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COMMUNITY ACTION AGE  NCY
OF ST. CLAIR COUNTY

Discovering the Missing Pieces for
Helping People Move Out of Poverty
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Dear Friends:

| believe that in order to change something, you must first understand it.
We have been putting that philosophy into action as we have
undertaken an internal assessment of how we do business. Our
fundamental mission is to provide a pathway for individuals and families

'to move out of poverty to self-sufficiency. How we have conducted

business in the past has not allowed us to meet that fundamental
mission more than with a nominal few. We have, to a great extent, real-

l'y been in the Dbusiness of providin
byé in poverty.

A few years ago, | had the privilege of meeting Dr. Donna Beegle at a
conference where she was speaking. | was intrigued with her story of
growing up poor and how she ended up becoming successful and a
nationally recognized expert in poverty. Her story and model for moving
people from poverty to success challenged me to reassess my beliefs
about poverty and people in poverty. In 1961, President John F.
Kennedy said:o The great enemy of the drut .
deliberate, contrived, and dishonest, but the myth 0 persistent, persua-
sive, and Mmsteadfi sus chedol i eve t he myt
the poor from the media, education, family and friends. In order to really

have an impact on lives, we must not base our operations on myths.

The following statements are true and directly refute widely -held myths:

1 Poverty is not solely a minority issue. Poverty crosses racial and
ethnic lines and impacts all of us.

1 Government assistance is completely inadequate and discourages
independence. Other countries have been far more successful in
providing government assistance that encourages independence
in a respectful and helpful manner.

T Soci al mobility 1is not easily ac
your bootstrapsdé is a colorful m
people in poverty, regardless of how hard they work.

1 Education is not readily available, accessible, or equal in quality to
all people.

1 People in poverty are not lazy and do care about their children.

The conference that was held in September that featured Dr. Beegle was

the beginning of a new way of thinking at CAASCC. As new funds be-

come available, we will be looking at how they affect individuals and the
community in the long term. We are looking at how we can build
relationships rather than just cond
such wonder ful companions so far, tI
on this new journey. Letds find n
neighbors o together.

BeSt Régards® °
Melinda K. Johnson
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asuccess flows not from any single approach or silver bullet but from millions upon millions of indi-
vidual face-to-face actions and transactions. Success Iis marked by the rebirth of hope, opportunity

and freedomfihope for a

better [/ fe, free from want,
i -President Kennedy, Inaugural Address (1960)
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2010
Poverty Education and
Opportunity Conference

On September 79, 2010 the Community Action Agency of St. Clair County, in collaboration with the

St. Clair County Voices for Action Region V Subegional Committee and numerous community
partners, hosted a three-day conference focused on poverty. Dr. Donna Beegle, the guest speaker,
shared her oOpoverty to successoO story, with humo
work with the poor, interested community members, and those who are currently living in poverty.

Dr. Beegle grew up in generational poverty, dropped out of school at age 15 to marry and had two
children. By age twenty-five she was divorced, unemployed and poor. Her story continued with her
becoming the first in her family to graduate and get a college degree, eventually earning a doctoral
degree in educational leadership. Her story is important in that she shares the specific types of
barriers she encountered and what assisted her in overcoming those barriers. Most important were
individuals who were able to communicate opportunities, provide assistance, and develop a
relationship with her built upon respect, understanding, and the expectation/belief that she had the
potential to be successful. These individuals included local community action agency staff, teachers,
financial aid advisors, and many more.

Taking her own life experiences and studying poverty as an academic subject, Dr. Beegle has
developed a model that can help people move out of poverty. The primary premise for the model is
the need for individuals who understand poverty to act as navigators for those in poverty to move to
selfsufficiency. This is a higher level of activity than the work most of us in human services
traditionally undertakes every day, which typically includes processing paperwork and providing
items needed for basic survival.

oThere are among us chil dren who s/l eep in hunger
every color and every tribe. We ought not find their suffering easier to accept because they are not
/1 ke us. We ought to realize that the dig
fi APitts, 2006




Day one of the conference provided training for those in the
community who were interested in becoming a Navigator. A
total of fifty-five individuals in St. Clair County committed to
becoming a Navigator, and being available to the participants of
the day three Opportunity Conference. The purpose of the Nav-
igator isto help an adult facing crisis or crossroad to explore and
select a responsible course that will meet their immediate need
and set the course for realizing safer, stable and more  produc-
tive circumstance. The Navigators agreed to share their networks
and community relationships to help navigate systems to
achieve the participantds goal s.

Day two of the cobPoleeyl®ldc edpravi o
over 300 attendees at McMorran Auditorium. After sharing her
story, Dr. Beegle provided a basic education on poverty,
including the following:
1 The difference between immigrant and generational
poverty
1 The confounding of race and class issues and the
meaning of cultural competence related to poverty
1 The barriers faced by people in poverty when dealing
with educators and social service providers
T How to change communication styles to reduce conflict
1 Understanding oral and print cultures and the impact on
communication breakdown
T Motivation of those in poverty
T How to frame goals from the perspective of those in
poverty

Day three of the conference was an Opportunity Conference for
people living in poverty. Approximately two hundred individuals

participated. Designed to be fun and educational, the purpose
was to build hope, motivation and skills for transitioning out of
poverty. The day culminated with the introduction of the fifty -five
Navigators, who exchanged personal contact information

through an address book that was given to every Opportunity

Conference participant. Day care and transportation were
provided for all those who needed it. Breakfast and lunch were
provided to all participants. Prizes were given throughout the
day and all participants received a bag full of goodies and
community resources at the conclusion of the event.



