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                                Executive Summary 
 
 
The Appalachian Community Learning Project (ACLP) is a training approach that 
was developed jointly by the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) and The 
Rensselaerville Institute (TRI) to assist Appalachian communities, particularly 
those designated as “distressed”, in building their social capital.  The intent was 
to help communities understand and act on their own capacity to bring about 
community change and revitalization by their own will and energies. 
 
ACLP has been in existence since 1997.  Almost 100 communities in the 
Appalachian Region have received the training and undertaken economic and/or 
civic community development projects.  The model has experienced resounding 
success in turning communities around, and moving community residents from 
dependency on government to reliance on themselves. 
 
From inception to January 2000, the ARC invested approximately $638,000 to 
implement ACLP in 72 communities throughout the Region.  Of that amount, 
$387,600 was provided directly to the communities in the form of mini-grants to 
implement community development projects. Five member teams of community 
citizens designed the development projects and those teams were responsible 
for implementing them and achieving their targets.  Approximately 85% of the 
teams were successful in achieving all or most of their targets. 
 
The leveraging power of mini-grant money was approximately $21 per $1 
awarded.   Communities found many unique and creative ways to raise other 
funds to build and expand upon their projects.  The total amount leveraged by the 
72 communities was $13,592,070.    
 
However, the real return on investment was the change in community mindset 
from one of helplessness and dependency on outside sources to support them, 
to a “can do” stance and sense of community pride and self-sufficiency.  Of the 
original 32 communities trained in 1997, 24 continue to work on their projects or 
launch spin-off projects that continue to build and revitalize their communities.  Of 
the total 72 communities receiving the training, 56 are still strongly involved and 
active in community rehab and rebuilding.  In business development alone, 
during the last four years 87 businesses were created, 19 were expanded, and 6 
relocated to better sites within the community as a result of ACLP.  Further, while 
anecdotal, the power of the approach was noted by some Local Development 
District representatives, who claimed that a few of the communities that attended 
the ACLP training forum on the brink of bankruptcy are now fully solvent and 
thriving (Louisville in Winston County, MS is one such example). 
 
In terms of community capacity from the human standpoint, of the 31 
communities that kept count, 3,366 volunteers contributed 20,525 hours of labor; 
in their reports, community team leaders all noted that these numbers were 
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“conservative.”  The team leaders were certain that individuals had contributed 
time and resources that were not included in the counts.  While 41 communities 
did not keep actual records of volunteer numbers and hours of service, almost all 
remarked about “tremendous volunteer turnout” and “numbers of volunteers that 
dramatically increased during project implementation.”  
 
Communities almost universally appreciated the uniqueness and efficacy of the 
ACLP approach for community change.  The impact of the training concepts and 
tools on communities has shown tremendous staying power. Forty-six 
communities reported continued use of the approach and cited concrete 
examples of how they had continued to use it.  Only 18 communities reported 
that they no longer use the approach to direct community change efforts.   
 
Even fewer remained untouched by the way the ACLP approach was able to 
motivate and enhance each and every community’s perception of itself and its 
own ability to take control of its own destiny.  Twenty report that they learned the 
importance of the “sparkplug” to engage volunteer support; 25 continue to use 
targets and milestones when planning new projects; 22 state that they continue 
to use verifiable outcomes to measure success of their community change 
efforts; and 14 communities have learned how to employ compressed 
timeframes to maintain momentum.   
 
These are just a few of the comments received from community team leaders 
about the value they have found in ACLP: 
 

Spartanburg, SC: “I was amazed that a program like this was available.  I 
could not believe that it was a federal program and that government 
money was being spent so efficiently and effectively…that $3,000 
investment has gotten so much more back and the people feel that they 
can accomplish something…This program gets results.  All you need to do 
is find one person that is interested in improving the community.  This 
program will do more, and for a lot less, than any government program 
could ever hope to do.” 

 
Lavonia, GA: “This approach is so different.  It makes you work and it 
makes you think.  And it shows you that working and thinking have to go 
hand in hand.” 

 
East Jackson, OH:  “There was always pride; we just didn’t know what to 
do with it.  Now instead of responding with anger, (community residents) 
let their knowledge kick in.  This (model) has worked wonders for us.” 

 
Swain County, NC:  “You really encouraged us!  You told us to go home 
and build enthusiasm for our project – and it really worked!” 
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Gilmer County, GA:  “As long as you don’t care who gets credit for it, 
(using ACLP) you can do anything.” 

 
Weir, MS: “We have shown people what a little bit of money will do.” 

 
Oil City, PA: “I would love to attend other (ACLP training) forums, even 
with no money available for investment…There is no experience like it.” 

 
 
This report presents the results achieved by the 72 communities that have used 
the ACLP model for community change, and the impact these results have had 
on community self-perception and self-belief.  Key learnings of community team 
members are presented, both in TRI’s words and their own.  Finally, we present 
a summary of conclusions for this evaluation and suggestions for how the 
program could be improved in order to achieve even higher results and impacts. 
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Introduction 
 
In 1997 the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) and The Rensselaerville 
Institute (TRI) designed and implemented an initiative for community capacity 
development called the Appalachian Community Learning Project (ACLP).  The 
approach received its moniker because it required teams of community members 
to set targets and then achieve them within “real time,” that is, within a 
compressed six month timeframe.  Learning was a central component for the 
teams.  Each one was encouraged and guided to “learn while doing,” and apply 
those learnings to their work to ensure successful outcomes for their project. 
 
Both ARC and TRI entered into this endeavor with a set of preconceived notions 
and assumptions about the communities with which we would work.  We set out 
to test critical assumptions about community revitalization.  Key assumptions 
were: 
 

• Poor communities are just as capable of creating the living 
environment they want as are those that have strong financial 
resources.  They simply need to learn how to achieve their own 
visions. 

 
• Community training must be designed such that there is “stickiness,” or 

longevity, of training concepts and tools.  ACLP (in most cases) is a 
one-time exposure to a set of processes and skills that are new to 
training recipients.  Yet, as has been learned from many “training” 
programs, it is not enough for those attending to understand training 
content conceptually. They must internalize what they learn if they are 
going to be able to use it long-term to improve and grow community 
capacity of self-help and self-sufficiency. 

 
• Learning comes from change; change comes from learning. If 

community leaders are to learn how to be more effective in achieving 
community growth, they need to change present behaviors that have 
been found to be ineffective in helping them build the community they 
want, and adopt behaviors that foster and enhance development of the 
community they envision.  

 
• The real key to successful community change is human resource; it is 

far more important than financial resource, and also often the scarcest 
resource. 

 



 7 

Between April 1997 and January 1999, 72 communities participated in the ACLP 
program.  The first 32 communities, trained during a two-month, three-session 
period in the Spring of 1997; each received a mini-grant of $3,800.  Thirty-one of 
the 72 communities were trained between 1998 – January 1999; each received 
mini-grants of $3,000 apiece.  Finally, a special ACLP training program held in 
Charleston, WV for nine communities situated in one county in West Virginia.  
Each community was granted $2,000 to complete their projects.  ARC’s total 
initial investment in the 72 communities was thus $232,600 in community mini-
grant monies.  Follow-up investments were made to 12 of the initial 32 
communities.  These mini-grants, ranging from $1,100 – $20,000, provided the 
communities additional financial resources to continue their projects.  ARC 
provided a total of $155,000 for these “continuation community” grants, giving a 
sum total of mini-grant investment in the 72 communities of $387,600.  ARC’s 
total investment for the entire ACLP program for the 72 communities was 
$638,000, which included all training facilities, lodging, meals and travel 
reimbursement for participants, training materials and supplies, professional 
trainers, and a full program evaluation for the four-year implementation period 
was $638,000. 
 
The Training Model 
 
The Appalachian Community Learning Project training model, while undergoing a 
number of iterations as ARC and TRI staff learned about greater efficiencies and 
more effective techniques while using it, has remained for the most part the same 
in terms of its core components.  Five-member teams are convened for at least a 
24-hour period (always including one overnight, since many teams have needed 
that time to talk about their projects and integrate those with the ACLP concepts) 
to construct a vision and strategic map for some concrete community 
development effort.  At the close of the second day, teams are required to 
present to “the investor” (i.e., ARC): 

- the outcomes they desire for their community,  
- the targets they commit to achieve in a six-month timeframe, and  
- the milestones they know they must hit along the way if they are to be 

successful.    
 
Each team then receives an on-the-spot decision of whether the investor is 
“buying” their project, and with investor approval comes an immediate award of a 
mini-grant to fund their project. 
 
Teams are then followed by TRI staff over the next six months, and are provided 
with any technical assistance necessary to stay on track and to overcome 
obstacles keeping them from their targets.  They receive no additional funds or 
extensions of time, and must return in six months to a follow-up forum at which 
they state: 
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1. If they achieved their targets (a simple yes or no); 
2. The targets they did achieve; 
3. How they achieved the targets; 
4. What they learned and how they used what they learned; and 
5. What unexpected side effects or impacts resulted from the project. 

 
The Outcomes 
 
ACLP has proven a truly successful approach for achieving community change 
and revitalization.  Out of 72 communities: 
 

• 56 continue to work on their projects, either through project expansion 
or enhancement, or have launched new community development 
projects using the ACLP framework. 

• The total mini-grant investment of $387,600 was used by the 
communities to leverage $13,592,070, which teams raised to continue 
to “self-invest” in their own revitalization.  Most of the communities 
leveraged dollars locally rather than seeking further federal funding.   

• Only 3 communities were “fizzles”; i.e., the teams were unable to get 
their projects off the ground. 

• The conservative estimate, from 31 communities that tracked the 
number of vounteers recruited and the hours contributed, was that 
human resource was far more important than financial resource.  
Those 31 recruited  3,366 volunteers who contributed 20,525 hours to  
assist in the implementation of their projects.  

 
This evaluation presents a summary of results and learnings from the 72 
communities trained in the ACLP approach between 1997-2000, and provides 
some suggestions, based upon our findings, for making ACLP an even stronger 
and more effective community change model for social capital development.  The 
appendices to this report include individual reports on each of the 72 
communities, and a breakdown of financial leveraging communities gained from 
their initial ARC mini-grant investment.  These are presented by community and 
state.  Also presented is a summary of the impacts ACLP has had on business 
development, i.e., counts of business start-ups and expansions by community. 
 
Most important, this evaluation report presents the story of an uncovering of the 
human spirit in the poorest counties and communities in Appalachia – one that 
depicts the breakthrough of enormous human capacity and tenacity even in the 
worst of conditions.  By count, 37 (51%) of the communities meet the criteria for 
designation as “distressed”, 28 (39%) are designated “transitional”, and 3 (4%) 
are designated “at risk”.  It shows the evolvement of community leaders and 
sparkplugs that, until this opportunity, had remained latent because most of them  
had never before been offered the chance to step forward and lead change by 
example.    
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Finally, this report represents in its findings an explicit, declared lifting of a sense 
of hopelessness by 21 communities, replaced by a true spirit of ownership and 
self-belief in ability to bring about change in situations that were once deemed 
unchangeable by both ACLP team members and the volunteers they rallied. Six 
of these state that other non-ACLP communities have come to them for help 
because of the dramatic changes that have occurred.  
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An Overview of Program Results 
 
A Summary of the Results Achieved by the First 32 ACLP Communities 
 
As stated in the initial report to ARC that was presented at the conclusion of the 
follow-up forums for the first 32 communities, 22 (70%) of the teams had reached 
or exceeded their project targets within a six-month timeframe.  The report further 
stated that of the remaining 30%, some ran into barriers that blocked their 
progress, but that most continued to strive to accomplish what they had set out to 
achieve. 
 
Four years later, the original 32 communities show incredible staying power.  
Only seven communities no longer function as teams to continue their projects, 
and of those seven, only two are “fizzles”.  Twenty-five communities continue to 
use ACLP training concepts and tools, and continue to actively work on the 
revitalization of their communities.  Some are working to further development of 
the same aspect of community development with which they began, while others 
have started spin-off projects from their initial efforts.  The original 32 teams have 
leveraged a total of $12,146,000 in additional monies and goods to support their 
community development efforts, and have recruited a conservative estimate of 
2,280 volunteers.  
 
Since 1997, 24 of original teams have continued to make great strides in their 
communities, achieving new, additional targets toward their overall desired 
outcomes.  Some examples of recent results gained by the 32 original 
communities include these: 
 

• Hancock County, TN has reached the point where its community 
development efforts are financially self-sustaining.  It has twice won the 
Governor’s Three Star Award for community revitalization.  In 1999, 
the team played a key role in helping the community complete a new 
library and a commercial kitchen incubator.  The team has produced a 
county tourism plan and has grown the attendance at two major events 
from 4500 in 1998 to 6000 in 1999. 

  
• Dickenson County, VA came to their follow-up forum and reported that 

they had failed to reach their targets.  Because of job changes and 
relocations, only one member of the original team remained.  However, 
once back in the community after the forum, the one remaining team 
member rallied the newly formed Chamber of Commerce to hold a 
clean-up day that brought out 150 volunteers to clean up 56 miles of 
highway.  The Chamber has taken on the target of business 
recruitment for the community, which had been part of the original 
team’s targets.   
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• All projects launched in Pocahontas County, WV have been sustained, 
and they continue to launch additional projects.  As one interviewee 
stated, “In most cases, it is hard to define the end of one project and 
the start of the next – instead, a form of continual community 
improvement is taking place where projects continue to grow and move 
forward.”  Mentioned as the two primary impacts: the empowerment of 
the citizens of the county to feel in control over the event of future 
flooding, and the development of partnerships between local citizens 
and various public agencies in order to get things done.  A number of 
the projects undertaken and completed have required virtually no 
money, only the efforts of people who were passionate about gaining a 
sense of control and security within their community for themselves 
and the other residents.  At least 225 volunteers have taken part thus 
far. 

 
• When entering Swain County before ACLP, travelers were greeted by, 

“…a rundown motel, an old gas station, and a general dumping ground 
for old metal and refrigerators.”  The team successfully turned the area 
into a beautiful grassy park and “welcome center” that are inviting to 
people entering the community.  They have now begun work on a spin-
off project to connect a number of communities in the county with a 15-
mile walking trail in partnership with the railroad, which owns the land 
the trail is going to be on. 

 
• In Winston County, MS, all initial projects have been continued except 

for work on the walking trails, since they ran into barriers trying to 
acquire needed parcels of land.  They have taken on large-scale 
beautification projects, taken control of dilapidated buildings that gave 
the community a rundown appearance and condemned them, and 
have given strong focus to the development of an Arts Center, where 
they have held numerous concerts and plays, and have begun to offer 
acting lessons.  Town hall meetings, which were begun when the team 
went back to their community after the initial ACLP training, have 
become an annual event that draws up to 250 people.  Numerous new 
projects have been spawned from the initial start-up work, such as 
façade improvement of downtown buildings, new business start-ups, 
construction of a children’s playground in the park, and renovation of 
the Coliseum.  The original team has remained fully intact. 

 
• Gilmer County, GA had attempted in 1997 to develop a youth center, 

but in the first two years, the project failed to take off.  Yet through 
perseverance of some team members, on July 4, 2000, they dedicated 
a new youth pavilion and have commitments from numerous new and 
existing youth groups to use the facility.  They also have planned 
performances, concerts and other community activities for the building.  
While the team struggled to remain viable, they never gave up their 
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project targets. As one interviewee said, “Finish what you started.  Our 
parents were that way, we’re that way.” 

 
• The Aliceville, AL museum, the focal point of the community given its 

location, has become the community’s source of pride because of its 
tremendous growth and improvement through ACLP.  Amidst closing 
businesses and factories, the museum not only continues to build its 
revenue generation (by a factor of 6 from $25,000 to $150,000) but its 
bus tours and school visits have doubled over the past year.  Museum 
volunteer numbers have doubled from 147 to 300 since the initial 
project was launched.  In one year (1997-98) volunteer contributions of 
time increased from 650 to 802 hours.  One intangible impact of a 
community strongly divided along racial and socio-economic lines is 
that the museum project has brought diverse people together as 
equals who are seeking the same outcomes for their community in 
terms of museum growth and success.  The museum director states 
that it has become a common ground for people to see their own 
history, from sharecropper to businessman. 

 
• Small business start-ups in Johnson County, TN were the change the 

county was seeking.  Eastern Tennessee State University (ETSU) 
Business School became intrigued by the strong results the ACLP 
team had achieved in their Jump-Start program for high school 
students, and decided to adopt the entire project as their “pro bono” 
initiative.  With the University’s help, they have obtained $500,000 in 
foundation and federal money to set up a program of low-interest loans 
for new small businesses.  Four new small businesses, such as a 
Radio Shack and a boarding kennel for pets, have emerged, and  
owners are provided business counseling and guidance.  Additionally, 
a business incubator has been launched under ETSU’s guidance, and 
more new businesses are due to open in the coming months. 

 
• Begun as an idea in 1997, over 2,500 customers have signed on to the 

Adult Career Center, which was launched in Scottsboro, AL to give 
unemployed and unemployable residents some form of assistance in 
job-finding and development of career skills.  To date, approximately 
120 individuals have been placed in jobs, and the center is flourishing.  
The latest addition is a teleconferencing center, where recently all 
second graders in the Scottsboro school system attended a 
videoconference with a Michigan second grade classroom to learn 
about butterflies. 

 
• The Letcher County Growers Market has become a permanent fixture 

in the community.  From its nine start-up grower participants, it now 
consists of 42 members, and produce is not only sold on site, but is 
also delivered to homebound seniors.  It still remains with its original 
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target of supplementing growers’ income by up to $100 per month 
during the growing season.  Much of the income,  however, seems to 
be dependent on weather conditions.  For example, in 1999 
participation suffered because of the severe drought in the area, and 
thus per-grower income suffered.  But 2000 was a recovery year for 
the market.  Further, the types of produce available has expanded.  
For example, in 1999, three tree farmers sold between 1200-1500 
Christmas trees.  The team is now looking for a kitchen so that 
overproduced crops can be canned and preserved.  “The Market 
created a place for social interaction…it has turned into the old-
fashioned drug store.” 

 
• The Arts Pavilion – once just an idea of some energetic individuals in 

Oakland, MD - will become a permanent fixture within the next two 
years. It has not only become an incubator for more than 50 artists and 
artisans (a 20% increase over two years), it has also drawn business 
into what was once an empty storefront main street to the point where 
there is currently only one empty storefront left and two empty lots 
undeveloped.  Within the next two years, the Pavilion will become a 
permanent community business establishment. Six new retail 
businesses have opened up in the area around the Pavilion, and a row 
of four abnadoned buildings has been purchased and is now occupied 
by professional businesses.    

 
These results are just some of the on-going successes that the original 
communities continue to achieve.  In the appendices of this evaluation are 
individual reports on each of the communities.  These reports show the 
tremendous staying power ACLP has had for teams and communities over the 
last three years.  A number of them are astounding turnarounds; deemed failures 
or weak successes after the first six months, some of these projects have 
rebounded in the last two years to surpass their own visions of success.  These 
communities show the true meaning of sparkplugs: team members who refused 
to give up, changed their own behaviors and approaches to overcome obstacles 
placed in their paths, and motivated many others to share their vision for a better 
community and commit to making their projects a success.   
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TRI Observations On Results Achieved by 72 ACLP Communities 
 
The ACLP concepts and tools from the training, in part or in whole, continue to 
be used over and over by 60 of the 72 communities.  The ACLP practices 
mentioned most often are: setting targets and milestones, compressing time to 
motivate people to move forward despite obstacles, setting verifiable outcomes 
to measure success, and finding the right sparkplug to champion a project or 
idea.  TRI found that a majority of communities found the “strategic map” a 
wonderful tool to help keep them on track, and keep their eye on the target.  
Throughout the project, six communities noted to TRI staff that having specific 
targets kept them from getting into interpersonal conflicts because everyone was 
focused directly on what they had decided they wanted to achieve rather than on 
who was getting credit for what.  If conflict arose, team members found ways to 
quickly diffuse the situation and get the team refocused on the desired outcomes 
they were trying to achieve.  
 
Having ARC act as an “investor” rather than a funder has had a powerful impact.  
It was not simply the realization that they were accountable for achieving what 
they said they would, it was the realization that they were being “trusted” by ARC 
to pull off what they had committed to achieve.  For many, this sense of personal 
responsibility became a significant motivator to perform at high levels, and in 
some cases, overcoming obstacles that before ACLP would have stopped them 
cold.  Very few communities involved in ACLP exhibited a sense of “entitlement” 
(that government should support them because of their poverty) or expressed 
opinions about what they thought ARC should be doing to help communities.  
The ACLP formula seems to have convinced participants that they must be the 
ones to help themselves, and created a real sense of self-help among the 72 
communities that has managed to sustain and grow over the last three years. 
 
Over time, TRI and ARC have become more adept at working with communities 
both during and after the training to make sure they reach the finish line in the 
allotted timeframe.  Both organizations have made a conscious effort to apply 
their own learnings such that community accomplishment has increased.  TRI 
and ARC have become better at detecting when to intervene to get a community 
back on track, or sensing an unspoken need to keep them from getting off track 
in the first place.  Together the two organizations have developed better 
preparation methods for communities before the training and have refined the 
approach to help teams better understand what is expected of them throughout 
ACLP training and project implementation.   
 
As a result, the probability of communities achieving their desired results has not 
only increased, but has actually done so with fewer dollars, because TRI and 
ARC have realized to an even greater degree that human resource is the most 
important resource.  Both organizations have become highly aware of the 
incredible ability of community teams to become entrepreneurial – without a great 
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deal of intervention from either TRI or ARC - in getting what they need to be 
successful.  ACLP has shown itself to be a powerful tool for helping teams of 
community residents achieve their desired community change, not with large 
infusions of money, but with their own human resources and ingenuity.   
 
These have been the most powerful lessons learned by the designers of ACLP.  
The section following reflects the learnings of community teams themselves from 
using ACLP.
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Key Learnings Of the Communities  
 
Seventy of the 72 teams were interviewed for this study.  Each interviewee was 
asked what they had learned about themselves and their community as a result 
of participating in ACLP.   Common themes for users of the approach were 
consistent with ARC and TRI learnings.  The list of learning trends included 
these: 
 

• The greatest importance of any project is having someone 
champion the project – the “sparkplug”.   “Someone needs to keep 
it going.  If that person drops it, it is hard to find another to pick it up.”  
“You must have a champion for every project otherwise people just 
look at one another and expect the answers to come from someone 
else.  You have to find a person who is passionate.  You have to have 
passion for what you are doing if you are going to be successful in 
pitching an idea to anyone.” 

 
• The important resource is not money, it is human.  “It can be done 

if you put the right people together at the right time.  It does not take a 
lot of money to do.”  “With very little money, we can leverage many 
people, groups and organizations that together can make a significant 
impact on the community.”  “We learned that getting money is easier 
than getting volunteers…It is a much higher commitment to give your 
time."  “ACLP recognizes the value in communities that don’t have 
financial resources.”  

 
• Assuming a results focus moves people out of planning and to 

action.  “Results matter!’ is king!  People just love to process and this 
simple mantra helps keep everybody focused.  By implementing the 
(ACLP) techniques, we gain good and measurable results.” 

 
• Demonstrated success draws people and support much more 

easily than does an idea.  “There have definitely been more people 
wanting to do more when they saw the results that could be achieved.”  
“It has turned into a bandwagon because so many people are jumping 
on board.”  “No one will see a finished product when it is just an idea in 
your mind.”  

 
• Time compression is a great motivator.   “The approach of ACLP 

gives a sense of urgency.  It makes you narrow down to a focus on 
specific targets and move quickly to accomplish them. We don’t usually 
move that fast with anything. That sense of moving quickly has really 
stuck with us.”   “Sometimes, you have to work at a fever pitch.  Having 
the deadline to accomplish our goal really helped.” 
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• People take ownership of community change when they are part 
of the solution to the problem. “(When) people could see something 
for their efforts, they take care of it…people feel it is theirs and that has 
meant so much.”  “If people don’t buy in, it won’t go anywhere.”  
“People are concerned about the community.  When a vehicle is 
provided for them, they will share in making a difference.”   

 
• Having a “map” and being explicit about the milestones and 

targets that need to be reached keeps the project on track.  “It 
allows you to stay focused on what you are moving toward.”  “We 
learned so much from the strategic mapping.  You have to do a 
timeline and know where you have to be and when you have to be 
there.”  “We were always doing things, but we did not know if we were 
accomplishing anything.  TRI taught us to look where we were going 
first.” 

 
• Planning and doing should not be separable elements. “This 

approach is so different.  It makes you work and it makes you think. 
And it shows you that working and thinking have to go hand in hand.”  
“Put simply, but not done simply, we achieved our milestones and 
targets by doing more and processing less.”  

 
• Seeing change happen acts to boost community morale, pride, 

and sense of hope. “It has been bad for a while and they take the 
attitude that nothing’s going to change. We have helped everyone look 
to the future and see that we can’t go back to the past.”  “The more 
progress we made with projects, the more that people were 
interested.”  “….the majority of people had believed for so many years 
that because (the community) had been messy, lacked cohesiveness 
and hadn’t changed for umpteen years that it was destined to remain 
that way.  Thankfully, that attitude has changed because of (this 
project).” 

 
• The ACLP training is so valuable because it provides the platform 

needed to focus people on a the results they want to achieve – 
the “bottom line” – and the approach they need to take to get 
there.  “The training works well because it gets right to the point.  What 
are the results?…You focus on the outcomes.”  

 
• Partnerships and collaboration are key to successful change.  

“You have to pull everyone together to get things done. You also have 
to work together and draw from the entire community.”  “It taught us to 
have plans, to work with other people, and to work as a team.” “The 
project brought cohesiveness to our work…you have to involve 
different segments of the community – there’s strength in numbers and 
diversity.” 
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Final Notes on TRI and ARC Experience with ACLP   
 
The product continues to be refined and improved as TRI and ARC move 
forward, and both organizations continue to learn how to make the product even 
more effective and efficient in both time and cost.  Some additional notes and 
observations about the effect and impact of ACLP include these points: 
 
1. Decreasing the dollar amount of the mini-grant does not seem to have any 

impact on team enthusiasm and commitment, nor does it seem to verifiably 
impact return on investment in terms of the numbers of human lives 
benefited.  The original 32 teams received $3,800, 31 teams following those 
three forums received $3,000, and 9 communities in one county received 
mini-grants of $2,000 each.  Yet there was no concomitant decrease in 
community enthusiasm, drive, and dedication to their projects, nor a 
difference in quality of results or level of impact.  At all three levels of funding, 
a few communities complained about the “little amount of the grant,” but the 
number of complaints did not increase with the decreasing size of the mini-
grant.  In fact, in some cases, the impact was greater in communities that 
received lesser amounts. 

 
2. “Community” does not have to be defined as geographic in order to gain 

strong results.   For example, one highly successful project was implemented 
within a religious community that spread throughout various geographic areas 
of a county.  Another “community” was a school district that included teacher 
participants from a number of different geographic communities.  Another 
team is comprised of a “community” of students from three different high 
schools.  This shows the potential adaptability of the model beyond the 
traditional definition of community as a geographically bounded area, and 
therefore opens up whole new avenues of potential use of this tool with 
“communities” defined by a whole range of different members and needs. 

 
3. Teams need a better understanding of what ACLP is and what the 

expectations are prior to attending the forum.  A number of community team 
members indicated that they came to the training not knowing what to expect, 
and felt that they would have been able to lay out their projects more 
efficiently had they had the information ahead of time.  None were specific 
about what information it was they needed, other than simply an overall 
perspective of ACLP.  ARC and TRI have addressed this issue, and are 
making changes in the information community teams receive ahead of time 
so that participants are better prepared when they come to the training.  

 
4. The “overnight stay” requirement of ACLP is critical to program success.  

Without exception, in each training, some teams that were struggling the first 
day with ACLP concepts and tools returned the next morning with a new 
sense of clarity about where they wanted to go and what they wanted to 
achieve.   That “after-hours” interaction of team members, not only with their 
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own team but with members of other teams, seems to have a very strong 
impact on team members’ understanding and internalization of the concepts. 
It also gives participants quiet processing time, between sessions, to think 
through their projects and logically decide what milestones and targets they 
need to set to achieve their desired outcomes.  The adage about gaining a 
better perspective if one “sleeps on it” has proven very true with the ACLP 
approach. 

 
5. Teams that contain professional community planners are more likely to fail or 

achieve weaker results than those teams that are comprised of non-
professional community residents.  At the very least, a good mix of 
representation from the community seems essential.  Experience to date 
shows that teams made up of planning professionals are unable to think 
“outside the box” regarding theories and practices for community 
development, and are used to being the “thinkers” rather than the “doers”.  
For them, the two acts (thinking and doing) can be only sequential, not 
simultaneous.  Those professional planners who have participated to date 
have had great difficulty setting aside theory to try an alternative approach.  
Finally, because they are professionals, many carry the belief that others 
should carry out what they plan.  Often, they are unable to find others that are 
passionate about what they have planned, and as a result, the project 
realizes, at best, weak returns on investment.    

 
6. ACLP does not work in communities that have received large amounts of 

federal “grant” money for community renewal.  At least two of the three ACLP 
communities that ended as total “fizzles” had already received large sums of 
federal dollars for development prior to the training.  Thus, the $3,800 they 
received from ACLP was “pocket change” relative to what they had, and 
therefore the mini-grant provided virtually no motivation or energy to 
community team members.  One significant change that ARC and TRI have 
implemented as a result of this lesson learned is the need to establish a 
strong community screening component that will keep ACLP focused on 
communities that are financially appropriate for the program.  

 
7. There is an optimum team size for ACLP.  Best results occur when there are 

more than three team members completing the training.  Experience has 
shown that when the number of active team members falls to three or less, 
the chances of success in achieving the established project targets decreases 
dramatically.  On the other hand, best results seem to come from those 
communities with at least five people attending the training, and those five 
people return to the community and work quickly to increase the size of the 
core team to eight or more members.   

 
8. The availability of outside technical assistance and moral support for 

communities after the training is critical, and is optimized when provided by 
someone who truly understands the ACLP approach.  Support to date has 
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been provided by TRI and ARC staff.  However, in the last year, a small 
number of Local Development District representatives who have been 
through the training a number of times, and have become familiar with the 
ACLP language, concepts, and tools, have been able to provide their 
communities quality support in helping teams achieve success. 

 
9. The concept of investor vs. funder has become very appealing to many of the 

teams, who use their mini-grants to leverage funding from other sources. One 
team leader, who also has become highly comfortable with the investor 
language, has learned to say to potential investors, “If you give me this, I will 
give you this in return."   Another team leader stated, “I have a whole different 
way of dealing with businesses.  I talk about investment and what return they 
will see.  It has made such a difference (in their buy-in).”      

 
The best and greatest learning from this study has been the degree to which the 
philosophy of ACLP continues on for most of the ACLP communities; they have 
found it to be one of the most effective community change approaches they’ve 
ever used. Eighty-five percent of the 72 communities have continued their 
original projects or launched spin-off projects, primarily with money and human 
resources raised locally.  Over 80% of interview respondents have internalized 
the language of ACLP on some level, and continue to use it in their daily 
professional – and sometimes even personal – lives. Certainly one essence of 
ACLP is self-help – communities learning to turn to themselves rather than 
outside resources to bring about positive change in their communities.  “People 
realize they can do for themselves and now have the track record to prove it.”  
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Six Case Studies of Exemplary ACLP Communities 
 
The data reflected in the Introduction to this evaluation show the overall staying 
power of ACLP and some of its key concepts and practices.  ACLP teams 
throughout Appalachia have come to realize that they have the power, within 
themselves, to bring about extraordinary positive change in their community. 
They have learned how to build vibrant communities through self-help, a result 
focus, energy, use of sparkplug individuals to build and maintain enthusiasm and 
momentum, and taking time to learn as they do, and use what they learn to 
improve their performance.  And they have learned that it does not take large 
amounts of money to do so, but rather large amounts of human resources and 
volunteerism. 
 
Many of the 72 communities included in this study have made great strides in 
improving their communities.  However, a few stand out as exemplary examples 
of what can be done with a little “seed” money, a map, and a lot of human 
energy.  In this section is profiled six communities that, from ARC and TRI’s 
perspective, have internalized and exemplified the concepts of ACLP.  These 
communities are: 
 

1. Hurley, Virginia 
2. Everett, Pennsylvania 
3. Elbert County, Georgia 
4. Boonville, North Carolina 
5. Spartanburg, South Carolina 
6. Jolo, West Virginia  

 
Each has been highly successful in achieving its original targets, and in every 
case the teams continue to use and live the principles and values of ACLP in 
both their professional and personal lives. 
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Hurley, Virginia 

 
5,200 bags of trash containing over 89 tons of garbage were pulled from the 
creeks of Hurley, Virginia in the first six months of ACLP participation.  Hurley is 
a small community in Buchanan County in the western tip of the state.  The total 
population is perhaps 3,000.  The team quickly discovered its sparkplug, an 
element that is essential to success in any endeavor.  That sparkplug is Mattie 
Christian.  “I attended my first meeting with ACLP to be a body in the crowd.  My 
sister called and said that they needed to get numbers.  So I made my potluck 
dish and went to the park.  Since that night, my life has changed.  I have gone 
from being the cook to being the president.”  Before ACLP, Mattie thought that 
her responsibility in life was to care for her grandchildren but “I realized that the 
Lord had a whole lot more in mind for me.” 
 
Also, during the first six months of ACLP, 26 miles of roadsides were cleaned 
and three unrecognized dumping sites (actual mountains of trash) were removed.  
2,000 hours of volunteer time were donated to the project, including hours from 
those with fines or tickets that could not afford to pay.  Mattie and her team also 
inspired every homeowner in Hurley to clean their property to the bank of the 
creek.  Mattie insisted on cleaning because she understands the TRI philosophy 
that doing and thinking must be combined.  “People were so down that they 
didn’t even know how to try to get back up.  That’s why it made so much sense to 
clean first and have a visible result.” 
 
With Hurley’s success in the first six months, they were accepted as an ACLP II 
community.  After some difficulties with monetary allocation, the team recruited 
almost 400 volunteers, who donated over 12,000 hours of work.  An additional 25 
miles of creek and roads were cleaned and 5 additional dumpsites were 
removed.  The 900 students in the Hurley public schools collected 2,500 bags of 
trash, 1500 pounds of aluminum, and 800 pounds of newspaper. 
 
Now armed with techniques and approaches of ACLP, Mattie has kept Hurley 
Community Development growing and thriving.  To maintain the cleanliness of 
Hurley, the town has instituted mandatory garbage removal at reasonable rates 
and illegal dumping is virtually nonexistent.  200 non-resident volunteers, 
primarily college students, have come to Hurley each year since 1998.  They 
spend a week in Hurley doing renovation work on homes and assisting elderly 
residents with seasonal chores.  Each student pays $150 and two-thirds is used 
for building supplies.  $60,000 has been invested into Hurley homes over the 
past three years.  A food bank was established in 1998 that serves 400 families 
and distributes over 10 tons of food each month.  An Environmental Education 
Day has been instituted in public schools along with a community service day.  
An Adopt-a-Stream program was started in 1999 and has maintained the 
cleanliness of over 50 miles of creek. 
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Mattie has learned and adapted the principles of ACLP.  She has become an 
activist for her community and has shown the power of self-help.  “We have to 
work for ourselves.  Volunteerism is essential.”  In Hurley today, “neighbors [are] 
helping neighbors and that means so much more because we are earning our 
respect.”  “Success is in the people.  It is a long process.  It is not wham-bam and 
you are done tomorrow…We are now beginning to reap what we sowed four 
years ago.” 
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Everett, Pennsylvania 
 
Recognizing the lack of recreational facilities in Everett, a small borough of 1800, 
the team focused their ACLP work on creating and cleaning a community picnic 
area and park.  Their initial target was to have 20 people using the facilities each 
week.  To prepare for the opening in June 1999, the team involved the school 
VoTech program whose students built nine picnic tables and got 35 volunteers to 
assist with cleaning the park and picnic areas.  This was an earlier indicator of 
community interest as their initial milestone was to have 25 volunteers participate 
in the clean-up.  The opening on June 12, 1999 was “better than we could have 
hoped for.”  Over 175 people registered, not including children.  The local 
newspaper and two television stations covered the event.  All the county 
commissioners were there along with the local economic development staff.  The 
road to the picnic area was finished with donated gravel and volunteer labor.  
The Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts were active participants in clearing hiking paths 
in the park.  The Lions Club donated a pavilion.  The creation of the park was 
truly a community effort, spearheaded by Everett’s sparkplug, Penny McFadden. 
 
In August 2000, Penny reported that “everything is moving along quite nicely.”  
The park now has over 8 miles of hiking trails and the picnic area enjoys regular 
use.  “We have over 20 people using the park on a slow day.”  Everett is 
currently conducting feasibility studies for a community swimming pool and a 
community center.  She is writing grants for that portion of the project and has 
gotten letters of support from local, county, state, and federal politicians. 
 
Penny is also fundraising for that project.  She contacted Unique Promotions to 
do a jigsaw puzzle of the community landscape and each individual puzzle piece 
contained advertising for local businesses.  The local business paid to have their 
name and information on a puzzle piece.  The puzzles were then sold to the 
public.  The sales rep for Unique Promotions predicted, based on the size of 
Everett, that Penny would do well to get 50 merchants to purchase advertising.  
In less than one month, Penny had 75 merchants committed and the sales rep 
called to tell her that no more space was available.  The project raised $18,000 
from local merchants. 
 
The community is also supporting the park’s potential developments.  Everett 
recently lost a possible tenant for its industrial park because the town had no 
recreational facilities.  In response, the Everett business community has 
established an endowment fund that stands at $20,000.  The total cost for the 
pool and community center is approximately eight million.  “It is easy to say that 
something won’t happen, but my attitude is ‘Why not?’  We have shown that we 
can make things happen, and this will happen as well.” 
 
“Some people would say that three thousand dollars [the ACLP mini-grant] is 
nothing, but I would have to disagree with that.  It means a lot.”  Penny has 
generated full community backing for this project.  “Conservatively, we have had 
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150 to 200 volunteers donating countless hours to make this project work.”  The 
town recreation board has “taken over the Spring Festival and brought it back 
from the dead.”  At least eight civic organizations including Kiwanis, Lions’ Club, 
and Girl and Boy Scouts hold fundraisers to continue generating funds.  The 
team discovered during the grant application process that they needed matching 
funds to qualify for many grants.  “In the past, we might have just given up.  We 
can’t raise money.  Now we know that we can do it.  That three thousand dollars 
has gone further than we could have possibly imagined.” 
 
The design and concepts of ACLP remain.  “We make milestones for every 
project that we do and have them posted.”  Penny finds increased motivation in 
“having an outline and physically writing what you will accomplish and when.  It 
keeps you on track and gives you a sense of direction.  It allows you to stay 
focused on what you are moving toward.”  Penny finds it helpful to work with 
targets and milestones because they “break the big picture into attainable goals.” 
 
“This project gives us a sense of community pride and gratitude.  There is a 
quote that I ran across somewhere.  ‘Living in a small community is like having a 
big family.’  I have done volunteer work before and sometimes when I look 
behind me, I am standing alone.  This project has been different and we have 
had so much support.” 
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Elbert County, Georgia 
 
“The target of ‘Exciting Education’ was to energize 10 teachers by empowering 
and rewarding them with teaching mini-grants of up to $300 each.  The mini-
grants funded new, innovative, and hands-on classroom projects implemented 
between March and June 1999.”  To gain community and institutional support, 
team members met with the school superintendent and members of the Board of 
Education, the Elbert County Chamber of Commerce, and two local businesses.  
19 teachers applied for the ten available grants and 1,519 students directly 
benefited from the 10 projects.  All ten teachers “felt energized in the classroom 
because of the resources the ‘seed money’ provided” as indicated by evaluations 
and personal testimony. 
 
Under the leadership and guidance of Andrea Daniel, the Exciting Education 
Council (EEC) has continued the program.  The original plan was for the Board of 
Education to donate half of the grant funds and for private businesses to 
contribute the other half.  The Board’s budgeting process showed a deficit and 
the EEC decided that the Board contribution would not be appropriate.  So the 
EEC decided to try other avenues that are not normally associated with the 
“educational arena.”  They were able to generate full financial support from the 
private sector.  In 1999-2000, 9 teachers received investments and 1,500 
children were impacted.  For 2000-2001, EEC plans to offer investments to over 
10 teachers, increasing the number of children impacted. 
 
Two other communities have approached Andrea about the Exciting Education 
program, inquiring about how it began, how it is sustained, how it has impacted 
students, and how funding has continued.  Andrea sees this as a sign that the 
program is having an impact outside of Elberton.  “This [the entire project] is a 
good example for how effective you can be with the right publicity, moving in the 
right channels, making connections, getting the buy-in from all parties involved.  
It is a good example of what you can accomplish when you move past the finger 
pointing and start collaborating.” 
 
Andrea explained that it is difficult to measure outcomes after participation in the 
programs.  She does point to an increase in PTA participation as an outcome of 
the energy and enthusiasm about the mini-grants.  ‘There used to be no one; 
now there are at least 40 parents at every meeting.”  She pointed out the 
storytelling project funded by EEC.  “Those kids went to other classrooms to tell 
stories and have now taped them and are considering broadcasting as a possible 
career choice.”  She explained how two “at-risk” students took part in a mural 
project and are now focusing on art classes at the high school.  “That project 
really got them engaged with school.” 
 
EEC has been particularly successful in forging relationships between the 
business community and the education community.  Elbert County has a 43% 
illiteracy rate and business wanted to help educators because business needs a 
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literate workforce.  The two groups did not know how to help one another and no 
one was creating the bridge.  Andrea plans to measure the outcomes in drop-out 
rate, illiteracy, and teen pregnancy as the project continues. 
 
Andrea understands measurable outcomes and works hard to give an 
educational program easily verifiable results.  The application for teachers 
requires an answer to how many students will be impacted and in what ways.  
She also understands the power of the sparkplug.  “You must have a champion 
for every project otherwise people just look at one another and expect the 
answers to come from someone else.  You have to find a person who is 
passionate.  You have to have passion for what you are doing if you are going to 
be successful in pitching an idea to anyone.” 
 
“We learned that the education realm is eager for partnerships with the private 
sector and while the private sector is eager to assist the education realm, it 
doesn’t always know how.  We found an answer through the ACLP process.  All 
it takes is an idea, a successful methodology, and a little bit of energy.”  She 
continued, “educators see business people not supporting them and business 
people say that educators aren’t doing their jobs.  Both sides see one another as 
apathetic.  That is why you have to have a champion, the person who can help 
them connect the dots and put the whole picture together.” 
 
“Too often, you hear people complain and then when it is time to do something, 
they can’t help for whatever reason.”  Andrea has become more direct at 
meetings since ACLP.  When a good idea is suggested, she asks, “Who is going 
to step up to the plate and be the champion for this?”  She sees “too many 
wonderful ideas be shared and then shelved because no one will commit to 
making it happen.  Too many folks say what can other people give me, what can 
the government give me.” 
 
“It [ACLP] got me focused.  It put me in a situation where I had to work with the 
education leaders…it helped me keep my eye on the ball and not get distracted 
by negativity and cynicism.  This process renews hope.”  And finally, “the 
outcomes of your project can be so much more than you ever expected.  Don’t 
limit yourself and don’t be satisfied with reaching the first set of targets.” 
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Boonville, North Carolina 
 
The work of the Boonville team was focused on business recruitment and 
retention by improving the aesthetics of the town square, so they called their 
ACLP work,  “Target Square.”  Twelve buildings were painted and the Greater 
Boonville Business Association set up a matching mini-grant fund for other 
businesses wanting to do façade improvements.  “The open space…has been 
landscaped with flowers, bushes, and trees; benches and a walkway have been 
added to make it into a center square where people can sit, read, rest, and visit.”  
Fencing was installed to hide parked cars near the center of town. 
 
With these physical improvements, Boonville was able to retain all current 
businesses.  Two businesses lost their buildings due to fire but both reopened 
after renovation or relocation.  The member businesses in the Greater Boonville 
Business Association increased from 20 to 34.  New business was attracted to 
Boonville.  Foothills Packaging and Distribution took residence in a building that 
had been vacant for almost four years.  A coin laundry opened and added dry 
cleaning service.  In 2000, a mini-storage facility and a pizza shop opened.  One 
business expanded and two did renovation work.  New home construction 
increased and a new housing development was started. 
 
In 2000, Boonville celebrated its second annual Spring Cleaning Day.  The 
program was expanded to include free removal of anything placed outside during 
a five-day period.  Also in December the town will have its second tree lighting 
ceremony.  “It literally and emotionally brings together town citizens.”  Emily 
Sarah Lineback, the sparkplug for Boonville, continues, “Perhaps the biggest 
community change was the citizens’…(re)discovered belief that Boonville really 
can look better.  This belief has lasted, and its impact includes additional people 
taking simple steps to make things look nicer, having more of an interest in the 
town’s appearance…Also, as individuals and as a collective community, people 
realized our town does have worth and potential.” 
 
The project in Boonville energized community members to become involved and 
engaged, promoting the idea that human capital is critical to success.  “From the 
beginning of Target Square until completion of Phase One, 40 to 50 individuals 
participated…Our biggest resource was people…we accumulated nearly 1,000 
hours of free labor for this project.”  “People view the town not just as looking 
neater, but they see it as visual proof that people are working together better – 
and some are working for the first time in a long time.” 
 
“I have learned that the majority of people had believed for so many years that 
because Boonville had been messy, lacked cohesiveness, and hadn’t changed 
for umpteen years that it was destined to remain that way.  Thankfully, that 
attitude genuinely changed because of Target Square.” 
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“’Results matter!’ is king!  I use this with every group.  People just love to process 
and this simple mantra helps keep everybody focused.  With Target Square, this 
belief along with outcome frameworks helped keep us on track with what had to 
be done, what was working, and what (and who) wasn’t, when and how to 
modify, and kept us up-to-date on achieving our milestones and targets.”  Emily 
Sarah found that verifiable results along with clearly outlined outcomes with 
appropriate targets and milestones “provide foundation.  Of course, naming a 
sparkplug has always been key to any project and Target Square just 
strengthened that fact for me.” 
 
“ACLP and ARC were great for us.  At the start of Target Square, we really didn’t 
need more money, meaning that additional funds at that point wouldn’t have 
yielded correspondingly higher results.  We needed seed money to get us 
started, to get people motivated, to prove to people that changes were indeed 
possible.” 
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Spartanburg, South Carolina 
 
“The mission of the Spartanburg Three Helping Hands Project is to provide minor 
home rehabilitation, taking into consideration safety, weatherization, and 
appearance, for eligible Spartanburg School District Three residents.  This 
project will help all needy or elderly homeowners to remain in their homes, and 
offer opportunities for volunteer groups, clubs, civic, and religious organizations 
to serve as sponsors.”  The team set out to rehabilitate five homes owned by 
elderly citizens, each home done by a different civic/religious organization.  By 
June 1999, when the ACLP follow-up forum was held, the team had matched five 
homes with five organizations but had yet to start any work.  The facilitators at 
that forum did not expect strong results to emerge at a later date from the 
Spartanburg ACLP work. 
 
However, based on the powerful stories told at the follow-up forum and equipped 
with the principles of TRI and ACLP, Ron Miller took hold of the project and 
committed himself to making it work.  In August 2000, Helping Hands has 
completed work on three homes, has started work on two more and has 
identified twenty additional homes for minor rehabilitation projects.  By November 
2000, five homes have been completed.  This effort has involved over 120 
volunteers who have contributed over 2000 hours of labor.  “There is plenty of 
work to do but we ran out of money before finishing.”  To enhance the group’s 
financial picture, they paired with the United Way’s Adopt-A-Home program.  “In 
most cases, the United Way will provide matching funds for the home 
improvements.  In one case, they paid the whole thing.”  The community 
sponsors also pay for some expenses. 
 
Initially, Helping Hands also experienced difficulty in getting homeowners to 
agree to have work performed.  “They could not believe that someone was doing 
work for nothing.  The homeowners were very skeptical and it was hard to get 
people to agree.  Everyone said, ‘What’s the catch?’  That is some commentary 
on our day and age.”  Once they cleared this initial obstacle, success quickly 
followed.  A 97-year old woman had work done for her by a group from the 
Rotary.  “They have really stayed in touch with each other and the team goes 
over for regular visits.  This weekend they are going to be taking out an old rotted 
tree from her yard with their own money.  This project has really started making 
connections.” 
 
With the price of housing materials, the group had to think in different ways.  
“That seed money generated more creativity from us.  We have found ways of 
funding when the seed money was gone, but we would not have made it without 
that initial money.  By having some money to start, it forces you to put your 
money where your mouth is.” 
 
Ron’s work with ACLP has brought home the lesson that sparkplug individuals 
are essential to success.  “You have to have a firecracker in the group.  That 
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doesn’t mean that person does all the work but that they are willing to lead and to 
take responsibility for making things happen.  Many people are willing to work, 
not many are willing to lead.”  Ron also recognizes the passion necessary for an 
effective sparkplug.  “The leader has to have energy and enthusiasm for the 
project.  That becomes so infectious to the rest of the group.” 
 
Volunteers are a critical component to Helping Hands and to a majority of ACLP 
endeavors.  “I’ve learned that you have to get volunteer organizations in gear.  
Getting them to set a time to complete a project is difficult.  You have to lead 
them.  We will be adding specific dates as part of the procedures in the future.  It 
was really helpful when we did this to have deadlines for when things had to be 
done.”  He summed up his thoughts on creating deadlines for action, “If you don’t 
press for a schedule to get it moving, it won’t move.”  Ron has also seen the 
reward of persevering for a worthwhile cause.  “With action and commitment 
shown on our part, we see that we are taken seriously as a community that has 
leadership, drive, life, and vision.” 
 
“Taking a concept and making it a reality is hard work and takes time…This 
program [ACLP] gets results.  All you need to do is find one person that is 
interested in improving the community.  This program will do more, and for a lot 
less, than any government program could ever hope to.” 
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Jolo, West Virginia 
 
The small town of Jolo, tucked in the southwest corner of McDowell County, had 
an abandoned elementary school with empty classrooms and a locked 
gymnasium.  Two sparkplugs from Jolo, Linda Vance and Janie Sparks, came to 
an ACLP training in Charleston, West Virginia with an idea and with energy to 
make it happen.  Working with ARC and TRI, the Jolo Community Center has 
become a focal point of that community.  “All the kids in the area like basketball.  
But there is nowhere to play basketball,” says Linda Vance.  “So when the school 
came [available], and we had the opportunity, as a community, to get the school, 
to get a good gym,” they jumped at the chance. 
 
The Jolo team set out to get “10 kids who were involved in negative behavior 
actively involved in positive community behaviors.”  To accomplish this, they 
created “Hoops for Hope,” a basketball program held for everyone at the 
gymnasium.  After a six-month test period, they had seventy kids participating at 
the community center at least twice a week, 18 committed adult volunteers, and 
253 volunteers who had donated 1592 hours of service. 
 
Linda said, “this gives our kids something to do.  One kid was labeled as a ‘major 
druggie’ but we have gotten him coming into the center.  And that means that he 
has to leave the drugs behind.”  Janie adds, “We want the center to bring our 
children off the streets because they have nothing to do but get in trouble…We 
want a positive atmosphere, we want a better life for them, to show them that 
they do have options.”  The center has an academic standard that all children 
must meet in order to attend activities and programs.  “This gives us a bright 
outlook and has helped to get kids involved in school…They need to have the 
grades to take part.  Now, with the center, they also have something to look 
forward to when school is over. (Linda)” 
 
The work in Jolo has also impacted upon adults and parents.  Linda points out 
that “it is not only good for the kids, it is good for the parents.  They are relieved 
that their kids are at the center rather than hanging out at the mouth of the 
hollow.”  Dewey Wimmer, another member of the Jolo team, adds, “We got the 
kids to come out.  Getting adult volunteers was much more difficult.  We got a lot 
of cynicism from the adults.  They seemed to be looking for an ulterior motive.  It 
took more than a year to establish the trust that we were here to stay.”  This 
broad approach to involving the entire community has helped the Jolo 
Community Center to accomplish more and more.  Linda states “you have to 
include more people all the time.  It helps to lighten the workload and it shows 
people what is possible…You have to talk to everyone and move outside your 
usual circles.  You have to educate people and tell them why the work is 
important.” 
 
Both Linda and Janie speak about the change from negativity to an attitude that 
anything is possible.  Linda, “I was one of those negative people who thought 
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that nothing would ever change.  We have given our kids something to do and 
we know that we have to make it happen…If you keep pushing, it will get done.”  
Janie, “Instead of assuming the negative stuff because [children] have nothing 
positive to do, I’m going to install an attitude that we can do this.”  She credits 
TRI and ARC with giving her the tools to change her own mind about what is 
possible along with other members of her community.  Linda talks about a 
valuable lesson that extends far beyond the work of ACLP.  “You need to give 
everyone an opportunity to change.  You need to respect them no matter what 
they may have done in the past.  You can’t trust other people’s opinions.”  Both 
Linda and Janie have adopted a persevering mindset present in so many 
effective sparkplugs; a mindset that the work they are doing in so critical that they 
will not allow anything to stop them.  As Linda says, “It’s going to work.  It’s going 
to make a difference in our community.” 
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Reflections of Team Members on ACLP 

 
“I’d rather see a sermon than hear one.” 

-Dr. William McMillian 
as quoted by Jean Burrow, Marshall County, Mississippi 

 
 
Interviewees had a lot to say about ACLP.  We think they said it best.  Here are 
some of their reflections on ACLP as a tool and an experience. 
 
 
On General Perception of ACLP: 
 
“This process renews hope.” – Andrea Daniel, Elbert County, GA 
 
“ACLP also recognizes the value in communities that don’t have financial 
resources.” – Jay Otto, Pocahontas County, WV 
 
“The project reinforced the importance of learning and that investments need to 
have results.  The focus was on people and what they can generate, not on 
funds.” – Beth Stiner, Tamaqua, PA 
 
“When we started, people were hopeless.  Young people were moving away and 
no one could or would do anything to stop it.  That $3,800 said that people care 
about us.  Someone believed in us when most of us didn’t believe in ourselves.” 
– Mattie Christian, Hurley, VA 
 
“This approach is so different.  It makes you work and it makes you think.  And it 
shows you that working and thinking have to go hand in hand.” – Gary 
Fesperman, Lavonia, GA 
 
“No one will see a finished product when it is just an idea in your mind.” – Mildred 
Freeman, Stickleyville, VA 
 
“We kept looking at money.  (With ACLP) We have seen that there are lots of 
things we can do for ourselves.” – Ken Gentry, Davy, WV 
 
 
On Sustainability: 
 
“In most cases, it is hard to define the ending of one project and the start of the 
next – instead a form of continual community improvement is taking place where 
projects continue to grow and move forward.” – Jay Otto 
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“Any one can do it, if they have the pride and the energy.  You can not wait for 
other people to help you.  You have to help yourself and then other people will 
help you along the way.” – Clarice Shreck, East Jackson, OH 
 
“I used to look for the cool [new, innovative] programs and have a person come 
here for a year, do the program, and then leave.  Now I’m trying to learn how to 
identify and stick with those people who will stay.  How do I find people who will 
stay?  Who will be here in five years?” “That is a key part of the Dreamers 
concept – we stay with them through it.” – Micheal Tierney, Big Ugly, WV 
 
“Ideas that come from the community are more achievable and more 
sustainable.” – Lena Kotensky, LDD, Tamaqua, PA 
 
“I use the process all the time.  The training really showed me that we have been 
starting at the bottom of the process rather than at the top…we were always 
doing things but never knew if we were accomplishing anything. (ACLP) taught 
us to look at where we were going first.” – Jewell Smalley, Dade County, GA 
 
 
On Persistence: 
 
“It can take a long time to get what you want done, but don’t use that as an 
excuse to give up.”  Then later in same conversation, “If there is anything that I 
have learned, it is don’t ever give up.  Just keep on, even when, actually 
especially when, you think you can’t go any further.”  - Paul Nealy, Gilmer Cty., 
GA 
 
“Persistence makes a difference.  It gets results…We have met some of our goals 
and haven’t stopped moving toward the others.”  - Elaine Harris, Pacolet, SC 
 
“The politicians work from 9 to 5 to try to help us and then you aren’t always sure 
what you are going to get.  I told everyone that we have to work from 5pm to 9am 
when there isn’t anyone working for us.  We have to work for ourselves.”   
“We have proven them wrong…success is in the people.  It is a long process.  It is 
not wham-bam and you are done tomorrow.  We are now beginning to reap what 
we sowed four years ago.”- Mattie Christian 
 
“These students worked together without a problem…I learned from them.  These 
students were able to persevere.  They set their mind to something and found a 
way to do it.” – Jean Burrow 
 
“The results of hard work may not be immediately obvious, so keep at it.”  - Justin 
Maxson, Letcher County, KY 
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“We encountered numerous obstacles but we have gotten through them.  We just 
kept looking for solutions rather than throwing up our hands and giving up.” – 
Howard Spencer, Giles County, VA 
 
“You have to see what works and just keep trying.  It is a rare occasion that you 
get it right the first time.  You have to push ahead and put failure behind you rather 
than allowing it to be a constant reminder and barrier.  You have to keep trying.”  
Mary Sturdivant, Johnson County, TN 
 
 
On the Role of Community Collaboration and Partnerships: 
 
“It is a good example of what you can accomplish when you move past the finger 
pointing and start collaborating,” “the ACLP team grew and reached its target 
through partnerships.” – Andrea Daniel 
 
“This project has significantly improved the previously very poor relationship 
between the local citizens and the State Park.”  “The groups have had success 
working with various agencies and that makes them willing to go back again and 
strengthen the partnership.” – Jay Otto 
 
“It can be done if you put together the right people at the right time.  And it does 
not take a lot of money to do.” – Patti Vick Lee, Blue Ridge, GA 
 
“We talk about the ACLP philosophy.  We also tell [other communities] that they 
have to learn to talk with one another.  As public officials, we are here to serve and 
all the other stuff has to leave.”  Linda Cable, Swain County, NC 
 
“Rural communities are so sparsely populated that you have to combine venues.  
You have to pull people together to be successful.” – Mikal McCartney, Oakland, 
MD 
 
“This community is growing and this community is pulling together.  We are doing 
things and businesses recognize our commitment.”  -Ann Kennamer, Jackson 
County, AL 
 
“A united community can get people’s attitudes to change and to think in new 
directions.  This went better than I thought it would.  You have to stick together.” – 
Charles Hawkins, Letcher County, KY 
 
 
On Perceived Value of the ACLP Forums:   
 
“The synergy with other communities to create the idea.  That was a gift from 
ACLP that we will be forever grateful.” – Michael Tierney 
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“Sometimes you pay hundreds of dollars for a conference and you are never quite 
sure if you will come back with any useable ideas.  Coming back from ACLP, we 
were filled with ideas and energy.” – Cindie Litwiler, Oil City, PA 

 
“The thing I remember is the networking between communities…It was such an 
intense time.  When we rejoined in January, that intensity was still there.” – Gary 
Fesperman, Lavonia, GA 
 
That training pushed the button to get so much happening…the beauty of this 
project is that it is a different way of thinking.  You have developed a process that 
works and that needs to be shared with the rest of the world.”  Cynthia Brown, 
Toccoa, GA 
 
 
On the Importance of a Sparkplug: 
 
“You need to have a sparkplug – the person with the energy who can disperse the 
work to include other people.”  - Helen Lyke, Avoca, NY 
 
“You must have a champion for every project otherwise people just look at one 
another and expect the answers to come from someone else.  You have to find a 
person who is passionate.” – Andrea Daniel 
 
“You don’t get it by sitting at home and wishing.  You need to be out there, working 
for it.”  Elaine Harris 
 
“We still talk about sparkplugs with every project we do…You need to have 
someone who has the interest and the energy to work on a project, no just a 
person who is appointed and may not be especially interested.” – Bob McMurray, 
Black Mountain, NC 
 
“The thing changed hands so much that it lost its momentum, its original intent.  
The project became too scattered and unfocused.” – Ben Peak, Dickenson County, 
VA 
 
“I always expect too much in the first week of the first month of a project.” – 
Elizabeth McKee, Damascus, VA 
 
 
On the Importance of Targets and Milestones: 
 
“Having an outline and physically writing what you will accomplish and when.  It 
keeps you on track and gives you a sense of direction.  It allows you to stay 
focused on what you are moving toward.” – Penny McFadden, Everett, PA 
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“You have to continue checking your progress to make sure that you are still on 
course.” – Linda Cable 
 
“We were always doing things, but we did not know if they were accomplishing 
anything.  [TRI] taught us to look at where we were going first.” – Jewell Smalley, 
Dade County, GA 
 
“It made them focus on the outcome they wanted and it helped them later on to 
keep their eye on the goal during the ups and downs of the process.”  - Bob 
Shepherd, LDD, Black Mountain, NC 
 
“You taught us how to put projects together.  You have to set targets and 
milestones if you want to know if you are accomplishing anything.  This training 
has been something that I use every week.” – Gary Fesperman 
 
“’Results Matter!’ is king!  I use this with every group.  People just love to process 
and this simple mantra helps keep everybody focused.” – Emily Sarah Lineback, 
Boonville, NC 
 
“Outcomes and milestones show that your system is working.  It is so much easier 
to document your accomplishments and your success stories.  It also helps you to 
see where improvement is needed.” - Cathy Burns, Huntington, WV 
 
“The training language has become a part of my vocabulary.  I use the language 
and the techniques with everyone.” – Mary Bess Paluzzi, Aliceville, AL 
 
 
On Difficulties and Failure 
 
“The program has not made an impact because of the difficulties in transportation 
and financial resources; families don’t have the income to pay for (music lessons 
and training from local artisans).”  Cathy Barker, Big Creek, WV 
 
“This was such a worthwhile project and we wish it could have continued.  (But) all 
the key people, the original facilitator, have departed and no one took it up.” – 
Steve Tygrett, Jackson County, WV 
 
“(The project) has added to my belief that there are a limited number of people 
resources that will put their time into projects.” – David Pollard, Fayette County, 
WV 
 
“We found that recruiting volunteers is invariably far more difficult then doing the 
work ourselves or even raising money.” – Blaine Porter, Taylor County, WV     
 



 39 

“We have had some smaller projects not turn out the way we wanted, but we learn 
and do it better next time.  Failure and learning are a part of life.”  Penny 
McFadden, Everett, PA 
 
   
On the Relevance of Resources 
 
“Our biggest resource was people…we accumulated nearly 1,000 hours of free 
labor for this project.” – Emily Sarah Lineback, Boonville, NC 
 
“Volunteers are what makes the downtown project go.  If people don’t buy in, it 
won’t go anywhere.”  Gary Fesperman, Lavonia, GA 
 
“Now, instead of approaching people with just an idea, we say that we have done 
this part and that part, and now we need money for this other part…people just 
love to throw money at successes…money is the least of our problems…once you 
get going, people see what is happening an they want to help.”  Blaine Porter, 
Taylor County, WV  
 
“ We kept looking for money. (But) we have seen that there are lots of things we 
can do for ourselves.”  Ken Gentry, Davy, WV  
 
With very little money, we can leverage many people, groups, and organizations 
that together can make a significant impact on the community.”  Tom Hatcher, Big 
Creek, WV 
 
“We have learned so much from the strategic mapping. You have to do a timeline 
and know where you have to be and when you have to be there. Milestones really 
work for us. You could do the workshop without the money (mini-grants).”  Linda 
Vance, Jolo, WV 
 
 
On ACLP as a Community Development Approach: 
 
“The concepts were a different way to look at community development.  It made 
you be very intentional about what you were doing and how it was going to be 
done.” – Helen Lyke 
 
“It makes you look to your strengths rather than looking at your needs.  In my 
opinion, this is the only way to do effective community development work.”  - Karen 
Mocker, Athens County, OH 
 
“That three thousand dollars was successful in generating community support.  
Some people would say that three thousand dollars is nothing, but I would have 
to disagree with that.  It means a lot.” – Penny McFadden 
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“Action was the key component of this.  You had to cut to the chase.  It made it 
so simple.  While you had to figure how to get there, you had to look at the 
bottom line.” – Cynthia Brown 
 
“This project gives us a sense of community pride and gratitude.  There is a 
quote that I ran across somewhere, ‘Living in a small community is like having a 
big family.’  I have done volunteer work before and sometimes when I look 
behind me, I am standing alone.  This project has been different and we have 
had so much support.” – Penny McFadden 
 
“It helped me keep my eye on the ball and not get distracted by negativity and 
cynicism.  This process renews hope.”  - Andrea Daniel 
 
“The defeatist attitudes of people here have changed…People have begun to 
realize the power that they have…they don’t blindly accept what agencies or 
authorities tell them” – Jay Otto 
 
“There was always pride; we just didn’t know what to do with it.  Now instead of 
responding with anger, they let their knowledge kick in.  This has worked 
wonders for us.”  - Clarice Shreck 
 
“As individuals and as a collective community, people realized our town does 
have worth and potential.”  Emily Sarah Lineback 
 
“People have begun to understand that if they want their town to get better, they 
have to act.” – Blaine Porter, Taylor County, WV 
 
“We have seen such a dramatic impact…ACLP brought the park back to life.  So 
many positive things are happening and ACLP was the kick-off for it all.”  - Gary 
Fesperman, Lavonia, GA 
 
 
On the Grassroots/Community Organization Nature of ACLP: 
 
“The philosophy [of ACLP] continues on.  People have realized that they can do 
for themselves and now they have a track record to prove it.”- Jay Otto 
 
“This project showed people that we can change.  Everybody sees that park at 
the entrance to town.  Everybody has a reminder about what we can do, what we 
can do for ourselves.” – Linda Cable 
 
“You really encouraged us.  You told us to go home and build enthusiasm for our 
project – and it really has worked!  People are already looking forward to what 
we’re going to do when we have this one done.”  - Ronnie Barker, Swain County, 
NC 
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“We knew that there were a lot of people in need in the county, but we learned 
that there are things that we can do to help them.” – Bill Marshall, Dade County, 
GA 
 
“We are proud of the fact that these outcomes are the result of local ideas, 
leadership, and energy.” – Jay Otto 
 
“We did not have any of this in place before the training.  That training showed us 
that we had some control and that we could do things ourselves.” – Clarice 
Shreck 
 
“It solidified for me the idea of self-help.  Community groups working together can 
do things for themselves.  It doesn’t always take a lot of money.”  Molly Turner, 
Owsley County, KY 
 
On Team Reaction to Success: 
 
“It surprises me that it has grown the way it has.”  - Helen Lyke 
 
“In the past, we might have just given up.  We can’t raise money.  Now we know 
that we can do it.  That three thousand dollars has gone further than we could 
have possibly imagined.” – Penny McFadden 
 
“The outcomes of your project can be so much more than you ever expected.  
Don’t limit yourself and don’t be satisfied with reaching the first set of targets.” – 
Andrea Daniel 
 
“I have been much more surprised by what we got done than by what did not 
happen.” – Jay Otto 
 
After a problem with who would distribute funds in Hurley, “we got more done 
with $3,800 than we did with the $20,000.” – Mattie Christian 
 
“We accomplished the difficult quickly, the impossible is just taking a while 
longer.” – Elaine Harris 
 
“This story will continue.” – Cynthia Brown 
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Summary and Suggested Program Improvements 
 
The Appalachian Community Learning Project has proven its capacity to bring 
about dramatic changes in community economic and civic conditions. Just from a 
financial perspective, ARC has received a leveraged amount of $21 dollars for 
every $1 dollar it has spent on mini-grants to ACLP communities since its 
inception through the training of the first 72 communities.  
 
The direct impact the program has had on 72 ACLP communities and over 5,000 
individuals who have played some role in ACLP in terms of economic, civic and 
human development is far greater than the dollars spent (or even realized 
through leveraging) according to the testimony of ACLP team members and 
community volunteers themselves. 
 
ACLP has proven itself especially effective in revitalizing “distressed” 
communities in Appalachia.  As mentioned earlier in this report, 37 of the first 72 
communities met the designation criteria for being a distressed community or 
county.  Of those, 31 communities reached at least most if not all of their targets 
with resounding success.  
  

• Sneedville, TN has succeeded in the last four years to develop a broad 
base of volunteer support from both the public and private sector, has 
brought 12 of these partners into leadership positions to keep projects 
on track, and has developed its tourism events to the point of 
becoming self-sufficient.  

 
• Pocahontas, WV has made great strides in revitalizing community 

beliefs that they can take care of themselves in the event of flooding 
disasters.  They’ve developed a cadre of 20 citizens who are taking the 
lead in community flood prevention, and have completed over a dozen 
projects that have either repaired damage from flooding or are 
designed to mitigate the effects of flooding damage. 

 
• Marshall County, MS has created leaders of 17 community youth, who 

have initiated programs in environmental clean-up, eldercare, and 
providing food for the community’s poorest citizens. 

 
• Aliceville, AL has renovated and enlarged a museum that has become 

the leading attraction for tourists to visit the community, has doubled its 
attendance in the last two years, and thus has provided a source of 
potential revenue for the other businesses in town.  Community 
residents have been so focused on the museum’s renovation that it ha 
tangibly reduced the racial tension that has exited for decades. 
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• Big Ugly, WV has developed a “Dreamer’s Program” for 32 of its 
children that has led to increased reading scores, a dramatic increase 
in parental involvement in the child’s education, and the development 
of a community scholarship fund for children to ensure that they will 
have the opportunity to receive education beyond high school. 

 
• Mission, WV has established 15 technology training sites throughout 

the county that now provide computer skills for over 500 youth and 150 
adults. 

 
The greatest discovery for the distressed counties trained in the ACLP framework 
was that they really could help themselves – without a huge (or even significant) 
infusion of funds.  They learned through ACLP the power of individuals to lead 
change by example, and the critical component of human energy rather than 
money as the moving force for community change. The learning was strong 
enough that almost across the board those involved with ACLP dropped their 
shroud of dependency on outside forces to make their changes for them, and it 
has remained lost ever since.  They have learned not just to “make do”, but to 
create their own vision and achieve it using whatever resources are already 
available.   
 
Yet ACLP is not a tool that needs to be focused solely on distressed counties 
and communities.  ACLP’s application range is broad, and spans poor, 
disadvantaged yet solvent, rural, urban, ethnic, religious, and a whole host of 
other communities that simply haven’t learned how to be self-sufficient and self-
sustaining.  Its application power has not yet been fully tested, yet it has found 
only one type of community in which it doesn’t work: that community that has too 
much money given to it so it doesn’t have the motivation to want to try to help 
itself.     
 
The key ways the ACLP approach could be improved include: 
 
1. The establishment of a website that ACLP teams could use to share 

experiences, ideas, and solutions to problems they’ve encountered so that 
others can benefit from their learning.  It would be critical that either TRI or 
ARC manage this site to reinforce ACLP mindset and practices, and help 
users maintain their momentum and enthusiasm for achieving their targets. 

 
2. Placement of stronger emphasis on ensuring the clarity of targets for each 

team trained in ACLP.  The projects that have shown the weakest results are 
the ones that left the training with less tangible, less verifiable targets.  Both 
trainers and investors need to ensure that every team leaving the room at the 
end of the training is as clear as possible about what they have committed to 
achieve. 
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3. Pilot test an approach whereby the community “negotiates’ for its funding 
rather than receiving a set-amount equal mini-grant.  It has been found that 
decreasing mini-grants has not resulted in decreased return on investment. A 
negotiation approach could act to sharpen community bootstrapping skills as 
well as innovation and ingenuity among team participants.  

 
4. Place greater emphasis in the training on the importance of each team to act 

quickly, as they return to their communities, to begin to build their volunteer 
cadre.  One potential approach for including this in the training program might 
be to bring in past ACLP team leaders who were successful in rallying 
volunteers to talk to ACLP communities being trained about “tricks of the 
trade” in volunteer recruitment. 

 
5. Always include the overnight component in ACLP training.  This “down time” 

in the training seems to be critical for people to process what they learned 
during the first day, and apply that to the development and finalization of their 
projects during the second day. 

 
6. Train a cadre of LDD’s to use the ACLP training concepts and tools.  Having 

these individuals available to provide quality technical assistance for 
communities would work both as a valuable state resource to support TRI and 
ARC efforts, and at the same time spread the enthusiasm for ACLP more 
widely within state Districts than is presently being done. It would also lower 
the cost of training because LDD’s could provide direct hands-on assistance 
and remove that responsibility from TRI and ARC.  

 
7. Develop stronger marketing and promotional materials for ACLP and develop 

a concerted effort to convene state ARC managers to promote the tool.  This 
report, and its supporting documents, has captured not only strong concrete 
results but deeply felt emotional connections to ACLP.  Using this information 
in the development of a comprehensive marketing strategy is both wise and 
timely. 

 
8. Promote ACLP’s value in working with distressed counties.  There are over 

450 distressed counties across the United States.  ACLP is now a proven tool 
for bringing the county together as an entity rather than having it continue to 
think of itself as separate communities.  Further, as the notion of “community” 
can be expanded, attention can be drawn away from geography and built into 
“communities” such as religion, education, health care and other arenas that 
are not delimited by geographic boundaries.  TRI needs to become more 
innovative in determining ways to expand the notion of community such that 
an ACLP team’s results are not bounded by geographic jurisdictions. 

 
9. Look for opportunities for TRI and ARC to further assist ACLP communities 

by “tagging” new business start-ups to see if there is a way to work in 
entrepreneurial assistance through venture capital loans, business training, 



 45 

and entrepreneur counseling and guidance.  In the Appendices of this 
document, there is a count of the number of new business starts that have 
occurred because of ACLP; the model has been shown to have a direct, 
positive affect on business start-ups and job creation. 

 
10.  The concept of compressed time also needs to be maintained as one of the 

principles of the ACLP training.  Numerous interviewees stated that what kept 
them going was knowing that they had only six months to complete heir 
projects, and that time limit forced them to deal with obstacles that they 
otherwise would have patiently waited to see go away.  As a result, far more 
was done, and the sense of accomplishment far greater.  The importance of 
this is that it generates in the team members and volunteers a sense of 
control and power to get what they want – if they are willing to work for it, and 
be innovative in the approach they take to get it. 
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