Safe Takoma

Trainers’ Report on Conflict Resolution Workshops
June 23 – August 15, 2008

A review of the programs offered including design principles and the arrangements.

The summer workshops provided experiential conflict resolution programs between June 23, 2008 and August 15, 2008 to the following groups:
· Extreme Horizons Camp (EH) 
· Length: 
7 weeks

· Ages: 

middle school

· Location: 
Takoma Park Community Center, MD

· Schedule:
Mondays at 9:30AM-10:30AM

· Counselors in Training (CIT) 
· Length: 
7 weeks

· Ages: 

middle school to high school

· Location: 
Takoma Park Community Center, MD

· Schedule:
Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 9:30AM-10:30AM
· Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP)   
· Length: 
8 weeks

· Ages: 

high school to college

· Location: 
Takoma Park Recreation Center, DC

· Schedule: 
Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 11:00AM-12:45PM

· Soccer Camp 
· Length: 
8 weeks

· Ages: 

preschool to middle school

· Location: 
Takoma Park Recreation Center, DC

· Schedule: 
Tuesdays and Thursdays at 11:00AM-11:45AM

· Tennis Camp
· Length: 
8 weeks

· Ages: 

preschool to middle school

· Location: 
Takoma Park Recreation Center, DC

· Schedule: 
Tuesdays and Thursdays at 12:00PM-12:45PM

· Mayor’s Green Summer Program (Green Team)
· Length: 
8 weeks

· Ages: 

high school to college

· Location: 
Takoma Park Recreation Center, DC

· Schedule: 
whenever available on Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays between 11:00AM-12:45PM

Attendance information and sign-in sheets were provided to Ronnie Miller bi-weekly.

The purpose of the workshops was to engage youth, build community, and provide conflict resolution skills. To that purpose, the curriculum was originally designed to gradually build conflict management skills and to increase skill complexity over time. 

The learning was based on the participants’ past experiences and the knowledge they created, as a group, through role plays, games and activities. The agenda for each day and the results of ongoing informal evaluations are provided in this report’s attachments. 

Also, Safe Takoma intended to provide a basic Help Increase the Peace (HIPP) certificate to participants that attended 18 hours of conflict resolution programming during the summer. The HIPP certificate would make attendees eligible to participate in a Train the Trainer program and become HIPP facilitators.

A recap of the camp experience for each of the camps including difficulties encountered.

Overall, the summer workshops have touched the hearts and minds of youth in many ways. Details on the program’s accomplishments are provided in the next section. While the sessions started off rough, they smoothed out as more consistency and clarity was brought into the program.  
A number of high school and college age youth were unclear about their participation in the conflict resolution workshops, especially in the first two weeks. Many assumed that the program was for “problem kids” and found it offensive that they were required to participate in it.

There was also ongoing confusion throughout the summer, especially in the DC center, in terms of which campers were supposed to be attending what workshops and at what time.  This often led to only one group of campers showing up instead of two and made basic HIPP certification impossible.
Following are more specific comments for each camp:
Extreme Horizons Camp (EH): 
The sessions included primarily interactive activities and games related to conflict resolution. Because participation was inconsistent in this group, the curriculum had to be re-designed. Campers continued to change each week and it was difficult to create an agenda that built upon earlier skills and, at the same time, make sure that it is not too advanced for new comers.
Counselors in Training (CIT): 
The sessions included interactive activities related to conflict on Mondays and discussions about personal conflicts on Wednesdays and Fridays. The CITs had difficulties arriving on time to the workshops, due to their responsibilities with younger campers. This disrupted the group learning process. Also, because CITs were mixed with EH campers on Mondays and because of the frequent new comers, group cohesion and buy-in was relatively weak.
Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP): 

Although the SYEP group had potential for basic HIPP certification, inconsistent attendance and workshop cancellations defeated this goal. The participants kept receiving mixed messages regarding attendance requirements, time schedules, and workshop objectives from the program and the center staff. Their timetable kept changing, especially in the first few weeks. Sporadically, due to work related responsibilities, SYEPs were pulled out early from the workshops or prevented from attending. This interfered with program credibility, group cohesiveness and participant buy-in. Nevertheless, the attending SYEP opened up and connected by the end of the program.
Soccer Camp:
Most sessions of the soccer camp were over-enrolled with predominantly younger kids (ages 4-7). For the very first workshop, 40 soccer kids were present with an age range of 4 to 13 years old. As the summer progressed, the center tried to bring in 20 soccer campers for the first session and 20 tennis campers for the second session. Due to great variations in the campers’ age and maturity, towards the end of the summer, the soccer and tennis campers were combined. Thus, the younger age groups (generally 6-8) attended the first session and the older age groups (generally 10-13) attended the second session. Sporadically, younger kids (age 4-6) still participated.
Tennis Camp:
Tennis campers were generally older (aged 8-13) and enrollment was considerably lower than the soccer camp. Initially we had 20 tennis campers and the workshops were running fairly smooth. As the summer progressed, tennis camp attendance sometimes declined to 5 participants, thus the soccer and tennis camp attendees were combined and divided by age groups. Also, because there were campers attending all 4 summer sessions and others signed up for just one or two, it was difficult to create a balanced agenda that took into consideration not only age differences, but also different group affiliations (tennis and soccer) and significantly diverse skill levels.
Mayor’s Green Summer Program (Green Team):
The Green Team was a surprise participant in the conflict resolution program. The team supervisors happened to see an SYEP workshop and became very interested in conflict resolution programming. When schedule confusions and workshop cancellations (for SYEP, soccer and tennis) occurred, the Green Team took advantage of the trainers’ availability and attended workshops whenever possible. The Green Team would have been another good candidate for basic HIPP certification. Regretfully, they were able to attend only a limited number of workshops. While the Green Team membership remained fairly consistent throughout the summer, their numbers declined significantly in the last 2 weeks.

An assessment of what was accomplished and what you had hoped to accomplish but could not.

Many SYEP and Green Program participants said they wanted to continue with conflict resolution by either participating in more workshops or by learning to facilitate workshops.  The attached informal evaluations show more specific things that were learned but we consistently heard that participants enjoyed being able to express their thoughts on issues they are facing, enjoyed building a connection with other group members and learned to approach conflict in a more productive way.
Goals that were accomplished:

· engaged over 150 youth in constructive programming 
· built community among youth

· taught youth conflict management skills and alternatives to violence
· built relationships with youth for further work and programming

· provided valuable service to the Takoma Park community

Goals that were not accomplished:

· providing basic HIPP certification to youth

Names of particular attendees with whom Safe Takoma could work going forward.

A roster of youth interested in Safe Takoma’s conflict resolution work is provided in the attachments. A hard copy of this list was given to Ronnie Miller on August 26, 2008.

Thoughts on on-going and additional needs or programming that Safe Takoma could offer at the Takoma Park Centers.
There are many potential programs that can be offered in the Takoma Park community. While the MD community and DC recreation centers expressed interest in repeating the summer programs, there are a number of recommended changes based on lessons that we have learned. These changes are detailed in the next section.  
Programming can also be offered in Takoma Park schools during the academic year.  The workshops could target middle school students, but reaching out to high school students would be preferred. 
Additionally, following are few additional ideas related to conflict management programming:

· peer mediation

· conflict coaching

· police ride-along programs for youth
· train the trainer workshops

· informal mediations and community conferencing

· conflict resolution curriculum development for schools

· engage youth in educating peers and community about alternative conflict resolution

· gather a youth focus group on programming needed for the community
Other Lessons
Below is a collection of thoughts and recommendations for program improvement and partnership agreement negotiations:

- CONSISTENT PARTICIPATION - 
The general life experience of most youth that we are working with is often to be neglected, pushed left and right, or disregarded. This pattern is extended to conflict resolution workshops when, after being told that they are expected to participate in the workshops, the youth is pulled out early, or in the middle of an exercise, or are being told on a daily basis that they can attend only half the time or not at all that day. The impact of experiential conflict resolution is harnessed if youth can experience stability and consistency in, at least, this part of their lives. Also, as many times mentioned, experiential learning builds skills on top of each other. If we have a wide range of skill levels in one group (because people don't show up, join late, etc.) it is hard to make the workshop enjoyable to every participant and a great part of the learning is lost.

- COMMUNITY BUILDING -
Many youth (most of them are teenagers with already 1-2 kids) live disconnected and in isolation. Even worse, because it's human nature to seek connection, they connect in gangs and in destructive ways. A gem that experiential conflict resolution offers is to unite them in constructive ways and help them bond in a supportive community and, thus, reinforce positive choices among each other. Community building is impeded by inconsistent participation. Additionally, the deeper level of learning about conflict - the learning that they not only hear, but also, implement - comes after the group becomes cohesive, participants start to trust each other, and allow themselves to be vulnerable. This trust and vulnerability is built only with consistency in terms of the groups' participants and meeting times. Additionally, this trust and vulnerability is necessary if Safe Takoma wants not only to teach youth a thing or two, but also, involve them and make them leaders in the movement towards safer neighborhoods. Youth should connect with Safe Takoma in more meaningful ways and actually start and lead projects in their own neighborhoods. 

- GROUP SIZE -
Experiential learning requires the presence of multiple participants and a chance for everyone to share, be heard, and connect. This cannot be achieved, in a meaningful way, with less than 8 participants or more than 20 participants.

- INTEREST -
An experiential conflict resolution workshop is meaningful only to participants who want to be there and want to learn. Due to the principles of this work, we cannot and will not make anyone learn anything they don't want to. Ideally, participants would sign up for such workshops because they want to make a difference in their own life and the lives of others. We know that this is not the case with youth in summer programs. Nevertheless, given a bit of time and consistency, buy-in can be achieved from participants who are told to or forced to participate. I would like to emphasize that at least 2-3 workshops and absolute consistency are necessary to build community and buy-in among participants who did not choose to be there.

- STAFF SUPPORT - 
A lot of friction can build up among center staff, workshop participants, trainers, and management when the facility’s staff does not understand the concepts of experiential learning. (This is especially problematic when the facility’s staff is overwhelmed and needs more human and financial resources.) Most staff did not know who we were and what we were teaching. As a result, in the manager’s absence, participants were not brought to the workshops in a consistent or timely manner. Also, when center staff pulls participants out early and cancels workshops, it is implicitly communicated to the participants that the workshop is either insignificant or has not merit compared to sweeping the floor, preparing food, assisting coaches with kids, etc. It is recommended, for the future, that Safe Takoma requires all staff at the particular facility, summer program supervisors, and program coordinators to participate in a min. 3-4 hours (max. 8 hrs.) conflict resolution workshop as part of the partnership agreement. The longer the training, the more conflict resolution skills and tools we can offer to staff, in addition to helping them understand the dynamics of an experiential learning workshop.  

- COLLABORATION -
Any decisions or changes related to the process of setting up, conducting, measuring, or evaluating conflict resolution workshops should be done on consent, if not consensus, basis with Safe Takoma. Part of this recommendation is to establish clear lines of communication and decision making, in other words, making Safe Takoma visible within the chain of command. For example, if logistical changes are made to the program after it started and a recreation center director makes a recommendation, the center manager should wait for Safe Takoma’s approval before forwarding that recommendation to the entire center staff and starting to implement it. A lot of confusion was created this summer by such premature reactions and responsive counter actions. 
- FEEDBACK –

Trainers must be intimately involved with the process of hearing and addressing any complaints or accolades about the workshops. This is important in continuously adapting the curriculum to the participant’s needs.

- DIVERSITY -
Recent research in the mediation field shows that mediation participants are more likely to check on the evaluation forms that they felt heard, if at least one of the mediators reflects the background, culture, or ethnicity of the participants. In experiential learning, ability to associate with the trainer plays an important role when it comes to participant buy-in. It is recommended for trainers (or at least one of them) to reflect the audience's demographic whenever possible.

- TRAINING ROOM - 

This summer, at both centers, conflict resolution seemed to be the program moved around and asked to accommodate other programs. More often than not, the workshop was forced to find a new area or was interrupted in midsession by center staff.  Dislocation and disruptions lead to delays in starting the program, interrupted the experiential learning process, deconstructed group cohesiveness, and infused participants with negative energy. The most ominous example occurred on the last day at the MD community center, when a center staff literally pushed our workshop out in the parking lot. The learning from this situation is about the importance of specifying an adequate workshop location in the agreement with the center. Adequate location means that it is consistently available, large enough for a group of 20 to sit in a circle without tables, and free of interruptions. For example, the large training room at the DC center also contained the girl’s bathroom. Thus, the workshops were regularly interrupted by groups of vocal 3-5 year olds, to the point where workshop participants could not hear each other or the trainers. When it comes to location and participant attendance, flexibility seems to backfire in experiential learning environments.
- EVALUATIONS - 
Partly due to inconsistent participation, difficulties were encountered when trying to conduct our pre and post surveys of the campers. Campers that filled out the pre survey did not necessarily fill out the post survey. Also, many campers were there for multiple sessions, thus, they filled out numerous pre and post surveys and there is no way to track their individual growth from the surveys. These conditions rendered the evaluation data useless. In experiential learning environments, the use of continuous informal evaluations is recommended. As the report attachments reflect, feedback from the informal evaluations is considerably more meaningful than the pre and post evaluation data.
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