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        Executive 
  Summary by  Cristin F. Brawner, Executive Director

As a non-partisan, non-advocacy organization, our role in strengthening civic life is to equip 
communities to come together, address complex public issues deliberatively, and work  collectively 

towards solutions. The David Mathews Center for Civic Life (DMC) names and frames public issues 
with individuals and organizations in public spaces, moderates deliberative forums around these issues, 
and ultimately works alongside communities to find common ground for action in our largest signature 
program, Alabama Issues Forums (AIF). During our 2014 - 2016 AIF series entitled “Minding Our Future: 
Investing in Healthy Infants and Toddlers,” the Mathews Center moderated 54 forums in 48 counties with 
well over 1,100 Alabamians.

Throughout “Minding Our Future,” we moderated forums in the libraries, classrooms, and community 
centers of Alabama’s smallest towns and largest cities. We’ve seen first-hand that small population size 
does not limit big ideas. Whether in growing cities or small hamlets, we encountered a great diversity of 
opinions, perspectives, and beliefs. Thoughtful deliberation during forums uncovered many deep-rooted 
and complicated issues underlying our local and national discourses on raising healthy children. 

In his book, For Communities to Work, Dr. David Mathews describes these challenging issues as “wicked 
problems.” These are problems for which there is no single, straightforward solution, and whose resolution 
requires a “shared understanding of the approximate nature of what people are facing.” Alabama Issues 
Forums seeks to create an opportunity for Alabamians to work toward meaningful solutions for addressing 
our state’s “wicked problems.” Minding Our Future forums from the Gulf to the Shoals brought everyday 
Alabamians together to work through complex issues, identify common ground, and take collective action. 
This report shares the common themes that emerged from those conversations. 

Looking forward, “Minding Our Future” has inspired us to work tirelessly to continue bringing Alabama 
communities together around pressing public issues. As we reflect on the perspectives of the over 1,100 
Alabamians who participated in these forums, what continues to impress us is our fellow citizens’ eagerness 
to be a part of these conversations. Forum attendees expressed a desire not to be clients, consumers, or 
bystanders in our democratic society—but to be engaged, active participants to address the issues that 
impact their neighborhoods, state, and nation. It is our hope that these deliberative forums will help 
Alabamians build habits of turning to one another,  learning from each other, and working better together.

After all, if we work better together in our communities, what can’t we achieve?

2



In the summer of 2014, a  diverse group of Alabamians gathered for the David Mathews Center’s  Civic 
Institute to name and  frame a deliberative issue guide on early childhood development in Alabama. 
Central to that discussion was the question of how parents, caregivers, communities, and institutions can 
better invest in the formative first three years of our youngest Alabamians’ lives.

Because we believe Alabamians should participate in defining public issues that affect them, these initial 
conversations formed the basis for the issue guide used during our December 2014 - March 2016 Alabama 
Issues Forums series titled “Minding Our Future: Investing in Healthy Infants and Toddlers.” This report 
is based on the intensive analysis of post-forum questionnaires, recorded notes, and program evaluations 
from that forum series.

    Our 
  Methodology
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*Demographic information was gathered from sign-in sheets 
and completed post-forum questionnaires. Approximately 1,100 
Alabamians participated in this forum series, and approximately 
600 completed questionnaires. Participants do not represent a 
random sample of the public. 3



 
Approach One: 

Developing Capable and Caring Parents, Guardians, and 

Caregivers

This approach emphasizes strengthening the capacities of 
those responsible for raising children during the first three 
years of a child’s development. It highlights an awareness 
of the significant developmental milestones, as well as 
examines ways in which we can better provide prenatal 
as well as postnatal care, and invest in parent and service 
provider education and training. Forum participants 
responded strongly to this approach, emphasizing that 
“Parents and the community play pivotal roles in the 
development of children.”1

Approach Three: 

Provide Access to Comprehensive High Quality Service

Given the significance of the first three years of life 
established through recent research, this approach 
stresses the need for comprehensive, quality services for 
all Alabamians. It calls for investment in wraparound 
institutions for young children and their families. Action 
ideas focused on providing transportation options, better 
education on existing health and nutrition programs, and 
wider access to early learning programs. This approach, 
in particular, resonated with many: “Children first; care 
about the children.”3 One community member in Walker 
County asked, “If we don’t invest in our future, what do 
we invest in?” 

  Our Three-Approach

 Framework

 1  From a forum participant in Jefferson County.
 2  Ibid.
 3  Ibid.

Throughout the forum series, neutral moderators and recorders used the “Minding Our Future” issue guide to 
prompt deliberation among concerned citizens in communities across the state. Beginning with an essay from 

Dr. Ellen Abell of Auburn University, the guide introduces forum participants to recent research on the first three 
years of life. As forum participants talked through the early childhood development issue and reviewed the three 
approaches listed below, each group then identified areas of common ground and action ideas regarding how their 
community should invest in healthy infants and toddlers.

Approach Two: 

Creating Healthy and Thriving Communities

This approach revolves around identifying the community’s 
role in supporting healthy infants and toddlers. For this 
approach, we asked participants for their perspectives 
on whether the community has a role in this issue, if 
they thought it should, and to what extent. Suggestions 
in this category include creating community events and 
workplace policies that support families’ needs, and 
encouraging businesses, employers, community agencies 
and volunteer groups to network together toward this end. 
In response to this approach, forum participants agreed, “It 
is the whole community’s responsibility…the community 
has to own it.”1

“The 

community

has to 

own it.”
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      Emerging 
  Themes

As AIF 2014 – 2016 reached urban and 
rural communities across the state, 
Alabamians shared myriad perspectives 
and concerns surrounding the issue 
of investing in healthy infants and 
toddlers. Deliberating in church 
fellowship halls, community colleges, 
classrooms and coffeehouses, citizens 
described the assets and challenges 
regarding healthy child development in 
each of their communities, connected 
over areas of common ground, and 
identified community-specific action 
ideas. 

Although no two forums were alike, a 
number of common themes emerged 
during deliberation. The following 
themes are based on forum moderators’ 
and recorders’ analyses of intensive 
recorded notes and post-forum 
questionnaires. 

They reflect an engaged public at work. 

Educate Current and
Future Parents and Guardians

In every forum, participants overwhelmingly agreed 
that parents and guardians have a fundamental 
role in early childhood development. In response 
to recent research on developmental milestones in 
the 0-3 age range4, Alabamians spoke with a sense 
of urgency. “The role of the caregiver is pivotal in 
the first three years” (Jefferson County). During 
forums in Walker County, community members 
agreed, “That’s an existing gap in many of our 
communities,” regarding available programming. 
And when it came to educating parents and 
caregivers on their children’s developmental stages 
from birth to 3 years, participants supported 
initiatives for both current and future parents. 
Along with many others, Calhoun County forum 
attendees suggested “including high schoolers, [and] 
introduc[ing] them to childcare and early childhood 
developmental information.” Again and again, we 
heard that parent education should “start...early” 
(Colbert County).

4 From the opening essay for the issue guide by Dr. Ellen Abell of Auburn 
University. Another frequently referenced source in each forum was the county 
data sheets from Kids Count by VOICES for Alabama’s Children. 
www.alavoices.org/alabama_kids_count 5



However, parents and caregivers’ time is in 
high demand. Even when there is interest and 
means of transportation, time does not always 
allow for attending educational programs. In 
addition to accommodating uneven schedules, the 
conversation often turned to how to reach future 
parents and teen parents while they are still in 
school. 

Many forum participants saw a possible remedy 
in restoring and improving Family and Consumer 
Science courses at the middle and high school 
level. Anecdotal evidence reflected concern that 
“family and consumer science classes are being 
cut across the state,” (Marion County). Classes 
on parenting, early childhood development 
stages, and independent living skills would be 
most effective if they were required,” some forum 
participants suggested.

Network Together

One participant from Clarke County expressed the need 
for “a clearinghouse” of agency information, a sentiment 
echoed by many communities. Forum participants 
repeatedly described a fragmentation of resources and 
information, even at the local level, and expressed a 
desire to consolidate early childhood development 
resources. One Escambia County community member 
noted, “This county has a lot of these [family and child-
based initiatives] going on, but… parents don’t know 
[and] the community doesn’t know.” 

Community members cited a variety of issues 
contributing to resource and information fragmentation: 
geographical distance, a lack of program funding, and 
most frequently, unstructured communication. “We 
have so many messages,” noted a Montgomery County 
participant; Franklin County participants agreed, 
adding that, “communication in all areas is a big issue.” 
Others expressed concern that people who are “bounced 
around” while seeking services might “give up.”

Action ideas for organizations to improve networking 
were often as simple as a commitment to attend each 
other’s meetings and to share public information 
on resources more strategically. At almost every 
forum, organizational representatives shared contact 
information and became better acquainted with the 
complementary services of other organizations. For 
example, after a forum in Covington County, members 
of the group committed to support each other’s 
endeavors by attending one another’s meetings and 
hosting a lunch and learn at a local daycare.

6

“Make

Home Economics

Mandatory”



Develop Trusting
Community Relationships

Many  groups listed close-knit community relationships 
as one of their key assets, noting that limited resources 
require communication, sharing, and solidarity 
(Hamilton, Marion County; Mosses, Lowndes County; 
Heflin, Cleburne County). However, others expressed 
concern over a lagging sense of shared responsibility 
for the next generation. While educating current and 
future parents was one of the most widely supported 
ideas, community members were also strong advocates 
for a “supportive community mentality” (Coosa County). 
As one Chambers County participant observed, “in 
today’s culture ‘it takes a village’ doesn’t show up much 
anymore.” Wherever individual communities landed on 
this spectrum, forum participants overwhelmingly made 
the point that trust within a community is essential to 
early childhood development. Inversely, participants 
felt that a lack of trusting community relationships has 
negative implications for young families, particularly 
those in need. 

Action ideas in this area seek to answer the question 
“Where do we all connect in the community?” (Elmore 
County). Specific suggestions included a 24/7 parent 
hotline and advertising parenting classes as universally 
beneficial, “in such a way that reduces the stigma and 
mistrust” (Conecuh County). Forum participants 
regularly urged “involving the church,” as a safe space, a 
medium to share information, and in Escambia County, 
as a partner in parent mentoring programs.

Improve Program
Participation

A number of participants cited a lack of trusting 
relationships as a source of limited familial 
participation with local and state programs. We 
heard many variations on a comment from Bibb 
County: “Parents wonder if they are being targeted 
as bad parents when [agencies are] simply sharing 
resources.” Another common theme was that families 
often do not seek available services, which some 
participants believed “might be [due to] pride” (Bibb 
County), and are not required to until in crisis. 

Participants highlighted the need to be considerate 
of the stigma associated with receiving aid and 
family services, and the need for a welcoming space 
for parents and caregivers to receive support and 
education. Birmingham community members pointed 
out that “the groups that need to be reached are often 
the hardest to reach.” 

Action ideas to improve program participation 
included the strategic or broadened promotion 
of programming, such as through social media, 
and offering incentives to attendees. Chambers 
County participants recommended establishing a 
comprehensive parenting or family resource center. 
Clay County community members suggested what 
many of their fellow Alabamians echoed: sponsoring 
community events and having a presence at faith-
based organizations, local sports competitions, health 
fairs, and other community events. 
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Address 
Transportation Challenges

“Transportation is probably the largest barrier to 
education, access to resources, and care,” said a forum 
participant in Chambers County. “Even when people 
are aware of opportunities, transportation is still an 
issue,” stated another in Limestone County. At every 
forum, local transportation difficulties were one 
of the first challenges raised. Over and over again, 
forum moderators and recorders heard that there 
is little or no transportation available to those who 
need it most, particularly in rural areas. 

Many Alabamians expressed that transportation 
alternatives, if available, are inconsistent, inefficient, 
and expensive to fund. Additionally, developing an 
independent, county wide public transportation 
system – even if just a single bus – is prohibitively 
expensive for many communities. At a forum in 
Conecuh County, the group explained that even 
when local organizations networked with each other, 
“reimbursing volunteer drivers’ costs enough per 
year to pay for a van…we need a more permanent 
and sustainable solution.” Home visitation programs 
seek to address transportation needs, and while 
participants acknowledged that home visitation 
programs are typically proven to produce the best 
results5, they can also be the most expensive to fund, 
and may have a long waiting list.

While a lack of transportation affects many aspects 
of daily living, Minding Our Future participants were 
particularly concerned about the way it impacts access 
to pre-K services. We heard stories from parents and 
caregivers who wanted to provide quality care for their 
infants and toddlers, but did not have a way to get to a 
program during the developmental window of the first 
three years.

Expand Access to 
Healthcare
and Early Education 

5 Forum participants in Marion and Escambia counties.

Across the board, forum participants identified a lack 
of quality healthcare and early educational programs 
as an enormous obstacle. While most Head Start 
programs begin at 4 years of age, forum participants 
strongly supported increased funding and access for 
Early Head Start.

Regarding early intervention services, one Cleburne 
County participant said, “Early intervention is a 
free program and it serves any child at a 25% delay, 
but if there aren’t enough providers to administer 
local programs, this great resource can be limited.” 
A Marion County participant said, “There is an 
issue of falling just outside the qualifications for 
some services, and families still don’t get help that is 
needed; [home visitation] may be easier, but there is 
a waiting list.” 

Accessible healthcare is another crucial factor; some 
rural towns have no pediatrician or have limited 
access to pediatric care, and many towns and some 
counties do not have labor and delivery services. This 
means that when families require medical care, they 
have to take their business outside their own town or 
county.

Action ideas included expanding Medicaid, offering 
an Early Head Start program in which pregnant 
mothers could enroll (Brewton, Escambia County), 
and providing in-house daycare at workplaces. 
Participants, especially service providers, expressed 
concerns over workplace policies that might be 
perceived as unfriendly to parents and guardians. 
This often led to discussions around the challenges 
of workplace point systems, as well as possibilities 
for taking parent and guardian education into the 
workplace. Finally, there were suggestions to “engage 
interested policy makers more,” in the words of a 
concerned citizen in Escambia County.

8



      Underlying 
  Concerns

A number of underlying concerns emerged throughout conversations across the 
state. Many forum participants expressed concern about the misuse of government 
benefits and lack of self-sufficiency. “We are very eager to help get people into 
the system, but our programs are not built to let them go,” said one Pike County 
participant. Across the state, forum participants prioritized providing basic 
needs to families living in poverty, while also encouraging a sustainable sense of 
responsibility and stability in parents and guardians. Many expressed a personal, 
and in some cases a professional, struggle in balancing these two priorities (Fayette, 
Marion, and Winston Counties).

Forum participants also did not hesitate to link their current concerns around the 
issue of early childhood development to economic opportunity and workforce 
development. One Marion County participant described the long-term effects of 
not “minding our future:” ultimately, there is “a more transient generation, and 
adults don’t meet the minimum standards for employment.” Commented a Bibb 
County participant, “Communities are disappearing.” Coosa County participants 
described this “brain drain” in their area as “decreasing population, no workforce 
training, and people leav[ing] the county for jobs.” 

Many citizens worried over a lack of job availability, especially in rural areas of the 
state; sometimes due to the closing of a plant in the recent past. Others expressed 
concern that youth in rural areas might turn to substance abuse in the face of 
limited positive opportunities within their community. As noted during a Franklin 
County forum, “Income plays a factor in child well being – and working parents 
are tired; heightened stress makes it difficult to engage with children.” Emphasizing 
the long-term effects of neglect beginning in the first three years of life, another 
community member stated, “Early child-parent bonds influence later teenage 
experiences.” 

Looking back on this forum series, one thing is clear: parents and caregivers cannot 
invest in the future of their children if they have nothing to invest. Without a 
steady job, stable transportation, and money to pay for childcare, other concerns 
become peripheral, and other opportunities are rendered impossible. A child’s 
mental, physical, and emotional prosperity is rooted in a parent or guardian’s ability 
to make a decent living and provide for the demands of contemporary parenting. 
With this in mind, and given everything we learned from participants across the 
state, we have determined that our 2017-2019 AIF series will pay proper deference 
to the economic concerns of Alabamians who are trying to make ends meet. This 
upcoming series, entitled, “What’s Next, Alabama?” will feature three deliberative 
forums in each community, and will last a full year longer than any forum series 
we have done before. This series will give participants a chance to define what 
prosperity means to them, and then allow them to start building an economic future 
that is tailor-made to their own community. 

Self-Sufficiency
and “Brain Drain”

“Communities

are

disappearing.”
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      Stories of 
   Action

David Mathews Center staff believes communities are rich in capacity to create solutions for issues that 
affect them. Any genuine and sustainable action must begin with and be sustained by citizens working 
together long after a public forum concludes. We also believe that these community conversations are 
more productive when citizens frame their local challenges within the context of existing local assets. 

The citizens who participated in Minding Our Future forums contextualized their concerns against 
the backdrop of regional and statewide factors affecting their communities. Alabamians welcomed the 
deliberative process as they worked through action ideas specific to their local needs. Below are just a few 
of the stories of action we heard following Minding Our Future forums across Alabama. We have selected 
the ones that most strongly reflect the emerging themes of these deliberative conversations.

I
n an effort to educate parents, teachers, and 
guardians, the Birmingham Council of PTAs 

initiated six similar community conversations 
in local schools after attending one Minding 
Our Future forum. PTA president Mrs. Donna 
Thomas reported that “four PTA members [held 
a forum] at their schools [including] Oliver 
Elementary School, William J. Christian School, 
Erickson Middle School,” as well as  “two more 
with school counselors - one at Lawson State 
Community College, and one at Bethel Baptist 
Church,” demonstrating this community’s 
commitment to support one another and 
network together.

F
ollowing a forum in Double Springs, 
Winston County, participants reported 

that community members and service 
providers are networking together to develop 
a comprehensive list of resources. This group 
reported “working with other service providers 
on the resource list for use with families,” 
reflecting their plan to share comprehensive 
information about available services more 
strategically. 

I
n an ongoing project to educate future parents 
and make use of existing community support 

networks, Tina Nolan of Ashland City Library 
in Clay County convened two Minding Our 
Future forums with the David Mathews Center. 
Following these forums, the Children’s Policy 
Council, Alabama Cooperative Extension agents, 
a local minister, and other community members 
began developing a mentoring initiative designed 
for teens and pre-teens. This program will provide 
relationship counseling, teach life skills, and serve 
as a safe community space. Nolan also recently 
received a grant to fund signage to raise awareness 
of babies and toddlers’ developing language skills 
in the birth-3 year window, and how parents and 
guardians may best improve these skills. 

F
inally, following a forum in Lee County, 
Envision Opelika described the deliberative 

process as a catalyst for their next endeavor. Dr. 
Tom Tippett, the organization’s director, said 
“The Minding Our Future forum was extremely 
timely…[helping] us hone in to these children born 
into disadvantaged families.” Envision Opelika is 
actively involved with other local organizations in 
a long-term effort to assist families in parenting 
and educational experiences for their children. 
Envision Opelika hopes to start a pilot program 
with underserved families by next year to provide 
prenatal through kindergarten care.
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      Questionnaire 
   Results

At the end of each Minding Our Future forum, we asked participants to answer an anonymous post-forum 
questionnaire. The questionnaire encouraged individuals to identify what actions they supported and to reflect 
on the process of deliberation. From December 2014 to February 2016, approximately 600 Alabamians completed 
the questionnaires.  The following results reflect their responses.

We should focus on strengthening 
the capabilities of parents and other 
individuals who are responsible for 

raising and caring for young children.

98%  Strongly Agree

2%  Somewhat Agree

High-quality prenatal education and in-
hospital postnatal education should be 
available for all parents even if ensuring 

access will require additional trained 
personnel, time, money, and space. 

90%  Strongly Agree

9.7%  Somewhat Agree

0.4%  Somewhat Disagree

Public and private entities should partner 
to sponsor statewide public awareness 

campaigns that share information 
and resources about early childhood 

development. 

91%  Strongly Agree

8.5%  Somewhat Agree

0.2%  Somewhat Disagree

All 67 Alabama counties should create 
and support family resource centers.

85%  Strongly Agree

13%  Somewhat Agree

0.6%  Somewhat Disagree

1%  Not Sure

We should work together to foster safe 
and healthy communities that support 

young children and their families. 

96%  Strongly Agree

3.7%  Somewhat Agree

0.2%  Somewhat Disagree

Access to affordable, high-quality 
early learning and child development 

programs should be expanded in 
Alabama even if expansion will require 

additional revenue. 

85.5%  Strongly Agree

13.3%  Somewhat Agree

0.6%  Somewhat Disagree

0.6%  Strongly Disagree

0.4%  Not Sure
Assisting eligible parents and guardians 

with applications and enrollment 
for ALL Kids and the Supplemental 

Nutritional Assistance Program should 
be a priority in our state.

79.2%  Strongly Agree

18.5%  Somewhat Agree

1.6%  Somewhat Disagree

0.6%  Not Sure

 Our community associations, 
organizations, volunteer groups, 

and businesses should work together 
to support children during their first 

three years of life. 

93.3%  Strongly Agree

6.3%  Somewhat Agree

0.4%  Not Sure

Alabamians must make genuine 
commitments to invest in education, 

healthcare, and nutrition for all 
infants and toddlers. 

92.7%  Strongly Agree

6.9%  Somewhat Agree

0.4%  Somewhat Disagree
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Of participants said they were thinking differently about 
investing in healthy infants and toddlers after this forum.

Of participants said they had talked about aspects of 
investing in healthy infants and toddlers not considered 
before.



      Thank 
   You All

We extend our heartfelt thanks to our conveners, for their dedication and the gift of their time to 
organize public forums in their communities. Alabama Issues Forums would not be possible without 
their wholehearted willingness to engage community members on issues of public concern, and to 

work towards solutions together. 
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