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Summary
Currently there are two primary emphases in PACERS: local chapter/membership development and projects, and good progress is being made in both areas.   Adult membership is growing in a majority of the chapters, and a new chapter, Pintlala, was added at the beginning of the school year.   Participation in projects is expanding  in terms of the number of schools and students involved and local chapter support.   Building the infrastructure of skills, equipment, and project inclusion in the curriculum is ongoing, however, it will require time and an influx of local and external support to set an enduring foundation.  
As always PACERS is dependent upon strong partnerships to reach its goals.  Since the annual conference in April,  PACERS and the Mathews Center have initiated what promises to be an important collaboration and Auburn University, especially through its Journalism Department, continues to provide crucial support.   Gadsden State is also an important resource for skill development in the aquaculture program.  Chapters and schools have garnered important local support for projects giving evidence of the potential for in-kind and actual dollar assistance.
Local Chapters

When PACERS was reorganized in 2004, its Board of Directors set a priority on establishing and linking local chapters as a means to develop a caucus of small rural communities positioned to be more effectively engaged with their schools and to support  local and statewide programs, policies, and approaches that benefit rural communities and schools.  Under the guidance of Andrew Goetz, PACERS membership consultant, growth in the number and memberships of local chapters has been steady in 2009 even with current limitations in funding that have restricted recruiting.  Presently there are fourteen chapters with more than six hundred adult members.  Pintlala community in Montgomery County is the newest chapter.  The other chapters and their schools are Flomaton—Flomaton HS, Florala/Lockhart—Florala HS and MS and Harlan Elementary, Loachapoka—Loachapoka HS and Elementary, Camp Hill—Edward Bell HS, Packer’s Bend—Monroe Intermediate, New Bern—Sunshine HS, Akron—Akron West, Oakman—Oakman HS, Section—Section HS, Sand Rock—Sand Rock HS, Gaylesville—Gaylesville HS, Beatrice—J.F. Shields HS and Monroe Tech, Steele—Steele JHS

The status of the chapters varies.  Several are very well organized with student and adult memberships between 150 and 200.  The  commitment of these chapters is evidenced by their support of projects and in their recruitment and fund-raising efforts.  A few chapters have limited membership and lack organization although it is likely that all projects will have the required support of individual chapter members.  


As part of the reorganization,  PACERS consultants have worked together to draft membership guidelines for the chapters and schools, project requirements, and reporting procedures.  These matters are contained in the PACERS 2009-10 membership manual that can be found on the web-site. 
In addition to being advocates for their small rural schools and for effective rural education, the chapters, under the PACERS non-profit umbrella, are also able to undertake initiatives for wider community development.  One of the first such efforts is the Community Gardens program being planned by several chapters and described below.
Programs

PACERS program areas are rural science, student-published community newspapers, community documentation through the arts, and entrepreneurship.   Student participation is strong and growing.
Rural Science for Life


Planning and proposal preparation have been ongoing for the comprehensive Rural Science for Life program.   The basic proposal for the program is available upon request (admin@pacersinc.org).  Over the last several years the rural science infrastructure has been expanded through the addition of aquaculture units, solar collectors, passive solar greenhouses, and gardening spaces.  A basic goal of the RSL is to create comprehensive living labs through which students learn and apply science in ways relevant to their communities and to their careers.
Aquaculture.   
The aquaculture program under the direction of John Harbuck, PACERS consultant, continues to develop.  The number of systems is expanding, and students’ work now includes more research efforts.  Additions of several aquaponics and hydroponics projects has diversified the program and points to additional opportunities.
Aquaculture systems have been installed and programs started at Section High and Monroe Vocational Center—which serves students from J.F. Shields.  With these additions to existing units at Florala HS, Gaylesville HS, Flomaton HS, and Florala MS,  there are six units being operated and used for teaching aquaculture/science.  Several hundred students are directly involved in aquaculture classes, and inquiries regarding participation are ongoing from other schools. 
Equipment upgrades have been purchased for Loachapoka, Florala Middle, and Florala High.  PACERS is providing matching funds to Monroe Vocational for improvement to their facilities needed because of the high number of student participants.   Additions to existing programs include eight aquaponic beds at Florala Middle School in which students have planted and harvested fall vegetables and flowers.  FMS has built and is operating an outdoor koi pond that has been landscaped with a waterfall, stones, and a lighted fountain.   Florala High has added a well which is powered by a solar pump and has stocked its outside pond with catfish.  FHS is planning to add aquaponics, wind energy applications and more solar projects.  A large aluminum greenhouse has been donated and will be used at one of the sites.  Additional resources are needed at Section and Monroe.  

Student research and testing are an important feature of the program.  John Harbuck has reported that good work is ongoing in the programs and has called special attention to the research done by students at Monroe Vocational on factors related to raising and lowering pH using available chemicals and additives.   Water testing, the most essential element of the fish growing process, continues to be a standard activity for students.  

Building the skills of teachers has been a priority in the program and in that regard four teachers attended Gadsden State Aquaculture Workshop in June. PACERS also assisted a student from Monroe Vocational Center to enroll in the GSCC aquaculture curriculum
Solar/Greenhouse
As part of the RSL Solar project, Dorsey Walker and John Walker, PACERS consultants, assisted students and adults at Edward Bell High School to build a passive solar greenhouse and a model batch water heater.   As a follow-up to the project, local PACERS chapter members in conjunction with the high school and the 21st Century program,  planned and financed a program through which students have built a batch water heater to be installed on a local home.  The building was done with the help of the United Methodist Men’s organization from Dadeville United Methodist Church who donated their time, skills, and equipment for the project. 

In September a “living lab” solar unit was installed at Pintlala Elementary School and a workshop on applications of the unit was held for teachers in grades 4-6.  New lesson plans were prepared for teaching elementary students.  In conjunction with the installation, a community solar workshop was held at the Pintlala Baptist Church.  

The development of a solar/greenhouse infrastructure has continued throughout 2009.  Greenhouses have been refurbished at Section and Sand Rock High School.  Workshops on planting were held at Edward Bell HS and Harlan Elementary and supplemented with new lesson plans on seed germination and early plant growth.  Mini/max thermometers have been installed and new lesson plans on temperature changes in passive solar greenhouses provided to schools.  Also lesson plans have been written that assist students to calculate savings from the use of passive solar water heaters.
Community Gardens.  
PACERS chapters in Packer’s Bend, Camp Hill, and Sand Rock are planning community garden projects.  Funding and in-kind support for the community gardens are being sought locally and by PACERS staff from USDA programs and Alabama foundations.  Although the projects will have connections to schools, they are chapter organized and managed and are primarily community projects.
In early planning sessions,  chapter members have emphasized the gardens as important spaces for community members to meet and work together and are also seen as instruments for community development.  At Packer’s Bend there is interest in constructing passive solar greenhouse as part of the garden project and to  serve as a community model.
PACERS Community Newspaper Project (PCNP)

In 2006 with the support of the Appalachian Regional Commission and as a part of the reorganization of PACERS, the PCNP was resumed.  With the leadership of Nikki Lane, PACERS PCNP consultant, it has expanded each year, with Steele JHS being added in the fall of 2009.  In addition to Steele,  papers are being published at Akron Community School West, Edward Bell, Flomaton, Florala City Middle, Gaylesville, J.F. Shields, Loachapoka, Oakman, Section, and Sunshine.  In addition Sand Rock High School faculty and the Sand Rock PACERS chapter are working together to reestablish their paper.  There are approximately 200 staffer members, and the papers routinely receive contributions from other students.  Participation in 2009-10 will be the highest since PACERS was reorganized.

The continuing growth in the number of participating schools is an indicator of the project’s viability.  The development of quality publications and a sustaining project culture is a slower process, but it is ongoing  and is evident in part from the strong interest in workshops.  


The project continues to benefit from the generous support of the Auburn University Department of Journalism which sponsored a PACERS newspaper workshop on October 22nd.   Eight schools represented by forty-one students and seventeen adults registered for the event.  Auburn’s backing of the project is crucial—helping to develop and sustain good practices and high standards.  Their workshops provide students connections with professionals and journalism students and introduces them to post-secondary options.  Auburn faculty also offer independent professional perspectives on the project essential for its evaluation.  
At the workshop Nikki Lane, Jean Mosley, Andrew Goetz, and Jack Shelton met with Auburn journalism faculty members Jennifer Adams and Nan Fairley and Jay Lamar, a PACERS board member and Director for the Center for Arts and Humanities, to discuss future collaborative options including teacher and community member workshops, curriculum development,  means for more effective inclusion of journalism in school offerings, and archiving of PACERS student community documentation products.
Community Documentation


In collaboration with the Mathews Center,  PACERS held a community documentation program at the American Village in Montevallo on July 20th and 21st.    The event was an occasion for celebrating PACERS past community documentation work, for considering and preparing for projects for 2009-10, and for exploring a partnership with the Mathews Center.  Representatives from Packer’s Bend, Loachapoka, Florala,  and Sand Rock along with former project leaders Larry Long, Andrew Goetz, and Laura Anderson shared thoughts about their documentation programs in PACERS.  Community members and teachers from new PACERS chapters at Pintlala and Section also attended.  
The Mathews Center is interested in studying the impact of documentation process and outcomes on communities’ awareness of and capacity to act upon issues related to local well-being and resilience.  Students and others from the Center will be working in 2009-10 with Akron and possibly with Section.   The Akron project is being developed.  
Students at Section High School, assisted by PACERS chapter members,  will produce a DVD  and hard bound book of photographs of  interviews of community members.  The DVD and book are to be presented at the community Labor Day celebration in 2010. The basic context for the project is a combination class that also involves the school media staff.  Project sponsors recruited volunteers and promoted the project at a September PTO and PACERS chapter meeting.  In addition to its support for the July 20th-21st program, the Mathews Center will offer as needed videography training.  Continuing their long-standing documentation efforts,  Packer’s Bend/Monroe Intermediate will produce a school/community annual for 2009-10.   Florala HS will carry on its video documentation program that had a very successful beginning in 2008-09.  
Getting Down to Business

In partnership with the Appalachian Regional Commission,  PACERS provided venture capital for entrepreneurial initiatives undertaken at Section and Sand Rock.  In March  Sand Rock PACERS chapter and the high school FFA  sponsored a two day Fiddlers’ Convention.  Planning and preparation involved 47 students  and 15 community members.   Sixty-two volunteers staffed the convention and the concert which together drew more than 1,000 persons and cleared several thousand dollars.  The convention was important for PACERS overall entrepreneurial efforts for several reasons.  Both the business plan and the event are excellent models for other schools/communities.  Preparation for and implementation of the program also gave students a variety of important responsibilities that were often fulfilled in connection with adults from the community and beyond.  

Section HS and the local PACERS chapter have prepared a business plan for a student-operated feed and seed store.  A facility has been donated for school use by a local family.  Preparation is on-going for the opening of the store during the 2009-10 school year.
A complete report on the ARC project and copies of the Sand Rock and Section business plans are available from PACERS by contacting admin@pacersinc.org. 

During 2009-10 all PACERS community newspapers will be writing and implementing business plans.   To assist schools a business plan guide and template was prepared, sent to participating schools, and posted on the web-site.  On October 22nd sessions on business plan preparation were held in connection with the PACERS Community Newspaper Workshop  at Auburn University and reported above.  Eight schools/communities were represented.  
The proposed community garden project will likely have an entrepreneurial component and the comprehensive Rural Science for Life program includes produce marketing.  Plans have already been confirmed for students and their families to sell at an established market in Birmingham.

International

In September Jack Shelton was keynote speaker at the Sense of Place Conference held at the Eden Project in Cornwall, England.  He was invited by the conference sponsors (Carnegie Trust UK and Eden Project) to speak about place-based education with special reference to the work of PACERS.  The invitation reflects the continued interest in the work and approaches of PACERS—both in the US and internationally.   There is potential for establishing partnerships with education and rural community organizations in the UK.
Conclusion


PACERS is making steady progress.    The expanding number of chapters and adult members (all students participating in PACERS projects are automatically members) is an important indicator that PACERS re-organization as a community-based association was a correct decision.  The majority of chapters have made strong recruiting and fund-raising efforts and have begun organizing for the future.   Although several chapters need stronger local leadership and organization,  a good foundation is being laid for PACERS to be an effective statewide caucus representing small rural communities and schools.

PACERS programs and approaches are being implemented.   Additional funding—including local—is needed to continue to build a stronger infrastructure of skill and equipment.  It is important that more attention be devoted to the preparation of lesson plans and other support materials.   Teacher collaboration and training must be a priority, and it is essential that progress be made toward the inclusion of the projects in local schools curriculum.  More effective and extensive documentation is needed to set the base for addressing policy and curriculum issues.
� This summary report to the PACERS Board of Directors, PACERS Advisory Board, partners, and participants focuses primarily on developments since the 2009 conference.  Updates can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.pacersinc.org" �www.pacersinc.org�.    






