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Just Connections 

 HC 32, Box 541, Caretta, WV 24821

304-875-3418
WHO ARE WE?

Just Connections is a network of rural community leaders and educators who are committed to working democratically to create socially just and sustainable communities. Just Connections became a reality in 1998 when a group of community and college people in Appalachia came together to work toward realizing their vision of providing community residents with equitable access to resources and knowledge. In December of 2000, Just Connections incorporated, formed a board of directors, and hired a community leader as its coordinator.

The work of Just Connections is to create linkages and partnerships between colleges and communities to develop participatory learning and action opportunities, including service-learning and participatory community-based research projects.  We use collaborative and democratic processes as a means to solve community problems, reduce inequality, and promote social justice. Just Connections strives for equitable participation among the residents and scholars involved in projects.

In the past three years, our membership has grown to include individuals from the following community groups and small colleges of Appalachia:

· Big Creek People in Action, Caretta, West Virginia

· Clearfork Institute in Eagan, Tennessee

· Grassroots Empowerment Alliance of Rome (GEAR) of Rome, Georgia

· Carson-Newman College in east Tennessee

· Emory & Henry College in Virginia

· Ferrum College in Virginia

· Maryville College in east Tennessee

· Tusculum College in east Tennessee

· Berea College in Kentucky

· Southeast Community College in Kentucky

WHAT HAVE WE DONE?
Our fund-raising efforts proved successful in 2000 when support came from two sources.  The first was a Teaching & Technology Grant from the Appalachian College Association (ACA), which enabled us to accomplish the following:

· development of community-based participatory research (CBR) projects in courses, 

· development and use of technology in doing CBR, 

· workshops on CBR and technology, 

· development of a web page, and

· a collection of resources for doing CBR.

Secondly, Just Connections has participated in the Bonner Foundation’s National CBR Project funded by Learn & Serve America by undertaking CBR projects and developing CBR centers on campuses and in communities. 

In the past 3 years, Just Connections has supported over 70 course-based projects as well as a number of individual projects in the summers. Just Connections members are establishing models of participatory learning and action in three communities and at seven colleges. Just Connections has held eight workshops on CBR, using technology in CBR, and organizational development.

In June, 2003, Just Connections held its first conference for Community and Scholar Activists in Community Based Education in Appalachia at Emory & Henry College. A diverse mix of 130 community and scholar activists from the Appalachian region and states as far away as Illinois and Texas came together to share and celebrate their work in participatory learning & action. 

All conference participants received a copy of our newly prepared “Just Connections’ Toolbox,” which contains “how-to” materials and stories based on the learning and practice of Just Connections members. The Toolbox now is available on our website (www.justconnections.org) and is intended to be an ongoing work in progress.

WHERE WILL WE GO FROM HERE?
To sustain and build on the momentum that Just Connections has gained to date, we realize that we must develop new funding to support both our organizational development and our program development. We are set to begin work on a capacity-building and strategic planning initiative that will help us to best use our internal resources and meet our organizational objectives in the areas of administration, program support, planning, resource development, and tracking and evaluation.

In the meantime, we have begun to chart our future path based on discussions in Just Connections and input from participants at our recent conference. We hope to expand our network of community residents, local and regional non-profit leaders, students, and faculty who are committed to service learning, sustainable community development, and social justice. While we will encourage collaborations beyond the Appalachian region, we believe it is important to maintain our identity as representing communities and colleges of rural and mountain areas. In addition, we expect to extend our efforts to include regional community colleges, non-ACA small, liberal arts colleges, state universities, and high schools in Appalachia.

In particular, the goals suggested by the Just Connections collaboration include:

· Creation of shared participatory learning & action models and opportunities among communities and colleges,

· Collaboration between communities and colleges on regional issues,

· A permanent mechanism for matching community needs with college resources and for sharing of resources between colleges and community groups,

· Research agendas grounded in sustainable community development and social justice concerns,

· Support for resource and funding development in communities,

· Support for more intensive, long-term faculty presence in communities,

· Opportunities for community participants to spend time on college campuses teaching students and faculty about their communities, and

· Cooperative inter-collegiate student internships, service-learning opportunities, and summer field sites in communities where we have members.

For more information contact:

Franki Patton Rutherford, Coordinator

 Just Connections

frankipr@hotmail.com

