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Read what happened in Canton in June 2006 in conjunction with Positive Change Core and how the conference is bearing fruit.

A story from Canton, Ohio, USA- A committed intergenerational group of citizens are using Appreciative Inquiry to go back to the future, and rediscover the flourishing city Canton was – before it became a poor urban community when industry and manufacturing left in more recent times. 
Flourishing Canton Conference Bears Fruit!

By Joyce Lemke 
Can a rust belt community flourish in the early 21st century? A committed group of intergenerational citizens of Canton, Ohio are convinced that it can! Using the Positive Change Core Leap of Learning approach, a community came together in June 2006 to create bold strategies that will contribute to the flourishing of Canton. Energized youth and adult leaders are reaching out to the broader community to develop a youth center “for teens by teens”, a Hometown Canton scholarship program to reduce “brain drain”, and a Youth City Council to advise the Canton City Council on matters impacting all Canton citizens.

When the Canton, Ohio Young Leaders met last January to start planning a Positive Change Core(1) Leap of Learning conference for June 12 and 13, 2006, they had clear ideas. This group of High School juniors and seniors wanted intergenerational conversation; most of the conference time devoted to planning and doing; five really bold strategies to emerge; and to have those strategies really be implemented in our community. Flourishing Canton became the name of the conference and our initiative, with one of the angels that top the Canton

courthouse (created in an earlier flourishing time) as our logo.

In Canton, Ohio a new wind of optimism and hope is blowing through a newly-restored downtown and rebuilt schools. Anew mayor and a determined school superintendent have reenergized a large core group of citizens. School achievement is rising rapidly, graduation rates are up over 20% in the last five years and college-going rates have doubled in the same period.

The group of planners – Young Leaders and interested adults from the community, together with Positive Change Core – were passionate about the future of their city. They began to talk about “Flourishing Canton” as not only possible, but inevitable. They were sure that a bright future was inextricably bound to the schools, the economic health of Canton and the will of its citizens to support the community’s youth.

The Canton Young Leaders met in the summer of 2003, after their freshman year of high school. Identified by their schools as students who had (perhaps unrealized) leadership potential, they had been meeting quarterly each

school year. For many, 2006 was the final year of high school; they wanted to sponsor an event that would have impact far beyond this year, this group of students and this two-day conference. Not so amazingly, for those acquainted with Appreciative Inquiry principles, they got almost everything they planned for!

When the eighty or so participants gathered on June 12, there were Positive Change Core members from Australia, San Diego, Vermont, Massachusetts, New Orleans and across the state who came to support the Flourishing Canton conference.

It was divided into four sections – one half day each for the original four D’s of AI (Discovery, Dream, Design and Destiny). We began with an Appreciative paired interview between a youth and an adult.(2) 
During the two days, three bold strategies were developed to promote a

Flourishing Canton. 
Here is the plan to implement those strategies:

1. First, a Youth City Council to meet regularly to hear issues relevant to the

community’s young people. Canton City Council and the Mayor have approved

(Canton City Council meeting June 15) forming the Canton Youth City Council. The first Canton Youth City Council will be elected this fall.

2. Next, a scholarship program called “Hometown Canton.” The group will target students

in the eighth grade this year to be sponsored for internship and future education

scholarships, with the intention of keeping young people living and working in Canton. The scholarship loans will be forgiven 100% when a graduate comes back to Canton for four years, 75% for three years return to Canton and so on. This group sees Canton as “flourishing” when young people stay or return to their hometown.

3. Third, creating a youth/teen center operated for teens by teens. The first meeting was at a branch of the library in late June. Chester Bowling, of Ohio State University and a Positive Change Core member, is working with the teen center group to support the next steps prescribed by the conference participants:

· Rules made by youth

· A three-level governance process

· A self-supporting/sustaining business plan

When Mayor Janet Weir Creighton asked why a teen center was needed when there are recreation facilities, one young man said “because this is different – this is youth to youth – for youth and by youth.” Several sites are being examined for suitability.
Learnings:

· City councilman Thomas West, participated in the full two days. When we started to discuss Design, he illustrated how steps lead to results by leading us all in the “Hokey-Cokey” (you put your right foot in, your right foot out, right foot in and shake it all about - do the hokey-cokey and turn yourself around, that’s what it’s all about).  Our Design session was a turnaround experience because of the “full-hearted” participation of one caring politician.
· Mayor Janet Weir Creighton also attended both days. She heard the group presentation of the three bold strategies and asked useful and probing questions. Her presence connected city leadership to the Flourishing Canton conversation.

· Canton Schools Superintendent Dianne Talarico came the morning of day two. She reported that five years ago there was a 50% graduation rate from high school; it is now 75%. Three years ago 30% of Canton City School graduates went on to college – it is now up to 65%, even though in 1998 the poverty rate in Canton was 28% and in 2004 (last set of statistics) was up to 70%. Superintendent Talarico said that these changes were not without pain but that her motto is “If you believe and you have the courage to lead then anything is possible.”

· The media was well represented by Mari Moss of P.E.A.C.E. (Positive Events in Arts, Culture and Entertainment) TV from the dedicated Canton City Schools Channel 11, an active participant both days. After the gathering ended Mari invited a group from the Flourishing Canton conversation to appear on her television show, which was broadcast on cable 22 times over the summer.

· Planners envisioned teams of multigenerational graphic recorders providing a visual record of our sessions. Some were trained in Canton in April 2006. Each table had colored pencils and blank paper so participants could experiment with graphic recording on their own. We are convinced the whole-brain engagement contributed to the developing whole-system strategies.

· Each of the half-day sessions began with a case of successful Flourishing Canton programs.
· The closing circle gave each participant time to reflect on the meaning we had made in the two days, and each person’s personal commitments. One of the closing comments (from a young man named Ray): “I know most of you think I wasn’t paying attention – but I was…With enough will and determination, Destiny can change when a person really tries.”
A couple of months after the Flourishing Canton conference, some of the participants sat down to reflect on the effectiveness of our strategy implementation.

When asked how successfully we met our pre-conference goals, there was general agreement that, because of the open minds and hearts of participants, each of the bold strategies is going forward. One of the adults suggested that we exceeded our goals, which she attributed to the synergy created by the Appreciative Inquiry process. In her view, it pushed the group further than we had planned.

Planners also discussed the “three best things” that happened at the conference. Several commented on the remarkable creativity of the groups at work and the high level of positive energy. Some valued the graphic recording (see photos throughout) as a “storyboard” for our work together. There was celebration of the diversity, the high levels of youth participation, the successful creationof a true learning environment and how well such a “maximum mix” worked and played together!
When we listed our “wishes” for the event, one Young Leader wished we had put

something in action right away. An adult group member said she wished the planners had committed to become a steering team to assure full implementation of the three strategies.

Finally, we discussed advice we might give to those who decide to plan a similar Leap of Learning in their own community. We point them to the Leap of Learning document on the PCC website(3) as a good place to begin. We strongly urge that planners are a reflection of the same intergenerational, diverse mix they need for the conference participants. It is also important to ask for a commitment of participants to attend the full conference period -people coming and going is disruptive and makes immersion in the ideas difficult.

One fact is clear: whether the theme is around school, community or organizational issues, a diverse group of intergenerational participants using a strengths-based approach like Appreciative Inquiry will move with great energy toward implementing real objectives at the “speed of imagination.”(4) As Canton Young Leader Shuneka Skinner remarked, “We had two days of creativity and high positive energy that is already contributing to a Flourishing Canton – how great is that?”
-- to contact author Joyce Lemke please email: jole200@yahoo.com

Footnotes

1. The Positive Change Core (PCC) is a virtual global organization that supports schools and youth with strength based processes; specifically Appreciative Inquiry, such as the Leap of Learning in Canton www.postivechangecore.org

2. The workbook is posted on the AI Commons www.appreciativeinquiry.org

3. www.positivechangecore.org

4. As suggested by David Cooperrider, Jane Watkins and Bernard Mohr
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