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Plainville Coalition for Positive Youth Development Overview
The Plainville Coalition for Positive Youth Development was established in 2004.  The Coalition is comprised of members representing a variety of local community organizations. The mission of the Coalition is to provide enriching activities in a safe community environment, empowering children to positively shape their lives. Initial funding from the State of Connecticut and a number of private donors provided the resources necessary to create an after school program for Plainville students. The Coalition was instrumental in the design and launch of the after school program, which provides academic and enrichment programming and resources to students. Issues affecting youth continue to be a primary area of focus for the Coalition. The group has presented two community forum events on risky behaviors, and continues to focus on positive youth development. 
Introduction

The community conversation, entitled “Keeping Kids Safe by Exploring the Dress Code” was held on September 28, 2006. It was organized and presented by the Coalition and funded through a grant from the League of Women Voters of Connecticut. 
Community Conversation Model
The community conversation model was provided by the Connecticut League of Women Voters. According to The League, the purpose of a community conversation is to create a productive dialogue among a broad-based section of the community to:

· Identify areas of common ground, disagreements, questions, and concerns

· Demonstrate that positive, productive dialogue can take place between diverse participants even on sensitive subjects

· Build local capacity so these conversations can be ongoing

· Help participants explore how the community can work together more effectively

Prior to the community conversation, representatives from the League of Women Voters trained Coalition members to serve as moderators and recorders for the event. The role of each moderator was to facilitate small group discussion, while recorders scribed the content of the small group sessions for subsequent discussion and reporting.
Event Topic

In alignment with the Coalition’s focus on positive youth development, and in concert with the previous community forum sponsored by the Coalition on “risky behaviors”, the topic of keeping kids safe by exploring the dress code was selected. The debate on youth and dress is a perpetual one that has been considered for decades, and a lack of consensus on the issue is evident in the spectrum of ways in which this topic is addressed in public school districts. According to a 2006 report by the Quinlan Publishing Group, the latest review by the Education Commission of the States (September 2004) shows that no states mandate school dress codes; one state – Massachusetts – prohibits them. Twenty one states and the district of Columbia give local school districts the authority to require students to wear uniforms.  This year, a number of districts in the nation (including Connecticut) have transitioned to  uniforms for student dress;  others maintain dress codes, policy or guidelines on student dress with varying degrees of  requirements.  In continuing to explore the issue of “keeping kids safe”, the Coalition determined that the issue of dress code was a relevant one, worthy of community dialogue and exchange.
Participants

In accordance with the community conversation model, the event was publicized and open to the public. In addition, personal invitations were sent to members of the Plainville community including parents, students, clergy, local businesses, senior citizens, local government, the Board of Education, and others. Childcare and entertainment were provided for children.  These steps were taken to maximize the opportunity for participation by all segments of the local community.  As a result, there were 45 adult participants and 13 children in attendance. The topic was most relevant to the parent, student and educator sub - segments.  
Event Format
The event began with dinner for all attendees, followed by a group presentation. The presentation included an overview of the community conversation event structure and logistics, followed by a narrated power point presentation about the community conversation topic of dress code.  The presentation, in accordance with the community conversation model framework, included three choice statements relative to dress code, and provided the context for small group discussion. Arguments “for” and “against” each choice, research on each choice option, and the Plainville Community Schools Dress and Grooming Policy 5132 with associated regulations were also provided.  Students from the Middle School of Plainville participated in the event as  “models” depicting choice statements / dress options.  Following the group presentation, children were dismissed for babysitting and entertainment, while adult participants moved into three break-out rooms for small group discussion facilitated by Coalition member moderators. 
Small Group Discussion

Once participants moved into small group discussion, each moderator provided a brief overview of the dress code topic and reviewed ground rules to be followed during the discussion. Next, participants discussed the three “choice statements” providing individual commentary and perspective on each. At the conclusion of the small group discussion, each group identified areas of common ground, areas of disagreement, questions and concerns, and  recommendations.
Participant Discussion Feedback

The following are sample comments from the small group discussions:

Choice Statement 1:  Parents have a right to send students to school in 
 any clothing they feel is appropriate and in 
 accordance with their own values.
· “too open-ended”

· “disagree-schools should be part of the decision”

· “the freedom to express individuality may lead to distractions” 

Choice Statement 2:  Schools should adopt specific uniform options.
[Uniforms would]:

· “reduce problems with discrimination” 
· “reduce parent/child conflict around dress”
· “decrease violence and increase safety”
· “eliminate the high cost of some clothing”
· “restrict cultural diversity” 
· “get rid of individuality”

· “uniforms won’t dispel violence, bullying, gangs or peer pressure”
· “cost of uniforms may be prohibitive for some families”


Choice Statement 3:  Schools should enforce a dress code.
· “perfect balance”
· “a dress code is necessary because some clothing causes a distraction in the classroom”  
· “dress codes are best because everyone can be special and different while following  rules”

· “the dress code should be updated”

· “dress code should be specific and clearly communicated to parents and 


             students” 
· “there should be consistency of enforcement” 
Large Group Post Discussion

At the conclusion of small group discussions, attendees gathered for the final segment of the program. Representatives from each group presented the outcomes from their respective groups, and offered recommendations for Plainville Community Schools relative to the topic of keeping kids safe by exploring the dress code. 
Recommendations
As a result of the community conversation event, the following recommendations were made:
· Research should be done to determine the extent of the problem at each level; gather statistics regarding number of infractions, discipline required, etc. 
· Get input from school staff about how student dress affects learning and behavior
· Sponsor focus groups with students to get their input on the issue
· Research the experience of towns with similar size and socio – economic backgrounds
· Review the research regarding towns who have implemented a uniform policy to determine the extent of positive change in academics, behavior, etc. 
· Survey middle and high school students regarding their knowledge of the dress code
· The dress code should be clearly communicated to students and parents
· Review the current dress code for relevance and update if necessary
· There should be clear, consistent consequences for violations of the dress code
· Dress code violations should be consistently enforced 
· Staff dress should be considered

If there is a move from the current dress code policy to a uniform policy, the following should be considered:

· Cost impact on families
· Implement policy over time beginning with elementary level
· Include opportunities for self-expression, dress-down days, etc.
· There should be only one provider of uniforms to eliminate the possibility of issues associated with clothing brands  

Community Conversation Evaluation Results
Following is a recap of the information gathered via the community conversation evaluations completed by participants:

1. Regarding tonight’s Community Conversation, of the three
     discussions about school dress, I favor the following choice:

Choice A: Any clothing the parents feel is appropriate: 0 / 0%

Choice B: Schools should adopt uniforms: 12 / 33%

Choice C: Schools should enforce a  dress code: 24 / 66%

2. What did you like most about the Community Conversation?

· Different opinions (6)

· The group discussion

· The subject matter and other adults in the room

· That people with different opinions could discuss the subject

· Everybody had a chance to voice their objectives if they wanted to

· Students being involved in the discussion (2)

· Hearing the variety of opinions held by each parent, student, and individual

· Exchange of ideas from both adults and teens, open to hearing other points of view

· Everybody  has an opinion; everybody was courteous

· Everybody felt comfortable to speak what was on their mind

· Everyone had a chance to voice their opinion (11)

· A few new faces

· Open ended discussion

· The way group discussion was facilitated (2)

· Openness of ideas and communication

· Informative

· Getting together with other members of the community and discussing different views of the topic

· Being able to make an impact 

· I liked the topic

· The opportunity to express one’s ideas and opinions in an open, shared, respectful way, while learning from others viewpoints on such an important topic. Hopefully this can bring positive change for our community.
3. Suggestions for future Community Conversations:
· Peer pressure
· Activities for 6th grade and up to be involved in
· Diversity
· Respect
· Anti-bullying
· Programs for kids – reinforcement for parents
· Communication between schools and parents
· Communication
· Cliques
· Drugs / alcohol
· Respect for teachers /administration
· Lunch food
· Disciplinary actions concerning dress code and other violations
· Extending the school day
· Healthy eating
· Curfews
· Bridging the generations in our community 
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