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PITTSFIELD -- The more sectors of the community to get together to understand the needs of children and families in Berkshire County, the more harmonious the network of support and services can be. 

On Friday, about 60 medical professionals, social workers, educators, parents, and musicians participated in a symposium called "Inspiring Prevention: New Insights to Strengthen the Parent/Child Relationship through Literacy, Music and the Art of Parenting," which was held at the Berkshire Museum. 
The symposium, believed to be the first of its kind in the region, was designed not only to educate but also to celebrate a new community partnership with the social service agency Berkshire Children & Families (BCF) and the Longwood Symphony Orchestra (LSO), a volunteer group of medical professionals. The LSO will also hold a benefit concert for BCF tonight at Tanglewood. 
"From today, I hope people get a deeper understanding of how we can get communities ready for children," said BCF Executive Director Carolyn Burns. 
Berkshire Children & Families and Pittsfield Public Schools are currently collaborating to write a grant to establish the city as a "Promise Neighborhood." An initiative of President Barack Obama's administration, 20 cities will be chosen to pilot this program to bring multiple community agencies and residents together to improve outcomes and raise the level of achievements for youth. 
"Nationally, we talk a lot about how to get children ready for schools, but this is the reverse. This is about how we get communities ready to help children get ready for our schools and to be citizens in our community. We need to look more at what we need to do to support the parent-child relationship," she said. 
The participants in Friday's symposium often see firsthand the way poverty, abuse and violence, homelessness, and other societal issues can weigh against the healthy, happy development of a child. 

"Some of the kids we have, we have for 11 hours a day. We're down in the trenches working with children," said Karen Vogel, a teacher-administrator of the nursery school program at Kid
Zone Inc. educational center in Pittsfield. 
During a morning panel, four pediatric experts from Harvard Medical School, who are also members of the LSO, spoke about the long-term effects of childhood trauma. 
Nearly 100 percent of the children who witness parental homicide or sexual assault develop post-traumatic stress disorder; PTSD also develops in about 90 percent of sexually abused children and 35 percent of youth exposed to violence in their community, the pediatric experts said. 
Symptoms can include chronic fear, anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor school behavior, substance abuse and other health-threatening factors, the added. 
"We need to rethink how to prevent these adverse outcomes," said keynote speaker Dr. Eli Newberger, a pediatrician and expert in the field of child abuse and neglect; accomplished musician, educator and author, and a part-time Lenox resident. 

Throughout the symposium, participants and presenters discussed whether music and other art forms can provide a bridge to heal fractured families. Other topics included early childhood literacy and effective parenting strategies. 
Newberger hopes the LSO can work with BCF to promote music as an agent to help improve the lives of young people, much like the Shakespeare in the Courts, Playwright Mentoring Project and Responding to Art Involves Self Expression (RAISE) programs already established to help at-risk youth and juvenile offenders in the Berkshires. 
"This can be an outlet for our kids and families to have," said Sharon Connors, a teacher and administrator of the school-age children's program at KidZone. "This can give them a coping skill, if nothing else." 
If you go ... 

Who: Longwood Symphony Orchestra present music by Debussy, Nielsen, Scheer, with special guest narrator, state Rep. Daniel Bosley. 

What: Benefit for Berkshire Children and Families. 

When: Tonight at 8 p.m. 

Where: Ozawa Hall, Tanglewood, Lenox. 

Tickets: $35 per person, general admission. 

Info: Call (413) 448-8281, Ext. 14, or visit www.berkshirechildren.org. 

www.longwoodsymphony.org
