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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to outline the Center for the Study of Poverty and Student Achievement.  Its purpose is aimed at improved teaching and learning through training, research, and support for educators and others who work in schools and communities of poverty. In addition to the need, the paper identifies the major initial elements for the center’s success. These components include training for educators and others working with children in poverty, research of teaching to identify best practices, dissemination of research results, collaboration among educators and others in the community who provide services and training, and development of training modules for pre-service teachers.  

Mission of the Center 

To support and extend the work of educators who assist those affected by poverty, through research and training.

Vision of the Center
The Center recognizes that the causes of poverty are multi-faceted and the effects of poverty are far-reaching. Our vision is to create a center that uses an interactive, multi-disciplinary approach involving partnerships between education and community—each partner pursuing individual, yet related goals—to increase student learning and improve the lives of those affected by poverty.  In essence, the vision is about leveling the playing field to ensure that all children have an opportunity to learn.  Consequently, the following vision statement has been adopted:

All children will have an opportunity to learn, achieve, and reach their full potential, regardless of the economic conditions that surround them. 
Background

Pittsburg State University, located in Pittsburg, Kansas, has a student population of slightly over 6,700 students, serving a region that includes eastern Kansas, northeast Oklahoma and southwest Missouri. Rural poverty plagues the primary service region of the university and poses specific challenges for students entering the workforce who may interact with children and adults affected by poverty. 

Poor academic achievement among students living in poverty and the challenge facing educators to meet the needs of these students in the classroom prompted a conversation in the University’s College of Education in the fall of 2004. While considering solutions to enhance the capacity of education and medical professionals and others to support student learning, the concept to develop a center focusing on poverty and learning surfaced. This concept received strong encouragement and support from the faculty throughout the campus. As a result of this enthusiasm and countless offers for involvement in the development of this idea, an internal workgroup was formed to create the initial center concept.  

In February of 2005, the work group comprised of 8 University faculty members representing the College of Education and the College of Arts and Sciences was formed to develop a mission, vision and goals for such a center and to create a plan for its establishment.  Services of a contract facilitator were employed to create a sense of openness and collaboration with interested parties. Input was solicited regarding the center concept, needs and possible areas for service by two methods: 

· Key partners within the University and the region were interviewed

· Two focus groups were conducted with local and regional stakeholders 

· The first session targeted superintendents of regional districts where poverty is prevalent; 

· The second session targeted local community service organizations. 

As a result of this information gathering process and subsequent planning, Pittsburg State University proposed the establishment of The Pittsburg State University Center for the Study of Poverty and Student Achievement, an organization within the university that focus its attention on poverty and its impact on student learning.  The PSU CSPSA Center offers service to the region, research opportunities, expanded collaborative funding possibilities, and ultimately, aims to impact the transformation of the existing teacher preparation program.  

In addition to the campus at Pittsburg, PSU has established the KC Metro Center in Lenexa, Kansas, which offers education and business classes in the Kansas City metropolitan area. The university, in cooperation with Kansas City, Kansas, Public Schools, has initiated the KCK Fellows program to increase the number of individuals who become secondary teachers in the school district.  This district had a history of needing more teachers interested in teaching in areas of economic and social need. 






The Call to Action  
Analysis of primary and secondary service areas of the university indicates students from 20 counties comprise the majority of enrollment for the University. The PSU service area encompasses 16 counties in Kansas, and 23 counties in Missouri and Oklahoma. Placement statistics for the College of Education show 89% of responding 2004 PSU graduates returned to these areas to begin their teaching careers. In Kansas three distinct areas have emerged, which include the primary PSU service region in Southeast Kansas, the Kansas City metropolitan area, and Wichita and the surrounding area. (See Figure 1)
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Figure 1—map

Sources: Pittsburg State University, Office of Analysis, Planning, and Assessment; Pittsburg State University College of Education, 2005, Pittsburg, KS.

Data presented will focus on 6 Kansas counties from which most College of Education students originate. These include Bourbon, Cherokee, Crawford, Labette, Montgomery, and Wyandotte counties. 

Kansas, Inc., an organization whose mission is to build a strong, diversified Kansas economy that promotes new and existing industries, has released a report on county vitality and distress in the state for the past fifteen years. In the report, eight social and economic variables were analyzed and a vitality ranking was given to each of the 105 Kansas counties.  Most southeast Kansas counties rank in the lowest 80%, indicating they are in greater economic distress.
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Figure 2--Vitality rankings for 2003

Source: Kansas, Inc., County Economic Vitality and Distress Report, May, 2005, Topeka, KS. 

 The chart above depicts southeast Kansas county rankings in 2003. The average county ranking, at 79, is the highest regional average in the state. The southeast region has had the highest regional average since 1999.

Analysis was also conducted and presented on counties grouped by region and by population size, and Vitality and Distress scores were given to each region. The scores range from a minimum of 10 to a maximum of 50, with higher scores indicating greater stress. The Department of Commerce Southeast Kansas 12-county region had the highest distress score in the state, a 35.5. This region comprises part of the initial target area of the 6-county Center for the Study of Poverty and Student Learning service area. (Complete details of methodology for developing scores and rankings is available on http://www.kansasinc.org)

County populations in this 6 county area range from approximately 14,000 to 157,000. Most counties, primarily those in southeast Kansas, have a population of less than 30,000; Crawford and Montgomery being exceptions with populations nearing 40,000. The percentage of children under 18 in these rural counties hovers close to the state average of 25.5 percent; with Wyandotte county slightly above the state average. Median family income in southeast Kansas counties range from nearly $10,000 to $15,000 below the state average.
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Figure 3—Children in Poverty Chart

Sources: Kansas Action for Children, Kansas KIDS COUNT Data Book, CLIKS: County-City-Community Level Information on Kids, Topeka, KS., 2005. Annie E. Casey Foundation, National KIDS COUNT Data Book, 701 St. Paul St., Baltimore, MD, 2005.

Cherokee County experiences the highest percentage of children in poverty in rural southeast Kansas at 19.6%; Wyandotte County, the highest in the state.

While unemployment rates are below the state rate of 5.4% in many cases, the percent of persons living at or below poverty in all southeast Kansas counties is above the Kansas average of 10%. Cherokee County has both high unemployment (7.5%) and poverty rates, with the median family income significantly lower than the state average. These figures support concerns expressed in focus groups regarding the increasing number of working poor in Southeast Kansas. Some superintendents indicated that many working poor families are less able to elevate themselves from lower socio-economic status than they had been five to ten years ago. 
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Figure 4--Percent of children receiving free meals chart

Source: Kansas Action for Children, Kansas KIDS COUNT Data Book, Topeka, KS., 2005 

According to Kansas Action for Children, children’s well-being continues to worsen in the state. All PSU service area counties are above the state average of children receiving free school meals and have increased over the past 5 years.
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Figure 5--HS Graduate Post-Secondary Education chart 

Source: Kansas Action for Children, Kansas KIDS COUNT Data Book, Topeka, KS., 2005

While graduation rates are near the state average, the chart above shows high school graduates in SEK do not complete a post-secondary education at the same rate as most.

High school graduation rates in these 6 counties are near or slightly above the state graduation rate. Bourbon and Cherokee counties in southeast Kansas are slightly lower and the metropolitan county of Wyandotte (Kansas City) is significantly lower. In contrast, all service area counties are below the state average of high school graduates completing post-secondary education.
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A review of 80 district or school building scores on the 2003-2004 Kansas State Assessments of math and reading proficiency reveals, as one might expect, students who are economically disadvantaged consistently score lower on state assessments than do all students. An extensive review of school district or building practices is necessary to determine specific factors contributing to these results. It remains clear, however, that children in poverty do not perform as well as their advantaged peers on state assessments. Superintendents are hopeful the Center will not only provide information about best practices but also review district and building practices in order to improve student achievement. 

The stories—Experiences from the field        
To further understand the needs of the area, two focus groups were conducted comprised of school district superintendents and community members. The purpose of the group sessions was to determine perceived needs, existing strategies schools have implemented to address them, the level of interaction between schools and community resources, and ways the center could assist in providing solutions to challenges faced as a result of learners in poverty.  Participants responded to questions in small groups and completed surveys to ascertain specific areas of concern and programming needs.

Further, both groups responded with activities they envisioned for the center that would be helpful to their organization.

Results of the surveys and focus group sessions provided direction to the work group regarding potential goals and strategies of the Center. Results include:

· Pre- and post-service training that addresses poverty, its impact and classroom or workplace solutions would be of service to districts and community participants. 

· A common need among schools is access to best practices, research and evaluation regarding effectiveness of district practices. A research component was suggested to meet these needs. Further, communication of knowledge through websites, list serves or conferences was suggested.

· Superintendents and community participants expressed a desire to create stronger relationships in order to assist children and families to access resources. Both groups suggested a Center strategy to enhance collaboration. 

· Concerns expressed about community attitudes and/or participation may be addressed through communication and advocacy strategies of the Center as well as through the model for collaboration. 

· Parenting skills and parental participation is an area of common concern. Superintendents wished to change parental attitudes about the importance of education and help parents realize education is a way out of poverty. This may indicate the need for a component that addresses parenting and how service providers and educators interact with parents to encourage parental participation. 

· Participants consistently listed access to transportation and health services as the most significant concerns. An advocacy component would be helpful to assist communities to express needs to policy-makers.


Southeast Kansas has a particularly strong interagency coalition system, both regionally and in many counties. Several of the superintendents, particularly those in Crawford County, indicated they accessed their county interagency coalition. These pre-existing coalitions present an opportunity to begin collaborative efforts.

The data clearly demonstrate an increase in the number of children in the PSU service region who are affected by poverty, with little improvement in economic vitality predicted for the area. As a result, both school staff and community agencies are struggling to meet the needs of learners in poverty and their families. 

Surveys and focus group information present the Center with opportunities to assist in solutions to this challenge. The mission, vision, goals and strategies that follow directly reflect needs indicated by data and focus group information.


Background data considered in developing the Center for the Study of Poverty and Student Achievement.
Response

In consideration of the above data, and input from the region’s educators and human service providers, Pittsburg State University create the Center for the Study of Poverty and Student Achievement.

Goals for the Center
In order to achieve the mission of the center and realize the vision for its work, these major goals have been identified:

· To train educators and others to understand and effectively interact with individuals in poverty. 

· To create a model for establishing new resources and enhancing coordination of existing opportunities. 

· To support and conduct research and disseminate information regarding the effectiveness of solutions tested by the Center and its partners.

· To advocate for policies and practices that will reduce poverty or compensate for its effects.

· To establish links with others involved in poverty research, policy, and practice in order to better support individuals affected by poverty.

Strategies for Implementing the Center
Focus group results have resulted in specific strategies to support Center goals. It is anticipated that implementation of these strategies will occur within the first three years of operation. 

By Fall, 2006 (6 months), the Center will:

· Establish an Executive Steering Committee comprised of education and social service practitioners and leaders; scholars, business and government leaders, and others interested and knowledgeable about education, children and families and the education of children in poverty

· Establish advisory committees for both the training and research functions 

· Test the Center concept further through a broad needs assessment and focus groups consisting of teachers, education leaders and community service organizations regarding the needs and attitudes of practitioners in the region

· Solicit financial support to establish and further develop the center

The Center anticipates immediate placement of an Executive Director to begin operations and promotion of the Center. Within 4 months, it is anticipated a research director and training coordinator would be in place to begin Center activities.

By January, 2007 (12 months), the Center will:

· Integrate knowledge of poverty and learning, and associated best practices, into pre- and in-service education opportunities within the College of Education

· Develop training modules, a model for collaboration between schools and community services and a cadre of trainers to conduct training sessions

· Enlist local school districts to participate in Center activities 

· Initiate a review of best practices in the field and communicate review findings 

· Solicit financial support to establish and further develop the center

In addition to previously established activities, by July, 2007 (year 2), the Center will:

· Conduct reviews of local school district practices and policies, and communicate local best practices through a Center website and/or a statewide conference

· Initiate program evaluation across disciplines and communicate research findings 

· Integrate knowledge of poverty and learning, and associated best practices, into pre- and in-service education opportunities across a broad range of disciplines at Pittsburg State University

· Assist districts to enhance, support or implement comprehensive plans to address the needs of learners in poverty

Further, by January, 2008 (year 3), the Center will initiate these additional activities:

· Communicate results of school district comprehensive plans and other research findings

· Link local scholars and practitioners with both peers locally and experts nationally

· Advocate for support of research-proven practices and state policies to improve success of learners in poverty

It is anticipated that implementation would begin in Crawford county schools that have expressed interest in Center activities. Funding to support establishment of the Center will be required for three years during the developmental phase. Supplemental funding will be sought during that time through contracts and grants from public and private sources—in collaboration with school and community partners—to support activities of the Center to carry it to 2008, and beyond.  
Structure of the Center
Initially, the center would be housed within the College of Education to benefit from support of business functions within the context of the University. Future plans include expanding relationships with partners, both internally and beyond the University campus, with the goal of enhancing opportunities to bridge theory and practice more effectively. Relocation may result, in an effort to further that goal. 

Conclusion

Significant study has led to identification of cultural differences based upon ethnicity. Recent research has come to light revealing significant differences between children and adults raised in various socio-economic classes. Educators and community service professionals are faced daily with the challenges these differences create. 

Southeast Kansas has long been known for its ability to persevere in the face of adversity.  PSU seeks to harness that perseverance combined with the enthusiasm and passion of faculty, educators and community partners. The dream is to better address the needs of learners in poverty, to enhance their learning environment, improve their achievement and help them to advance economically as adults. The PSU Center for the Study of Poverty and Student Achievement will help professionals meet these challenges and make a significant impact on children in southeast Kansas, other economically deprived areas of our state and, potentially, other regions, for generations to come. 

Poverty is a significant issue in the region we serve. Let’s acknowledge that fact and address the issue head on. A center to address poverty and learning will do just that; and it is consistent with our mission to contribute to our communities.


Dr. Tom Bryant, PSU President 











People in poverty want the same thing as the middle class. No one has taught them the [hidden] rules [of economic class] to [get and] keep those things. 


Rita Pierson, Ed. D.








The concept of a center focusing on poverty allows us to turn the challenges and difficulties that result from the many individuals and families living in poverty in the region into an opportunity for service and research.  This idea has captured the hearts, attention and energies of our faculty.


Dr. Steve Scott, Vice President, PSU








This focus group is a demonstration of the willingness of Pittsburg State University to establish genuine collaboration between higher education and schools.


Area School Superintendent








This [poverty] is a critical issue in public education.


Area School Superintendent








This marks the first step to turn around generational poverty.


Area School Superintendent











High Poverty Areas within Service Region


PSU Primary Service Region








Nobody has the power of educators. We touch lives every day.


Rita Pierson, Ed. D.











Center Vision Statement
All children will have an opportunity to learn, achieve, and reach their full potential, 

regardless of the economic conditions that surround them. 


