
The YMCA Youth Conference on National Affairs (CONA) provides a life changing experience for so many 

people each year.   

Annalee Blake is one of the over 16,000 teens that has been affected over the 49 year history of the 

Conference.  Annalee, a Minnesota Youth in Government alumnus, was one of the recipients of the 

William C. Chandler Scholarship given at the conclusion of this year’s conference.  She is currently a 

freshman at the University of Oklahoma where she is a member of the Naval ROTC.  Here is what CONA 

has meant to her: 

I first attended the YMCA Conference of National Affairs in 

2015. Like most newcomers, I was very excited to go up on 

the mountain, but bundled with nerves at the same time. The 

thought of debating with people from all around the country 

was thrilling, but also intimidating. Not extremely firm in my 

beliefs, I wasn’t very confident in debate. When my opinion 

fell in the minority, I would stay quiet out of fear of being 

shut down instead of standing up for what I believed in.  

I spent my conference quietly observing debate and idling by 

the issues I really cared about until a fellow delegate pulled 

me aside and shared some words of encouragement. He told 

me I should never be ashamed of my opinion, but confidently 

be proud of it. He encouraged me to speak out for those 

people who had not yet found the confidence to speak up for 

themselves. Taking his advice, I spoke a little more at the end 

of my first conference, but really took on the challenge when 

I came back for my second year.  

I freely and confidently expressed my opinion on issues I was 

really passionate about like those on religious freedom, 

national security, and the stance for life. I was no longer 

afraid to stand up for my beliefs, but encouraged to express 

them. I am forever grateful for how the conference gave me 

the confidence to stand up for what I believe in and be proud 

of who I am and where I come from. 

 

This year we are using Giving Tuesday as a way to spread the message that “Democracy must be learned 

by each generation.”  Will you please join us by taking 2 minutes to do these two simple things: 

- Give gift to CONA by visiting https://ymcacona.org/give and clicking the Make a Donation 

button.   

- Spread the word about Youth in Government on Giving Tuesday by posting about your CONA 

experience along with a link to the Give page and #givingtuesday.    

This Conference would not be possible without the generous support of the contributors to the National 

Affairs Annual Support Campaign.  Funds raised will also allow the Conference to continue teaching the 

importance of democracy, relationships, and civil discourse to the next generation of leaders. 

Thank you for your support and for keeping the Blue Ridge Spirit alive! 

The 50th Anniversary Celebration will be held in July 2017.  We are making an effort to reconnect CONA 

alumni back to the conference as well as their home Youth in Government program and / or perhaps 

they program in the state they are now living.  As details are finalized they will be posted at 

www.ymcacona.org/50.     
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