to her own identity process as a young 
Hmong American woman. 

The research team also gained 
insights not directly related to the 
research questions. For example, Smal-
koski attended a community event 
organized by MCNO staff to discuss 
the imperative need for a Hmong 
police officer in North Minneapolis. 
She witnessed what the WTK Hmong 
community was experiencing and began 
to understand the vital role of MCNO 
in advocating for WTK Hmong families 
and providing a platform for them to 
advocate for themselves. Experiences 
such as this provided additional levels 
of commitment to the project as team 
members became linked to the overall 
concerns of the community. Smalkoski 
also relayed that when talking with her 
fellow graduate students throughout the 
University about the project, they often 
noted the research design provided a 
structure of built-in mentorship that 
encouraged equal contribution that 
appeared to be a unique aspect of an 
engaged-discovery process. 

One activity was more directly 
impacted by the availability of the 
research findings than by the discovery 
process in general. Clark requested data 
from the study to support his efforts in 
advocating for WTK Hmong families 
with the state legislature. Due to the 
efforts of MCNO staff, the WTK Hmong 
students who attended suburban 
schools through the CIY program had, 
over the past three legislative sessions, 
participated in state-capital visits and 
spoken to legislators about the impor-
tance of the program. The information 
that they provided to policy makers 
was not based on bigger picture aspects 
of the program, but rather on personal 
narratives about why it was important 
to them, what it meant for their future 
plans, and how transportation was 
essential for them to access the same 
educational opportunities as other 
students. 

As an essential part of the engaged 
process, the research team provided a 
report summarizing its research findings 
to the school and MCNO staff as the 
first dissemination product. Although 
the team had not anticipated a broader 
use of its executive report, it provided 
Clark with the report to support his 
advocacy work at the legislature. Armed 
with preliminary data, WTK Hmong 
families were able to successfully argue 

for the continuation of transportation 
so they could continue to attend CIY 
schools. Information in the executive 
report was one of the missing pieces in 
the story. Data gave the personal narra-
tive a deeper level of analysis. Just as 
facts are not enough to persuade policy 
makers of the necessity of a program 
without some deeper connection in the 
form of personal stories, narratives on 
their own are not sufficient to persuade 
policy makers that the expenditure of 
public funds is necessary.

The last example is related to one 
of the major nonacademic findings of 
the study: a growing conflict between 
WTK Hmong and African American 
male youth both at SJH and in their 
North Minneapolis neighborhoods. 
This finding prompted the researchers 
to talk with community organizations 
working with WTK Hmong youth to 
assess what the community may or 
may not want to do to address the situ-
ation. In addition, researchers talked 
with colleagues whose research focuses 
on Hmong youth and families. One 
colleague is Zha Blong Xiong, an asso-
ciate professor in the Department of 
Family Social Science. Xiong is the first 

Hmong American in the United States 
to receive tenure at a top-tier research 
(Research 1) university, as well as a 
respected leader in the Hmong commu-
nity. He has been invited to partner with 
the University of Minnesota’s Urban 
Research and Outreach-Engagement 
Center (UROC)—a place-based orga-
nization in North Minneapolis that 
links the University and community in 
vital partnership—as a faculty affiliate 
to work with the project. An outreach 
effort resulted in an event with Xiong 
and Hmong families at UROC to share 
information from this project, as well as 
Xiong’s research on school achievement 
and the Hmong. 

Looking Ahead
Community engagement, according 
to O’Meara et al., “has been one of the 
major innovations within higher educa-
tion over the last 20 years.”5 At the 
center of this innovation is the benefit 
of partnership and reciprocity—innova-

5  K.A. O’Meara, L.R. Sandmann, J. Saltmarsh, 
and D.E. Giles Jr, “Studying the Professional Lives 
and Work of Faculty Involved in Community 
Engagement,” Innovations in Higher Education 36 
(2011): 83.

Photo courtesy of Jay C
lark

Over the past three legislative sessions, WTK Hmong students who attend suburban 
schools through the Choice Is Yours program have participated in state-capital 
visits and spoken to legislators. Armed with preliminary data from the University-
community research effort, students were able to successfully argue for the 
continuation of transportation so they could attend CIY schools. Pictured here are 
students talking to Senator Patricia Torres Ray (DFL).
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tion that is not a precursor to research 
activities, but rather an essential part 
of the discovery process. As a Carnegie-
identified institution,6 the University 
of Minnesota has taken great strides 
through its Office for Public Engage-
ment to define engaged scholarship 
and to provide faculty with professional 
development opportunities. Engaging 
with community in discovery can 
provide mutual benefit for communi-
ties and the University, yet this process 
is often identified simply as “outreach.” 
A dominant image associated with 
research is a “scientist” going through 
a process of discovery in a laboratory 
setting. In this project, discovery occurs 
in the context of building trust and 
getting to know a community. Engage-
ment is not a precursor to the work 
of research, but is an essential step in 
engaged scholarship. The willingness of 
community members to answer ques-
tions, share information, and be honest 
when the answers to questions can be at 
times difficult is enhanced by including 
people with community relationships 
who can operate as connectors to the 
University.

MCNO staff understood early on 
that in order for community-identified 
research issues to be addressed, it 
would require a bridging of a relation-
ship between researchers and families. 
Because the relationships between 
MCNO and the WTK Hmong families 
were the result of years of work and 
effort, and were critical to the ongoing 
work with the WTK Hmong commu-
nity, MCNO staff had to be confident 
that the work of the researchers would 
enhance and not compromise commu-
nity relationships. This confidence was 
developed through conversation with 
researchers and the reputation that 
preceded them. In addition, MCNO was 
not merely passing off a relationship, 
but taking an active role in an ongoing 
process. 

MCNO and the research team 
continue to strengthen their partnership 
through an established partnership with 
UROC. Work with WTK Hmong families 
in North Minneapolis provided a ratio-
nale for MCNO to be officially affiliated 

6  The Carnegie classification acknowledges 
significant commitment to and demonstration of 
community engagement that improves teaching 
and learning, and generates socially responsive 
knowledge to benefit communities. To be 
selected, institutions must provide descriptions 
and examples of institutionalized practices of 
community engagement that show alignment 
among mission, culture, leadership, resources, and 
practices.

with UROC. MCNO has utilized the 
UROC building for events related to 
outreach to WTK Hmong youth and 
families and has assigned office space in 
the building. In addition, the MCNO-
UROC partnership was able to identify 
and provide specific outreach to Hmong 
families immediately following the May 
2011 tornado in North Minneapolis. 
Barajas and Smalkoski continue their 
scholarly work by presenting their find-
ings at conferences and other academic 
venues (oftentimes with MCNO staff 
members Margaret Kaplan and Yia 
Yang). The team also has plans for 
public presentations and coauthorship 
of multiple publications, including 
journal articles.

As with dissemination of appropriate 
documents for community use, dissemi-
nating findings to academic audiences 
provides a benefit to future research, 
and informs practice and policies for 
Hmong children and families. Sharing 
outcomes in the frame of an engaged 
research project provides an opportu-
nity to show academic colleagues that 
engaged research is a scholarly endeavor 
that employs specific and rigorous 
methods for discovery. The effort to 
build and maintain partnerships is 
essential to the discovery process and, as 
a model, may contribute to the sustain-
ability of the work between the research 
institution and the communities with 
whom it works.

There is no immediately obvious 
connection between a large public 
institution like the University of 
Minnesota and a couple of Hmong boys 
informally discussing what they think 
about their neighborhoods and schools 
after a chance encounter at a school 
water fountain. However, programs like 
MCNO, centers like CURA and UROC, 
and colleges like CEHD have the 
ability to rewrite the terms of engage-
ment between public institutions and 
communities. In this case, researchers 
and community organizers came to 
the table with specific skill sets and 
expertise that separately do good work. 
Aligning the work and sharing exper-
tise can create a partnership that is 
doing work that would not likely have 
occurred in their separate areas. In its 
own ways, and now as a new partner-
ship, the research team will continue 
to connect with families to address the 
issues that people care about most, and 
ensure that the University and commu-
nities continue to work in partnership 
to respond to the city’s most pressing 
urban issues. 
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Abstract: Local and regional food has 
emerged as an important arena for economic 
development and for social change. The 
western Lake Superior region offers signifi-
cant opportunities and unique challenges for 
the redevelopment of a robust regional food 
system. This article summarizes research on 
several key elements related to possibilities for 
expanding the local food system in the region. 
It presents data about the available land 
base that could contribute to food produc-
tion in the region; insights based on in-depth 
interviews with farmers who already grow 
food in the region, including policy ideas that 
they offered to support the work of growing 
more local food; and findings from a regional 
survey of citizens regarding their willingness 
to purchase local foods. The author concludes 
with a discussion of policy possibilities for 
supporting the regional food system. The 
research upon which this article is based was 
supported by grants from CURA’s Faculty 
Interactive Research Program and the Univer-
sity of Minnesota’s Healthy Food, Healthy 
Lives Institute.

Every day, we make a collective 
decision supporting food systems 
that challenge our physical, 

economic, and social health. We are 
more overweight, less wealthy, and 
less connected as a community than 
we could be if more of our food was 
produced closer to home.

With a population of just under 
480,000 people, the western Lake 
Superior region1 (Figure 1) generates 
nearly $1.2 billion a year in economic 
activity from food purchases.2 Of 

1  The western Lake Superior region is a 15-county 
area located in northeast Minnesota and northwest 
Wisconsin. This regional designation follows the 
one developed by the Lake Superior chapter of the 
Sustainable Farming Association. The rationale for 
including these counties in the study described 
in this article is that they share similar climate, 
cultural histories, and geographic focus distinct 
from that of more distant urban centers.
2  This economic estimate is based on the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics estimate of mean annual consumer 
unit spending (about $6,129 per 2.5-person 
household in 2010). Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
“Consumer Expenditures—2011.” Economic 
news release, September 25, 2011. Available at 
www.bls.gov/news.release/cesan.nr0.htm.

course, most of that money goes to 
companies with no connection to 
the region, so these purchases do 
not contribute as much to the local 
economy as they could. In addition, 
the current global food-production 
model emphasizes large-scale 
commodity production that results 
in immense quantities of apparently 
cheap raw materials for the industrial 
creation of processed products. The 
resulting system, rich in calories but 
unbalanced in nutrition, contributes 
to a growing set of health problems 
in the United States, as well as around 
the globe. 

National statistics on obesity and 
diet-related health problems, such as 
diabetes, high blood pressure, high 
cholesterol, and others, are not prom-
ising. In 2009, an astounding 63.4% of 
U.S. citizens were categorized either as 
overweight or obese (36.2% overweight, 

27.2% obese). This health crisis trans-
lates into considerable costs, as obese 
individuals pay 42% ($1,429) more 
per year for healthcare than normal-
weight individuals. The mean cost is 
even higher for recipients of Medicare 
who are obese ($1,723). In 2006, extra 
medical spending due to obesity in 
the United States was $40 billion, with 
projected growth in medical costs due 
to obesity to grow to $147 billion per 
year and beyond over the following few 
years.3

The “Bridge to Health” surveys that 
have been conducted in the western 
Lake Superior region every five years 
since 1995 show numbers that compare 
slightly favorably to averages for both 

3  E.A. Finkelstein, J.G. Trogdon, J.W. Cohen, and 
W. Dietz, “Annual Medical Spending Attributable 
To Obesity: Payer- and Service-Specific Estimates,” 
Health Affairs 28,5 (2009): w822–w831.

Exploring the Potential for a More Local Food 
System in the Western Lake Superior Region

by David Syring

Photo courtesy of D
avid Syring

A locally adapted diet could take advantage of a greater variety of foods than are 
normally eaten under an industrialized system of production. Winter squash—with 
its many colors, shapes, textures, and tastes—grows well in parts of the region, and 
some varieties keep well all year when stored in a cool, dry location. A community 
root cellar or storage warehouse could make it possible for even those residents 
with limited space in their homes to store many of the crops that do well in the 
region.
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Minnesota and Wisconsin and to 
national numbers. In 2010, 51.2% of 
respondents in the region reported 
being overweight or obese (33.6% over-
weight, 17.6% obese). Although this is 
better than the national average, still 
more than half of the region’s popula-
tion fits into a category of people with 

the potential for diet-related medical 
problems.4

4  M.D. Finch, J.F. Peters, J.M. Peterson, A.M. 
Kinney, and Bridge to Health Collaborative, “Bridge 
to Health Survey 2010: Northeastern Minnesota 
and Northwestern Wisconsin Regional Health 
Status Survey.” Duluth: Generations Health Care 
Initiatives, Inc., May 2011.

Our food system is not an accident, 
but rather the ongoing outcome of 
a set of policies that serve multiple 
interests. As Lang, Barling, and 
Caraher write:

The best way to understand food 
policy is as contested terrain, where 
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actions and implications are tussled 
among interest groups and social 
forces from the state, supply chain 
and civil society … [F]ood policy is 
inevitably contested space; it is made 
not ordained; its possibilities open 
for negotiation. It may be imposed 
or inherited from the past, but it can 
be re-shaped, made more democrati-
cally accountable, and made appro-
priate for the times in which we live, 
a time of environmental and health 
threat, yet with great promise and 
opportunity.5

A number of scholars have explored the 
economic, health, social and environ-
mental costs of this global industrial 
system, as well as begun to explore alter-
natives.6

The fact is, we can do better than our 
current system by raising some important 
questions: What is food for? What kind 
of food system do we want? How can we 
improve our health, our economies, and 
our communities by re-envisioning how 
we grow, distribute, prepare, and eat the 
foods that sustain us? How might that 
vision be supported through creative 
local policies and practices? In other 
words, how can we come to remember 
that eating is one of the most important 
acts of both agriculture and culture?

The Role of Local in a Global World
Like the concept of “organic” in the 
1990s, the word “local” when associ-
ated with food has acquired a buzz. 
Bestselling books have extolled the 
virtues of eating from a circumscribed 
area, while acclaimed films have criti-
cized the global, industrial food system. 
In the popular press, Time magazine 
proclaimed on its cover in 2007, “Forget 
Organic. Eat Local.”7 Even First Lady 
Michelle Obama has weighed in on 
the value of growing your own food.8 

5  T. Lang, D. Barling, and M. Caraher, Food Policy: 
Integrating Health, Environment and Society (Oxford, 
U.K.: Oxford University Press, 2009).
6  C.C. Hinrichs and T.A. Lyson, Remaking the North 
American Food System: Strategies for Sustainability 
(Our Sustainable Future) (Lincoln, NE: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2008); H. Norberg-Hodge, 
T. Merrifield, and S. Gorelick, Bringing the Food 
Economy Home: Local Alternatives to Global 
Agribusiness (Sterling, VA, and London, Halifax: 
Zed Books/Fernwood Publishing/Kumarian Press, 
2002); T.A. Lyson, Civic Agriculture: Reconnecting 
Farm, Food, and Community (Medford, MA: Tufts 
University Press, 2004).
7  J. Cloud, “Eating Better than Organic,” Time, 2 
March, 2007.
8  M. Obama, American Grown: The Story of the White 
House Kitchen Garden and Gardens across America 
(New York: Crown Publishers, 2012).

Collectively, this interest is well-
deserved, as many scholars have demon-
strated that small-scale production for 
primarily local consumption has a better 
ratio of energy returned for energy 
input, can result in up to five times 
as many jobs as large-scale farms, can 
reduce the energy and environmental 
impacts of food by reducing processing 
and shipping requirements, and can 
improve the freshness (and therefore 
nutritional content) of food.9 

Although the benefits of local 
production, distribution, and 
consumption of food are numerous, 
as suggested above, only the most 
vociferous supporters of localism see 
local food as an absolute answer to 
the food needs of any nation, state, or 
region. The reality is that the global-
izing economy will not be replaced 

9  R.M. Netting, Smallholders, Householders: Farm 
Families and the Ecology of Intensive, Sustainable 
Agriculture (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1993); H. Raven and M. Brownridge, “Why Small 
Farmers?” in S.P. Carruthers and F.A. Miller (eds.), 
“Crisis on the Family Farm: Ethics or Economics?” 
CAS Paper 28, Reading, England: Centre for 
Agricultural Strategies, 1996; M.C. Heller and G. 
Keoleian, “Life Cycle-Based Sustainability Indicators 
for Assessment of the U.S. Food System,” Center 
for Sustainable Systems Report CSS00-04, Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan, 2000; K. Frith 2007, 
“Is Local More Nutritious?” white paper, Harvard 
School of Public Health, chge.med.harvard.edu 
/sites/default/files/resources/local_nutrition.pdf.

by local production; rather, local, 
national, and international produc-
tion and distribution of food must be 
considered as part of a continuum of 
possibilities and choices for communi-
ties. For decades, the overwhelming 
emphasis of food-related policies has 
been on consolidating production in 
large-scale growing and processing of 
food. This emphasis has created an 
unbalanced system that favors large, 
profit-driven players, and the health, 
economic, and social impacts of subsi-
dized commodity production have 
appeared in our expanding waistlines 
and rural-community economic decline, 
as well as in the disconnect from food 
sources that many people experience. 
Current interest in local food, and calls 
for public support for local food, emerge 
as means of democratizing the playing 
field for food production. The idea is 
not to replace all industrial-scale food 
production, but to enhance the range of 
options for policies that support diverse 
approaches to food production. 

Foodshed Assessment for the Western 
Lake Superior Region 
In 2009, my collaborators Stacey 
Stark (GIS specialist) and David Abazs 
(farmer and community organizer) and 
I received funding from the University 
of Minnesota Healthy Food, Healthy 

Photo courtesy of Lake Sup
erior Sustainable Farm

ing A
ssociation

Growers in the western Lake Superior region have adapted their selection of crops 
to local soils and growing conditions. Carrots have been a highly successful crop for 
several growers, and one can find locally grown carrots for much of the winter in 
stores such as the Whole Foods Co-op in Duluth.
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Lives Institute to conduct a foodshed 
assessment of the western Lake Superior 
region.10 We identified a 15-county 
region based on physical aspects of 
the land and climate and on the social 
and cultural background within the 
area. About 480,000 people live within 
this 18.6-million-acre region. Current 
food production in the region totals 
more than $193 million, produced 
from 5,602 farms. Mean crop sales are 
$31,903 per farm, with the average farm 
size equaling 216.5 acres. However, net 
income per farm in this region averages 
only about $3,500 per year.11 Under 
the current system, the few dedicated 
farmers we have work far too hard for 
far too little return.

To determine the agricultural poten-
tial for this region, we identified suit-
able land available for food production. 
First, we eliminated land covered by 
lakes, rivers, or wetlands (35% of the 
region). We then eliminated all the land 
with a 15% slope or steeper, as well as 
developed land, removing another 9% 
of the area. After these adjustments, 
45% of the region’s land in Minnesota 
remained (6,093,900 acres) and 70% of 
the region’s area in Wisconsin remained 
(about 3,459,200 acres). We then used 
county digital soil surveys with a crop-
productivity index to further restrict the 
land to soils with a better than average 
productivity. Finally, we eliminated areas 
that were defined as “forest” (any type) 
by the U.S. Geological Service vegetation 
and land-use data set. This analysis indi-
cated that the remaining 1.232 million 
acres in Minnesota and 460,000 acres 
in Wisconsin met all “suitable” criteria, 
representing 9% of the total area in the 
15-county region (Table 1). 

To meet dietary expectations for the 
region based on the current standard 
American diet, our estimates suggest 
that the region would need a little more 
than 500,000 acres to grow the 84% 
of the existing diet that can be grown 
in the region (excluding items such as 
coffee, bananas, tropical fruits, etc.). 
Therefore, the region appears to have 
more than three times the amount of 
land necessary to shift most of its food 
production to a more local basis. 

10  S. Stark, D. Abazs, and D. Syring, “Defining 
the Agricultural Landscape of the Western Lake 
Superior Region: Realities and Potentials for a 
Healthy Local Food System for Healthy People,” 
2009. Available at: www.superiorfoodweb.org/LAFS 
/HFHL_FINALREPORT.pdf.
11  United States Department of Agriculture, 
National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2007, 
www.nass.usda.gov.

Experiences of Regional Growers
To further assess the western Lake Supe-
rior region foodshed, we interviewed 
a nonrandomized group of 26 (13 
conventional and 13 organic or certified 
organic) producers of meat, dairy, fruit, 
grain, community-supported agriculture 
vegetables, greenhouse vegetables, and 
wild-harvested foods. We chose farms 
and interview sites that were distributed 
across the region (Figure 1). In addition 
to geographic distribution, we included 
size of operation, type of product 
(vegetable, meat, dairy, etc.), organic 
or conventional grower, and gender 
diversity as criteria for selecting growers 
to interview. The interviews revealed 
a wide range of perspectives and some 
common threads. Producers identi-
fied several strengths of existing food 
production in the region, including: 

 . Dedicated producers who have years 
of commitment and knowledge of 
their soils, customers, and climate; 

 . Independent and experimental 
producers who learn effectively both 
from trial and error and by using 
available educational resources (i.e., 
agricultural extension, publications, 
nonprofit agricultural groups [such as 
the Sustainable Farming Association], 
fellow farmers, etc.); and

 . Diverse lands, soils, and microcli-
mates that lend themselves to a 
variety of crops, production scales, 
and approaches.

Producers also identified several 
constraining conditions on the local/
regional food system, including:

 . Cool, short growing season and chal-
lenging soils; 

 . Meager economic benefits of 
producing food under current 
commodity-market driven system; 

 . Limited labor resources for intensive 
production; 

 . Minimal presence of infrastructure 
for processing and distributing foods; 

 . Limited access to mass-consumer 
markets; and

 . A population of producers without 
clear plans or fiscal means for their 
own retirement and/or succession for 
their operations.

Growers/producers who have been 
in business for more than a few years 
have carefully honed their production 
to focus on products that they know 
do well under their conditions, and for 
which they know they have a viable 

market. Although certain crops (for 
example, potatoes) historically have 
been grown at larger scales in parts of 
the region, current producers largely 
focus on higher value products (i.e., 
greenhouse tomatoes, raspberries, and 
smoked fish) that can be directly sold 
to consumers in order to maximize 
the return on their labor. Most of the 
producers interviewed reported that 
they are at or near maximum productive 
capacity for their circumstances, and 
few reported intentions to appreciably 
expand their operations. In fact, many 
regional food sectors have seen signifi-
cant decline in the numbers of producers 
(for example, the number of commercial 
fishermen on western Lake Superior has 
fallen from a reported early/mid-20th 
century peak of several hundred to less 
than 20, with only a few making close to 
a full-time living from fishing).

County 

Acres 
Meeting 
Criteria

Minnesota

Aitkin 125,976 

Carlton 81,445 

Cook 40,914 

Itasca 296,257 

Koochiching 0a

Lake 52,209 

Pine 251,299 

St . Louis 384,293 

Wisconsin

Ashland 43,505 

Bayfield 93,171 

Burnett 100,044 

Douglas 83,248 

Iron 12,723 

Sawyer 51,942 

Washburn 75,124 

TOTAL 1,692,150 

Table 1. Acres in the 15-County 
Western Lake Superior Region Meeting 
“Suitable” Criteria to Support Food 
Production

a Soil and land-cover data were not available for 
Koochiching County . 
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In one telling comment, a grower 
who has taken a second, off-farm job for 
healthcare benefits identified insurance 
as a key issue that prevents more people 
from full-time farming: “[The lack of 
health-insurance options for farmers] 
might be the single biggest thing inhib-
iting people going into … [farming]. 
Pretty much all the growers I know 
are in that situation where one person 
works off the farm and has benefits.” 
Another grower said that if he could 
find a way to have health insurance, 
he would be willing to farm for the rest 
of his life, even with the low rate of 
income that the current system offers.

The regional growers we interviewed 
offered a number of other policy ideas 
to support a stronger regional food 
system (see sidebar).

Attitudes of Consumers in the Region
During 2010 and 2011, we conducted 
research into what the consumers of food 
in the region think about the idea of 
local food as a priority. We used surveys 
at locations in Minnesota (Duluth, Grand 
Marais, Ely) and Wisconsin (Ashland, 
Poplar, Superior) where people purchase 
food and collected responses from 156 
citizens. Although our sample was not 
randomly generated, and therefore 
cannot be generalized to the regional 
population, we did endeavor to secure a 
wide range of opinions by offering the 
survey in varied locations throughout 
the region, including conventional 
grocery stores, convenience markets, 
and cooperative grocery stores, as well 
as an urban shelter that provides hot 
meals to in-need individuals and fami-
lies. Our sample fairly evenly represented 
households with mean incomes from 
across the economic spectrum (ranging 
from less than $15,000/year to more 
than $100,000/year). The sample was 
75% female and 25% male, with 93% 
of respondents indicating they are the 
primary food buyers in their households. 
Our sample was more highly educated 
than the regional average (73% indi-
cating that they had a bachelor’s degree 
or higher, compared with 33% of people 
with such a degree in the Duluth metro-
politan area, according to numbers 
presented by the Duluth city govern-
ment). Our sample self-identified as 
94% white, which corresponds with the 
ethnic demography of the region.

The survey consisted of four 
sections, including: current practices/
behaviors related to food purchasing; 
attitudes and ideas about local food; 
willingness to make changes related to 

purchasing more local food; and demo-
graphics.12 In this section, I present only 
a sample of the findings as related to the 
potential for developing policies to meet 
the needs of the region’s citizens.

We asked several questions designed 
to assess access and desire for local food. 
Our data suggest that people pay atten-
tion to and care about where their food 
comes from (Table 2). Approximately 
half of our respondents said it was easy 
to find local food where they shop, yet 
8 out of 10 respondents indicated that 

12  A copy of the survey with all questions we 
asked can be found on the CURA website at 
www.cura.umn.edu/Syring-survey.

they would like to purchase more local 
food, but find it difficult to locate a 
supply. This apparent dichotomy may be 
due to a few specialty items marked local 
being displayed prominently, whereas 
staple foods produced locally appear 
more rarely. For example, a local pickle 
maker has successfully promoted her 
products, gaining highly visible display 
space in a number of regional stores.

These findings suggest that room 
for growth in the regional food system 
clearly exists. Findings from a ques-
tion designed to assess whether people 
are willing to pay a premium for local 
foods suggest that local foods are a 
priority for consumers, even at a cost 

Policy Suggestions Offered by Regional 
Growers to Support a Stronger Regional 
Food System

 . Create a tax incentive for people to buy local—perhaps a tax on food 
based on miles it has traveled, with more locally produced food receiving 
a tax break (proceeds could be used to support other initiatives to build 
local food systems).

 . Create a community grain mill to store and grind locally grown grains to 
be sold to the community.

 . Provide a revolving low-interest loan fund for local farmers to purchase 
land, equipment, etc.

 . Provide local-government support for creating a meat-processing facility 
in the region.

 . Establish zoning policies that reserve the best agricultural land for agricul-
tural uses, even in cities.

 . Identify tax-forfeited land with agricultural potential and offer it at 
reasonable rates to farmers.

 . Support farmer-education programs for new farmers.

Survey Question/Response Categories Pct.

How often do you look at labels to see where a product is made 
or grown? (Percentage of respondents indicating “Sometimes,” 
“Frequently,” or “Always”)

88 .5

Do you actively seek local foods? (Percentage of respondents 
indicating “Yes”)

81 .4

When purchasing food, I do not care where it is grown. 
(Percentage of respondents indicating “Disagree” or “Strongly 
Disagree”)

79 .5

Would you like to buy more food that is local but find that this is 
too difficult? (Percentage of respondents indicating “Yes”)

80 .1

Is it easy to find local foods at the place where you primarily buy 
food? (Percentage of respondents indicating “Yes”)

50 .6

Table 2. Desire for Local Foods and the Perceived Gap between Local Food Supply 
and Demand
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and regardless of income level (Table 3 
provides a nuanced look at these data). 
The data indicate that more than two-
thirds of respondents would be willing 
to pay at least a 10% premium for local 
food, and about half would be willing 
to pay a 50% premium for local items.

Local Food Policy Potential for Local 
Units of Government 
In many communities, the food 
economy is second only to healthcare in 
terms of size, so cities and regions should 
consider food systems as critical arenas 
for policy work. The Farmers’ Market 
Nutrition Program (www.fns.usda.gov 
/wic/fmnp/fmnpfaqs.htm) offers a 
highly visible, successful example 
of a public policy that simultane-
ously supports local growers, provides 
increased food security to low-income 
families, and improves nutrition. In 
2011, this $20-million federal program 
provided food vouchers to low-income 
households for purchases to be made 
at farmers’ markets, resulting in $15.7 
million in revenues for growers. 
Although this scale of program may 
only be possible at the national policy 
level, the model implemented by the 
Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program was 
pioneered by state-level policy in Massa-
chusetts that cost only several thou-
sands of dollars.13 

Few communities have created 
coherent or meaningful policy 
approaches to food. However, some 
innovative local governments around 

13  M. Winne, Closing the Food Gap: Resetting the 
Table in the Land of Plenty (Boston: Beacon Press, 
2008), p. 152.

the country have been active experi-
menters with policies to support local 
food systems.14 We surveyed the litera-
ture available regarding local policies 
throughout the United States and 
Canada and found the following:

14  The Leopold Center, “Local Food, Local Policy: 
A Case Study on Engaging Policy Makers in the 
Development of Their Foodshed,” Leopold Center 
Progress Report 17 (2007): 74–75.

 . A growing number of communities 
have created food-policy councils 
as advisory bodies to consider the 
impacts and policy possibilities related 
to food production, distribution, and 
consumption. Food-policy councils are 
effective for bringing together a large 
group of stakeholders to chart strategic 
directions for local policies related 
to food in terms of health planning, 
economic development, education, 

Less 
than 

$15,000
$15– 

24,999
$25– 

34,999
$35– 

44,999
$45– 

54,999
$55– 

64,999
$65– 

74,999
$75– 

99,999

More 
than 

$100,000
Pct. of
Total

$0 .50 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 .9

$0 .90 2 3 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 5 .1

$1 .00 4 4 4 2 1 2 4 2 0 14 .7

$1 .10 2 5 6 5 5 4 5 6 10 30 .8

$1 .50 8 7 6 8 9 1 3 7 4 34 .0

Other 
Amount

4 3 1 3 3 0 2 3 2 13 .5

Table 3. Response Rates to the Question: How Much Would You Be Willing to Spend on a Local Food Item if the Same Item 
Costs $1.00 for a Nonlocal Option? 

Note: Column headings are household income level . Numbers given are total number of respondents in each category who chose the indicated amount (13 .5% of total 
respondents indicated “Other,” and the amount they listed was usually more than $1 .50) . Total number of respondents = 156 .

Photo courtesy of D
avid Syring

Season-extension techniques such as high-tunnel hoop houses are essential for 
producing some crops in the region. Here Dr. Randel Hanson (Department of 
Geography, University of Minnesota at Duluth, at right) works with students (from 
left) Joanna Schlegelmilch, Sheamus Johnson, and Kevin Moris in a high tunnel full 
of tomatoes as part of the University’s Sustainable Agriculture Project. Providing 
farmers with funds to build such structures could significantly expand the amount of 
food produced locally.
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agriculture, social services, etc.15 Food-
policy councils can take many forms, 
including arising through grassroots 
community efforts, being created by 
local units of government, or some 
combination of these. The councils 
that have been most effective work in 
close collaboration with elected offi-
cials and government staff to discuss 
what is politically, economically, and 
socially feasible in the community 
related to food policy. In our survey 
of regional food consumers, 69.3% of 
respondents indicated being at least 
“somewhat interested” in partici-
pating in a food-policy council.

 . A concept related to food-policy 
councils is a connecting body, some-
times identified as a “good food 
network,” to bring together growers, 
local- and sustainable-food advocates, 
entrepreneurs, and large community 
anchor institutions to develop new 
business models to increase the scale 
and availability of local, sustain-
ably produced food. The National 
Good Food Network (www.ngfn.org/) 
serves as an umbrella resource and 
incubator for regional and local 
networks. Community members in 
the western Lake Superior region have 
recently created a good food network 
(www.goodfoodnetwork.org/) as a focal 
node for regional food-system devel-
opment. This effort would benefit by 
local and regional government bodies 
offering support and partnership to 
this network. Since 2008, the National 
Network has been supporting the work 
of “regional lead teams” throughout 
the country. A regional lead team 
located at the Leopold Center for 
Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State 
University (www.leopold.iastate.edu/) 
supports work in the Upper Midwest. 
The Center has a policy initiative 
(www.leopold.iastate.edu/policy) that 
local governments and nonprofits in 
the Upper Midwest should consider 
as an essential resource for developing 
local food systems.

 . Food security for underserved 
communities also offers an important 
arena for policy development. The 

15  Examples of particularly effective 
food-policy councils can be found in 
the following communities: Toronto 
(www.toronto.ca/health/tfpc/), Chicago 
(www.chicagofoodpolicy.org/), Cleveland 
(cccfoodpolicy.org/), and Minneapolis 
(www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/sustainability 
/homegrown/dhfs_hg_Food_Council).

Community Food Security Coalition 
(www.foodsecurity.org/) provides 
support for such groups. Examples 
of community groups working 
on this include the Detroit Black 
Community Food Security Network 
(detroitblackfoodsecurity.org/) 
and the Hartford Food System 
(www.hartfordfood.org/). University 
of Minnesota Duluth professors Adam 
Pine and John Bennett have studied 
the problem of limited food access 
in the Lincoln Park neighborhood 
of Duluth, and offer several policy 
recommendations in their report.16 

 . Public schools offer a unique arena for 
effective policy making related to food 
and nutrition. Children must be fed 
while in school, and locally produced, 
highly nutritious foods improve health 
for children, while strengthening local 
economies. Overlapping rules and 
programs at the federal, state, and local 
levels make change in school food 
offerings complicated, but opportu-
nities for change do exist. The Food 
Policy Council of the City of New 
Haven, Connecticut, for example, has 
created “A Primer on Federal, State 
and Local Policies that Impact School 
Food” (www.cityofnewhaven.com 
/Government/pdfs 
/NHFPCSchoolFoodPolicyPrimer.
pdf). It includes four recommenda-
tions for action. The first two relate 
only to federal policy, but the second 
two offer suggestions applicable to 
the western Lake Superior region. 
First, at the state level, encourage 
schools in the state to participate 
in the Department of Defense Fresh 
Fruit & Vegetable Program and the 
state’s Farm-to-School Program 
(www.farmtoschool.org/MN 
/programs.htm; www.farmtoschool.org 
/WI/programs.htm). Second, at the 
local level, establish and implement 
a plan to successfully transition to 
a self-operating school food-service 
program that optimizes existing 
resources, infrastructure, and exper-
tise to economically serve fresh, 
healthy food.

Conclusions
Findings from the research described 
in this article indicate that the western 
Lake Superior region has both high 

16  A. Pine and J. Bennett, “Food Access 
in Duluth’s Lincoln Park/West End 
Neighborhood,” 2011. Available at 
tinyurl.com/d-umn-edu-foodaccessduluth.

interest in local foods and adequate land 
resources to grow a large amount of the 
food consumed in the region. The data 
indicate that a clear opportunity exists 
in the region. The primary obstacle to 
expanding local food is a lack of supply, 
which is tied to the low rate of economic 
return for growers—the fact is, farming at 
present in the region requires dedicated 
idealism to a way of life. Although such 
idealism is to be commended, it cannot 
be the only reward for the risk and hard 
work required to grow food in the region. 
The most obvious leverage point for 
expanding local food production would 
be in increasing the potential for farming 
to be an economically viable livelihood 
for regional growers. The region lacks a 
middle infrastructure to get food from 
growers to consumers at a rate of return 
that rewards growers for their work. 
Creating a policy body to systematically 
address this problem would help move 
the region toward more local options 
for healthy food, and toward creating 
economic opportunities for current and 
future growers.

David Syring is associate professor of 
anthropology at the University of Minne-
sota at Duluth. His research includes 
regional food systems, ethnographic study 
with the Saraguro people of Ecuador, 
cultures of place, and digital storytelling.
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Abstract: Population change in Minnesota 
between 2000 and 2010 resulted from 
a reshuffling of people who lived here in 
2000 or children who were born over those 
10 years, because the state had a modest 
net gain by in-migration of only approxi-
mately 56,000 people (a mere 1% of its 
population) during the decade. Hennepin 
and Ramsey Counties actually lost nearly 
100,000 net out-migrants to other coun-
ties, mainly those in the perimetropolitan-
suburban ring and in the lakeshore resort 
and retirement areas of north-central 
Minnesota. The prairie counties west and 
south of Interstate 94 continued to lose out-
migrants, as they have for half a century.

People are born, they move, they 
die: these simple facts explain all 
population change. The migration 

of people played a major role in the way 
populations grew or declined in Minne-
sota’s counties between 2000 and 2010. 
We have used data on natural increase 
of population and cohort-survival ratios 
to gain more detailed insight into these 
changes.

The decennial U.S. Census of 2010, 
on whose data we have largely based 
our analyses, reported that the coun-
ties that grew most rapidly from 2000 
to 2010 were in a perimetropolitan 
ring of suburbs around the Twin Cities 
(Figure 1). Counties with smaller metro-
politan centers (Moorhead, St. Cloud, 
Rochester) and larger cities (Mankato, 
Brainerd) grew almost as rapidly. 
Mankato and Rochester were the apices 
of a triangle of growth counties south 
of the Twin Cities, and Brainerd was 
the metropolis for a cluster of growth 
counties in the lakeshore resort and 
retirement area of north-central Minne-
sota. Conversely, many counties in the 
northern tier and in the prairie areas 
of western and southern Minnesota 
actually lost population, as did Ramsey 
County in the metropolitan core; in 
the same timeframe, Hennepin County 
barely held its own.

Natural Increase in Population and 
Migration Patterns
We used the natural-increase technique 
to calculate the net number of people 

who migrated to and from Minnesota 
and to and from each of its counties. 
The natural increase is defined as the 
surplus of births over deaths. In the 
years from 2000 through 2009, for 
example, 703,879 children were born 
to residents of Minnesota and 375,881 
residents of the state died, for a natural 
increase of 327,998 persons (Table 1).

Between 2000 and 2009, the number 
of births in Minnesota jumped by more 
than 50,000 over the preceding decade, 
after having dropped by more than 
17,000 in the 1990s. This increase may 
be attributable in part to the state’s 

ability to attract in-migrants (who come 
from other states) as well as immigrants 
(who come from other countries). Many 
of these newcomers speak a different 
language, have a different cultural heri-
tage, and have higher birth rates than 
native-born Minnesotans. The state will 
continue to depend on these newcomers 
to maintain the growth of its popula-
tion, as it always has.

The decadal number of deaths in 
the state during the 2000s continued 
to increase slightly as it did in previous 
decades, and it can be expected to 
increase dramatically in the next decade, 

Migration in Minnesota

By John Fraser Hart and Mark B. Lindberg

Figure 1. Percentage Increase in Population by County, 2000–2010
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when the baby boomers who were born 
during the late 1940s and 1950s begin 
to turn 65. The state’s natural increase 
during the 2000s rose to its 1980s levels, 
but that too can be expected to drop 
dramatically as the number of deaths 
increases.

The counties with the highest rates 
of natural increase during the 2000s 
were in the metropolitan belts from St. 
Cloud through the Twin Cities to Roch-
ester (Figure 2), and the surrounding 
counties also had respectable rates. Rates 
in the northwestern and southeastern 
parts of the state were low, however, and 
the number of deaths actually exceeded 
the number of births in many counties 
in the southwestern and northeastern 
parts of the state. These counties actu-
ally suffered a natural decrease of popu-
lation, and their demographic outlook 
is bleak.

The natural increase (or decrease) 
is the population change that would 
have occurred if no migration had taken 
place. In order to estimate migration, we 
subtracted the natural increase from the 
change that actually did occur in order 
to calculate the net number of people 
who moved into and out of the state 
and each county during the decade. 
Between 2000 and 2010, for example, 
the population of Minnesota grew from 
4,919,479 to 5,303,925, for an increase 
of 384,446 persons (Table 2).

The difference between the total 
increase of 384,446 persons and the 
natural increase of 327,998 persons can 
only be explained by a net migration 
of 56,448 persons into the state from 
other states and countries during the 
2000s (Table 2). The total number of 
persons who moved into Minnesota 
obviously was much larger, but their 
numbers were offset by persons who 
moved out of the state. The 2000s 
were a reversion toward the 1980s, 
when the state lost nearly 30,000 net 
out-migrants, and a decline from the 
1990s, when the state welcomed more 
than a quarter of a million net new 
in-migrants.

In summary, net population change 
in Minnesota counties between 2000 
and 2010 resulted primarily from a 
reshuffling of people who were already 
residents, rather than from an influx 
of new people. The perimetropolitan-
ring counties and the lakeshore resort 
and retirement counties attracted the 
greatest numbers of migrants during the 
2000s (Figure 3), with the more sparsely 
populated lakeshore counties having 
the greatest rates of increase (Figure 4). 

1980–1989 1990–1999 2000–2009

Births 669,819 652,150 703,879

Deaths 341,001 364,854 375,881

Natural increase 328,818 287,296 327,998

Table 1. Natural Population Increase in Minnesota by Decade (Number of Persons)

Source: Unpublished data from the Minnesota State Demographic Center .

1980–1989 1990–1999 2000–2009

Population in last year of decade 4,375,099 4,919,479 5,303,925

Population in first year of decade 4,075,970 4,375,099 4,919,479

Population increase 299,129 544,380 384,446

Natural increase 328,818 287,296 327,998

Net number of migrants -29,689 257,084 56,448

Table 2. Population Change in Minnesota by Decade (Number of Persons)

Source: Table 1 and U .S . Census data .

Note: The natural increase is defined as the surplus of births over deaths .

Figure 2. Natural Increase in Population by County, 2000–2010, per 100 Persons in 2000
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Loss by out-migration was more wide-
spread; more than half of the counties 
in Minnesota actually lost migrants 
during the 2000s, exacerbating a trend 
of depopulation that has persisted for 
more than half a century.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of 
the migration maps is the high net out-
migration from the two metropolitan 
core counties: Hennepin County lost 
slightly more than 50,000 persons, 
and Ramsey County lost just under 
40,000 residents. If we only examined 
the natural increases in our analyses 
of population changes in Minnesota 
counties (as illustrated in Figure 2), the 
high rates of natural increase in these 
two counties neatly camouflaged their 
high net out-migration rates. Although 
in-migrants to these two counties 

had high birth rates, young and early 
middle-aged couples decamped from 
these counties to the suburban-ring 
counties, and older residents retired to 
their winterized lakeshore cottages.	In 
simplest terms, population change in 
Minnesota counties during the 2000s 
can be attributed to migration from the 
aging metropolitan-core counties to the 
perimetropolitan-ring counties and the 
lakeshore counties.

Cohort-Survival Ratio Analysis
We used cohort-survival ratios to further 
analyze migration in and out of Minne-
sota counties. Cohort-survival ratios 
provide insights into the ways in which 
life-phase changes influence popula-
tion change. An age cohort consists 
of all persons born during a five-year 

period. Its members are 10 years older 
when a census is taken 10 years later. 
The number of people in any given 
cohort can change only if people of that 
age enter or leave the area, whether by 
migration or by death. Death is not a 
significant factor in population change 
below the age of 65, so we may assume 
that changes in the numbers of people 
in younger age cohorts result almost 
entirely from migration. 

Numbers from Hennepin County 
illustrate cohort-survival ratio analysis 
(Table 3). Each row in the table shows 
the number of people in the same age 
cohort in 2010 and in 2000. The first 
column lists age cohorts in five-year 
categories, the second column lists the 
number of people in each cohort in 
2010, and the third column lists the 

Age Cohort
in 2010

Number of Persons in the Cohort
Survival 
Ratio*In 2010 In 2000 Change

0–4 76,236

5–9 72,409 (165,026)† (+16,381)†

10–14 69,438 73,261 −3,823 95

15–19 72,672 75,780 −3,108 96

20–24 84,231 75,109 +9,122 112

25–29 100,913 75,755 +28,158 133

30–34 86,610 79,364 +7,246 109

35–39 76,196 91,279 −15,083 83

40–44 78,108 92,581 −14,473 84

45–49 85,932 97,178 −11,246 88

50–54 85,198 94,694 -9,496 90

55–59 74,853 85,297 −10,444 88

60–64 58,905 70,771 −11,866 83

65–69 38,680 49,386 −10,706 78

70–74 27,836 36,387 −8,551 76

75–79 22,626 30,310 −7,684 75

80–84 19,850 29,427 −9,577 67

85+ 21,822 62,621 −40,799 35

Table 3. Cohort-Survival Numbers and Ratios for Hennepin County, 2000 and 2010

Source: U .S . Census data .

* Survival ratio for the decade is calculated by dividing the 2010 population by the 2000 population and 
multiplying by 100 . A ratio above 100 indicates net in-migration of that cohort, and a ratio below 100 indicates 
net out-migration of that cohort .
†We used the number of births in Hennepin County between 2000 and 2009 as a surrogate for the cohorts that 
had not been born in 2000 (shown in parentheses) . The (+16,381) value represents the difference between the 
2000–2009 number of births figure and the sum of the 2010 0–4 and 5–9 age-cohort values .

Figure 3. Migrants by County, 2000–
2010, per 100 Persons in 2000
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number of people in that same cohort 
in 2000, when they were 10 years 
younger; it begins with the 10–14 age 
cohort, because people aged 0–4 and 
5–9 had not been born in 2000. The 
fourth column in Table 3 shows how 
the number of people in each cohort 
changed during the decade from 2000 
to 2010. For example, the 25–29 age 
cohort in 2010 gained 28,158 people, a 
clear indication of net in-migration, but 
the 15–19 age cohort lost 3,108 people, 
an indication of net out-migration. 
The fifth column lists the net survival 
ratio for the decade. A cohort-survival 
ratio greater than 100 indicates net 
in-migration of people in that age 
cohort, and a ratio less than 100 indi-
cates net out-migration of people in 
that cohort. Therefore, the 25–29 age 
cohort had a survival ratio of 133, indi-
cating substantial in-migration, but the 
survival ratio of 96 for the 15–19 age 
cohort shows slight out-migration.

Cohort-survival data indicated that 
Hennepin County still lured young 
people during the 2000s. The county 
had high in-migration ratios for the 
cohorts between 20 and 34, but high 
out-migration ratios for all other cohorts 
(Table 3). Death was an increasingly 
important form of out-migration in 
the older age cohorts, but we could 
not adjust survival ratios to account 
for deaths, because even though we do 

know the total number of deaths in the 
county during the decade, we cannot 
allocate them to specific age cohorts. 

We cannot calculate survival ratios 
for the 0–4 and 5–9 age cohorts, because 
these children had not been born when 
the U.S. Census was taken in 2000, but 
we do know the total number of births 
between 2000 and 2009 in Hennepin 
County (shown in parentheses). These 
two youngest cohorts seem to have 
enjoyed in-migration, which patently 
was related to the in-migration of their 
parents in the cohorts between ages 20 
and 34.

We next compared the survival 
ratios for Hennepin County with the 
survival ratios for the median Minne-
sota county for each age cohort (Figure 
5).1 The 10–14 cohort had a ratio of 95, 
which rose to 96 for the 15–19 cohort, 
then soared to 112 for the 20–24 cohort 
and 139 for the 25–29 cohort, but after 
the age of 34, out-migration became 
dominant. Then we added statewide 
context to this graph by plotting the 
profile of the survival ratio for the 
median county in Minnesota for each 
age cohort (Figure 5).  For each cohort 
we ranked the ratios for all counties, 

1  For each cohort, we ranked the cohort-survival 
ratios for all counties, from highest to lowest, and 
identified the median, which is the middle value in 
this array.  

from highest to lowest, and identified 
the median, which is the middle value 
in this array.  

The composite median county 
had in-migration in the two youngest 
age cohorts, massive out-migration in 
the 20–24 and 25–29 age cohorts, and 
the greatest in-migration in the 30–34 
age cohort. In-migration then slowly 
tapered off until the age of 69, after 
which death began to take its toll. This 
pattern of migration is closely related 
to changes in life phase. For Hennepin 
County, conversely, younger people 
moved into the county, but people 
above age 35 moved out to the suburbs 
with their children or retired to their 
winterized cottage on the lake.

Most Minnesotans make their first 
major migration when they graduate 
from high school and go off to college, 
enter military service, or head for the 
city. One of the oldest clichés in outstate 
Minnesota is that the usual high-school 
graduation present is a suitcase, because 
teenagers expect to leave when they 
finish high school. Cohort-survival 
data indicate that roughly one-third of 
the state’s 20–24 and 25–29 year-olds 
troop off to college, and roughly one-
fifth of those who left will eventually 
straggle back with their young families 
(Figure 5).

Between 2000 and 2010, Minne-
sota counties with four-year colleges 
had massive net in-migration of the 
college-level cohort aged 20–24 (Figure 
6). Noncollege counties with cities of 
10,000 or more did a slightly better job 
of retaining members of this cohort, but 
most other counties lost one-third to 
more than one-half, and the counties on 
the western side of the state lost espe-
cially heavily.

We might posit that most Minne-
sota counties lend their young people 
to one of the “college counties” for 
four years or so, and then struggle 
mightily with the challenge of trying 
to lure them back home again. During 
the 2000s, they were moderately 
successful, because most counties had 
gratifying rates of in-migration of the 
30–34 age cohort, and most of those 
that lost were college counties that lost 
30–34 year-olds who had been 20–24 
year-old students in 2000 (Figure 7). 
The heaviest rates of 30–34 age cohort 
in-migration were in the suburban ring 
around the Twin Cities. The lakeshore 
counties of north-central Minnesota 
attracted fewer numbers of this cohort, 
but they did attract them, because 
young people are needed to serve the 

Figure 5. Survival-Ratio Profiles for Age Cohorts in Hennepin County and the 
Median County in Minnesota, 2000–2010

Note: The survival ratio is the number of people in an age cohort at the end of the decade divided by the number 
of people in the same cohort at the beginning of the decade, multiplied by 100 . A ratio above 100 indicates net 
in-migration of that cohort, and a ratio below 100 indicates net out-migration of that cohort .
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older people who had retired to their 
winterized cottages.

Between 2000 and 2010, the people 
in the cohorts aged between 30 and 59 
initially moved to the suburbs (Figures 5 
and 7), settled down and raised families, 
with little subsequent migration until 
they reached retirement age (Figure 5). 
These individuals brought their children 
with them, based on the large influxes 
of 10–14 year-olds into the suburban 
ring and the lakeshore counties (who 
presumably did not make this move on 
their own) (Figure 8). 

The in-migration of young couples 
with children, who presumably would 
move only to areas where jobs were 
available, indicates that the economy 
of north-central Minnesota lakeshore 
resort and retirement counties has 
matured and stabilized, and it is served 
by an intriguing new kind of metropolis 
that seems to be emerging north of 
Brainerd.2

The continuing migration of people 
in the 60–64 and 65–69 age cohorts into 
these lakeshore counties is noteworthy, 
and is indicative of people continuing to 
winterize their cottages and turn them 
into permanent retirement residences 
(Figures 9 and 10). 

Cohort-survival ratio profiles for 
a core Twin Cities county (Ramsey), a 
suburban-ring county (Washington), 
and a central Minnesota retirement 
county (Aitkin) show how migration 
reflects changes in life phase (Figure 11). 
Ramsey recruited 20-year-olds, lost 
30-year-olds (and their children) heavily, 
and older cohorts less heavily until the 
age of 65, when death became a signifi-
cant factor. Suburban Washington was 
nearly the mirror image of Ramsey, with 
huge in-migration of 30–34 year-olds 
(with their children), and then a slow 
shift from in- to out-migration after the 
age of 54. Aitkin lost more than one-
third of its 20-year-olds, but enjoyed 
substantial in-migration of all cohorts 
between the ages of 30 and 70. The huge 
in-migration of the cohorts between 
the ages of 55 and 69 reflects people 
who were retiring to their winterized 
cottages, and the earlier humps for the 
30–44 and 10–14 age cohorts reflect 
in-migration of young couples (and 
their children) who moved to Aitkin 
County to haul the garbage, put in the 
docks, maintain the properties, and 
otherwise serve the elderly retirees.

2  J.F. Hart and A.J. Weaver, “The Brainerd Lakes 
Area: A New Kind of Metropolis,” Focus on 
Geography 53,2 (2010): 41–49.

Conclusion
Population change in Minnesota coun-
ties between 2000 and 2010 resulted 
from a reshuffling of people who 
already lived in the state in 2000 or were 
born here over those 10 years, because 
the state had a modest net in-migration 
of only approximately 56,000 people 
during the decade.

In that decade, the two metro-
politan-core counties, Hennepin and 
Ramsey, were prime magnets for young 
people between the ages of 20 and 
34, but leaked out-migrants in older 
cohorts. They lost nearly 100,000 net 
out-migrants to other Minnesota coun-
ties, but their high birth rates camou-
flaged this loss.

People between the ages of 30 
and 40 migrated to suburbs in the 

Figure 8. Survival Ratios by County for 
Age Cohort 10–14 in 2010
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perimetropolitan-ring counties as they 
got married and started to raise fami-
lies, and stayed there until they neared 
retirement age, when many migrated 
to winterized cottages in the lakeshore 
resort and retirement counties of north-
central Minnesota.

The teeming perimetropolitan-ring 
counties had a substantial surplus of 
births over deaths, but the lakeshore 
counties had low or even negative 
rates of natural increase, and the 
growth of their population depended 
on their ability to recruit retired folks 
and the young families who tended 
to their needs. More than half of the 
state’s counties, including many in the 
northern tier and in the prairie coun-
ties south and west of Interstate 94, 
are demographically challenged. They 
had more deaths than births during the 
2000s, and their natural rate of decrease 
was aggravated by their loss of young 
people, who leave when they reach 
college age and have not been enticed 
back.

Many of the prairie counties still 
are dominated by farming, whose labor 
requirements are shrinking as farming is 
becoming more efficient. These counties 
have created few alternative employ-
ment opportunities that would enable 
them to retain their own people, much 
less to attract anyone new. The popu-
lation of these counties continued to 
shrivel slowly during the 2000s, as it 
had for more than half a century, and 
these counties’ inability to attract new 

in-migrants makes their demographic 
prognosis grim.

One must question the wisdom of 
continuing to invest private and public 
resources in areas that continue to lose 
their population. Should public policy 
strive to stimulate population growth in 
these areas, or should we allow them to 
continue to wither away?

John Fraser Hart is a professor in the 
Department of Geography at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota. Mark B. Lindberg is 
director of the Cartography Laboratory at 
the University of Minnesota. The authors 
are grateful to Minnesota State Demogra-
pher Susan Brower for providing data on 
resident births and deaths. 

Figure 11. Survival-Ratio Profiles for Age Cohorts in Ramsey, Washington, and Aitkin 
Counties, 2000–2010

100

80

60

40

120

140

Su
rv

iv
al

 R
at

io

10
−1

4

15
−1

9

20
−2

4

25
−2

9

30
−3

4

35
−3

9

40
−4

4

45
−4

9

50
−5

4

55
−5

9

60
−6

4

Age Cohort in 2010

65
−6

9

70
−7

4

75
−5

9

80
−8

4

85
+

Ramsey County

Washington County
160

Aitkin County



FALL/WINTER 2012     23

Recent Project Awards

Each issue of the CURA Reporter 
features a few capsule descrip-
tions of new projects under way 

at CURA. The projects highlighted 
in this issue were made possible 
through one of CURA’s community-
based research programs, which 
provide graduate-student assistance 
for community-based applied research 
projects, program planning and devel-
opment, program evaluation, and 
other short-term projects. These proj-
ects represent only a portion of those 
that will receive support from CURA 
and its partners during the coming 
year.

 ■ Developing	a	South	Minneapolis	
Neighborhood	Index
Founded in 1977, Hope Community 
is a community-development orga-
nization that stayed in Minneapolis 
through neighborhood devastation 
and disinvestment to create a healthy, 
stable, culturally diverse, and mixed-
income neighborhood for the long-
term. South Minneapolis, although not 
as devastated by the foreclosure crisis 
as other neighborhoods, continues to 
be a diverse, economically challenged 
community. No major initiatives to 
develop a comprehensive strategy 
or vision for South Minneapolis, or 
even to look at how the area has fared 
through the economic upheaval of 
recent years, exist. The South Minne-
apolis Neighborhood Index would 
help paint a picture of the area’s 
commercial, workforce, education, 
transportation, and other key indica-
tors, providing insight for area groups 
in developing their work strategies. 
Renan Snowden, a Master’s of Urban 
and Regional Planning student at the 
Hubert H. Humphrey School of Public 
Affairs, will gather data and aid in the 
creation of the index. The results will 
be used to help guide Hope Commu-
nity in assessing future development 
and revitalization in South Minne-
apolis, and as a focal point to develop 
partnerships with area organizations.
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ Working	with	Men	to	End	Violence	
Against	Women:	A	Qualitative	
Exploration
Casa de Esperanza is the National 
Latin@1 Domestic Violence Resource 
Center, whose mission is to mobilize 
Latinas and Latin@ communities to end 
domestic violence. Domestic violence 
has become a silent epidemic, and it 
is important to address the issue with 
holistic prevention and intervention 
strategies that include everyone in the 
community. As the movement to end 
violence against women has progressed, 
most activists have come to believe that 
the involvement of men as allies of 
women must be a key part of the solu-
tion. However, very few approaches to 
ending domestic violence that involve 
Latino men and boys in a culturally 
relevant way exist. Martha Hernandez-
Martinez, a Master’s of Public Affairs 
student at the Humphrey School, will 
interview Latina women and Latino 
men. The results of the research will be 
used to develop a toolkit and provide 
a much-needed addition to the field of 
domestic and sexual violence in Latin@ 
populations.	
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ Racial	Equity	in	the	Hospitality	
Industry
The Alliance for Metropolitan Stability is 
a coalition of organizations advocating 
for public policies that promote equity 
in urban and suburban development. 
HIRE Minnesota believes that hospi-
tality jobs in Minneapolis, especially the 
well-paying high-end hospitality jobs, 
are disproportionately filled by white 
workers. In other job sectors, such as 
construction, community-based training 
programs exist and are successful in 
placing people of color in the industry. 
HIRE Minnesota would like to explore 

1  Casa de Esperanza has chosen to use “@” in place 
of the masculine “o” when referring to people 
or things that are either gender neutral or both 
masculine and feminine in makeup. This decision 
reflects a commitment to gender inclusion and 
recognizes the important contributions made by 
both men and women.

ways in which this paradigm can be 
replicated in the hospitality industry. 
In particular, the research will look at 
community-based training programs in 
other parts of the country to see how 
they train for this industry and examine 
their impacts in the community. Kristin 
Cici, a doctoral student in Evaluation 
Studies, will examine existing training 
programs for the hospitality industry. 
The results will be used to make the 
case that community-based training 
can have an impact in the hospitality 
industry and to advocate for public 
funding of community-based training 
programs.
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ Understanding	Strategies	and	
Tactics	in	Commercial-Corridor	
Revitalization
The Selby Avenue Action Coalition is a 
diverse group of neighborhood stake-
holders who came together in 2010 
to find ways to inspire enterprise and 
investment on nine underutilized blocks 
of Selby Avenue. The goal of this project 
is to help the group better understand 
strategies, tools, and tactics that have 
been used in other commercial corridors 
outside the Twin Cities to encourage 
economic investment while leveraging 
cultural assets. It will summarize both 
foundational and contemporary litera-
ture on general strategies, practices, and 
tools used to advance corridor revitaliza-
tion. Diana Dyste, a Master’s of Archi-
tecture student in the College of Design, 
will perform a literature review, conduct 
and summarize interviews, and write 
a final report on effective commercial-
corridor revitalization. The results will 
be used to directly shape and inform 
the activities outlined in Selby Avenue 
Action Coalition’s strategic plan for the 
corridor. 
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ Planning	for	the	Future	of	Cleve-
land	Park
The Cleveland Neighborhood Asso-
ciation is a long-established nonprofit 



24   CURA REPORTER

organization seeking to improve and 
promote the quality of life in that North 
Minneapolis neighborhood. Cleveland 
Park is one of the main recreational and 
public spaces in the Cleveland neigh-
borhood and sits between Lucy Craft 
Laney School and the neighborhood 
shopping/transit node of Penn and 
Lowry. Development plans for Lowry 
and Penn include mixed-use buildings 
that would include pedestrian connec-
tions to Cleveland Park. The Cleveland 
Neighborhood Association wants to be 
proactive in engaging its community 
residents to bring together key stake-
holders to envision Cleveland Park as a 
true community-gathering place. Amber 
Hill, a Master’s of Landscape Architec-
ture student in the College of Design, 
will engage with stakeholders and resi-
dents, create design concepts and priori-
ties, and compile a final vision that will 
reflect the needs and desires of residents. 
The results will serve as tools that the 
Cleveland Neighborhood Association 
can use to engage stakeholders, such as 
the Minneapolis Park and Recreation 
Board, as well as potential funders for 
additional park development.
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ Work	Aspirations	and	Career	Expec-
tations	of	Somali	Youth	and	Young	
Adults
Confederation of the Somali Commu-
nity (CSCM) is a nonprofit mutual-
assistance association created in 1994 
by Somali leaders to assist in meeting 
the self-sufficiency needs of Somali refu-
gees. This project will collect basic work 
interest data from out-of-school and 
unemployed Somali youth. The data 
will be useful to document the need for 
training, specify the types of desired 
work/career, and provide an empirical 
base rather than anecdotal information. 
Ubah Hirsi, an undergraduate student 
in Psychology, and Kubra Dire, an 
undergraduate student in Family Social 
Science, will survey Somali youth in the 

Cedar-Riverside area of Minneapolis. 
The results will be used to develop 
funding proposals and to increase 
training and employment options for 
young Somali adults.
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ Twin	Cities	Environmental	Justice	
Mapping	Project
The Center for Earth, Energy and 
Democracy is a research and advocacy 
organization that supports environ-
mental solutions that are democratic, 
sustainable, and socially just. The 
purpose of the Twin Cities Environ-
mental Justice (EJ) Mapping Project is 
to document EJ issues in the Twin Cities 
and create a model for data collection 
and mapping that works proactively to 
support EJ community-planning and 
-organizing efforts. Fukhrudin Maalim, 
a Master’s of Science graduate student, 
will collect EJ data across the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area. The results will 
be used to develop EJ-oriented maps 
around urban agriculture and energy to 
be used for community organizing in 
EJ neighborhoods and to advocate for 
policy change.
Program: Kris Nelson Community-
Based Research Program

 ■ GIS	Modeling	of	Impervious	Surface	
Coverages	on	Crow	Wing	County	
Shoreline	Properties
The Crow Wing County Land Services 
Department is committed to protecting, 
preserving, and improving water 
resources in Crow Wing County. Devel-
opment, stormwater runoff, surface 
water pollution, and groundwater 
pollution are all issues that need to be 
considered in order to protect the valu-
able water resources of the county. High-
resolution Lidar and aerial photography 
through county GIS mapping will be 
used to determine impervious surface 
percentage and phosphorus content for 
all riparian properties on lakes in the 
county that are more than 500 acres in 

size. Robert Backes, an undergraduate 
student from St. Cloud State University, 
will georeference the shapefile to the 
accurate location using existing aerial 
imagery and add attribute information 
to the newly created features. The results 
will serve as a historical record, be used 
to continue to develop and improve the 
goals and strategies for the 2012–2013 
Crow Wing County water plan update, 
and aid the sheriff’s office/dispatch in 
identifying 911 call locations.
Program: Community Assistantship 
Program (CAP)

 ■ Overcoming	Barriers,	Celebrating	
Successes:	Municipal	Sustainability	
Efforts	in	Northwest	Minnesota
Minnesota GreenStep Cities is a volun-
tary challenge, assistance, and recog-
nition program to help cities achieve 
their sustainability goals through imple-
mentation of 28 best practices. Each 
best practice can be implemented by 
completing one or more specific actions 
from a list of four to eight actions. These 
actions are tailored to all Minnesota 
cities, focus on cost savings and energy-
use reduction, and encourage innova-
tion. The program is administered 
by the Minnesota Pollution Control 
Agency, and the Clean Energy Resource 
Team is one of the project partners. 
Luke Welle, an undergraduate student 
from Bemidji State University, and Tashi 
Wougdi Gurung, an Environmental 
Science undergraduate student at the 
University of Minnesota at Crookston, 
will identify challenges to implementing 
Minnesota GreenStep Cities and how 
to overcome them. These results will 
be used to celebrate completed sustain-
ability best practices by cities, identify 
implementation barriers for additional 
best practices, and improve the CERTs 
program for cities in the Northwest 
region.
Program: Community Assistantship 
Program (CAP)
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From the Private Sector to Public-
Service Community Development
by Noel Nix

I credit the Krusell fellowship with 
providing me the grounding and 
experience needed to pursue a career 

in community development. Before 
attending the Humphrey School, I 
was working in market-rate housing 
management and had a strong interest 
in directing my career toward working 
on affordable-housing issues. In the 
multifamily housing sector, many land-
lords prefer that prospective renters meet 
specific requirements regarding income, 
credit worthiness, and criminal back-
ground. Consequently, I personally had 
to turn down rental applications from 
individuals and families facing serious 
hardships who were simply seeking a 
decent place to call home. I was attracted 
to the Humphrey School because the 
Master’s in Urban and Regional Plan-
ning program offered a concentration in 
housing and community development 
which I hoped would equip me to better 
serve people like those who I had not 
been in a position to help. 

The Krusell fellowship allowed me 
to take courses where I was able to 

dig deep into issues of housing policy, 
and the placements with community-
based organizations enabled me to 
immediately apply what I was learning 
in the classroom. More importantly, I 
was able to get involved right away in 
working with affordable-housing and 
neighborhood-development organiza-
tions, gaining first-hand experience 
on high-level projects while having an 
immediate impact in the community. 
It was through this experience that I 

gained an appreciation and passion for 
the broader aspects of community devel-
opment, including economic develop-
ment, workforce development, and 
neighborhood improvement.

This newfound passion for the full 
breadth of community development 
ultimately led me to a position as the 
legislative aide to Councilmember 
Melvin Carter III in St. Paul. In this role, 
I am able to help lead, support, and 
facilitate efforts to build and preserve 
affordable housing, leverage regional 
investments in transit to create new 
businesses and jobs, build a competi-
tive workforce and extend the ladder of 
opportunity through efforts to close the 
achievement gap in our schools, and 
advance capital projects that enhance 
the quality of life in our neighborhoods. 
At the same time, I am able to work one-
on-one with individual constituents to 
ensure the city is a partner in making 
their lives a little bit better. 

Every day in my work, I draw on 
knowledge and experiences from my 
time as a Krusell fellow at the Humphrey 
School. Whether it is bringing together 
city staff and community stakeholders 
to solve a neighborhood issue or 
advising the councilmember on what 

Supporting Diversity in Community 
Development through the Krusell Fellowship

Charles Krusell was a pillar in 
the Twin Cities development 
community who left an indelible 

mark on every effort he undertook. He 
was a champion for public housing and 
ardent advocate for urban renewal in 
the neighborhoods that needed it most. 
Krusell founded the Greater Metro-
politan Housing Corporation to address 
the critical need for affordable housing 
in the Twin Cities. Named in his honor, 
the Charles R. Krusell Fellowship in 
Community Development is designed to 
prepare students of color in the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Master’s of Urban 
and Regional Planning and Master’s of 
Public Policy programs to be Minne-
sota’s next leaders and change makers in 
community development.

Krusell fellows receive full 
tuition support and graduate 
research assistantships with three 

community-development or -planning 
agencies during the course of their 
academic program. The program is a 
partnership between the University 
of Minnesota’s Hubert H. Humphrey 
School of Public Affairs and CURA. The 
Humphrey School recruits students 
and delivers the academic program 
for the fellows. CURA manages the 
placement and mentoring of fellows 
with community-development or 
–planning agencies and administers the 
assistantships.

CURA director Ed Goetz was closely 
involved in creating the program. He 
notes:

The Krusell fellowship is the culmi-
nation of efforts over many years to 
provide support to students of color 
interested in housing and commu-
nity development. The impetus for 

the fellowship was the recognition 
that the community-development 
field lacked diversity, especially 
compared to the communities in 
which it worked. We felt from the 
beginning that this should be a 
partnership between the University 
and the community and that the 
program should provide a way for 
students to take what they were 
learning in the classroom and apply 
it in real community-development 
settings.

The three narratives from former 
Krusell fellows that follow illustrate how 
the program makes academic work more 
meaningful, enables fellows to be more 
purposeful in designing their academic 
program, teaches practical skills, and 
builds relationships and networks with 
professionals in the field.

Noel Nix

Photo by Jeff C
orn
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Community Development for 
Affordable Housing 
by Miranda Walker

In 2005, I returned to the Univer-
sity of Minnesota to finish my 
undergraduate degree. I graduated 

in 2008 with a bachelor’s degree in 
Studies of Cinema and Media Culture 
and left Minnesota, weeks thereafter, 
for the Mississippi Delta for a year-
long volunteer placement through 
AmeriCorps VISTA. During my year 
with AmeriCorps, I was immersed in 
community-outreach, -engagement, and 
-development efforts. My professional 
objectives became more refined in that 
year, with community development 
emerging as my primary focus. After 
returning to the Twin Cities, I began 
volunteering with Project for Pride in 
Living (PPL). While volunteering at PPL, 
my interest in housing—specifically 
as a catalyst for community develop-
ment—grew. Certain of the type of work 
in which I wanted to engage, I applied 
to the Master’s of Urban and Regional 
Planning program at the University of 
Minnesota. A previous Krusell fellow 
who was working at PPL as a project 
manager told me about the Krusell 
program and her experiences. I applied 
for the fellowship program and, just 
weeks before my September 2010 enroll-
ment at the University, learned that I 
had been awarded the fellowship. 

All of my Krusell fellowship intern-
ships were concentrated in housing. 
My first internship was with Aeon, a 
nonprofit affordable-housing devel-
oper in Minneapolis. From this experi-
ence, I became acclimated to housing 

development—the pace of the process, 
the daily work involved, the skills 
necessary to work through the process, 
and the language of the industry. My 
internship highlighted the gaps that 
existed between my classroom learning 
and the real-life work of affordable-
housing development. From my first-
year experience at Aeon, I was able to 
choose courses that best fit the work I 
wanted to engage in after graduation. 
I was also able to learn alongside Aeon 
staff members who taught me from 
their experiences as practitioners and 
who offered me insight into their own 
professional trajectories.

My second internship experience 
took me to the Minnesota Housing 
Finance Agency, a state agency where 
I was able to learn about the financing 
of affordable-housing developments 
from the funder’s, or underwriter’s, 

point-of-view. Here again I was able to 
apply what I had learned in the class-
room to actual development work and 
to build valuable relationships with 
those already practicing in the field. 
My final internship experience took 
me back to Aeon, where I was able to 
take on more day-to-day tasks after a 
learning-filled rookie season there and 
my time with the state. 

The Krusell fellowship made all 
of the classroom learning, on-the-job 
training, and relationship building that 
I gained over the course of my graduate 
program possible. The tuition coverage 
that the fellowship provides allowed 
me to focus my time and efforts in the 
classroom and provided an incentive to 
complete the academic work. However, 
the greatest benefit of the fellowship 
was the opportunity to complement my 
learning in the classroom with learning 
in the workplace. The Krusell fellowship 
gave me a chance to learn in a profes-
sional setting alongside individuals that 
often became mentors. The professional 
experiences I gained as a result of the 
fellowship, I believe, translated into not 
only an immediate job offer after gradu-
ation, but a professional focus, skill set, 
and network that I am using in that 
position. 

Miranda Walker is a graduate of the 
Master’s of Urban and Regional Plan-
ning program at the University of 
Minnesota. She is currently a housing-
development associate with Aeon, a 
nonprofit affordable-housing developer in 
Minneapolis.

policies might help address an issue 
facing the city, I often find myself 
thinking back to a case study I have read 
or a project I worked on for a commu-
nity organization or in class, to identify 
how to move forward in a way that will 
benefit the citizens of St. Paul. In addi-
tion, the relationships I developed with 
classmates have endured as we have all 
transitioned from students to leaders 
spread throughout the community. 

The Krusell fellowship has been 
critically important to my career transi-
tion from the private sector to public 
service at a time when increased diver-
sity among the ranks of government 
and nonprofit professionals is greatly 
needed. My experience as a Krusell 
fellow has equipped me to be a strong 
and effective voice and partner for 
members of the community who are 
often underrepresented during critical 

conversations regarding the direction of 
our city. I am extremely grateful to the 
philanthropic partners, faculty, and staff 
at the Humphrey School and CURA for 
working to make this possible.

Noel Nix is a graduate of the Master’s of 
Urban and Regional Planning program 
at the University of Minnesota. He is 
currently the legislative aide to St. Paul 
City Councilmember Melvin Carter III.

Miranda Walker

Photo by Jeff C
orn
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Making a Difference through 
Community Development
by Carlos Espinoza

My experience with the Krusell 
fellowship program was a 
perfect combination of peer 

networking and professional experi-
ence in community-development 
organizations. Inclusion in the group 
of other Krusell student fellows gave 
me a resource for ideas, support, and 
enthusiasm for community develop-
ment. Guided through the program by 
the late Kris Nelson, each of the fellows 
successfully completed internships that 
both assisted Twin Cities community-
development agencies and helped in 
our professional development. My 
Krusell professional internship expe-
riences included time at the City of 
New Hope Community Development 
Department, Dayton’s Bluff Neighbor-
hood Housing Services (DBNHS), and 
Model Cities, a community-develop-
ment corporation in St. Paul. These 
experiences allowed me to see commu-
nity development from the lens of a 
local government and two nonprofit 
agencies. 

New Hope is an inner-ring western 
suburb of Minneapolis with a popula-
tion of 20,339. At the City of New Hope 
Community Development Department, 
I experienced the City’s work in rede-
veloping homes for low- and moderate-
income people. I saw how the City was 
able to connect with individuals and 

enrich their lives by providing homes 
that they could actually afford.

DBNHS is a nonprofit organization 
that finances the rehabilitation and 
development of homes for low- and 
moderate-income families in St. Paul. 
My time there was spent with two 
construction managers that supervised 
home-rehabilitation projects. In each 
project I was able to see the agency’s 
dollars at work—fixing roofs, replacing 
windows, abating lead, and making 
homes better for people who needed 
assistance.

Model Cities is a multifaceted St. 
Paul nonprofit that provides a number 

of services, including supportive 
housing, youth programs, and family-
support services. My time at Model 
Cities was spent assisting in the develop-
ment of two apartment buildings that 
were being renovated to serve as perma-
nent support housing for young home-
less families. Model Cities recognized 
that providing this type of housing was 
essential to reduce repeated episodes of 
homelessness. Working on this devel-
opment showed me how community-
development agencies can help stabilize 
lives and neighborhoods. 

I credit the Krusell fellowship with 
helping me gain the professional experi-
ence instrumental in being hired by the 
City of Winona immediately after grad-
uating from the Master’s of Urban and 
Regional Planning program. Perhaps 
more importantly, the Krusell fellow-
ship opened my eyes to the tremendous 
difference that community-development 
activities can have on people’s lives. 
Overall, the Krusell fellowship profes-
sional experiences allowed me to “get 
close to the action” and understand 
that when you work for a community-
development department or organiza-
tion, your daily work has a direct and 
beneficial impact on local people and 
places.

Carlos Espinoza is a graduate of the 
Master’s of Urban and Regional Planning 
program at the University of Minnesota. 
He is currently the assistant city planner 
with the City of Winona.Carlos Espinoza
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Abstract:	This article describes ways in 
which aspects of young children’s develop-
ment—most notably, their acquisition of 
early academic skills and competencies, 
and their physical health and well-being—
may be related, and the consequences for 
understanding and serving young children 
in high-poverty communities. The authors 
describe Five Hundred under 5, a place-
based initiative launched in North Minne-
apolis, as well as characteristics of the 
children, families, and communities that 
participated in this initiative. The article 
concludes with some possible directions for 
future comprehensive, community-based 
interventions that support child develop-
ment and overall community development. 
The research upon which this article is 
based was supported in part through funds 
provided by Scott McConnell’s appointment 
to the 2008–2009 Fesler-Lampert Chair 
in Urban and Regional Affairs. Additional 
funding was provided by Blue Cross/
Blue Shield of Minnesota Foundation, the 
Minnesota Early Learning Foundation, the 
University of Minnesota, Hennepin County, 
Minneapolis Public Schools, the Minne-
apolis Youth Coordinating Board, and Way 
to Grow.

As citizens and parents, we want 
the best for children. We want 
them to be happy, smart, healthy, 

and to live lives full of opportunity, 
adventure, and fun. As researchers and 
policy makers, we want to understand 
what helps children be happy, smart, 
healthy, and at the door of opportu-
nity, and how to use this information 
to provide nurturing experiences for all 
children. These two perspectives—that 
of the citizen/parent and the researcher/
policy maker—are perhaps most present 
when talking about young children 
living in poverty.

During the latter part of the 20th 
century and beginning of the 21st 
century, we have seen significant 
advances in our knowledge of develop-
mental outcomes for young children 
living in high-poverty neighborhoods 

School Readiness and Overall Development:  
Two Sides of One Issue for Preschoolers in  
High-Poverty Neighborhoods?

By Scott R. McConnell, Mary O. Hearst, and Lauren Martin
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Parent-child interactions—including time reading, looking at, and talking about 
books—are key ingredients in children’s development of language and school 
readiness.
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in the United States, as well as in the 
causes and conditions associated with 
those outcomes.1 Findings from this 
research are clear: growing up in poor 
families or neighborhoods increases 
the risk of disparities in behavioral, 
linguistic, cognitive, social, and physical 
health outcomes for individuals of all 
ages, including preschool children. 
Further, disparities in one area of devel-
opment—say, language skills associ-
ated with school readiness—may be 
related to current and future status in 
other domains (say, health status, social 
competence, and mental health).

Although these outcomes are in and 
of themselves troubling, they take on 
special significance when observed over 
the life course: many developmental 
outcomes for preschool children are early 
warning signs of poor health, behavioral, 
and academic outcomes in later years.2 
In addition to the moral and logical 
imperative to address issues as soon as 
they appear and when they are presum-
ably easier to resolve, economic analyses 
routinely report substantial public and 
private return on investment for effective 
interventions provided to preschool chil-
dren. For two reasons, then—to address 
problems in front of us today, and to 
prevent long-lasting and more extreme 
problems in the future—it is imperative 
that we understand the roots of these 
disparities, and design comprehensive, 
effective, and well-regarded approaches 
to eliminating them.

School readiness and physical health 
and well-being are both key aspects 

1  A number of review texts address this topic. For 
example, see G.J. Duncan and J. Brookes-Gunn 
(eds.), Consequences of Growing Up Poor (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 1999) and B. Hart and 
T. Risley, Meaningful Differences in the Everyday 
Experiences of Young American Children (Baltimore: 
Paul Brookes, 1995).
2  F.A. Campbell and C.T. Ramey, “Early Childhood 
Education: Young Adult Outcomes from the 
Abecaedarian Project,” Applied Developmental 
Science 6 (2002): 42–57; D.S. Freedman, Z. Mei, 
S.R. Srinivasan, G.S. Berenson, and W.H. Dietz, 
“Cardiovascular Risk Factors and Excess Adiposity 
among Overweight Children and Adolescents: 
the Bogalusa Heart Study,” Journal of Pediatrics 
150,1 (2007): 12–17.e2; M. Friendly and G. 
Browne, “Early Childhood Education and Care 
as a Determinant of Health,” paper presented at 
The Social Determinants of Health Across the Life-
Span, Toronto, Ontario, 2002; G.R. Patterson and 
K. Yoerger, “A Developmental Model for Early- and 
Late-onset Antisocial Behavior,” in J.B. Reid, J. 
Snyder, and G.R. Patterson (eds.), Antisocial Behavior 
in Children and Adolescents: A Developmental Analysis 
and the Oregon Model for Intervention (Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association, 2002), 
pp. 147–172; and C.E. Snow, M.S. Burns, and P. 
Griffin (eds.), Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children (Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 
1998).

of child development (see sidebar). 
In recent history, little attention has 
been paid to the ways these different 
domains of child development are 
related; the result has been artificially 
distinct research and theory and frac-
tured analysis and action in the devel-
opment and evaluation of prevention 
and intervention services. Over the last 
few years, however, leading researchers 
and influential policy makers have 
begun laying groundwork for exam-
ining overlaps in the causes, conditions, 
interventions, and outcomes related to 
both school readiness and children’s 
physical health. Federally, the Depart-
ments of Education and Health and 
Human Services have launched both 
consensus meetings and funding initia-
tives to better integrate perspectives 
and service-delivery systems addressing 
these seemingly separate domains of 
child development. 

This increasing integration has led 
us to ask: Are there common causes and 
conditions associated with good or poor 
outcomes across a variety of areas of 
child development? If there are, can we 
begin to think about interventions and 
policy initiatives that “multiply” their 
impact by affecting development in 
what have previously been thought of as 
separate domains? In other words, can 
existing interventions be adapted and 
integrated to more efficiently produce 
effects across the multiple but inter-
related domains of school readiness and 
physical health and well-being?

These questions were the focus of 
the design, operation, and evolution of 
Five Hundred under 5, a research and 
service program for young children and 
their families in North Minneapolis. 
We had the opportunity to design and 
evaluate foundational elements of this 
program with generous support from 

School readiness and physical health and well-being are two key aspects of 
preschool development. Researchers and policy makers tend to describe these 
key aspects of children’s development in conceptually narrow ways that 
most likely reflect core interests in their various disciplines rather than the 
real and natural inter-relationships in children’s lives. School readiness has 
been described as the sum of a child’s language, social, pre-academic, and 
behavioral competence that is directly and importantly related to success in 
elementary and secondary education.a The topic of considerable attention 
and debate in Minnesota and throughout the United States, school readiness 
is often described as an issue best addressed through intensive classroom or 
program-based intervention, including interventions that support parents’ 
child-rearing practices. 

A child’s physical health and well-being has been defined in terms of robust 
physical status, absence of disease and birth defects, and access to preventive 
services (e.g., immunizations). Researchers interested in these outcomes tend 
to be affiliated with schools of medicine or public health, and the interven-
tion services addressing these issues often have a focus on primary care, 
medical-service delivery, or provision of government-funded supports (e.g., 
the Women, Infants and Children program). 

In recent years, researchers and policy makers have suggested that school 
readiness and health and well-being may be closely entwined and related in 
important ways. The relationship may reflect that common characteristics 
and conditions contribute to development in each of the seemingly separate 
domains, or it may reflect that growth (or challenge) in one domain will 
necessarily affect opportunity and development in the other. To the extent 
these two important aspects of child development are indeed related, it will 
be essential to align research, intervention, and policy development in ways 
that account for, and take advantage of, these relationships.

a G.J. Duncan, C.J. Dowsett, A. Claessens, K. Magnuson, A.C. Huston, P. Klebanov, L.S. Pagani,  
L. Feinstein, M. Engel, J. Brooks-Gunn, H. Sexton, K. Duckworth, and C. Japel, “School Readiness 
and Later Achievement,” Developmental Psychology 43 (2007): 1428–1446.

School Readiness and Child Health—Two 
Sides of One Coin? 
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the lead author’s appointment as the 
2008–2009 Fesler-Lampert Chair in 
Urban and Regional Affairs. This article 
describes the Five Hundred under 5 
program, characteristics of participating 
families that illustrate the intercon-
nected nature of development, and 
how this work has been embedded in 
the Northside Achievement Zone, an 
ongoing and comprehensive “cradle to 
career” initiative in North Minneapolis.

Five Hundred Under 5
Five Hundred under 5 (FHu5) started 
through the shared interests and objec-
tives of neighborhood leaders in North 
Minneapolis; University of Minnesota 
faculty; and child-, family-, and commu-
nity-serving organizations with an 
operational presence in North Minne-
apolis. The overall intent of FHu5 was 
to identify preschool-aged children in 
two North Minneapolis neighborhoods, 
learn about their development and their 
lives, share this knowledge with parents 
and program operators, and use this 
information to enhance services to help 
these children enter kindergarten ready 
to learn. We also hoped this work would 
help us identify ways to revise and 
improve services and supports for chil-
dren in all low-income communities. 
FHu5 was in the field, recruiting and 
serving children and families from 2008 
to 2010; in 2011, the Northside Achieve-
ment Zone (see sidebar next page) 
assumed much of FHu5’s operation and 
mission as part of its larger efforts. 

Five organizations—the University 
of Minnesota, the Minneapolis Youth 
Coordinating Board, Way to Grow, 
Minneapolis Public Schools, and the 
Hennepin County Office of Planning 
and Evaluation—worked collaboratively 
to design, implement, and manage the 
initial effort. These organizations came 
together as a loose collaborative, with 
each maintaining its own mission and 
operational autonomy, but jointly artic-
ulating a shared effort, seeking funding, 
and managing program development, 
operation, and evaluation.3 

We drew FHu5 families from two 
different areas in North Minneapolis—
areas in the Bethune and Farview neigh-
borhoods (Figure 1). We selected these 
areas after intensive consultation and 
discussion with community leaders 
and service providers, as well as reports 

3  A description of loose collaboratives, as well as 
the idea of collective impact, can be found in J. 
Kania and M. Kramer, “Collective Impact,” Stanford 
Social Innovation Review Online (Winter 2011): 
36–41. 

of school achievement and social risk 
(including child abuse or maltreatment 
and abandoned or vacant housing). We 
then drew boundaries that, based on 
recent birth records, suggested about 
100 children would be born in the two 
areas each year. In the two focus areas, 
more than 50% of the population was 
African American, 16–20% White, 
15–18% Asian, 1–2% American Indian, 
and 4–6% other groups (including 
growing Latino and Somali communi-
ties that likely exceeded those estimated 
by the 2000 U.S. Census). U.S. Census 
data for 2000 indicated that the median 
income in North Minneapolis neighbor-
hoods was half of the median income 
for the seven-county Twin Cities metro-
politan area ($33,542 compared with 
$63,600), with nearly one-third of the 
population living below the poverty 
line. 

Children of color in Minneapolis 
and in our focus areas in North Minne-
apolis start kindergarten behind their 
white peers. According to Minneapolis 
Public Schools’ Beginning Kindergarten 

Assessment, 2005 total literacy scores 
by race showed “startling disparities: 
25% of Hispanic children are on track 
compared to 36% of American Indians, 
49% of Asians, 52% of African Ameri-
cans and 84% of whites.”4 Hennepin 
County’s Survey of the Health of All 
the Population and the Environment 
(SHAPE) conducted in 2006 revealed 
that children in North Minneapolis also 
had poorer health outcomes and health 
behaviors compared both with other 
neighborhoods in Minneapolis and 
Hennepin County overall.5 Across both 
domains—school readiness and physical 
health—we had reason to believe that 
young children in our focus areas were 
starting school with significant chal-
lenges that, if not addressed, might 
limit future academic and life-course 
opportunities. 

4  So… How Are the Children? The Second Report 
on “School Readiness” of Minneapolis Children, 
Minneapolis Youth Coordinating Board, Spring 
2006.
5  Hennepin County Human Services and Public 
Health Department, October 2008.

Figure 1. The Five Hundred under Five Bethune and Farview Focus Areas, North 
Minneapolis
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FHu5’s overall program design 
reflected principles recommended 
by community members and service 
providers over a two-year planning 
period that started in 2006. Based on 
these conversations and planning 
sessions, FHu5’s leaders identified what 
we thought would be three key pillars of 
our effort: engagement of families and 
communities; expansion and improve-
ment of formal and informal services 
and supports for children’s school readi-
ness and health and well-being; and 
systematic assessment of child develop-
ment in ways that informed parents, 
service providers, and policy makers 
about child outcomes and factors that 
affect these outcomes. 

Family Engagement. Like other 
efforts in high-poverty communi-
ties, our discussions and planning 
suggested that families of young 
children felt rather distant or discon-
nected from the information and 
resources available to promote their 
preschoolers’ development. Further, 
we learned that many of the service 
organizations working in the neighbor-
hood had relatively little capacity for 
closing this gap. We were particularly 
interested in families’ reluctance to 
participate in Early Childhood Family 
Education and other open-enrollment 
resources available in the community. 
Through a series of focus groups with 
parents and providers and follow-up 
individual interviews, parents identi-
fied a variety of participation barriers, 
including: lack of transportation to, 
and inconvenient location, day, and 
time of, classes; concerns about harsh 
judgment by teachers and other class 
members; promotional literature that 
featured white individuals rather than 
people of color; and planned topics 
and discussions that had little apparent 
relevance to their own families’ lives. 
Parents discussed their own fears about 
education based on previous nega-
tive experiences, perceived racism, 
and worries about contact with child 
protection. Parents also reported that it 
was difficult to prioritize school readi-
ness and parenting activities when they 
faced emergency crises such as lack of 
food, housing instability, violence, and 
unemployment. Under these circum-
stances, parents also worried about the 
guilt and the emotional toll if they 
received information about what they 
should do only to discover that they 
were not able to act on that knowledge. 
Finally, high rates of serious family-
systems issues—problems such as 

maternal depression, drug problems, 
and family violence—made it difficult 
for some families to focus on parenting 
and early-childhood parent education. 

Based on our discussions and the 
experiences of the partner organiza-
tions, FHu5 hired a small group to serve 
as Family Support Advocates (FSAs). 
These were individuals we recruited 
from the service area, who reflected 
the demography of area residents, and 
who we trained, supported, and tasked 
with recruiting families, providing 
liaison services, facilitating access to 
resources and options, and maintaining 
contact with families to promote 
ongoing engagement and as-needed 
support. FSAs served both as mentors 
and information-referral resources for 
parents and families.

These FSAs proved to be instru-
mental in facilitating ongoing contact 
with, and engagement of, participating 
families. Based on our experience, we 
believe the FSAs reduced some of the 
perceived barriers to initial and ongoing 
participation and, through regular 
contact, provided an ongoing resource 
for families to identify, and begin to 
address, some of the challenges that 
would otherwise prevent their attention 
to issues affecting their preschoolers’ 
development and well-being. 

Expanding and Improving Services 
and Supports. The FHu5 leadership 
team also worked to expand services 
and supports available to families of 
young children in the service area. 
In particular, we worked to expand 
access to high-quality early-childhood 
programs and to provide access to 
specially designed parent-education and 
-engagement programs. 

Access to high-quality early care 
and education programs has become 
a major focus of advocacy and policy 
development in Minnesota in recent 
years. Spurred in part by Art Rolnick 
and Rob Grunewald’s argument that 
such intervention produces a strong 
return on investment, philanthropic 
organizations and state government 
have expanded both parents’ capacity 
to identify high-quality programs 
(through Parent Aware, Minnesota’s 
early-childhood quality-rating system) 
and their resources to enroll children in 
these programs (through scholarships 
and other policy innovations). 

In fiscal years 2008 and 2009, 
Minnesota created a Pre-Kindergarten 
Allowances program that, in turn, 
benefitted FHu5 families. This program, 
authorized and funded by the state, 

targeted young children living in 
poverty in one of several target areas, 
including North Minneapolis. Allow-
ances provided up to $4,000 to assist 
eligible families to enroll their children 
in high-quality early care and educa-
tion settings. FHu5 was one of two 
participating programs in Hennepin 
County, where a total of 312 children 
participated. 

Based on both parent and provider 
feedback, we also created Family 
Academy, a free, broadly available 
parent education and networking oppor-
tunity specifically for, and addressing 
the stated needs of, FHu5 families. All 

The Northside Achievement Zone 
(www.northsideachievement.org) 
is a comprehensive, cradle-to-
career initiative that began opera-
tion in 2011. Comprising 255 
square blocks in North Minne-
apolis, the Northside Achieve-
ment Zone (NAZ) received a 
federal Promise Neighborhood 
Implementation Grant to launch 
an initial operation of the effort. 
Modeled broadly after the Harlem 
Children’s Zone, NAZ and other 
Promise Neighborhoods bring 
together citizens in high-poverty 
neighborhoods, organizations 
and individuals who serve them, 
and a shared vision for coordi-
nated, improved, and compre-
hensive services and supports 
to promote early and lifelong 
accomplishment for children in 
a particular geographic area. NAZ 
engages families and children, 
arrays parent and child education 
services from birth through high 
school (including early child-
hood services, support for school 
improvement, out-of-school 
academic and youth develop-
ment programming, and mentor-
ship) to promote academic 
achievement and attainment, 
and extends its assistance to 
children and families with other 
“whole-family” supports (in 
housing, behavioral and mental 
health, career and financial 
stability). 

The Northside 
Achievement Zone
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participating families, whether their 
children were enrolled in early care and 
education settings or not, were invited 
to attend an eight-week program. Family 
Academy took place on Saturday morn-
ings at Mona Moede Early Learning 
Center, a Minneapolis Public Schools 
facility. Parents and children partici-
pated in early childhood family educa-
tion—including activities for parents 
and children, both together and apart—
that has been designed specifically for 
FHu5 families. 

Systematic Assessment of Child 
Development. FHu5’s third program 
goal was to gather assessment data 
that described individual children’s 
school readiness and physical health. 
We wanted this to be actionable infor-
mation for parents, service providers, 
and policy makers in at least two ways. 
First, as part of Family Academy, we 
developed and implemented an assess-
ment of school readiness specifically 
designed to give parents and guard-
ians understandable information about 
whether their child was “on track” to 
enter kindergarten ready to learn. This 
assessment was not comprehensive, 
but rather was focused on significant 
components of school readiness that 
can be addressed through early inter-
vention—most notably, children’s devel-
opment of language and early literacy 
skills (including vocabulary, very early 
rhyming, and other phonological aware-
ness skills) and social-emotional devel-
opment. Second, we developed and 
completed a pilot assessment of health 

and physical well-being (with a specific 
focus on socially determined health 
outcomes) for participating families. 

Methodology
From the outset, we were interested in 
comprehensive perspectives on develop-
mental outcomes, and factors affecting 
those outcomes, for FHu5 children. We 
took two approaches to investigating 
the integration of children’s school 
readiness and health development: gath-
ering information about health behav-
iors and school-readiness development 
in our formal and informal interactions 
with parents, and surveying families 
about past and current health status and 
factors associated with physical well-
being for their children. 

We used data from a variety of 
sources to understand the ways that 
school readiness and healthy devel-
opment may be related. To describe 
neighborhood-level characteristics, we 
relied primarily on administrative data 
from local and national existing data 
sets on health, social, environmental, 
and school-readiness factors. To describe 
our child participants, we also tested 
children while at Family Academy. 
Finally, we surveyed parents about 
activities and behaviors at home. Our 
assessment of school readiness included 
measures of language and literacy 
development (using Individual Growth 
and Development Indicators and the 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary to assess 
vocabulary and overall language devel-
opment, as well as preschool-relevant 

skills of hearing and “playing with” 
the sounds of language) and social-
emotional status (using the Ages and 
Stages Questionnaire–Social Emotional, 
a parent-completed tool that provides 
reliable assessment of possible concerns 
in children’s social behaviors and 
emotional status). To assess physical 
health, we developed a survey with 
input collected from focus groups and 
key-informant interviews. Based on this 
input, we assessed poverty and mental-
health concerns among the children 
and families, as well as issues related 
to health insurance, hunger and food 
access, transportation, general neighbor-
hood social and physical conditions, 
and housing. We field-tested the surveys 
prior to use. Parents completed the 
surveys with assistance from FHu5 staff. 
We made surveys available to parents in 
English, Spanish, and Somali.

Findings: A Data-Based Picture of FHu5 
Families
As we have noted, families in the FHu5 
service area faced a number of stressors 
and challenges. Our families had many 
disparities in economic, social, and 
environmental factors that relate to 
both health and school readiness when 
compared with families throughout 
the city and across the state (Table 1). 
These data confirm that youngsters in 
our service area were at risk literally 
before birth, with infant death and low-
birth-weight rates higher than those for 
the city of Minneapolis and Hennepin 
County. In addition, adult health 
outcomes—including rates of diabetes, 
obesity, and smoking—suggest risks 
beyond childhood. 

We completed child assessments for 
191 children and gathered complete 
health surveys from 72 families. From 
these data, several interesting issues 
emerged (Table 2). More than 80% of 
our families reported yearly incomes 
of less than $10,000 per year. Almost 
60% did not speak English at home 
(with approximately 40% of the sample 
speaking Spanish and approximately 
20% speaking Somali). The families 
in FHu5 were largely renters, with 
just more than half of all respondents 
reporting the condition of their housing 
to be good or excellent. A third of our 
families reported not always having 
enough food to eat in the house 
(compared with approximately 9% of 
Hennepin County residents being “food 
insecure”). 

These findings—that disparities 
exist in a variety of measures of family 
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Children’s interactions with their parents provide opportunities for development 
across many domains and help children to learn critical life skills.
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well-being in high-poverty communi-
ties—were not surprising. However, 
these findings build the foundation 
for understanding and exploring the 
common causes and conditions associ-
ated with these outcomes as they relate 
to both “health” and “school readi-
ness,” particularly among resource-poor 
families. 

From parents’ reports of child social-
emotional status on the Ages and Stages 
Questionnaire–Social Emotional, we 
estimated that 26% of children under 
the age of 3 years and 23% of children 
3 years and older might be in need 
of social-emotional or mental-health 
services; further, more detailed infor-
mation would be needed to confirm 
individuals’ need. Although from our 
interactions with FHu5 families it was 
clear that they loved and valued their 
children, raising children in these neigh-
borhoods is difficult, and additional 
support may be needed. Unfortunately, 
discussions among FHu5 leaders and 

community colleagues indicated that 
formal sources for such social-emotional 
assistance generally are not widely avail-
able; anecdotally, professionals worry 
that access and appropriateness of these 
services may be even lower in neighbor-
hoods like those in FHu5.

Regarding physical health, parents 
reported that nearly 65% of the chil-
dren were breastfed during infancy 
(compared to 84.2% in Hennepin 
County as a whole). Parents described 
76% of their children as having “very 
good to excellent” health (compared 
with 86% in Hennepin County), 
although 17% had asthma (compared 
with 15% in Hennepin County). Almost 
a quarter of the children had a gap 
in health-insurance coverage during 
the past year (compared with 4–6% in 
Hennepin County as a whole), and a 
large fraction of the children (13%) were 
uninsured (compared with only 4% of 
children throughout Hennepin County). 
Most parents felt their child was at a 

healthy weight (FHu5 = 86%; Hennepin 
County = 83%), although 38% of our 
preschool children had a television in 
their bedroom, contributing to future 
obesity risk due to sedentary behavior. 

We also examined the development 
of the FHu5 children’s school readiness. 
In summer 2009, we assessed school 
readiness for 27 FHu5 children headed 
to kindergarten that fall. Ten of these 
children spoke English at home, eight 
spoke primarily Spanish in the home, 
and nine spoke primarily Somali in 
the home. We tested these children on 
Minneapolis Public Schools’ Beginning 
Kindergarten Assessment, with “bench-
marks” (scores that help assess progress 
toward elementary-grade academic 
success, especially in reading) for desired 
development in each of several areas. 
More than half of the FHu5 children 
met or exceeded the Minneapolis Public 
Schools benchmark for both knowledge 
of letter names/sounds and phonemic 
awareness (hearing and identifying 

Focus Area

North 
Minneapolis 

Neighborhoods* Minneapolis
Hennepin 

County Minnesota

Health Variables

Pct . Infant Deaths (2006)a 1 .8 0 .8 0 .7 0 .5

Pct . Low Birth Weight (2006)a 8 .5 9 .5 6 .1 5 .5

Pct . of Adults Overweight  
(2006)b

63 .0 47 .3 58 .3 58 .4

Pct . with Diabetes Mellitus  
(2006)b

7 .2 4 .9 5 .3 5 .2

Pct . Who Smoke Every Day (2006)b 20 .6 13 .8 12 .0 21 .8

Pct . in Crowded Housing (2000)c 15 .9 13 .4 6 .9 4 .2 2 .9

Pct . in Poverty (2000)c 41 .4 25 .3 16 .9 8 .3 7 .9

Pct . of Individuals Unemployed 
(2000)c

5 .9 10 .2 5 .8 3 .8 4 .6

School-Readiness Variables

Pct . Proficient, Beginning 
Kindergarten Assessment

44 .0 65 .0 NA NA

Pct . Enrollment in Early Care and 
Education

11 .0 31 .0

Table 1. Health- and Development-Related Data

Note: To better understand circumstances for FHu5 families, we have gathered data at different levels of geographic scale, including our focus area, North Minneapolis, and 
city, county, and national levels . As a result, data are not available for all measures for all levels of analysis presented in this table .

* Data for North Minneapolis are drawn from assessments in Hawthorne and Near North neighborhoods, neither of which included any part of FHu5 focus areas . These data 
are included to allow for some description of North Minneapolis families when information for FHu5 participants is not available . 
a Hennepin County Human Services and Public Health Department, 2006
b Hennepin County Human Services and Public Health Department, Survey of the Health of all Populations and the Environment (SHAPE) data, 2006
c American FactFinder, U .S . Census, 2000
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sounds in words), but only about 10% 
scored at or above the Minneapolis 
Public Schools benchmark for oral 
language. We also asked children to 
complete the Peabody Picture Vocabu-
lary, a test of oral language skills; 15 
of the 25 children completing this test 
(or 60%) scored in the normal range 
(although the entire group’s mean stan-
dard score was almost a full standard 
deviation below the national mean). 
Ten English-speaking parents also 
completed the Developmental Observa-
tion Checklist System, a parent checklist 
of developmental skills important for 
later school readiness and success. As a 
group, parents described their children 
at or above national means in measures 
of language, motor, social, and cognitive 
development. 

Across all the data sources, we found 
a mixed set of findings for children’s 
school readiness. Parent ratings of devel-
opment suggested that children were 

largely on track. On several parts of our 
direct assessments, results indicated 
that FHu5 children were learning some 
important early-literacy skills (particu-
larly skills in producing the sounds of 
letters and in phonemic awareness, 
or skills like rhyming and combining 
sounds that serve as building blocks 
for early reading). However the group 
appeared to be lagging somewhat in 
English-language development (remem-
bering that 63% of the 27 children who 
we assessed spoke Spanish or Somali at 
home), an essential building-block for 
many aspects of future competence. 
Recent research on language devel-
opment suggests that oral language 
(vocabulary, complexity of language, 
ability to speak and listen) is a distinctly 
important skill for later academic 
success (both in decoding written text 
and understanding that text, but also 
in other academic domains) and overall 
competence. 

Perhaps more important were the 
variations in skill development within 
this group; some children were meeting 
and exceeding benchmarks for their 
upcoming entry to kindergarten, while 
others were not yet able to meet these 
levels of desired development. This 
variation is important—some families 
are finding ways to support their chil-
dren’s development, whereas children 
of other families may need greater 
support to meet school-readiness goals. 
In particular, this variation in children’s 
performance points to the potential 
importance of “tiered interventions” 
where we identify children not meeting 
important goals, and provide them 
the services, supports, and experiences 
needed to help them meet these goals.

We also examined relations among 
measures. The relatively small sample 
led us to look for broad trends rather 
than individual correlations or associa-
tions, and several potentially impor-
tant findings emerged. For example, as 
family income increased (even among 
families living in poverty), parents’ 
ratings of their entering kindergartner’s 
cognitive, language, social, and motor 
skills increased; similarly, as income 
increased, it was less likely that parents 
would rate children’s social-emotional 
status to be an area of concern. In addi-
tion, children’s scores on developmental 
and social-emotional measures were 
associated with parents’ satisfaction 
with the quality of their neighbor-
hood—as perceived quality of neigh-
borhoods went up, so too did parents’ 
ratings of children’s developmental 
competence. In turn, parents who were 
satisfied with their neighborhood also 
had more social support and feeling of 
cohesion among their neighbors. 

Several other striking trends emerged 
in our early analysis. As child health 
increased from poor to excellent among 
FHu5 families, parent ratings of all 
major aspects of child development 
trended higher. Children who watched 
less television and had on average 
more nightly sleep performed better on  
several of our school readiness assess-
ments. Children whose parents reported 
more days of poor physical health also 
had lower scores on school-readiness 
assessments. In addition, develop-
mental-assessment results decreased if 
the family was food insecure. 

These relations between children’s 
scores in “different” domains and the 
relation of children’s acquired skills 
with measures of their parents’ or 
families’ circumstances are particularly 

Parent, Home, and  
Neighborhood Characteristics Number Pct.

Yearly Income ($)a

<10,000 133 81 .1

10,000–19,999 26 15 .9

>20,000 5 3 .1

Home Languageb

English 29 40 .3

Spanish 29 40 .3

Somali 14 19 .4

Transportationb,c

Own car 36 51 .4

Someone else in household 4 5 .7

Bus 29 41 .4

Walk 1 1 .4

2 or more childrenb 35 48.6

Food insecurityb 21 29 .2

Rent housingb 57 79.1

House quality good or excellentb 39 54 .2

Table 2. Select Parent and Home Characteristics from Child Assessment and FHu5 
Family Health Survey

Note: Percentages within categories may not sum to 100 due to rounding .
a Income data available for the assessment sample (n=164 with complete records)
b Household data from health survey (n=72)
c For this item, n=70 .
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important. These findings point to the 
role of a constellation of family, neigh-
borhood, and community resources that 
create nurturing environments, and 
that in turn support children’s health 
and development. Throughout our 
FHu5 design and development work, 
informants and family members talked 
to us about the importance of, and the 
difficulty to arrange, social connec-
tions and a sense of belonging in their 
neighborhoods. As a result, it may be 
especially important for child- and 
family-development efforts to focus 
not only on resources and experiences 
for the individual and family, but also 
on promoting and facilitating social 
connection and engagement as well as 
more general community-wide develop-
ment as central features of the initiative. 
Our early results, and the initial experi-
ences of the Northside Achievement 
Zone, suggests that greater engagement, 
and a resulting increase in a sense 
of connection and community, may 
support the health and school-readiness 
development of young children—as well 
as the ongoing development, compe-
tence, and health of adolescents, young 
adults, and adults in the community.6

These findings also start to tell us 
some important facts about the nature 
of the relationship between health, 
school readiness, and the social and 
environmental conditions associated 
with each. Although we have long 
known that poverty is associated with 
poorer health outcomes and lower 
levels of school readiness, data gath-
ered here start to demonstrate how 
characteristics of family, home, and 
community environments—character-
istics that we may be able to influence 
and support—may support improved 
health and school readiness despite 
the presence of poverty. First, families 
that can provide for the basic needs of 
their children—access to sufficient food, 
regular medical care, restricted screen 
time (and, perhaps, associated greater 
physical activity), and sufficient sleep—
also appear to be more likely to raise 
children who are on track to entering 
school ready to profit from instruction. 
Second, families who are more satis-
fied with their neighborhood or have a 
stronger sense of community and social 
connection also appear to have children 
with fewer physical health issues and 

6  A. Biglan, B.R. Flay, D.D. Embry, and I.N. Sandler, 
“The Critical Role of Nurturing Environments 
for Promoting Human Well-being,” American 
Psychologist 67,4 (2012): 257–271.

greater degrees of behavioral compe-
tence—again, important foundations for 
later school and life success. 

As researchers and program devel-
opers, we also have been interested 
in how some seemingly simple inter-
ventions—promoting social connec-
tion, or encouraging more nurturing 
child-rearing practices by providing 
access to both information about one’s 
child and the capacity to act on that 
information—can have a profound 

and far-reaching effect for preschool 
children, in some cases with lasting 
benefit for years thereafter.7 Attention 
to “nurturing environments,” or home 
and community characteristics that 
effectively promote development and 
competence across important domains 

7  R.L. Spoth, K. Kavanagh, and T.J. Dishion, 
“Family-centered Preventive Intervention Science: 
Toward Benefits to Larger Populations of Children, 
Youth, and Families,” Prevention Science 3 (2002): 
145–152. 
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A young child’s development—including both their physical health and well-being, 
and their language, school readiness, and social skills—sets the foundation for 
lifelong success.
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of current and future functioning,8 
is a promising avenue for future 
community-based initiatives.

More comprehensive and coordi-
nated efforts, such as federally desig-
nated Promise Neighborhoods (e.g., the 
Northside Achievement Zone) or the 
“nurturing environments” described 
by Biglan and his colleagues provide 
interesting possibilities for influencing 
school readiness and child health in 
high-poverty neighborhoods.	Collec-
tively, these efforts and approaches ask 
a common question: How might we be 
able to design and deliver an interven-
tion that provides services and supports 
to families living in poverty in ways 
that promote broad-scale and enduring 
benefits for children’s long-term health 
and well-being, and for the well-
being of other children in the broader 
community?

Conclusions
Research and data-based program 
development are beginning to explore 
this central question, but undoubtedly 
still have a long way to go. Models are 
being developed, implemented, and 
tested that explore both the resources 
needed to produce meaningful and 
enduring change in specific areas—such 
as “school readiness,” “physical health,” 
and “social-emotional competence”—as 
well as how to maximize effects across 
these separate areas and in ways that 

8  For an introduction and overview of this 
perspective, as well as a summary of a recent report 
by the U.S. Institute of Medicine, see A. Biglan, B.R. 
Flay, D.D. Embry, and I.N. Sandler, “The Critical 
Role of Nurturing Environments for Promoting 
Human Well-being,” American Psychologist 67,4 
(2012): 257–271. 

produce lasting and sustained change. 
We are continuing to learn—from data 
like these, from other research and 
program-development efforts around 
the country and internationally, and 
from ongoing work with families and 
the individuals who serve them—about 
ways to better ask questions that help 
us understand the connections between 
academically distinct ideas like “school 
readiness” and “health.” The goal 
is to develop and evaluate interven-
tions—and the cultural, political, and 
programmatic mechanisms that support 
them—that provide meaningful, effec-
tive, and desired information, resources, 
and assistance to families such as those 
living in FHu5’s focus areas and improve 
child well-being outcomes throughout 
life.
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Project Assistance Available from CURA

The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs supports research and tech-
nical assistance through a number 

of individual programs, each with 
their own deadlines and application 
procedures.

 ■ The Artist	Neighborhood	Partnership	
Initiative (ANPI) is intended to increase 
the long-term involvement of underrep-
resented constituencies in the leadership 
and priority setting of a neighborhood, 
organize people leading to neighbor-
hood change, and provide opportuni-
ties for artists to form partnerships with 
community-based organizations with the 
goal of strengthening neighborhoods. 
Grants up to $10,000 will be awarded to 
successful applicants for a grant period 
of April through November 2013. Part-
nerships applying to ANPI must include 
an organization serving a neighbor-
hood geographic area and an individual 
artist. Only projects within the cities of 
Minneapolis and St. Paul are eligible. 
Arts organizations should apply under 
the Neighborhood Partnership Initiative 
program (see below). A letter of interest 
is due by January 11, 2013. Promising 
projects will be invited to submit a full 
proposal, due by March 1, 2013. For 
additional eligibility requirements, terms 
of the award, and application proce-
dures, visit www.cura.umn.edu/ANPI, 
or contact Jeff Corn at 612-625-0744 or 
jcorn@umn.edu.

 ■ The Community	Assistantship	
Program	(CAP) matches community-
based nonprofit organizations, citizen 
groups, and government agencies in 
Greater Minnesota with students who 
can provide research assistance. Eligible 
organizations define a research project, 
submit an application, and, if accepted, 
are matched with a qualified student 
to carry out the research. The applica-
tion deadline for summer semester 
2013 assistantships (early June through 
August) is March 15, 2013. For more 
information, to discuss potential proj-
ects, or for assistance with applications, 
contact CAP coordinator Will Craig at 
612-625-3321 or wcraig@umn.edu, or 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/cap.

 ■ The Community	Geographic	
Information	Systems	(CGIS) program 

provides technical assistance in 
mapping, data analysis, and GIS to 
community-based organizations and 
nonprofits in the Twin Cities metro-
politan area. Staff at the CGIS program 
specialize in parcel-level mapping, 
demographic analysis, and Internet-
based GIS technologies. The CGIS 
program has no formal application 
process or deadline to apply. Project 
requests can be made by phone, e-mail, 
or online at tiny.cc/CGIS-help, and 
generally can be turned around within 
two weeks. For more information, to 
discuss potential projects, or for assis-
tance with data needs, contact CGIS 
program coordinator Jeff Matson at 
612-625-0081 or jmatson@umn.edu, or 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/cgis.

 ■ The CURA	Dissertation	Research	
Grant	provides one year of support to 
a Ph.D. candidate in good academic 
standing at the University of Minne-
sota for the purpose of completing 
dissertation research on a significant 
issue or topic related to urban areas 
in the upper Midwest region of the 
United States. Recipients must have 
passed the preliminary exam stage and 
have approved dissertation proposals 
by March 1 of the year in which they 
apply for the award. The application 
deadline for the 2013–2014 award 
competition is February 11, 2013. For 
application guidelines or more informa-
tion, contact CURA director Ed Goetz 
at 612-624-8737 or egoetz@umn.edu, or 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/Dissertation.

 ■ The Kris	Nelson	Community-
Based	Research	Program (the 
Nelson Program) provides student 
research assistance to community and 
neighborhood-based organizations 
and suburban government agencies in 
the Twin Cities seven-county metro-
politan area. Priority is given to groups 
serving diverse communities. Projects 
may include any issue relevant to a 
neighborhood or community’s needs 
and interests, including planning, 
program development, or program 
evaluation. Applications from organi-
zations collaborating on a project are 
encouraged. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2013 assistant-
ships (early June through August) is 

March 15, 2013. For more information, 
contact CURA community programs 
assistant Jeff Corn at 612-625-0744 
or curacbr@umn.edu, or visit 
www.cura.umn.edu/nelson-program.

 ■ The Minnesota	Center	for	Neighbor-
hood	Organizing	(MCNO) trains people 
to work effectively in organizing and 
staffing neighborhood organizations. It 
trains new organizers and increases the 
skills of existing neighborhood staff, 
leaders, and volunteers through intern-
ships, workshops, and other programs. 
For more information about MCNO 
and the training opportunities avail-
able, contact Jay Clark at 612-625-2513 
or clark037@umn.edu, or Ned Moore at 
612-625-5805 or nedmoore@umn.edu, 
or visit www.cura.umn.edu/mcno.

 ■ The Neighborhood	Partnership	
Initiative (NPI) promotes vibrant neigh-
borhoods that engage their diverse resi-
dents, build neighborhood resiliency, 
and increase the collective efficacy and 
action in a place. NPI supports place-
based organizing partnerships that 
increase the long-term involvement 
of underrepresented constituencies in 
the leadership and priority setting of 
a neighborhood and organize people 
leading to neighborhood change. Grants 
of up to $10,000 will be awarded to 
successful applicants for a grant period 
of April through November 2013. Part-
nerships applying to NPI must include 
a resident-driven organization serving a 
neighborhood area in Minneapolis or St. 
Paul and at least one of the following: 
a Minneapolis or St. Paul organization 
serving arts, youth, communities of 
color, disabled, or immigrant constitu-
encies. A letter of interest is due by 
January 11, 2013. Promising projects 
will be invited to submit a full proposal, 
due by March 1, 2013. For additional 
eligibility requirements, terms of the 
award, and application procedures, 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/NPI, or 
contact Jeff Corn at 612-625-0744 or 
jcorn@umn.edu.

 ■ The Resilient	Communities	Project 
(RCP) is a year-long partnership 
between the University of Minnesota 
and one local community in Minne-
sota. Through the partnership, students 
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and faculty from across the University 
collaborate with the partner community 
to address its self-defined sustainability-
related needs through course-based 
projects. This collaboration results in 
on-the-ground impact and momentum 
for a community working toward a 
more sustainable and livable future. 
RCP is now accepting proposals from 
communities interested in being the 
community partner for 2013–2014. 
Cities, counties, and clusters of commu-
nities along a transportation corridor, 
around a regional center, or within a 
watershed are eligible to apply. To mini-
mize travel time and costs, applicant 
communities should ideally be located 
within a two-hour drive of Minneapolis. 
Communities located farther away from 
Minneapolis may be considered if the 
applicant contributes additional funds 
for overnight travel costs. The deadline 
for proposals is February 15, 2013. The 
partner community will be selected and 
notified in March 2013. For a complete 
application packet and more infor-
mation about how to apply, contact 
RCP program director Mike Greco at 
mgreco@umn.edu or 612-625-7501, or 
visit the RCP website at rcp.umn.edu 
/home/communities/apply-to-rcp/.

 ■ The Faculty	Interactive	Research	
Program is designed to encourage 
University of Minnesota faculty 
members to carry out research projects 
that involve a significant urban-related 
public-policy issue for the state or its 
communities, and that include active 
engagement with groups, agencies, or 
organizations in Minnesota involved 
with the issue. CURA is now accepting 
proposals for the 2013–2014 competi-
tion. Regular faculty members from 
all University campuses are invited to 
apply. Each award will provide support 
for two pay periods of the faculty 
member’s time in the summer of 2013 
and a half-time graduate research assis-
tant for the 2013–2014 academic year. 
Where appropriate, limited support for 
miscellaneous research expenses can be 
provided. The application deadline is 
February 11, 2013. Grant recipients will 
be notified in March 2013. For addi-
tional eligibility requirements, terms of 
the award, and application procedures, 
contact CURA director Ed Goetz at 
612-624-8737 or egoetz@umn.edu, or 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/FIRP 
/announcement.

 ■ The Fesler-Lampert	Chair	in	Urban	
and	Regional	Affairs is an endowed 
position that supports the research 
activities of a University of Minnesota 
faculty member for work on a project 
related to urban and regional affairs in 
Minnesota. The award is made possible 
through the generosity and vision of 
David and Elizabeth Fesler. Funds may 
be used to obtain release time or other 
support for the project, and may be used 
for either new or current projects. The 
application deadline for the 2013–2014 
academic year competition is February 
11, 2013. Grant recipients will be noti-
fied in March 2013. For additional 
eligibility requirements, terms of the 
award, and application procedures, 
contact CURA director Ed Goetz at 
612-624-8737 or egoetz@umn.edu, or 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/Fesler-Lampert 
/competition.

Hennepin County Aging Initiative Findings 
Available

Increased longevity, the large Baby 
Boomer population, and declining 
birth rates are producing a unique 

shift in the age structure of Minne-
sota.  Serving a growing number of 
older adults in the years ahead will 
create challenges and opportunities 
for local governments and community 
organizations throughout Hennepin 

County, the Twin Cities metro area, 
and the state.

Through reviews of recent research, 
analysis of current local data, and 
focus groups with county residents, 
the Hennepin County Aging Initiative 
aims to help county leaders and stake-
holders understand these changes and 
respond with effective public policy. 

The Hennepin County Research, Plan-
ning and Development Department has 
created a web page to share information 
compiled by its research analysts. To 
access the page, visit www.hennepin.
us/about and select the link to Aging–
Research Findings under Research & 
Data on the lower left side of the page. 
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Program and Staff Updates

The Community	GIS	(CGIS) 
program partnered with the 
U-Spatial (uspatial.umn.edu) office 

at the University of Minnesota this fall to 
offer trainings in web mapping to commu-
nity residents and program staff at the 
Urban Research Outreach and Engagement 
Center (UROC) in North Minneapolis. The 
first two trainings were held in November, 
and CGIS anticipates conducting more 
sessions in January and February of 2013. 
The trainings are first-come, first-served, 
and each session has room for 15 partici-
pants. Contact CGIS staff at jmatson@
umn.edu for more information. CGIS 
Program Director Jeff	Matson was recently 
elected to serve on the National Neighbor-
hood Indicators Project (NNIP) Executive 
Committee for 2013–2015. NNIP is a 
collaboration of the Urban Institute and 
local partners in 37 cities to further the 
development and use of neighborhood-
level information systems for community 
building and local decision-making. In 
November, Matson was invited to teach 
two workshops titled Online Resources 
for Employment and Economic Develop-
ment Data at the Knowledge for Equity 
conference held November 13–14 in Silver 
Spring, MD. Following the conference, 
Matson gave a presentation on his foreclo-
sure research and the North Minneapolis 
Housing Market Index at the Community 
Indicators Consortium Impact Summit 
held November 15–16 in College Park, 
MD. Matson will be teaching a course in 
Urban GIS and Analysis at the University 
of Minnesota during spring semester 2013 
and is currently seeking community-based 
mapping projects for his students. Proj-
ects begin in early February and will be 
completed by mid-May. Contact Matson 
(jmatson@umn.edu, 612-625-0081) if you 
have a proposal for a project. 

In December, the Minnesota	Center	
for	Neighborhood	Organizing	(MCNO) 
bid a fond farewell to Americorp VISTA 
volunteer Brooke Henderson, who lent 
critical support to MCNO’s communi-
cations and neighborhood organizing 
efforts during the last year. She returns 
to her native Ohio to pursue future 
endeavors. With training assistance 
from MCNO, student members of the 
Food Justice Coalition at St. Catherine 
University organized a Second	Annual	
Food	Week	November 26–30.	Intended 
to mobilize students, staff, and faculty to 
promote food justice and increased access 
to local food, the week’s events included a 

presentation from Minnesota Secretary of 
State Mark Ritchie, as well as a gathering 
of student leaders from other campus 
across the Twin Cities. As a result of the 
week’s activities, organizers hoped to gain 
momentum in demanding a university-
wide commitment to 30% local, afford-
able, fair trade, humane, and racially 
equitable food on campus. 

The CURA	Housing	Forum sponsored 
three programs this fall. In September, 
CURA co-sponsored an event with the 
Sabo Center for Citizenship and Learning 
at Augsburg College that	featured George 
Galster, Clarence Hilberry Distinguished 
Professor of Urban Affairs at Wayne State 
University in Detroit, talking about his 
most recent publication, “Neighbor-
hood Social Mix: Theory, Evidence, 
and Implications for Policy and Plan-
ning.” In October, Josh Dye and Dan 
Hylton discussed what is happening in 
the Twin Cities rental market based on 
data in HousingLink’s award-winning 
quarterly report Twin Cities Rental Revue. 
In December, William Weber and Dan 
Handeen from the University of Minne-
sota’s Center for Sustainable Building 
Research discussed the development of 
the Minnesota Sustainable Housing Initia-
tive’s Upstream curriculum, a set of tools 
and training that build the capacity of 
housing developers to assess and opti-
mize potential building sites. Learn about 
upcoming CURA Housing Forums, view 
summaries and materials from these and 
other past forums, or sign up to receive 
announcements of future forums at  
www.cura.umn.edu/housing-forum.

In December, Resilient	Communi-
ties	Project	(RCP) Program Director Mike	
Greco provided an overview of RCP’s 
2012–2013 pilot partnership with the 
City of Minnetonka at a brownbag event 
sponsored by the Minnesota Chapter of 
the American Planning Association. The 
partnership will continue into the spring 
2013 semester. By the end of the academic 
year, RCP will have matched 24 courses 
and 300+ students across 7 colleges at the 
University of Minnesota with more than 
a dozen sustainability-related projects 
proposed by Minnetonka city staff. RCP 
recently issued a request for proposals 
from municipalities interested in being 
the 2013–2014 community partner. See 
the announcement on page 37 or visit  
rcp.umn.edu for more information. 

The Hennepin-University	Partner-
ship	(HUP) is working with a committee 

of Hennepin County middle managers on 
a number of initiatives to streamline the 
connections between Hennepin County 
and the University. One initiative involves 
Hennepin County’s Human Resources 
Department, working with CURA, to 
advise County staff about how to hire and 
effectively work with students. The initia-
tive will help County staff sort through 
the options in hiring a student and 
optimize chances for a good fit for both 
the County and the student. HUP is also 
working with County and University staff 
to select themes for 2013 HUP-sponsored 
events. The group is currently considering 
three possible event themes: environ-
mental justice issues in Twin Cities; what 
human services staff need to know about 
infant brain development; and bridging 
the “digital divide” in an era of E-Govern-
ment. HUP staff will be working with 
County and University contacts to orga-
nize and sponsor events on these topics 
during the next several months.

CURA Associate Director Will	Craig 
was recently inducted into the University 
YMCA Hall of Fame. He was honored for 
many years of service including chairing 
the U-YMCA Board of Management and 
founding the Legacy Committee for 
planned giving. The U-YMCA engages 
University of Minnesota students with 
the community in many ways, including 
tutoring children in the Minneapolis 
Public Schools. As part of the Urban and 
Regional Information Systems Associa-
tion’s (URISA) 50th annual conference, 
Craig (a past president of URISA) contrib-
uted a chapter to an e-book, Foundations 
of Urban and Regional Information Systems 
and Geographic Information Systems and 
Science (www.urisa.org/files/ 
Foundations_FINAL2.pdf), which illus-
trates the many contributions the organi-
zation has made to GIS. 

Esther	Wattenberg, CURA’s policy 
and program coordinator in family and 
child welfare, has completed the sixth 
in a series of reflective seminars for 
child-welfare supervisors and practitio-
ners. “Codes of Silence, Confidentiality, 
and Secrets: Implications for the Child 
Welfare System,” was held on December 
14th, 2012. Professor Wattenberg’s 
spring seminar will focus on “Defining 
Excellence for School-Lined Services.” 
Summaries and other materials from all 
reflective seminars are available at  
www.cehd.umn.edu/ssw/cascw/events 
/past_events/. 
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