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Rural Communities May 
Experience Ambiguous Loss
Change – even positive change – often results in feelings of loss.  It may be as seemingly
small as the loss of something familiar, or as large as the loss of a total lifestyle. Rural
Minnesota in general has experienced significant changes over the last few decades.
None of the changes are bad. But they are changes, and rural communities may
experience them as loss, and may deal with them in positive and negative ways.

Some of the many changes include:

• The consolidation of rural schools. The new school may be made up of four or five
towns, and include a bus ride of an hour or more. Much of the identity of a rural
community has revolved around its school. In some areas, half of the population of
a town turns out for school events such as football games or prom grand marches,
even if they don’t have children in school. The loss of a school in a community is
felt deeply. Sharing that identity with another community is a major change.

• The out-migration of youth to more urban areas. In addition to the loss of its
young people, another result is an increase in age of the rural population. (See
related article on aging in rural areas).

• The expansion of rural towns and non-metro area cities (such as Rochester,
Worthington, St. Cloud) into areas that have been solely agricultural until recently.
The development of subdivisions on land that has been farmed for generations is a
change in the look and function of rural communities. 

• Changes in agriculture itself. These include: reduction in the total number of
farms; changes in farming operations from what some describe as small “family
farms” to larger farming operations that are more of a commercial business and
that may seem less personal and idyllic; changes in business and economic
structures of farms; the addition of new forms of energy generation in agriculture -
wind turbines, methane digesters, ethanol plants – that change the look, feel,
sounds and smells of rural communities.

• Changes in the demographics of rural communities. Many rural communities have
had a significant increase in immigrant populations who may not look the same as
the long-time residents, or speak the same language. Immigrants have expressed
that they don’t always feel welcome. In addition, some rural areas have
experienced a large increase in population due to the outgrowth from cities and
towns mentioned above, while other more remote areas have had a significant
population decrease due to lack of jobs and access to services. With all of these
demographic changes, rural communities are experiencing the evolution of the
small, close-knit community they have known for generations, and that may feel
like loss to them.

• Business changes.  Closing or consolidation of major businesses means loss of jobs
and the ending of a major business base in a small community. Closing of small
“main street” businesses, especially in towns near larger cities, results in vacant
spaces and the inability for residents to meet all their purchasing needs locally.

Pauline Boss, professor in Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota,
explains the experiences of loss described above as “ambiguous loss.” Very simply, one
form of ambiguous loss is when something that has been familiar in your life changes in
some way – ranging from mild to major. Boss has spent most of her professional time in
recent years researching, writing and speaking about ambiguous loss.  Her publication,
“Losing a Way of Life: Ambiguous Loss in Farm Families,” specifically discusses how
one segment of the rural population, farm families, have experienced ambiguous loss.
But the concept applies to the losses outlined above as well.

Perhaps individuals and rural communities have experienced these changes as losses
more than we have typically recognized. If that is the case, some of the negative
reactions to changes in their communities may be based on what Boss calls “unresolved
grief,” or the inability to bring things to closure because one is still grieving about it.
Family and community discussions about feelings of collective loss and grief might help
individuals and communities come to peace with the changes.

By Madge Alberts, CYFC Staff
References are included with the web-based version of this newsletter at
www.cyfc.umn.edu/publications/connection

While most of the needs of children,
youth and families in rural Minnesota
are the same as their urban counterparts,
they also face some unique challenges.
This issue of Consortium Connections
addresses several of those challenges,
including some innovative solutions. The

brief nature of this newsletter only
allows us to scratch the surface – many
more areas could easily have been
covered. Additional rural perspectives
will be shared at the Children’s Summit
on June 4, hosted by University of
Minnesota president Robert Bruininks.
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University of
Minnesota Works
in Rural Minnesota
Considerable work at the University of
Minnesota focuses specifically on rural
children, youth, families and communities.
Following is a sampling of some of these
programs/resources.

Center for Small To w n s
w w w. m r s . u m n . e d u / s e r v i c e s / c s t / i n d e x . h t m
The Center for Small Towns is a community
outreach program housed at the University
of Minnesota, Morris (UMM) and serves as
a point-of-entry to resources of U of MN.
Small towns, local units of government, K-
12 schools, non-profit organizations, and
other University units are able to utilize the
C e n t e r ’s resources as they work on rural
issues or make contributions to rural society.

The Quentin N. Burdick Rural
Interdisciplinary Training Program
http://penguin.d.umn.edu/RHS/RHS.html 
This program based at the UMD School of
Medicine supports innovative methods to
prepare health care providers for practice
in rural communities. Students from the
core medical professions learn  together in
a rural educational setting, sharing
learning experiences  and gaining an
understanding and appreciation for the
expertise  each health discipline brings to
the health care team. 

Rural Physician Associate Program 
h t t p : / / w w w. r p a p . u m n . e d u /
R PAP students live and train in non-
metropolitan communities. RPA P ’s goal is to
encourage students to practice in rural areas
throughout the state of Minnesota where
access to care is often not readily available.
64% of the graduates now practicing in
Minnesota do so in rural sites. 

Woodlands Wi s d o m
w w w. w o o d l a n d s w i s d o m . o r g
Woodlands Wi s d o m is a collaboration
between Tribal Colleges and the University
of Minnesota, which seeks to address
chronic health issues in Native American
communities by integrating traditional
Native knowledge with scientific methods of
discovery in a culturally relevant programs
of teaching, research and community
awareness. The goal is to integrate
traditional Native knowledge with western
methodologies to create, promote and
support sustained healing processes of
American Indian communities.

Rural Minnesota Life
h t t p : / / w w w. r u r a l m n . u m n . e d u
A web resource on rural issues compiled by
the College of Human Ecology, Family
Social Science Department.

Expanding Circle: respecting Past,
Preparing for the Future
http://ici.umn.edu /products/curricula.html
A curriculum offering a structured process
and a set of culturally relevant activities to
facilitate successful transition from high
school to Adult Life for American Indian
students. Developed by Jean E. Ness and
Jennifer S. Huisken of the U of MN’s
Institute on Community Integration.

CONSORTIUM CONNECTIONS

Consortium Connections is published twice a year by the
Children, Youth & Family Consortium: A University and
Community Collaboration.

Editor: Madge Alberts

Children, Youth & Family Consortium
McNamara Alumni Center, Suite 270A
200 Oak St. S.E., Minneapolis, MN 55455
612/625-7849 Fax 612/625-7815
email: cyfc@umn.edu
http://www.cyfc.umn.edu

The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity employer
and educator. This publication is available in alternative
formats upon request. Please contact us at the number above.

CONSORTIUM STAFF
Madge Alberts Program Coordinator
Connie Blasing Executive Assistant and Accountant
Michael Brott Community Partnership and

Communications Coordinator
Martha Farrell Erickson Senior Fellow
Yvonne Godber C o o r d i n a t o r, Center of Excellence in 

C h i l d r e n ’s Mental Health
Brian Henk Web Associate
Rebecca Reibestein Project Coordinator
Zoë Wong Office Specialist

CONSORTIUM ADVISORY COUNCIL
Dennis Ahlburg Carlson School of Management, U of M
Roberto Aviña La Familia Guidance Center
Maya Babu America’s Promise, U of M
Michael Benjamin Nat’l Council on Family Relations
Katherine Benson Psychology, U of M, Morris
Peter Benson Search Institute
Blanton Bessinger Children’s Hospitals and Clinics
Kathleen Blatz Chief Justice, Minnesota Supreme Court
Robert Blum* Adolescent Health Program, U of M
Dale Blyth 4-H Youth Development, U of M
Norma Bourland CCC Child Advocacy Network
Marcie Brooke Working Family Resource Center
Lynn Bye Social Work, U of M, Duluth
W. Andrew Collins, Chair Institute of Child 

Development, U of M
Betty Cooke Minnesota Department of Education
Ruth Curwen Carlson Minority & Multicultural Health, 

MDH
Diane Cushman LCESW
Glenace Edwall Children’s Mental Health, DHS
John Finnegan School of Public Health, U of M
Ann Garwick School of Nursing, U of M
Brent Gish Mahnomen Public Schools
Hal Grotevant* Family Social Science, U of M
Mohamoud Hamud Translation Services, U of M, 

Rochester
Fran Hesch Council for Civic Parent Leadership
Jan Hively* College of Continuing Education, U of M
Janice Hogan* Family Social Science, U of M
John Hottinger Minnesota State Senator
Cathy Jordan Depts of Pediatrics & Neurology, U of M
Barb Kimer Achieve! Minneapolis
Ann Kirby-McGill University Relations, U of M
Jean Knaak MN Assoc. for Family and Consumer Sciences
Jim Koppel C h i l d r e n ’s Defense Fund
Jane Kretzmann Bush Foundation
Fred LaFleur Hennepin Cty Community Corrections Dept
Rich Lee Dept of Psychology, U of M
Steve Lepinski Washburn Child Guidance Center
Deborah Levison Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs
Eric Mahmoud Harvest Prep
Jeanne Markell* U of M Extension Service
Sallye McKee Adolescent Health Program, U of M
Phyllis Moen Department of Sociology, U of M
Meghan Kelley Mohs Association of Minnesota Counties
Jim Moller Department of Pediatrics, U of M
Alice Neve St. Paul Public Libraries
Pauline Nickel Southwest ROC, U of M
Jan Ormasa Hopkins Public Schools
Joän Patterson* Maternal and Child Health, U of M
Hal Pickett Division of Child/Adolescent Psychiatry, U of M
Art Rolnick Minneapolis Federal Reserve Bank
Marilyn Sharpe Youth & Family Institute
Ellen Shelton Wilder Research Center
Connie Skillingstad Prevent Child Abuse-MN
Catherine Solheim College of Human Ecology
Barbara Sykora Minnesota State Representative
Frank Symons Educational Psychology, U of M
Mary Tambornino M i n n e t o n k a
Soo-Yin Lim Thompson Early Childhood Education, 

U of M, Crookston
Ly Vang Assoc for the Advancement of Hmong Women in MN
Richard Weinberg* Institute of Child Development, U of M
Susan Jane Wells Social Work/Humphrey Institute, U of M
Oliver Williams* School of Social Work, U of M
Barb Yates Dept. of Human Services
* emeritus

DEANS’ POLICY COUNCIL
Shirley Baugher Dean, College of Human Ecology
Mark Becker Dean, School of Public Health
Brian Atwood Dean, Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs
Christine C. Maziar Executive Vice President & Provost
Charles Casey Dean, U of M Extension Service
Sandra Edwardson Dean, School of Nursing
Vic Bloomfield VP for Research & 

Dean of Graduate School
Deborah Powell Dean, Medical School
Alex Johnson, Jr. Dean, Law School
Steve Yussen Dean, College of Edu. & Human Development

The University of Minnesota
Extension Service
w w w. e x t e n s i o n . u m n . e d u
Although its work is statewide,
including the metro areas, the
Extension Service has 18 Regional
Centers across the state and offices
in nearly every county. Much of
their work focuses on issues
related to rural children, youth,
families and communities. The
Extension Service is the major
educational outreach arm of the
University of Minnesota.



3

Reach for the Sky!
For the last five years the University of Minnesota’s Extension Service has been
quietly making a significant difference in the lives of young people at the Circle
of Life School on the White Earth Indian Reservation in Northern Minnesota.
Reach for the Sky is an innovative program striving to make science and math
more culturally relevant to Anishinabe youth. 

The relationship began in 1998 when Elders from the Reservation invited the
University to collaborate in addressing critical issues on their reservations.
Concern for youth was the top priority. Knowing education is a way out of
poverty, the group agreed to develop a math and science summer school. The
summer program was soon expanded into the school year, bringing in other units
from the University: the Center for 4-H/Youth Development, the Institute of
Technology and the College of Natural Resources. Reach for the Sky was
designed to bring University students and faculty to the Circle of Life School
monthly. The hands-on 4-H type activities and a youth centered perspective
helped make science and math relevant to teens. Reach For The Sky was originally
funded by a NASA grant and later through the Toyota USA Foundation. 

In the last three years, Circle of Life students have experienced the success of seeing
their math proficiency scores catapult from 39% to 73% and their science proficiency
scores increase from 52% in 2002 to 65% in 2004 (based on the standardized Terra
Nova test). At the same time, proficiency scores in English remained constant. By
anyone’s standards this progress gives teenagers enormous hope, pride, and confidence
that they are capable of reaching for the sky and beyond. 

In a place where success is hard to come by, where unemployment is over 50%, where
only 40% of adult have a high school diplomas and little opportunity for work on the
reservation, high school students are challenged to think outside the box. By
collaborating with the University, students at the Circle of Life School learn modern
science, math and engineering through traditional American Indian stories and hands-
on activities. From the beginning of this partnership with the Ojibwa community,
combining western science and Anishinabe way of life has been integral to the
program’s success. Involving elders as teachers and targeting programs to students’
interests has also increased student understanding.

Reservation Elders and University students and faculty are involved
together in teaching Circle of Life students that math, science and
technology are part of their daily lives. There’s geometry in building birch
bark canoes, moccasins and snowshoes, chemistry in maple syrup, and
biology in harvesting deer. Students learn engineering and technology by
studying rocket science, bike design, vehicle assembly, and small engine
repair. Weaving traditional skills and knowledge with modern science has
energized community involvement.

“Bringing community members and elders along with the University
faculty has enriched the Native perspective on science and math and made
it relevant to these students’ lives,” says Mitch Vogt, Principal of Circle of
Life School. “If it hadn’t been for the involvement of these (caring) adults,
students would not have gained the much-valued perspective of how
Indians dealt with math and science before text books.” Mike Bellanger, a
community leader,  said “I never saw myself as a teacher before, but
through this program I have shared skills in welding and small engines that
these students can use for a lifetime.”

This connection with the University is helping Elders on the White Earth
Reservation leave a legacy of improving the lives of their children. The
improvement goes far beyond science and math.

Since the program’s inception, high school graduation rates at the Circle of
Life School have increased from 35% in 2002 to 58% in 2003. School
attendance increased from 80% to 87%, and graduates are beginning to
consider college as a real option. Principal Vogt and science teacher Steve Furuseth have
been recognized nationally for achievements by the BIA’s schools. In addition, the BIA
has awarded the White Earth Reservation a new K-12 school that will include a full shop
and science lab for the high school. 

Reach for the Sky has demonstrated how to successfully collaborate with communities
around youth. It gives all of us hope. For years, children living on Indian Reservations
have been plagued by lagging and neglected educational standards. Program after
program has failed. Reach for the Sky has proven that when delivered in the right
environment, math, science and technology skills are not only within a student’s reach
...they are achievable.

By Stephan Carlson, Professor and Extension Educator
Center for 4-H/Youth Development, University of Minnesota Extension Service

References are included with the web-based version of this newsletter at
www.cyfc.umn.edu/publications/connection

“There’s geometry in building birch bark
canoes.”

“Students learn engineering and
technology by studying bike design.”

Photos courtesy of the 
Circle of Life School.
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Aging in Rural Areas
Although most of us do not live on a farm today and many will
never reside in a rural area, we carry our family’s oral histories
of what life was like “way back then.” or we are likely to have
an idyllic, often media-influenced, notion about the quality of
life in rural areas. These images frequently are characterized
by highly romanticized visions of peaceful slow-paced living,
beautiful natural environments, and sustainable community
and informal support. When examined more objectively,
however, rural residents,
regardless of age,
consistently have limited
access to health care,
limited or no access to
public transportation, and
experience higher rates of
poverty than their urban
counterparts. Compared
to their urban
counterparts, rural elders
have poorer health, less
formal education, lower
life-long earnings, and
often live in housing that
is in poorer condition and
worth less.1,2

For almost two decades, I
have been interested in
factors that affect the
quality of life for older
adults, especially those
who are growing old in
rural areas. Briefly, I want
to highlight an important,
but often slighted, factor
that affects quality of life
for elders, including those in rural areas – this factor is
depression. I am a relatively new resident of the state of
Minnesota so I cannot speak personally of local research
findings. I will provide information from earlier work in
Kentucky and interface findings with census information to
briefly suggest that depression is an issue that deserves
increasing attention for persons growing old in rural areas,
including Minnesota.

Research focusing on elders generally reports four findings
that are relevant here.

First, rates of depression for older adults range from 15-20%.3
Second, rural elders are reported by some to have less
depression compared to elders in urban areas.4 Third, elders
growing old in rural areas are surrounded by strong social
support systems.5 And fourth, the shortage of mental health
professionals is perhaps the most formidable health care
challenge for rural areas.1

Nationally, about 25% of the older adult population live in
rural areas6 and the proportion of elders living is rural areas is
higher than that in urban places (14.7% vs. 11.0%).1 Rural
areas have higher proportions of elders because younger
family members leave the area for educational and
employment opportunities in urban areas, older family
members living in rural areas are aging-in-place, and some

elders are migrating to rural areas especially if these places are
recognized as areas of natural beauty and/or recreational
centers with outdoor amenities.2

Factors that affect all elders within a rural community
(community infrastructure, population decline/growth) as well
as individual factors (isolation from family, death of spouse
and/or long-time friends and neighbors, and failing health)

increase the likelihood that
individuals will suffer from
depression. In a comparison of
depressive symptoms among older
women living in rural and urban
areas in Kentucky, similar rates of
depression were found.
Approximately 15% of urban
women and 18% of rural women
were identified as depressed.
However, rural older women
reported significantly fewer
persons on whom they could rely
for support.

How do we integrate these
disparate pieces of information to
say something about depression
and rural elders?

First, significant and increasing
numbers of older adults are aging
in rural areas, including Minnesota.
Review of 2000 census data
indicates that, with the exception of
the Twin Cities metro, its adjacent
counties, and Olmsted county,
most counties have fewer than 100

persons per square mile.7 The issues identified consistently as
affecting rural communities’ abilities to provide access to care
– especially mental health care – are likely to also be relevant
to elders living in rural areas of Minnesota.

Second, my earlier work suggests that depression is an issue
for significant numbers of older adults – even those living in
rural areas. In our examination of older women, the
proportion identified as depressed was slightly higher for rural
women than for their urban counterparts, and both groups
had rates of depression consistent with a large number of
previous studies. Additionally, results of this study also suggest
that long-held assumptions concerning rural elders’ social
support systems might no longer be applicable. Recent
changes in rural population distributions may have left some
older adults with few or no family members living nearby who
could be called upon to provide assistance when needed.
And finally, as we address issues of health care shortages in
rural Minnesota and elsewhere in the nation, we must address
mental health as an aspect of health care.

By Dr. Jan McCulloch, Professor and Department Head, University
of Minnesota, College of Human Ecology, Family Social Science

References are included with the web-based version of this newsletter
at www.cyfc.umn.edu/publications/connection
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Resource Distribution and Rural Minnesota Schools
“Even though it costs smaller districts incrementally more per
pupil to educate their students, there is no mechanism of
adjustment…to correct for this factor.”

The current per pupil model of funding for Minnesota schools
places rural schools at a disadvantage.  Schools that have a
high enrollment of students receive a higher share of their
funding from the state, yet are able operate on less financing
because their overhead costs have been met.   In contrast,
rural schools that often have smaller numbers of enrolled
students may not receive enough funding to meet overhead
costs.  Rural schools have to depend heavily on local levies for
educational funding, and are still faced with the challenges of
poor environmental conditions and providing stable building
maintenance.  Many times, rural schools are forced to cut
curriculum offered to students as a result of these challenges.

Local referendum further complicates rural school district
funding.  Districts are allowed to enhance their revenues with
local referendum, and the average Minnesota school district
raises about $406 per student. Smaller schools, however,
require at least $665 per student or 63.7% more in local
referendum due to lower student enrollment that results in a
smaller share of state funding.1

The effects of inadequate state funding and insufficient
augmentation through local referendum have caused many
rural schools to have more problems with infrastructure,
resources, and staffing than districts with more state funding
as well as districts that receive higher referendum amounts
(above the state median). The following statistics illustrate the
problem.

• 0.8% of schools in large districts need replacement while
6.3% of buildings in small districts need replacing.

• 12% of the smallest districts offer French classes,
compared to 91% of the largest districts.

• Over 25% of small
school districts have
difficulty attracting
teachers, compared
to 0% of the largest
school districts.1

Research indicates that
students in smaller school
settings often score
higher on student
performance than do
larger schools.  In fact,
many large schools
organize their student
bodies into smaller units
to compensate for this
performance finding.  Yet
student performance is
also greatly affected by
poor environmental
conditions.  How can we
insure that our small,
rural schools receive

adequate financial funding from the state to overcome
environmental issues and raise student performance?

University of Minnesota Morris Associate Professor of
Political Science and Public Policy specialist, Gregory R.
Thorson, Ph.D., has been researching this topic.  He proposes
a new model of state funding for education that would help
address this issue.  Dr. Thorson suggests the following
adjustment to the state’s funding formula in order to help
offset the per-pupil cost disparity between large and small
schools:  The state is currently provides districts with $4,601
per student.  Policymakers should consider increasing this
amount by 8% for each district’s first 500 students ($4,969)
and 4% for the next 500 students ($4,785 for students 501-
1,000).  All additional students beyond the first 1,000 in each
district would be funded at the $4,601 level.

This model not only captures the true costs of education
based on the findings of discrepancies in infrastructure,
resources and staffing between small and large school
districts, but more importantly, it allows students in smaller
districts the opportunity to raise performance levels, enabling
all school districts to benefit.  In 2003, Thorson’s proposal
would have cost approximately $77 million (less than 2
percent of total education funding). Thorson’s proposal has
been introduced as a bill in the legislature, and testimony has
been presented. 

For more information, visit the Center for Rural Policy and
Development website:
www.mnsu.edu/ruralmn/pages/Publications/publications

Prepared jointly by Dr. Gregory R. Thorson, and Zoe Wong, 
CYFC staff

References are included with the web-based version of this newsletter
at www.cyfc.umn.edu/publications/connection
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CONSORTIUM CALENDAR

Spring-Summer  2004

June 4
The Squeeze: Helping Low-Income
Families in an Era of Dwindling
R e s o u r c e s, the 2004 CLASP Audio
Conferences Series: Financing
Child Welfare Reform, is being held
Fridays, from 12:30 p.m. to 1:30
p.m.  Great discounts for the whole
6-call series and for on-line credit
card orders! For information and to
o r d e r, visit: www. c l a s p s t o r e . o r g

June 8 – 9
Second Annual Symposium on Small
To w n s, co-sponsored by the Center
for Small Towns and the Minnesota
Association of Small Cities, is
focusing on the uniqueness of small
towns and rural areas.  This two-day
event features opportunities to learn
and discuss how rural communities
are adapting to current challenges.
This symposium is a part of the
P r e s i d e n t ’s 21st Century Inter-
disciplinary Conferences Series of
the U of MN, and is located on the
campus of the U of MN, Morris.
For updated information, visit
w w w.centerforsmalltowns.org and
click on “Symposium” or call the
Center for Small Towns at (320)
5 8 9 - 6 4 5 1 .

June 8, 9, 15 and 16
The U of MN Extension Service -
Parents Forever program is offering
workshops for providers of parenting
education and services for divorcing
and unmarried parents. T h e s e
workshops will introduce several
new Parents Forever resources:
”Padres para siempre”, a divorce
education program for Spanish
speaking families; “We Agree:
Creating a Parenting Plan;” A
research update on the impact of
divorce on children.  For locations
and more details, visit
w w w. p a r e n t i n g . u m n . e d u .

June 10 - 12
Crossroads: Critical Issues in
Community-Based Research
P a r t n e r s h i p s, will critically analyze
the factors that contribute to
effective and ineffective research
partnerships. This event takes place
in Hartford, Connecticut. Vi s i t
w w w.incommunityresearch.org for
updates, registration information,
agenda and related events, or call
(860) 278-2044 for more
i n f o r m a t i o n .

June 11 and 18
Legal Issues Child Maltreatment
Child Welfare Course, SW 5810
Legal Issues Child Maltreatment
Child Welfare.  Students will
become familiar with substantive
legal issues impacting child
maltreatment cases. 1 credit or
audit, 8:00am-4:00pm Friday, June
11 and 18, in Peters Hall 280, St.
Paul Campus, U of MN.

June 21 - 22
Addressing Health Disparities:
“Building Blocks for Healthy
Families and Communities:
Addressing Health Disparities, “
Sponsored by the Maternal and
Child Health Program School of
Public Health, U of MN.  This
Institute is designed for individuals
who are committed to providing
programs, creating policies and
conducting research that will
improve the social conditions and
the quality of life for ALL
members of our society.  For more
information, please contact Jan
Pearson at pearson@epi.umn.edu
or 612.626.8644.  Conference
registration materials are posted on
our web site at:
www.epi.umn.edu/mch.

“Children’s mental health is an important
issue everywhere, both urban and rural.
We are not special in that regard,” says
Dan Wilson, director of the Northwest
Mental Health Center, a not for profit
organization in Crookston, Minnesota.

Yet five counties in northwest Minnesota
have been doing something special to
address this issue.  Kittson, Marshall,
Norman, Polk and Red Lake counties
share a common geography and geology as
a glacial lakebed, a deteriorating economy,
a decade of weather and crop disasters
and a history of collaboration in the face
of adversity.

In response to children’s mental health
issues, the counties have developed the
foundations of a System of Care, a natural
next step in institutionalizing collaborative
work.  Guiding the evolution of this
System of Care is the Northwest Council
of Collaboratives, a regional partnership
made up of County Collaboratives,
Community Coordinating Councils,
County Care Teams and flexible services,
in a unified strategy to increase capacity,
improve quality and integrate services
from the five counties.

The Council of Collaboratives is a
voluntary association of 38 agencies
including school districts, county social
service agencies, the regional mental
health provider, community corrections,
public health nursing services, community
action agencies, and law enforcement.  It
is supported through a dues structure, and
governed by a representative board
appointed by the collaboratives.

Wilson attributes the success of this
collaboration to a few key factors. “In
northwestern Minnesota, most
collaboratives adopted a standard that the
governance membership had to be the
CEO of the agency.  This contributed to a
level of sanction of the collaborative
process that has translated into
interagency commitment.  In doing so,
each CEO was committing him/herself to
typically one meeting a month of face to
face interaction and active addressing of
the needs of children and families.  The
process resulted in a progressive growth in
interagency trust and an elevated and
shared understanding of the needs of
children and families.  In addition, the
process has contributed to a better focus
on mission, including the collective
development of a prevention strategy to
address issues that no single agency could
do alone. 

The partnership has resulted in two major
successes to date.  Four years ago, the
partnership succeeded in becoming one of
the first 50 Safe Schools sites, with
approximately one million dollars per year
in prevention funds. A second successful

Safe Schools initiative was awarded last
year, providing three years of prevention
funding for the five counties.  The funding
supports a unique network of public and
private partners, all members of the
Council, and all committed to positive
change for kids and families. 

Recently, the partners sponsored another
major System of Care proposal to the
federal government that would further
develop the shared capacity to address
essentially all needs of children and
families at the local level.  If funded, the
partners would use their network to bring
their local System of Care to full scale
including: 1) a matured service network to
better serve children and families and
deliver intended outcomes; 2) a service
capacity expanded to address 200 more
families per year; 3) parents included as
equal partners; 4) youth involved in
designing services, and in shaping their
transitions to adulthood; and  5) minority
families better served with earlier
interventions, no longer over-represented
among children in out of home
placements and/or having dropped out of
school.

Though relatively new, the Council has
already been successful in building a web
site, receiving over 7,000 hits per week
(www.councilofcollaboratives.org).  This
site provides a platform for interagency
communication with plans for a menu of
family-centered information accessible to
both limited English proficient and
English proficient populations.  “We
embrace technology as a vehicle for gluing
us together across the large distances we
traverse,” explains Wilson. 
Wilson notes that this ability to compete
for outside funding through cooperation
has proven to be successful and also
further contributes to the sense that “we
are all in this together.” 

The challenge of moving from a
collaboration to a system of care presents
a serious but attainable goal for the 38
members represented in the Council of
Collaboratives.  For the last half decade,
the partnership has matured and the
shared competency developed such that
“system” is no longer a theoretical
discussion.  It is now the agenda for today
and tomorrow.

Prepared jointly by Dan Wilson, director of the
Northwest Mental Health Center, and Rebecca
Reibestein of the CYFC staff.

Members of the Northwest Minnesota Council
of Collaboratives include: Area Special
Education Cooperative; Kittson County Public
Health; Kittson County Social Services;
Norman County East Public Schools; Norman
County West Public Schools; Northwest
Community Action; Northwestern Mental
Health Center, and Polk County Collaborative.

Facing Challenges with Collaborations
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June 21 - 24
Youth Intervention Summer
Institute: Bridging the Gap with
Challenging Youth
Sponsored by the Yo u t h
Intervention Programs Association
and the University of St Thomas,
St Paul, MN.  Featuring leading
experts in the field: Anne Gearity,
Ph.D., LICSW; Dave Wi l m e s ,
M.A.; Willie Winston, Ph.D.; Tr i s h
Beuhring, Ph.D. An in-depth
training opportunity focusing on
practical application of theory and
methods and providing
participants with the necessary
constructs to apply the teachings
in their respective settings/locales.
Early registration by May 15th is
$295 Non-YIPA Members, $250
Y I PA Members and Groups of 4
or more.  Graduate Credit and
CEUs (24+) are available.  For
more information or to register, 
go to: www.mnyipa.org or call 
6 1 2 - 8 2 4 - 3 1 8 9 .

July 9
The Squeeze: Helping Low-Income
Families in an Era of Dwindling
Resources, the 2004 CLASP Audio
Conferences Series: Financing
Child Welfare Reform, is being
held Fridays, from 12:30 p.m. to
1:30 p.m.  Great discounts for the
whole 6-call series and for on-line
credit card orders! For information
and to order, visit:
www.claspstore.org

July 9, 2004:
Disconnected Youth: Educational
Pathways to Reconnection, Rob
Ivry, Senior Vice President,
MDRC; Nan Poppe, Executive
Dean, Continuing Education,
Portland Community College; Jack
Wuest, Executive Director,
Alternative Schools Network,
Chicago

July 28 - 31
30 Years of Celebrating Families.
The North American Council on
Adoptable Children (NACAC) will
hold its 30th anniversary
conference in Minneapolis,
Minnesota.  This event is open to
everyone interested in the welfare
of children and families, including
adoptive and foster parents,
kinship providers, child welfare
professionals, and other child
advocates.  For more information,
visit www.nacac.org, e-mail
info@nacac.org, or call 651-644-
3036, Hyatt Regency, Minneapolis,
MN.

September 20 – 21
2004 Minnesota Mentoring
Conference, at the Continuing
Education and Conference Center
on the St. Paul Campus of the
University of Minnesota.  Featured
keynote speaker will be Dr. Susan
Weinberger, the founder and
President of the Mentor
Consulting Group, is an
international consultant on
mentoring. Susan was a pioneer in
the creation of school based
mentoring in America. On
Tuesday a Town Hall forum and
the presentation of the 2004 Angel
of Mentoring Awards will occur.
The forum will include how
Minnesota can continue to move
the mentoring movement further,
farther and faster. Cost is
$150/person for two days. Group
rates are available. An early bird
discount is available for people
who register by May 31, 2004.
Discount does not apply to group
rate.  Registration and information
for the Mentoring Conference are
now available at:
www.mentoringworks.org/Mentor_
Conference.html. You may also
call 612-370-9180 or email
mentor@mentoringworks.org for
more information.

CONSORTIUM UPDATE
CYFC Staff Changes
Jenny Keyser and Joan Sykora have taken new positions outside the University.
Jenny, former CYFC associate director and interim director, is now the Executive
Director of the Higher Education Consortium for Urban Affairs based in the Twin
Cities.  Joan, CYFC’s first public education and policy coordinator, has accepted a
position as researcher for the Ministry of Social Development in Wellington, New
Zealand. A search is currently under way for a new CYFC director.

Students gaining experience at CYFC
Three students are working with The Center of Excellence in Children’s Mental Health.
Nick Leonard, graduate student in the U of MN School Psychology Program, has
helped plan events and meetings, and is actively developing materials for CECMH
website.  Cory Berkenes, a senior at Wartburg College with a major in Psychology, is
working with CYFC for a one-month internship contributing to the Center’s everyday
activities, including meeting minutes, writing articles, and conducting literature reviews.
Anne Snow is a research assistant in the U of MN Psychiatry department, and
volunteering time to understand policy and practice issues surrounding children’s
mental health before beginning graduate school in the fall.  She is helping with the
development a state-wide infrastructure for promoting the adoption of evidence-based
practices in the field. www.cmh.umn.edu

Second series of Capitol Conversations
CYFC hosted the second series of Capitol Conversations between university faculty
and legislators.  Held during three consecutive weeks in February, the Conversations
this year focused on Supporting Minnesota’s Teachers, Violence Prevention and
Learning and Development in Out of School Hours. Details and minutes from these
events can be found on the CYFC policy website at:
http://www.cyfc.umn.edu/policy/capcon/index.html

CONNECTION CORNER

“Lessons From the Field: Strategies for
Working with Depressed Mothers and
Their Infants,” was hosted April 28 by the
Center of Excellence in Children’s Mental
Health and the Irving B. Harris Training
Center.  Led by Jill Simon, LICSW, the

presentation was designed for early
intervention and prevention practitioners.
The event was filled to capacity. Jill Simon
will be repeating this presentation on June
18 in Walker, Minnesota.

The University of Minnesota Extension
Service hosted a series of research
updates, “What’s New with Teenagers and
Their Families” around the state, as part
of a series of workshops for professionals

who work with families of teens,
addressing the challenges of parenting
teenagers.
www.shouldertoshoulderminnesota.org

Lessons From the Field: Strategies for Working with
Depressed Mothers and Their Infants

What’s New with Teenagers and Their Families

The Minnesota Council on Family
Relations hosted its Spring Conference,
“Family Connections Across the Lifespan;
Intergenerational Aging,” on April 22.
The keynote speaker was Vern Bengtson,
AARP University Chair in Gerontology

and professor of sociology at the
University of Southern California.  The
conference goal was to integrate research
from the family field and gerontology,
shedding light on applications usable in a
variety of situations.

Family Connections Across the Lifespan; Intergenerational Aging

Minnesota Children’s Summit 2004 
Staying Strong through Challenge and Change
Middle childhood and the transition to adolescence 

June 4, 2004

Convened by the University of Minnesota President Robert H.
Bruininks as part of the multi-year President’s Initiative on
Children, Youth and Families. This Summit focuses on issues
relating to middle childhood and the transition to adolescence.
This is an invitational event, and although space is limited, the
Summit will be available for viewing via web-cast as well as
broadcast to University of Minnesota coordinate campuses. See
www.childrenssummit.umn.edu for more details or contact the
University of Minnesota’s Children, Youth & Family Consortium
at cyfc@umn.edu, (612) 625-7849.



Who’s The Consortium?

Andrew Collins, professor in the Institute of
Child Development at the University of
Minnesota, accepted two major new roles this
year as chair of CYFC’s Advisory Council and
chair of the Children’s Summit. He has been
giving overall guidance for the Summit
Planning, and has provided tremendous
support for CYFC staff during the time of
transition due to personnel changes.

Ann Hill, ombudsperson for families for the
State of Minnesota, is a member of the
advisory committee for “Our Children: Our
Future”, a Minnesota community advocacy
project led by a diverse group of
organizations who have come together around
the issue of Minnesota children who do not
live at home. She has provided an important
perspective to CYFC on out of home
placement issues related to both urban and
rural children. 

Dan Wilson is the director of the Northwest
Mental Health Center in Crookston. Dan has
been an integral partner in the development
of the Northwest Council of Collaboratives, a
partnership whose current focus is addressing
children’s mental health issues in one area of
rural Minnesota. He is also a member of the
planning committee for the 2004 Children’s
Summit.

Lynn Bye is assistant professor in the M.S.W.
program at the University of Minnesota
Duluth and a member of the CYFC Advisory
Council.  She currently teaches a variety of
courses in the Department of Social Work.
Her areas of special interest are school social
work, social skills assessment and
development, cultural competence, and
group work. 

And the Consortium is YOU!

ONLI N E AT— W W W.CY F C.UM N.E DU
Minnesota Rural Partners
www.minnesotaruralpartners.org

Minnesota Rural Partners (MRP) is Minnesota’s rural development organization.
MRP works with organizations throughout the state to create, promote, and sustain
initiatives that will increase the visibility of rural communities and help rural
communities thrive in today’s economic environment focusing on access to financial
capital, healthcare, education and culture, and community design.

Child Care Use by Low Income Rural Families
www.hhp.umd.edu/FMST/fis/short%20report%20color.pdf

“Rural, low income families face particular challenges because of more limited
employment opportunities, few services available and transportation challenges.
Policies and programs to support rural, low income families must address these
unique challenges.”  This report reflects data from 354 mothers with at least one child
under 13 in 12 states.  Mothers in the study were eligible for Food Stamps and/or
WIC and lived in counties with the lowest population density and greatest distance
from urbanized areas. Information was gathered through interviews, later transcribed
and coded for qualitative and quantitative analysis. 

National Association For Rural Mental Health
www.narmh.org/

The National Association for Rural Mental Health (NARMH) was founded in 1977 in
order to develop and enhance rural mental health and substance abuse services and
to support mental health providers in rural areas.

Rural Policy Research Institute
www.rupri.org

The Rural Policy Research Institute (RUPRI) conducts policy-relevant research and
facilitates public dialogue to assist policymakers in understanding the rural impacts of
public policies and programs. The institute is involved in rural policy issues such as
health care, telecommunications, finance, welfare reform, community decision
support and community/regional economic analyses. RUPRI is a publicly grant-
funded research institute.

Rural Families Speak
ruralfamilies.umn.edu

Rural Families Speak Project is a multi-state longitudinal research project.  The
overall purpose of the research is to assess changes in the well-being and functioning
of rural families in the context of policies that reform welfare.


