Salt & Light Resource

A MULTIFACETED RESPONSE TO POVERTY IN KNOXVILLE 

The many faces of poverty—dilapidated schools, sporadic health care, stress, exclusion and increased exposure to crime—indicate that poverty is more than just a lack of money. The challenge for Knoxville is to move forward on multiple domains. To open up pathways to opportunity for marginalized children, families and communities we must focus on three key elements: people, places, and linkages. 

1. Supporting people includes wealth creation, educational attainment, sustained employment, and political empowerment. Increasing the quality of childcare and education opportunities for all children, building on existing workforce development and educational programs, and expanding job training are clear priorities. Disadvantage accumulates across a person’s lifetime, so it is critical that intervention strategies begin early. People are the most valuable resource in a community. 

2. Supporting places means investing in neighborhoods so that all families have access to safe housing, fresh and affordable food choices, health care, living‐wage job opportunities, and high‐performing schools. Neighborhood distress did not occur overnight, but represents decades of disinvestment, segregation and decline. Thus successful community revitalization requires a long‐term approach and strategy. Equity and inclusion must be explicit goals of revitalization efforts, or some residents could be excluded from the benefits of community development. 

3. Supporting linkages means giving people access to regional assets, like magnet schools, hospitals, and universities. Sometimes literal linkages like accessible public transportation are needed. Relationship linkages are profoundly important as well. Trusted conveners can bring together diverse groups of residents to talk openly and safely about racial isolation, class discrimination, painful histories, success stories, community strengths and points of pride. These conversations can build trust and collectively develop a vision for a sustainable future.

The whole Knoxville community must come together to create these multiple pathways of opportunity. Churches, non-profits, and businesses are already doing good work, but there is a need to expand, connect, and better fund their programs. Engaging people in poverty in the solutions is also critical, because people affected by policies need to be involved in their design and implementation. Small, strategic, collaborative interventions can lead to transformative change. 

Excerpted from Jason Reece et al., "From Crisis to Opportunity: Responding to the Growing Economic Crisis for Knoxville’s Marginalized Children," Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity, Ohio State University (June 2009). The full paper is available on the Compassion Coalition website.

