June 1, 2016

Listening series aims to push policymakers on issues affecting women of color in
Minnesota
By Kristoffer Tigue
The Women’s Foundation of Minnesota (WFM) is hosting a series of listening sessions starting today that they
hope will influence future policymaking to further benefit programs that address the disparities that exist in
Minnesota for young women of color (12-24).
WFM, along with Girls in Action, Comunidades Latinas Unidas En Servicio (CLUES), and the Hmong American
Partnership (HAP), are inviting Minnesota lawmakers and other philanthropic funders to come listen to young
women of color speak about their lives and what particular barriers they face living in the state, plus their
solutions. The first session starts Wednesday, June 1, with two more scheduled over the next couple of weeks,
with sessions scheduled late summer with young women from the disabilities community, greater Minnesota,
and LBTQ and gender nonconforming.
The groups hope that hearing about these young women’s challenges — which range from economic
insecurity, poor academic performance and limited work opportunities to physical abuse and teen pregnancy
— will help shape future state policy and shift more resources toward programs that address these issues.
“The information gathered from the sessions will help the Foundation develop a statewide agenda for gender
and racial equity and increase resources for girls and women of color across Minnesota with the greatest
disparities in outcomes,” said WFM Vice President of External Relations Mary Beth Hanson.
Verna Price, founder and president of one of the groups involved, Girls in Action,
said her north Minneapolis students often face a variety of hardships at home that
interfere with them succeeding at school. So her organization attempts to boost
the students’ academic performance by providing one-on-one guidance and
support. “These are families who have spent generations on social service
money,” Price said. “So for many of our girls, they’ve never seen the world of
structured work.”
Verna Price
She said she hopes the listening sessions will draw more attention to the girls'
struggles and to her organization, which has never received major funding.
Likewise, CLUES President Ruby Azurdia-Lee said she hopes these sessions help
shift the focus on how state policymakers divvy out money meant to benefit
Latinos in Minnesota. Right now, she said, there’s too much state funding going
toward creating low-wage jobs. “Latino parents don’t need one more job,”
Azurdia-Lee said. “They’re working three jobs already.”
Instead, Azurdia-Lee said, she’d like to see lawmakers and other funders
prioritize programs that help make Latina women more self-sufficient and better
suited for higher-paying jobs — such as providing at-home English lessons for
mothers who need to watch their children, or courses to help boost GED and
high school graduation rates among students. (Latino Minnesotans have some
of the worst graduation rates in the country, according to the Minnesota Council
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on Latino Affairs.)

Bao Vang

HAP President Bao Vang said she’d like to see lawmakers fund studies on
prevalent issues in the state’s Asian and Pacific Islander (API) community that
don’t get discussed often because of cultural stigma. “Domestic violence, mental
health, chemical dependency — these are all taboo issues that people don’t
want to talk about [in the API community],” she said.
Last year, Minnesota policymakers approved a bill that allocated $200,000 for
studying how prevalent domestic violence and sexual abuse is in the state’s API community. Until they have
that data, Vang said, it’s hard for advocacy groups like HAP to get proper state funding to provide the
resources their community needs. She hopes the listening sessions persuade more lawmakers to fund studies
like the domestic violence bill.
The sessions won’t be open to the public, Hanson said, since the aim is to provide a safe environment for the
young women telling their stories and driving solutions, many of whom have experienced trauma. And by
bringing together a cross-sector of leaders who have influence over how funding and policy decisions are
made, she said, the Foundation will be able to create a more comprehensive approach to breaking down the
barriers young women of color face in the state.
“We know that the best solutions and greatest impact will come from a cross-sector approach,” Hanson said.
“And the core power that drives it all will be the young women, themselves.”
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