Children dig into fun at United Way Fox Cities' Emerging Leaders group's Valentine's Family Festival at the University of Wisconsin-Fox Valley in Menasha
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MENASHA — Jeannette Blanchette, 25, walked into the first ever Valentine's Family Festival on Saturday with her daughter Janice, 6, and playmate Ben Vallafsky, 5, curious to see what the free event had to offer.

"I'm always looking for things to do as a family that aren't expensive," said Blanchette, who learned of the fest from a friend. "It's hard in this economy and I don't know this area that well so we don't get to go out much."

Just one look inside the University of Wisconsin-Fox Valley gym, with its array of carnival and Wii games, clowns shaping made-to-order balloon animals, kids shooting hoops, cookie decorating and face painting, and the Blanchette contingent was hooked.

"I want to get my face painted," said Janice. "I want to play games," said Ben, hurrying through the door.

That's just the response members of the United Way Fox Cities Emerging Leaders were looking for when they organized a midwinter party for kids ages 12 and under and their families.

"We're ecstatic," said Jenni Eickelberg, events chairwoman, amazed by the early turnout Saturday. Close to 150 people had showed up within the first half hour and hundreds more were anticipated. "It's working out just how we hoped. The kids are having a ball."

"They're having an awesome time," Blanchette said a little later as she and Janice sported mother-daughter hearts on their cheeks.

Emerging Leaders is just two years old, but it's already making an impact.

The driving force behind the civic-minded group is Dustin McClone, 28, vice president of the Menasha-based McClone Agency. When he moved back to this area and got involved in the United Way, he saw few volunteers his age.

So he started the Emerging Leaders to educate young people about United Way's role in the community, the impact it has on the wellbeing of thousands and tap the willingness of the under-40 crowd to give back to their community.

The grass-roots group started with a dozen people, mostly young professionals. The number grew to 100 within a year and swelled to 200 the second year.

The Valentine's Family Festival was the Emerging Leaders' first major event.

"We looked at planning something in winter when people are bored and looking for something to do," said Liesl Britzke, 28, human resource manager for Bergstrom Corp. "Our main target was underprivileged youth. We wanted a free event easily accessible for all income levels."

Sandy Drexler, United Way vice president of resource development who oversees the Emerging Leaders, is impressed by these go-getters. "They've said we want to grow our leadership skills, we want to be very hands on. They want to be very involved and engaged. That bodes well for the community now and in the future."
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