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Great Start Parent Coalition Meeting Notes: February 11, 2010
“Meatballs with the Mayor”

Mayor George Heartwell shared his personal experiences as a father, grandparent, and mentor in the community. He talked about the City Of Grand Rapids’ commitment to children:

1. Office of Children, Youth, and Families (now called Our Community’s Children) headed by Lynn Heemstra. The City and Grand Rapids Public Schools come together in this office, which is jointly staffed, to work on children’s and youth issues. They have raised money through grants for every school in Grand Rapids Public School s to have an after-school program.

2. The City was involved in starting “Get the Lead Out.” In the 49503 zip code, the Kent County Health Department found that 1/3 of children under 6 tested for lead had elevated levels of lead in their blood. 46% of children under 6 tested at a level that needed medical intervention in one neighborhood. Lead causes neurological damage, which can lead to health problems as well as learning difficulties. In the last 5 years, they have brought in $15 million in grants to remediate the lead problems. HUD reports that 38,000 homes in Grand Rapids are at risk for lead poisoning, The average cost to fix a house with lead problems is $16,000.

3. The City is partnering with The Great Start Collaborative: Lynn Heemstra is a member.

4. Mayor’s Youth Council: 17-18 10th-12th grade students are chosen to meet with the Mayor in City Hall on a regular basis to get youth perspectives.

5. Education and Literacy are priorities for the Mayor.

Questions for the Mayor:

1. How would a group such as ours pursue the idea of a children’s millage?

This is a tax-averse environment, so would not be able to get a lawmaker to propose such an idea. It would take a grassroots movement. Parents would need to band together with other advocacy organizations to create a wide network supporting such an idea.
2. How do we ensure services are culturally competent?

Only provide services that people want; you need to listen to the community. Mayor Heartwell had experience as a pastor working in the Heartside neighborhood where they provided many opportunities for listening such as a gathering place where informal conversations could take place, conducting surveys of the neighborhood, and the Sunday morning worship where they used dialogical preaching to get input from the congregation.

Group Discussion: Action Steps
1. What is something you can do to make a positive change for children in the community?
· Improving quality & access of early care

· Helping parents create a co-op for child care 

· Helping parents become aware of resources

· Volunteering & Mentoring at schools & libraries- give your time to kids

· Desire the same things for all children as we do for our own children

· Equal opportunities in education

· Support music and art programs in schools

· Preparing parents- Parenting Education about brain development

· Teach fatherhood skills

· Talk to lawmakers- candidate education

· Educating parents about saving $ for kids’ future- teaching financial responsibility

· Harlem Children’s Zone concept

· Kalamazoo Promise idea for 0-5

· Give within your community- make local donations

2. What are some barriers to accomplishing these things?

· Money

· Recognizing the investment in early childhood is important- need more community education

· Time

· Need to offer different schedules for parenting education- large Latino population works 2nd or 3rd shift and cannot come to an evening meeting

3. What is something you can do to make a positive change for the children in your life?

· Encourage natural abilities

· Teach respect, manners, values

· Motivate them

· Diverse exposure

· Set a good example

· Teach them to value family

· Self-worth

· See parents as teachers- schools help parents teach their children

· Giving-generosity- donating to a cause- gratitude

· Volunteering

· Taking other kids in your neighborhood on outings with your family

Announcements:
1. The Great Start Parent Coalition will be at the West Michigan Women’s Expo March 12-14. We need volunteers. If you will work the booth for a couple of hours, we can get you free admission to the expo. Contact Karen Lay if interested. KLay@firststepskent.org
2. Would you like to increase your involvement with the Parent Coalition? We have volunteer positions to fill:

· Photographer

· Historian/scrapbooker

· Welcoming/phone calls

· Organize social activities

If you are interested or would like to know more about any of these opportunities, please contact Christina Pavlak. cpavlak@firststepskent.org
3. There are also many small ways you can help: see the handout “What You Can Do” for 5 easy ideas to advocate for young children.

4. Sylvia Saucedo-DeVries shared about going to her district school board meeting. If you can make it to a school board meeting in your district, please let us know if we can help. We can provide you with early childhood facts, information on Great Start and First Steps in Kent County, and also coaching about attending the meeting. Please call 632-1007 for assistance.

Upcoming Meetings and Events:

March 12th-14th – Booth at Women’s Expo – DeVos Place

March 25th – Early Childhood Activities Workshop (Sharing Science & Nature with Young Children) 
April – May – Diaper Drive

April 22nd – Legislative Night

May 13th – Legislative Process Training

May 19th – Star Power Rally

June 2010 – Whitecaps Fatherhood Event

July 15th – Working Meeting 

August 19th – Voter Education

September 16th – Early Childhood Conference

