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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract Communities are essential to our health and survival. Learning
about community will add value to our individual and collective well-
being by producing community-aware learners who are active participants
in their communities and have some understanding of the challenges to
creating healthy communities and the strategies to meet these challenges.
This introduction identifies several themes of teaching and learning about
community, including its interdisciplinary nature, the unique learning
opportunities it offers, and the principle that—no matter our geographic,
social, familial, or economic status, or our political ideology—community
is integral to our lives.

Keywords Interdisciplinary ® Connections ® Collective

This book is about how to understand the concept of community and
convey that understanding to students from kindergarten to college. It is
based on the proposition that communities are essential to our health and
survival and that learning about community will add value to our indi-
vidual and collective well-being. Over years of teaching undergraduates
I have encountered many students who want to learn about—and valued
colleagues who have discovered creative ways to teach about—commu-
nity. I understand their passion, because I share it.

Why is it important to study community? The simple answer is that
community is integral to our daily lives, and that healthy communities
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2 K KRAVETZ

measurably impact our quality of life. The goal of teaching students about
community issues, while involving them in it, is to produce adults who
are active participants in their communities and have some understanding
of the challenges to creating healthy communities and the strategies to
meet these challenges. We no longer question why we study individuals
and their behavior, despite the complexity, in order to improve their lives.
The study of communities—how they function, the challenges they face,
the strategies for improving them—is, if anything, even more important
because of the extent of its potential impact.

Those of us who teach about community have often experienced its
critical role. As a public defender, I worked hard to effectively represent
individual clients, but it troubled me that their successes and failures had
as much to do with the communities to which they belonged as with
their individual attributes. When I turned to an academic career, I found
pleasure in teaching about individual rights and liberties, but was more
interested in when and how to balance those rights against society’s criti-
cal need for collective solutions. I developed mock trials and other ways
to teach about the adversarial nature of our legal system, but I thought of
this system as a last resort, when negotiation, compromise, and collabora-
tion had failed. It was largely for that reason that I sought to learn about
communities: to address my own intellectual curiosity and to share what
I learned with students who evinced the same desire to form healthier,
stronger, connected communities. This book is dedicated to those stu-
dents who are building community in such creative ways.

While a handful of higher education institutions have created schools or
departments of community studies—sometimes attached to other depart-
ments—and others in the field have concerned themselves with the pro-
grammatic outlines for studying community, I have found that teaching
and learning about community is more often the initiative of an indi-
vidual teacher, who designs courses around topics in which that teacher
has expertise, such as education, urban studies, or public health. One or
more community issues are at the heart of the course, but the word “com-
munity” seldom appears, and the concepts are not deliberately included.

At the same time, over the past several decades, “community” has
penetrated American education in the form of service- or community-
based learning. Virtually every academic institution sponsors student
involvement in the community, usually under the auspices of a commu-
nity engagement or service office. We have an outstanding office on my
campus, and its leadership has steadily worked to engage more faculty
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members in teaching and learning about community issues such as race,
immigration, poverty, and the environment. My experience, however,
is that these efforts have three major limitations. One is that too often
the community engagement is limited to service and research, while
community participation can take many other forms, such as advocacy,
community development, organizing and politics. A second limitation is
that the courses are rarely coordinated with the community engagement,
so the students going out into the community are not guided into sophis-
ticated critical thinking about the substantive topics related to the subject
of their service, such as homelessness, education, and public safety. A final
limitation is that, even if a course offering full credit is attached to the
service, it is unlikely to focus on critical thinking about communities, how
they function, and their options for addressing the issues involved. More
guidance, expertise, and prototypes for teaching these courses are needed.
In addition, principles and practices of teaching and learning about com-
munity should be adapted to coursework at any level, in any number of
disciplines, so that students are exposed to community issues throughout
their academic lives.

In courses entirely devoted to community, and community compo-
nents of courses with a different focus, I have identified several themes
and pedagogic challenges.

An encompassing theme is the interdisciplinary nature of teaching and
learning about communities, which can involve a mind-bogglingly wide
range of disciplines. It is daunting to venture outside one’s area of exper-
tise to study how policies play out in actual communities. Yet communities
do not experience challenges in isolation, and addressing them through
the education system, the criminal justice system, or the housing system
without considering their interconnectedness ignores the importance of
these connections. When I asked an education policy expert if commu-
nity factors were involved in the achievement gap, his frank response was,
“That’s not my field.” Yet evidence shows what we intuitively know: chil-
dren are influenced not only by quality teaching, but also by the commu-
nities in which they live, including their family and their neighborhood.!
If we study communities, we may learn that, for example, absences and
changing schools—functions of health and housing—also have a huge
impact on student achievement, and their causes have little to do with
education policy. Would we want to take the risk of implementing the
recommendations of education policy experts alone, excluding evidence
from the study of community influences?
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Beginning in secondary school, educators are also steeped in their
disciplines. Because they must venture into unfamiliar territory, they are
likely to focus on their area of expertise when teaching about community
issues. My own experience is that courses about concepts related to com-
munity—connections, engagement, social capital, community change—
are frequently taught by non-traditional faculty with experience in the
community-based world. As a result, another theme in community stud-
ies, as in interdisciplinary learning more generally, is the need for points
of focus, for definition. How deeply should a course on community delve
into each of the disciplines involved, and how much should it focus on the
connections among them? In the following chapters I attempt to do both.

The question of focus raises the challenge of how to teach about com-
munity in a way that focuses on issues of importance and offers a valuable
learning experience not found in already existing curricula, particularly
urban studies. Having come to the study of community through a process
that was not led by any particular curriculum, I am convinced it offers
unique learning opportunities that have not been sufficiently explored
in urban studies or other courses, which do not take into account the
multiple and morphing communities of place and people in which we
engage. Only recently, the Secretary of the Department of Housing and
Urban Development opined that the agency’s name should become the
Department of Housing and Community Development, in order to reflect
both its inclusion of extra-urban areas and the government’s focus on
holistic approaches that extend far beyond housing.?

Wherever we live, however we pursue our lives, we are inevitably part of,
and interacting with, one or more communities. Thus, a final theme that is
integral to teaching about community is that, no matter our geographic,
social, familial, or economic status, or our political ideology, community is
integral to our lives. There are communities of identity and communities
of diversity. Community can be created and managed through large insti-
tutions like government, and it can also form organically through interac-
tions with one another at the most micro level, in families, small groups,
and neighborhoods. Community can exert control over our lives but also
indulge our own choices. And, whether we like it or not, communities are
constantly evolving. A concern for healthy communities crosses ideologi-
cal boundaries: it is important to both progressive and Tea Party activists.
Representatives of multiple ideologies have enrolled in my classes and,
while they differ on many issues, they share a passion for strengthening
community life. All of us, from all walks of life, should be exposed to
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examples of the many forms community takes, how community does and
can interact with our lives, and ways we try to change them, even if that
exposure contrasts with our own preconceptions and deeply held beliefs.
In this I acknowledge my own view that, since we live in communities, we
ultimately need to take others’ views and passions into consideration, even
as we adhere to our own.

Ultimately, strong communities require collective responsibility for
policies and practices that work. We are bound to have views that reflect
our geography, demographic characteristics, faiths, values, and ideologies;
learning about community includes understanding of, and respect for, our
differences. At its core, however, the study of community should be about
getting past our divides with fruitful exchange, and about policies and
practices that work to strengthen our collective well-being.

The following chapters discuss principles and practices intrinsic to the
study of community, which, as I conceive it, involves three overarching
areas: (1) what community means, (2) proposed, attempted, and success-
ful solutions to the major challenges confronting communities, and (3)
how communities evolve and change. Undoubtedly I have omitted some,
while including others that are not useful to your teaching; as with any
area of study, many course designs can teach effectively about community.
Chapter 2 discusses the concept and attributes of community, as seen from
several perspectives. Chapter 3 describes how to incorporate the assets of,
and challenges to, healthy communities into our teaching, followed in
Chapter 4 by an analysis of the different strategies and agents that can be
utilized to create and maintain asset-rich communities. Utilizing the sub-
stantive and process-based concepts of Chapters 3 and 4, Chapters 5 and
6 provide a sampling of scenarios that illustrate the principles and prac-
tices inherent in teaching about community. Chapter 5 offers examples
of actual challenges that communities are facing, and Chapter 6 contains
sample projects that can enhance different aspects of learning about com-
munity. They illustrate the holistic, interdisciplinary nature of principles
and practices in building, maintaining, and transforming communities.

You will note that this book contains many questions, not always with
answers. Teaching and learning about community concerns discussion and
debate as much as it does principles and practices. It should encourage con-
ceptual thinking about community as well as the practical application of these
concepts into your own teaching. Sometimes answers exist; where they do
not, raising and wrestling with the questions is not only the first step toward
answers, but also a means in itself of building and strengthening community.
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CHAPTER 2

Perspectives on the Meaning of Community

Abstract Implementing effective policies and healthy community prac-
tices requires an understanding of what we mean by the term “commu-
nity.” Key characteristics include interdependence, mutual responsibility,
commitment, and attachment. Community takes many forms, including
communities of place, groups of living things in an ecosystem, and com-
munities of people. It can also be analyzed from multiple perspectives,
including community in contrast to individualism, bonding and bridging
social capital, and race, class, and diversity.

Keywords Characteristics ® Forms @ Social Capital ® Ecosystems

Implementing eftective policies and healthy practices that impact our daily
lives requires an understanding of what we mean by the term “commu-
nity.” Consider, for example, Jane Jacobs’ argument against a proposed
highway in lower Manhattan. Her position depended in large part on her
knowledge of and extensive research into the nature of the community the
highway would traverse, including walkability, the vital role played by local
merchants who served as hubs of community connection and exchange of
information, and the dynamic diversity of institutions and people compris-
ing the community in which she lived.! Consider another issue: the com-
munity influences that impact our ability to support our children and those
who teach them. For example, if low-income people are highly mobile,
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8 K KRAVETZ

causing their children to move frequently from one school to another, and
research shows that mobility adversely impacts learning, we can explore
the community aspects of this challenge in order to either reduce mobility
or devise strategies for cffective education in the face of mobility.?
Although community is such an integral part of our lives that we gen-
erally take its meaning for granted, it is necessary to step back and ask,
“What is community?” This chapter, therefore, is about the concept of
community, which is a critical prerequisite to addressing issues and chal-
lenges related to that concept. A universal definition may be out of reach,
but key characteristics include interdependence, mutual responsibility,
commitment, and attachment. Community takes many forms and can
be analyzed from multiple perspectives. The following pages define com-
munity in contrast to individualism, then in terms of place and people,
ecosystems, civic engagement, and bonding and bridging social capital. It
concludes by approaching community through the lenses of class and race.

InDIvIDUALISM AND COMMUNITY: THE AMERICAN
PERSPECTIVE

To some degree, community can be defined by what it is not. As de
Tocqueville so perceptively described it, Americans’ relationship to com-
munity is quite different from that in Europe and many other parts of
the world, where historically the collective—as represented by the state
and the ruling class—has played an integral role in people’s lives. Woven
into the American ethos is a conviction that individual responsibility for
and entitlement to one’s own way of life is critical to well-being. To the
extent that community institutions impede individual liberty with what
are viewed as arbitrary and coercive measures, they are approached with
suspicion.* However, unlimited individual freedom, operating from arbi-
trary self-interest to do whatever we want, even to the detriment of others,
is not how we actually live. We try to be as independent as possible, but
we see value in interdependence, a measure of responsibility toward oth-
ers, and dialogue and discussion. So we balance individual pursuits with
consideration for the collective.

An example that is particularly salient to students and can be debated
in the classroom is a school community service requirement or incentive
program. Support for an individualist position might include arguments
that it is impossible to define service, that no individual should be coerced
into service, that people forced to serve others will not do so effectively,
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and that in fact a requirement to serve that is not from the heart defeats
its own purpose.* A position tending toward community would stress that
service is an effective way for people to develop empathy toward those in
situations different from their own, along with habits of civic engagement.
According to this argument, we should either require or provide incen-
tives for service to ensure that students develop these qualities, just as we
ensure students learn reading, writing, and mathematics.®

Teaching and learning about community assumes that a healthy society
respects individual freedom, while also serving common interests, whether
it is providing mutual support, collaborating on projects that could not be
accomplished alone, or insuring order. Finding the appropriate balance
between the two is critical to developing an understanding of community.

PLACE AND PEOPLE

With the concept that community is as natural to our lives as our own
selves, when I ask students to provide a photograph of a community to
which they belong, many select their family, neighborhood, or group they
associate with their physical surroundings. A place becomes a commu-
nity not simply through proximity, but by interaction with one another
as members of civil society. People in families and neighborhoods support
each other to confront challenges and share assets. Infrastructure needs to
be built and maintained: these include housing, transportation corridors,
schools, businesses, utilities. Decisions about the use of these assets must
be made. Learning about community involves discussion of the way we
find consensus and, when we fail to do so, establish rules and customs
concerning our lives in common.

As humans have become more mobile, and technology has provided
new venues for interaction, community may take on new meaning, chal-
lenging our assumptions about place and people.® Is an Internet group a
community if the people in it are fully engaged with one another yet will
never have a face-to-face interaction? Is a neighborhood a community in
a time when people all too often do not know their next-door neigh-
bors? The boundaries of place have become far more elastic as connections
among people have grown in number but arguably declined in intensity.

How to define a community becomes, therefore, a basic first step in the
study of communities. Can a nation be a community? Videos from World
War II show Americans engaged in the military, industry, and volunteer
organizations. Did this common enterprise create community? If so, is it



10 K KRAVETZ

comparable to joining a national or cross-border organization on behalf
of a specific cause or protest? When asked to provide a photo of a commu-
nity with which he identified, one student selected a picture of the main
thoroughfare in his country’s capital city; it was packed with hundreds
of thousands of demonstrators. In his view, not universally shared by his
classmates, community was created by the cause, not the size.

Community, then, is arguably becoming less about discrete places and
more about interaction in all its forms—a mechanism for airing and resolv-
ing dissension among individuals and constituencies, accommodating
diversity, and expressing common aspirations.

Ecosystems As COMMUNITIES

While it has no single definition, community has traditionally been associ-
ated not uniquely with people, but also with a group of living things in the
same environment or ecosystem.” Wherever living things gather, they have
the potential to collaborate and thereby form a community. Humans are
connected to the larger community in myriad forms. The power sources
that provide our transportation and heat and cool our homes, our food
supply, our health, and our recreation—all are part of an ecosystem that
is amazingly robust, yet also fragile. Learning about community includes
asking how we, as humans, protect the very system on which we have
become so dependent, even as we care for ourselves. With increasing
attention to the environment and ecosystems, the idea of community may
well be addressed in that context as well.

As I write this book as an armed occupation of land belonging to a
wildlife refuge in the western United States has been occupied by a small
community of ranchers who claim the government is interfering with their
livelihood, which involves grazing animals that are part of our food source.
The government, in turn, contends that regulation of ranching is essential
because grazing compromises territory that is home to an ecosystem that
has intrinsic value, and is also a recreation site for hunters, fishermen, and
birders. In another current controversy, business interests wish to run oil
pipelines through American Indian lands, as well as farms and ranches.
These communities of landowners have been joined in their opposition
by environmentalists who also object to the way the oil is extracted. In
favor of the pipeline are some labor unions who see jobs for a community
of laborers. This is one of the sample lessons on community presented in
Chapter 6.
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CoMMUNITY, C1viC ENGAGEMENT, AND DEMOCRACY

Communities may also be defined within a political context, where
issues of civic engagement and democracy are a primary focus. From
a public policy perspective, community is the foundation of a healthy
democracy. With the exception of those communities that govern
themselves—currently limited to small tribes and localities with a tra-
dition of participatory governance—citizens choose representatives
to develop policies and practices, and oversee the institutions of gov-
ernance. Members of the public have the ability to advocate directly
with these representatives concerning issues that are of importance to
them, and show their approval or disapproval by reelecting or voting
these representatives out of office. A democratic community requires
knowledge about the issues citizens confront and engagement with
one another to reflect and assert their collective will. It is where that
engagement occurs, in the local bookstore or coffee house, in schools,
on the streets, in an online forum, in citizen groups, and in meetings.®
Community, therefore, can be defined in terms of an educated and
participatory citizenry.’

BoNDING AND BRIDGING COMMUNITIES

In addition to place and people, community may be defined by social capi-
tal, the ties that allow people to engage in the larger society. Scholars have
divided social capital into two types: bonding, which arises among people
held together by a sense of identity and homogeneity, and bridging, char-
acterized by heterogencous networks.!® This distinction can be found in
the larger ecosystem as well; groups of the same species frequently form
tight communities, while different species form symbiotic or collabora-
tive relationships. Both types of communities help them survive challenges
that they could not endure alone.

A bonding community is exemplified by the family of iconic civil rights
leader and Congressman John Lewis. Lewis vividly describes a scene in
which he and his young cousins kept his aunt’s small rural Alabama shack
from blowing away in a severe storm:

...Aunt Seneva told us to clasp hands... Then she had us walk as a group
toward the corner of the room that was rising....Then we walked back in the
other direction, as another end of the house began to lift. And so it went,



12 K KRAVETZ

back and forth, fifteen children walking with the wind, holding that trem-
bling house down with the weight of our small bodies.!!

Those in bonding communities, like Lewis’ family, have high levels of
trust and mutual support, but they may also act in ways that exclude
those who violate the established norms or are perceived as outsiders.
As Lewis describes it, that same family virtually disowned him when he
joined the Civil Rights Movement, fearful that his actions would destroy
generations of established relationships.!? At the same time, when he
encountered strife from racial discrimination, within his own community
of civil rights activists, and in politics, Lewis sought to reproduce the
power and mutual support of the family that exerted such a powerful
influence on him—a community closely tied by proximity and bonding
relationships.

All the disagreement and strife that Lewis encountered in his own
cohort was divisive, but, as will be discussed later, it brought very dif-
ferent constituencies together to form a powerful, community-driven
movement that made America more democratic. Discussion about
whether Lewis’ ideal community is possible involves the study of bridg-
ing social capital and the ties that allow individuals to engage in the
larger society. Bridging social capital involves relationships that serve
common interests as social as a bowling league, as consciously civic
as a neighborhood association, or as transformative as a movement.
Research suggests that bridging communities have less trust but greater
tolerance, which, according to Robert Putnam, gives them the capacity
to solve common problems and makes them essential to the democratic
process.

Putnam’s concern, which has generated considerable controversy,
is that the number of people participating in bridging activities has
declined in recent years, threatening the civic ties that cross social and
cconomic divides.!* While he devotes considerable research to the causes
of decline, which he attributes primarily to forces that diminish face-
to-face interaction, including technology such as social media and the
automobile and highway systems,'* some question Putnam’s idealized
version of past communities, which—whether labeled bonding or bridg-
ing—were characterized by isolation, narrow-mindedness, and exclu-
sion. They argue that the trends Putnam describes are both irreversible
and possess many positive characteristics, and that today’s bridging
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communities offer vibrant new forms of social capital more appropriate
to the times.'®

While bridging and bonding groups are not entirely distinct from one
another, the duality concept sheds light on the meaning of community.
The closer the ties, the greater is the sense of identity, trust, support, pres-
sure to fit in, and exclusion of those on the outside. The looser the ties, the
greater are the diversity, potential for both dissension and tolerance, and
flexibility. Bonding communities need more bridges; bridging communi-
ties would benefit from closer ties.

INEQUALITY, CLASS, AND COMMUNITY

Any study of bonding and bridging communities—the relationship within
and among component parts of the larger community—entails discussion
of social and economic inequality. From some perspectives, it would seem
the two are unrelated. Research has shown extensive social capital can
be found in low-income communities,'® but others suggest that income
and wealth disparities are integrally related to community and are a cause
rather than a result of declining social capital.!” From Lewis’ description,
social capital seemed to have abounded in his extended family; on the
other hand, his aunt still lived in a ramshackle home. Indeed, Putnam
himself has more recently stressed the destructive consequences on indi-
viduals and communities of disparities in economic opportunity.'® For
example, research shows a correlation between inequality and political
disenfranchisement,' indicating that the greater the inequality, the less
attention those in power pay to people at the bottom, leading to a vicious
cycle of greater apathy and less political involvement among low-income
people. A recent study provides evidence that inequality has led to rising
residential segregation, resulting in greater social isolation based on class
and accompanying declines in bridging social capital.?® It scems, then, that
the economic divide may support bonds within a social class but weaken
community across classes, offering less opportunity for economic mobil-
ity and social integration. From another perspective, however, inequality
is a natural result of capitalism, whose innovations in the end are better
for communities than any alternative; innovative individuals create eco-
nomic growth and wealth that can ultimately benefit all through economic
growth, products, philanthropy, and redistribution.?!
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Racg, ETHNICITY, DIVERSITY, AND COMMUNITY

While there are many aspects of social and economic inequality that
impact larger communities, and groups within them, the particular issues
of race, ethnicity, and diversity are basic to the study of community in
the United States. Consider especially communities of concentrated, often
racially or ethnically homogeneous, poverty. They have many human
assets, but are economically and socially isolated from the resources of
the larger community. In particular, historically pervasive racial as well as
class discrimination, supported by the government through its political
and economic goals, institutions, and laws, played a major role in driving
African Americans and American Indians into the least resourced com-
munities where their isolation from the outside world only intensified. By
the time legal discrimination ended, a significant number of these commu-
nities in concentrated poverty were entrenched, resource-deprived, and
still facing geographic and economic barriers to joining communities of
less concentrated poverty.?? The limited opportunities available to them
entail adjusting to a completely different environment where they may
feel uncomfortable if not downright unwelcome. And, as we will discuss
in Chapter 5, low-income racial minorities who move are most likely to
resettle in new communities of racially concentrated poverty. Studies in
fact show that even middle-class African Americans with choices settle in
majority African American communities which have significantly higher
rates of poverty than comparable white communities.??

Learning about their unique experience helps us understand the nature
of their communities today. These two communities of color do not share
the history of immigrant communities whose people came to America (or
other countries) primarily in search of opportunity or to escape turmoil
in their homeland. Many immigrants bring with them considerable social
capital in the form of extended family and community support, both in
their new communities and in the community they left. At times significant
numbers of people from one village are able to migrate to the same place,
with the promise of work with far better pay than in their country of origin.
Indeed, they have often formed community associations to support one
another, using their community ties to create bridges to their new world.
While the first generation often endures poverty and hostility, sometimes
based on race, many of them are assimilating into the larger community
within a couple of generations. The loss of cultural identity with the com-
munities they left is offset by the opportunities they have gained.
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American Indians and African Americans, on the other hand, forged their
identity within the American borders, and that identity was only cemented
through discrimination and separation. They have their own communities
which resist attempts at forced assimilation, and they maintain an identity
and comfort level with their neighbors, preserving a cultural and politi-
cal identity apart from the larger community. While many of them would
choose integration if they were offered more opportunity to do so, and
integration into the larger community may further tolerance, diversity,
and social capital, it also threatens to dilute these bonds, forged under
great hardship. It is this tension that makes race particularly salient to any
exploration of community.

CONCLUSION

The concept of community, and any particular community, depends on
the lens through which we view it. It can provide identity through com-
mon customs, symbols, language, faith, and ethnicity. It can be a source
of mutual support through proximity, ties of family or friendship, or a
common purpose. It can also be where we find ourselves—in our neigh-
borhoods, schools, work, an online forum—and where we exchange infor-
mation, discuss common concerns, and negotiate our differences. The
same community, in fact, can be all of these.

With this understanding of community, we can learn about tangible and
intangible challenges to the formation and resilience of healthy communi-
ties. The next chapter explores how communities develop assets to address
some of those challenges and the complex interrelationship among these
challenges and assets.
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CHAPTER 3

Assets of and Challenges to Communities

Abstract An understanding of community assets is a prerequisite to
teaching and learning about community. This chapter summarizes major
community assets—housing, infrastructure, food, health, safety, jobs,
financial security, families, and education—and the challenges communi-
ties confront in providing them and keeping them strong. Each asset is
analyzed individually, with the perspective that their interaction is neces-
sary to a holistic understanding of community and to addressing commu-
nity challenges in an interconnected process.

Keywords Assets ® Challenges ® Interaction

This chapter concerns teaching and learning about the assets of healthy
communities and the questions and challenges communities confront in
providing these assets for their constituents. Learning about assets and
challenges from a community perspective requires less of a deep dive into
each subject in favor of a basic understanding of each and a more thor-
ough exploration of the connections among them. Just as a jigsaw puz-
zle is composed of many pieces, each of which is essential to putting the
puzzle together but none of which by itself can create the picture, so an
understanding of each community asset is a prerequisite to understanding
community, while learning about their interaction allows us to see the big-
ger picture and address community challenges in a holistic manner.
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Underlying all community assets and challenges is the interplay among
market forces, government policies, and considerations of race and class. A
Fannie Mae Foundation report at the turn of the century listed ten major
influences on the American metropolis of the previous 50 years and pre-
dicted ten major characteristics of the years to come.! A discerning eye can
see that virtually all of these characteristics, and the shape and character of
communities generally, are largely determined by the interaction of these
three major forces. Consider the growth and character of American sub-
urbs. The availability of large, relatively inexpensive tracts of land attracted
markets. It was the government-supported interstate highway and rail sys-
tems, however, that created the infrastructure to insure accessibility of
the suburbs to jobs in the cities. Finally, the almost complete racial seg-
regation of the twentieth-century suburbs had its roots in land use and
other policies designed to keep African Americans, American Indians, and
sometimes other minorities in their own communities, leading to intense
racial concentrations, particularly concentrations of poverty which have
such a profound impact on our communities today. While the groups and
patterns may vary, this interplay can be observed in communities around
the globe.

HousING

The study of housing is critical to understanding communities. Beyond
the axiom that shelter is a basic individual need, and impacts many individ-
ual outcomes in health, education, and work, housing is inseparable from
community. It contributes to stability in families, public safety, and sur-
rounding infrastructure. People with stable housing care about and invest
in their community. Furthermore, housing construction and maintenance
produce jobs that contribute to community well-being.?> Given the critical
role of housing, it is important to learn how communities developed their
housing patterns, and how they establish housing priorities, examples of
which follow, in the context of their history, their present condition, and
likely community trends.

Inclusive and Affordable Housing

The challenges to individuals who lack affordable housing spill over into
communities, which must deal with homelessness and the instability of
families who are struggling or unable to pay for their homes. Demand for
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affordable housing does not invariably lead to an increase in supply; the
result is that communities face two challenges: prohibitive housing prices
and insufficient income to pay those prices. No example could be more
compelling than the housing bubble of 2008, in which the entire world
economy went into deep recession in part because of unsustainable hous-
ing costs for people who lacked the means to pay them. Not only were
individuals affected, but entire communities were decimated. In addition,
entrenched segregation and concentrated poverty, which isolate groups
of people from good schools, jobs, and services, pose a major challenge
for many communities. The causes, which include discrimination, market
barriers, and self-segregation, interact in complex ways and defy simple
remedies. For these reasons, it is important to study the major approaches
to providing housing that is both affordable and accessible to all.

One approach is to make affordable housing more accessible in mid-
dle- and upper-class communities, many of which set historical patterns
of racial and ethnic segregation through such actions as neighborhood
covenants.® Today, legal remedies are available in the case of deliberate
and de facto discrimination in the sale or rental of housing, but identifying
and remedying housing discrimination through the legal process can be
protracted and costly.* Furthermore, many barriers to entry are driven by
the market and embedded cultural patterns of distrust and even fear that
outsiders will compromise community character, threaten public safety,
and depress the economic value of homes. It is important to study the
actual impact of integrating communities, both on the new entrants and
the existing community, and proposals for maximizing outcomes. One
policy that has a small but positive impact on the supply of affordable
housing is known as inclusionary zoning, a policy and set of rules that
require developers of multi-unit properties to offer a specified percentage
of units at what are determined to be affordable prices, in exchange for
which they are allowed to add additional units to their projects.®

A second area of study involves policies and practices for building up
housing in communities with high concentrations of poverty.® Teaching
about the renovation of dilapidated housing and continued maintenance
of that housing once it is improved should include a comparison of strate-
gies for the renovation and upkeep of public housing and policies geared
to the private market. The community impact of public housing is check-
ered. It is, on the one hand, a huge asset that keeps over two million peo-
ple—particularly the elderly and single-parent families—from becoming
homeless,” but, particularly in large metropolitan centers, it has been at
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the cost of residential segregation in massive projects. Over the past quar-
ter century, public housing authorities have pursued two major strategies:
either renovation and improved maintenance of existing public housing
or, where housing was so dilapidated as to become uninhabitable, replac-
ing these large public housing projects with mixed-income communities.
Chapter 5 contains a discussion of the latter policy, and compares it to
practices focused on moving people to high-opportunity communities.

While public housing has provided a significant percentage of afford-
able housing in communities, the private housing market is far larger and
must be relied on to offer affordable housing to people at all stages of their
lives and with a wide range of incomes. The study of community includes
evaluation of various public policies and practices to increase affordable
housing supply, such as housing vouchers that can be used in the pri-
vate housing market,’tax credits to developers and landlords of affordable
housing,’and rent control or stabilization.!?

Teaching and learning about revitalizing housing in low-income com-
munities must include consideration of its impact on existing residents,
both renters and homeowners, which involves discussion, usually spirited,
about the process known as gentrification, in which communities experi-
ence a rapid influx of wealthier residents. A disinvested community, which
for years has been inhabited by low-income people, often racial minorities,
suddenly shows signs of revival, perhaps because of the renovation of unde-
rutilized housing stock, the impact of nearby development, or conscious
public policy to refurbish housing or bring in new residents, businesses,
and transportation options. As a result, the housing becomes attractive to
higher-income people, especially those who prefer to live in a diverse com-
munity. Their ability to pay drives housing prices up. Long-time home-
owners sell, perhaps to their advantage, but only well-off people—often
disproportionately white—can afford to buy. Residents of more modest
means who live in market rate housing may be forced to move.!!

Even if gentrification does not cause out-migration, it does change
the neighborhood, in many cases dramatically.’? Those who remain may
find the neighborhood becoming unrecognizable, even unwelcoming.
New residents bring with them a desire for services that fit their needs,
which are not necessarily those of long-time residents. Soul food eateries
may be replaced by trendy tapas bars, barber shops by salons and fitness
centers, on-street parking by bike lanes, and people parks by dog parks.
They are merely cohabiting the same space, as opposed to interacting
in that space.’® My and my students’ informal questioning of numerous
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community residents suggest a mix of reactions from existing residents,
from hostility to embracing the change.!*

In such a tenuous environment, should government risk seeding the
gentrification process by developing housing and, if so, what mix of
housing? Would this process produce the same result as when the mar-
ket controls it: low-income people priced out of their community? If so,
and if low-income people are highly mobile under any circumstances, it
is appropriate to critically think about whether and in what circumstances
housing policy is the key to revitalizing high-poverty communities, and
whether inclusive housing is a more important goal than, say, a guaran-
teed minimum income that would make housing more affordable from a
demand perspective.'®

Home Ownership, Rental Housing, and Community

Is it sound public policy to promote home ownership? From the Great
Depression until the twenty-first-century home ownership crisis, American
home ownership rates rose from 33 to over 66 percent, spurred in large
part by government policy—chief among them the mortgage interest tax
deduction—to promote home ownership as an individual, neighborhood,
and community assct.'® Although owning a home is a significant financial
asset that also brings stability and investment in the community, it also
involves risk, particularly for those who purchase either a home they can-
not afford or one that declines in value. In these circumstances, home
owners can accumulate debt or find themselves stuck with a home they
are unable to sell. If they and many of their neighbors default on their
mortgages and vacate their homes, the entire communities can become
blighted and abandoned. In contrast, rental housing gives the renter more
flexibility and mobility, and less responsibility, but it is not an asset that
builds wealth. Renters too face vulnerabilities, particularly to their land-
lords for poor maintenance, rent increases, and even eviction. Learning
about community entails study of the appropriate balance between home
ownership and rental housing, insuring that all people have a roof over
their heads, adequate resources to obtain and maintain housing appropri-
ate to their needs and financial capacity, and the ability to change their
housing and community when circumstances require it.

One practice that combines aspects of both models is that of coopera-
tive housing, where households own housing in common, and commu-
nity land trusts, in which land is held communally and residents can take
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advantage of a more limited recapture of appreciation. Housing coopera-
tives, generally found in urban areas, are corporations whose residents own
shares that commit them to shared responsibilities while allowing them to
build individual wealth if their residence increases in value. Shared equity
cooperatives combine the coop model of corporate ownership and the
shared assets vision of community land trusts, often formed for the pro-
tection of land in rural areas. In limiting the amount of wealth each indi-
vidual homeowner can build, these options are more accessible to buyers
of modest means.!” The cooperative model has been extended to various
forms of housing communities, such as retirement housing communities
and intentional communities like cohousing and communes, making it an
option worthy of study.

COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURE

Teaching and learning about community includes envisioning safe, attrac-
tive, and comfortable communities, and offering reliable access to basic
needs and services like food, maintenance, jobs, health care, education,
recreation, and child care. The infrastructure required includes public
spaces like parks, playgrounds, and libraries; transportation support such
as buses, trains, and roads; and utilities such as electricity, water, and sew-
age treatment. The challenge is for communities to satisfy these needs in a
sustainable and equitable way, serving the needs of a range of individuals.

With population growth and over time, the resources needed to sup-
port community infrastructure become strained, leading to systemic break-
downs and environmental degradation. As a result, communities have
been challenged to provide effective and more sustainable infrastructure.
Any restriction or allocation of resources, however, is subject to discus-
sion of such issues as the choices and siting of infrastructure, the equitable
allocation of resources, and the cost-effectiveness of new technologies for
infrastructure. Every community grapples with these issues, which, like
the Keystone Pipeline controversy discussed in Chapter 6, provide exam-
ples of infrastructure development from a community perspective.

Our income and wealth differences separate us not only in terms of
where we live, but also what infrastructure amenities we find in our com-
munities. Most communities have well-kept buildings and streetscapes,
utilities that are maintained, and vital retail such as supermarkets and
pharmacies, savings banks, and restaurants. Low-income communities,
by contrast, are more likely to contain dilapidated buildings and public
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spaces, poorly maintained utilities,'® and wealth-stripping establishments
such as check cashing stores and pawn shops, liquor stores, corner markets
with few healthy food options, and fast-food establishments. While on
occasion they may be anchors of their community, is it acceptable that
they be the only choices? What constitutes equity, and to what degree is
it the responsibility of communities to equalize access to infrastructure?
Is it preferable to build more infrastructure in under-resourced areas, or
insure that residents of these areas have reasonable and affordable access
to the resources wherever they may be? Delivering equitable infrastructure
is a particular challenge in the United States, where each community has
its own governance and tax systems, often in conflict with one another.
Without regional cooperation and structures or extensive national inter-
vention, equity is likely out of reach.!?

Teaching and learning about community also offers the opportunity to
consider the value of diverse housing and infrastructure. Some commenta-
tors argue for the vibrancy of communities with a range of transportation
options for pedestrians, drivers, and people using public transportation; a
wide variety of residences, stores, and gathering places; and a mix of peo-
ple with many different backgrounds and interests sharing the space, sup-
porting the community’s needs, and at times engaging with one another.?°
Nonetheless, many communities embody the preference of their constitu-
ents for less diversity, finding it more comfortable, less fractious, and fre-
quently less costly.

Foop AND HEALTH

The study of community infrastructure is related to teaching and learn-
ing about health from a community perspective, including community
assets that promote health, particularly a healthy and sustainable food sup-
ply, and health care. In the United States, most people have access to
food, thanks to benefits provided through federal policy,*! but they are
not assured of high-quality food. How much burden should communities
shoulder for the care of chronic diseases caused by poor nutrition? What
about diseases which are caused or aggravated by poor health habits such
as smoking or substance abuse? Societies grapple with the question of
whether health care is an individual or community responsibility, especially
when the causes of poor health are complex, the costs of care high, and the
quality and effectiveness of treatments debatable.
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As towns and urban centers have grown, the need for healthy food
has increasingly involved bringing food from farms—sometimes even
thousands of miles away—to markets, and ceding local control of food to
outside sources that could produce food more efficiently and affordably.
Today’s food infrastructure, however, has created significant challenges
for some communities that, for reasons that are not always clear, lack con-
venient access to supermarkets. Whole communities with thousands of
people, arguably with considerable buying power, may not have even one
grocery store or farmers’ market. The latter, in particular, is not only a
source of nutritious food, but also a place of community engagement.?? In
addition, current farming and distribution systems tend to produce food
that can be produced in bulk with the aid of chemical fertilizers and pesti-
cides, and can last a long time with the aid of preservatives. Concerns are
that the use of these chemicals endanger our rural communities, and con-
taminate the food produced there for general consumption. Yet organic
and high-quality fresh foods are generally more expensive, and recent
research suggests that bringing more sources of food to communities,
while important for supplying basic necessities and for the convenience of
shopping near home, may not in itself result in healthier eating habits and
overall better health.??

The study of community requires consideration of its role in improving
health outcomes—a subject that will be discussed in Chapter 5. Sound
community practices are particularly important in light of major advances
in health care which have produced treatments and cures never imagined,
lengthening life expectancy and raising expectations, but accompanied by
costs most individuals are unable to shoulder alone, and by many treat-
ments that research has shown to have questionable and even negative
effects on health outcomes. Communities are challenged to implement
cost-effective measures centered on prevention instead of later interven-
tion, and on less expensive alternatives to high-tech care, such as healthier
diets and treatment in community health centers. The challenge is particu-
larly acute for certain groups such as the uninsured and underinsured, and
those who, because of poverty or other factors, are isolated from nutri-
tious food and adequate health care.?*

Among the most costly populations in the health care system are the
chronically mentally ill, who are responsible for a significant percentage of
costly emergency care resulting from their illness, neglect of chronic diseases
they may have, and homelessness. In earlier times many of the severely men-
tally ill were housed in institutions under deplorable conditions—sometimes
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restrained and physically abused. Media exposure, public outcry about condi-
tions and cost, and legal actions in the United States led to legislation strictly
limiting institutionalization in favor of community treatment that never
materialized, leaving many of the mentally ill population on the streets, some-
times ignored, sometimes instilling in communities mixed responses of sym-
pathy, repulsion, and fear. The makeshift, temporary community response of
cycling them in and out of hospitals, jails, and shelters became embedded,
with no measurable improvement in their lives. Caught in the netherworld
of the public health, criminal justice, and homelessness systems, they and the
communities in which they live face considerable challenges. Teaching and
learning about community can explore the evidence that shows that the cost
of their care, and the burden on their communities, diminishes significantly
when they have stable housing, accompanied by appropriate case manage-
ment. The link between housing and both better and cheaper health out-
comes is well established; as a result, the elimination of chronic homelessness,
discussed in Chapter 5, has become a goal for many communities.?®

SAFETY

Another community challenge worthy of study is safety, which involves
the intersection of community standards with the legal /criminal justice
system to determine how to classify and treat behavior that is damag-
ing to oneself, other individuals, or the community. Even if social and
economic factors influenced their actions, when and how should they be
held responsible? Who is threatened? What combination of punitive and
rehabilitative measures is best suited to protecting the community and
deterring others?

These questions are particularly salient in the United States, where
disproportionate numbers of young minority males are caught up in the
criminal justice system, permanently impacting their communities, fami-
lies, and futures. During spikes in disorder that raise public anxiety and
lead to harsher penalties, as during the War on Drugs of the 1980s, African
American communities are deeply impacted: by the devastating impact on
the already fragile conditions on the one hand, and the resulting inca-
pacitation of so many of their population, particularly males, on the other.
Some critics of excessive criminalization and incarceration, however, offer
other reasons for the policies that have affected African Americans, and
some other minorities, so disproportionately and adversely impacted by
what Michele Alexander has called “the new Jim Crow”: disproportionate
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targeting and punishment of young black males.?¢ Students of community
can consider and weigh the consequences of policies that have the effect
of minimizing the economic and emotional contributions of black males
to their families and neighborhoods. Students can also debate whether the
targeting is more a function of poverty than of race.?” While incapacita-
tion of individuals who threaten community safety is necessary, there is
considerable agreement across the ideological spectrum that a significant
population with criminal records and incarceration also damage commu-
nities, both socially and economically.

For this reason, teaching and learning about community should be
concerned with the preservation of public safety through measures that
are effective and impose the least collateral damage. At one end are the
options that keep people on the path to productivity so they do not enter
the criminal justice system. These include strengthening other community
assets such as the family, education, and workforce development, while
also giving careful consideration to what activities should be treated as
criminal as opposed to behavioral and health-related. When communities,
after careful consideration, choose to impose criminal penalties, they can
take steps to support those who have been involved in the criminal justice
system, including victims of crime, those who are returning to the com-
munity from incarceration, and family members of both groups.

Communities are also challenged to provide both safety and security
without unduly infringing on our privacy and freedom. The task is compli-
cated by the fact that some things to which we are most attached endanger
community safety. For Americans this includes guns, alcohol, and auto-
mobiles—sometimes in combination. When do measures to preserve pub-
lic safety become so oppressive that we decide to live with certain risks
in order to maintain individual autonomy? Imagine a law-abiding young
black male living in what is deemed a high crime area, worried about
becoming the victim of crime on the one hand, and of routine police stops
and questioning on the other. Consider evidence of the lives that have
been lost or saved as a result of guns. These are the difficult issues with
which communities grapple as they balance individual rights and com-
munity safety.

Significant research has explored holistic preventive approaches to
safety. The broken windows theory contends that immediate interven-
tion, from cleaning up distressed properties to arresting people for disor-
derly public behavior, helps keep neighborhoods intact.?® This approach,
however, has been criticized for relying too strongly on heavy-handed law
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enforcement tactics, which, while designed to protect the community,
all too often results in a climate of fear, confrontation, and alienation,
particularly in communities of color.?® Efforts to reform police training
have often foundered on the dual role that police are asked to play as
both cops and community facilitators. An alternative view is that informal
social capital creates safer communities from within. In what is termed
“collective efficacy,” families and neighbors engage with and look out
for one another, informally setting and enforcing community standards.
According to a community perspective, strategies that encourage these ties
reduce pervasive and oppressive police presence in communities.®® The
best solutions, such as a multi-faceted initiative David Kennedy and others
undertook in Boston, are practical, inclusive, and trust building.?!

JoBs AND FINANCIAL SECURITY

Healthy communities are composed of people with sources of income and
financial security, connected to opportunity, and capable of supporting
themselves and their families, so it is important to explore community
strategies for promoting work and savings. Evidence shows that the single
best solution to poverty is work, and some argue that a guaranteed, even
subsidized, job is the single best step we could take for individuals, their
families, and their communities.

With industry, jobs, and capital increasingly migrating from one part
of the world to another, however, communities are winners and losers.
Businesses seeking cheap labor may improve community living conditions
where they go, but can leave devastated communities behind when they
leave. Businesses that import cheap labor may create entire new com-
munities of immigrants whose living conditions have improved, while
depressing the economic condition of those who are unable to find or
have lost well-paying jobs. When the economy changes, the nature of its
jobs changes as well. Manufacturing jobs, which, over time and through
the bargaining power of unions, had brought many people into the mid-
dle class, disappeared and were replaced by jobs in the technology and
service sectors. The former requires more education than those lost in
manufacturing while those lacking higher education are driven to the ser-
vice sector, which, like industry in its early years, offers low wages and
poor working conditions. Community workforce initiatives, such as tax
incentives to employers to hire and train local residents and job training
programs, have proved challenging, particularly where significant num-
bers of the eligible population lack appropriate job skills.3?
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In addition to jobs, and the capacity to obtain and maintain jobs, com-
munities are concerned with the need for individuals to earn enough
income to support themselves and their dependents, as well as a safety
net, so that they do not become a burden on the community if and when
they are not working. In an effort to balance our collective obligation to
support one another with the cost of this obligation and the principle of
individual responsibility, we have policies such as the minimum wage, tax
credits for low-income workers, health insurance, and guaranteed com-
pensation funds for workers who retire, become disabled, or lose their
jobs for other reasons. Providing income security is a challenge, especially
in what is increasingly becoming a “sharing economy,” in which both
employers and workers are looking for more flexible work arrangements.3?
Does the distinction between full-time and part-time workers make sense
in today’s communities? When people frequently hold more than one job
at a time, what is the balance among community, employer, and individual
responsibility for their critical needs and those of their families? How do
we insure people have enough savings for emergencies and retirement?

Communities can support business and entrepreneurship. As they do
for housing, mainstream financial institutions offer many tools, such as
loans and investments, to support businesses as well as individuals, yet
they are least likely to be found in communities that need them the most.
Fringe institutions, such as payday lenders and pawn shops, are far more
accessible in low-income communities, offering a range of services that
banks have historically not provided. At the same time, their terms and
conditions more often strip rather than build wealth. In response to this
dilemma, Congress in 1977 established the Community Reinvestment Act
of 1977 to support entrepreneurship at the local level, with capital pro-
vided by mainstream banks but distributed by financial institutions that
arc connected to communities and offer reasonable terms.** Community
banks are now an important source of loans in neighborhoods that had
historically been excluded from mainstream financial services.

Finally, teaching and learning about community includes financial
security beyond income. People lose jobs, stop working for one reason
or another, and experience emergencies. They need savings for a rainy
day, for retirement, for a crisis. Studies show that portions of the popula-
tion, particularly minorities, lack any significant savings cushion. Current
wealth-building strategies under study include different kinds of savings
plans, particularly for higher education®® and retirement.
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FAaMILIES AND COMMUNITY

Family was and remains at the heart of community, even as family compo-
sition and ties have changed as communities have changed. When people
worked where they lived—on farms, in small towns—family members
contributed toward both their common survival and care of one another.
With industrialization, which separated home and work, and globaliza-
tion, which caused more frequent mass migrations, family members began
to be separated more from one another and thereby less able to care for
each other’s needs. More recently, increasing numbers of women have
entered the paid workforce, making child care and elder care services a
necessity. As a result, while the family remains an important asset, it has
taken on new forms, which requires new thinking about community.

As we do with community, we must determine the meaning of family
if we are to preserve and support this critical asset. The nuclear family,
defined by the marriage of a man and a woman for life, and in most cases
the bearing of children, is only one perspective on the family relation-
ship. Family can encompass same-sex relationships and other alternatives
to marriage created by divorce, remarriage, and stepfamilies, cohabitation,
single-parent households, extended families including grandparents rais-
ing grandchildren, and even close-knit communities of people with ties
other than blood kinship.?¢ As the legal process grapples with how to treat
these relationships, communities approach family from political, cultural,
and social perspectives. Recently, for example, the courts recognized the
right of same-sex marriage,®” but cultural acceptance is not universal; some
argue that marriage and family are defined by the potential to procreate
and bear children, while others contend that it is the commitment to the
relationship that defines family.

The meaning of family also has an important bearing on public policy
and practices. In some industrial countries, government has taken on a
familial role in earnest, providing retirement benefits, universal health
insurance, subsidized and even free-of-charge child care, elder care, and
generous paid family leave. In the United States, the bulk of federal social
welfare benefits for non-working populations go to two entitlement pro-
grams for the elderly: social security and health insurance. These pro-
grams, while very costly, remove an enormous burden from individuals,
families, and employers. Government also provides benefits to children,
foremost among them universal public education, funded primarily at the
local and state level. Programs such as our current welfare system reflect
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the perspective that stable, two parent, working families are better for
children and remove a burden from communities while, recognizing that
many families experience significant burdens which call for some mea-
sure of assistance, other government programs are targeted to families in
need and generally administered at the community level, thereby making
them important areas of teaching and learning. They include services for
preschool children including child care, early childhood education, and
mentoring programs for older children.?® As many of these services are
interconnected, Chapter 5 contains a discussion of collaborative commu-
nity initiatives, such as the Harlem Children’s Zone, to address the needs
of at-risk children “from cradle to college.”

Putnam argues that in families where only one parent worked, the other
parent—invariably the female—had time for community activities that
generated considerable social capital, and that today’s harried families in
which both parents work have little time for these pursuits.®* More salient,
according to other research, is the increased economic divide, and result-
ing social gulf, between higher-income families in which both parents
work in high-paying professions, and low-income, often single-parent,
families and individuals.*® Their experiences are so different as to create
widely divergent perspectives of community.

Many contend that providing higher quality care for children, the elderly,
and the disabled requires better training, greater professionalization, and
higher wages for the workforce, which is among the lowest paid in the ser-
vice sector. Since all of these practices would raise costs, how should they be
allocated among the market, the family, and the government? Should they
be viewed as a burden on communities or an investment in families, ulti-
mately saving money on health care, public safety, and the welfare system?

Communities also are critical to needs of children at risk, particularly
those who have been neglected or abused. Learning about the child wel-
fare system elucidates poignant dilemmas for children and communities.
How can we support families in order to prevent abuse and neglect and
keep children in their homes?*! How do we make the determination that
they must be temporarily or permanently separated from their birth par-
ents? Once made, how do communities insure these placements improve
their lives rather than further damage them? How does the system deter-
mine incentives that work to the benefit of children?*

An example for learning about families at risk is the issue of teen preg-
nancy, the subject of a collective impact initiative described in Chapter 5.
On the one hand, children are among our greatest assets: our workforce
and parents of the future. On the other hand, teen pregnancy often turns
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this asset into a burden, as the children of teen parents are far more likely
to be and remain in poverty, and have other problems, such as mental
illness, homelessness, and criminal activity. Learning about community
includes scholars helping communities find ways to both discourage teen
pregnancy and assist the children resulting from these pregnancies.*?

EpucarioN

Because responsibility for funding, allocation of resources, curriculum,
standards, administration, and staffing in US public education is largely
vested at the local level, community tends to play a large role in education.
Schools are largely identified with neighborhoods and, given the country’s
demographic patterns, economic divisions, and history of discrimination,
this means that some neighborhoods face significantly greater education
challenges than others. Despite abundant evidence that a large and per-
sistent “achievement gap” exists particularly between black and white
students,* and despite the fact that enforced school segregation was abol-
ished, education has been and remains highly segregated by income and
race, in neighborhoods and school districts that are de facto drawn along
racial and economic lines. As a result, communities with concentrations of
high-poverty students have sought their own solutions, generally involving
extra-neighborhood school choice, which will be discussed in Chapter 5.

Communities also grapple with the goals of education and the skills
children should learn. Most agree on basic substantive skills such as math
and reading, but differ on how much or the extent to which schools should
focus on professional skills, higher-order critical thinking, civic engage-
ment, and social skills. Because education in the United States is universal
in principle but often highly unequal in practice, federal efforts to improve
the lives of children have in recent years focused heavily on closing the
achievement gap among low-income and minority students, but without
major impact. Despite evidence that the achievement gap begins at birth
and is solidified by the time children enter kindergarten,* programs for
addressing the gap in early childhood face many barriers and are conse-
quently far from universal. Other community initiatives have shown great
promise,*¢ but the question remains whether success in one community is
transferable to another.

Another major area of study is the appropriate balance between college
and work-readiness curricula; the latter is often associated with second-
class education, to which so many low-income students have been rel-
egated in the past. Teaching and learning about community explores these
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tensions while maintaining focus on the ultimate goal for communities: to
preserve freedom of choice while insuring that everyone has a basic level
of education on which to build future success.

Since evidence shows both that poverty is a major determinant of aca-
demic achievement and that academic achievement is a major road out
of poverty, intense debate focuses on whether the best way to improve
outcomes is to focus on attacking poverty or improving the poorest-
performing schools. Is this debate productive or does it simply divide
communities? Teachers unions have been vilified for putting the inter-
est of teachers over children, entire school districts blamed for giving up
on low-achieving students, and proponents of choice accused of being
bent on dismantling the public school system. Community studies has the
capacity to bring the constituencies and ideas together to craft meaningful
and practical policies for children, both within and outside school walls.

CoNCLUSION: COMMUNITY AS AN ASSET

This chapter has identified community assets, and challenges American
communities confront in providing each of them. Learning about com-
munity calls for teaching and learning about community assets, both indi-
vidual and collective, and about the challenges to providing them, in part
because we often address them separately when many of them are inex-
tricably linked, and in part because our value differences interfere with
practical and proven solutions. As we discussed in Chapter 2, community
in the form of bonding and social capital is itself an asset, as the level of
trust and tolerance in any community is generally a measure of its ability to
support individuals and families, keep order, solve problems, and change
in a healthy process. Learning about that process is the subject of the next
chapter, which discusses the strategies and agents that keep communities
healthy and can be harnessed to effect positive change.
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CHAPTER 4

Strategies and Agents of Community
Well-Being

Abstract Teaching and learning about community requires knowledge
of the strategies and agents which contribute to the process of build-
ing, maintaining, and transforming communities. This chapter describes
these strategies and agents, with a focus on their unique strengths and
limitations, and some examples of how they interact with one another.
The strategies range from one-on-one individual relationships through
service, to community-based strategies via community development and
organizing, to the use of research and advocacy expertise, to citizen par-
ticipation in the political process. Major agents include government, the
for-profit and non-profit sectors, individual and collective leadership, and
the media.

Keywords Agents e Strategies

Teaching and learning about community involves knowledge of not only
the substantive building blocks of communities, described in the previous
chapter, but also the process by which communities impact us and provide
a venue for mediating and resolving our differences. In order to function
effectively and in the collective interest, communities and their members
utilize a number of strategies and agents, from one-on-one individual rela-
tionships through service, to government policy. This chapter describes
and contrasts the major strategies and agents, with a focus on their unique
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strengths and limitations.! It scts the stage for examples in subsequent
chapters of how they might be used on behalf of communities, either
alone or in concert with one another.

STRATEGIES

Service and Volunteerism

Helping a member of one’s inner circle, be it a family member, friend,
or neighbor, is the most basic form of community involvement. During
his travels in the early 1800s, Alexis de Tocqueville devoted considerable
attention to the unique nature of American civil society, where serving
others in the community often extended beyond one’s inner circle to
those in the larger community, which he opined was connected to a cul-
ture of individual responsibility for one another, as well as to religious val-
ues.? Indeed, these values and practices play a powerful role in American
community life.

Service has many advantages as a community-building strategy. It can
help to address immediate and pressing needs. At its best, it connects peo-
ple of varied interests and backgrounds, with the potential to build social
capital, tolerance, and empathy, creating a community across boundaries
of culture and class. In exposing structural issues in society, it has the
potential to enlist the server in more basic and encompassing community
change.

Proponents of more fundamental change argue, to the contrary,
that service can do a disservice to communities by treating the served
as passive recipients, requiring perpetual help, rather than develop-
ing their capacity and independence. Schools, fraternal organizations,
and workplaces promote service opportunities that are, according to
Robert Egger, more suited to the redemption of the giver than the
benefit of the recipient.* Community service, perhaps because it is a
“safe” strategy that doesn’t rock the boat of long-held societal values,
may have become so pervasive as to overestimate its arguably limited
direct impact on the issues it addresses.* Teaching about community can
include discussing how the birthday of Martin Luther King, considered
a revolutionary organizer in his time, is observed primarily by small
acts of service. Is this observance true to, or a distortion of; his legacy?
Are these acts of service diverting our attention from larger social and
economic issues?®
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Advocacy

Advocacy on behalf of and within communities conjures up professional
lobbyists hobnobbing with the powerful. Indeed, lobbying is a form of
advocacy that uses both expertise and connections to impact those in power,
particularly government and business, on behalf of a particular agenda.

The strengths of advocacy also reveal its weaknesses. For example,
advocacy can bring many voices together, thereby increasing the power
of each one, but when thousands or even millions of people sign a form
petition without becoming more involved, how seriously does the power
structure takes their demands? In many ways it makes sense to entrust
our passion for a particular community issue to people with the time and
expertise to promote it on our behalf. A good advocate has studied an
issue well and can use evidence to support it; however, to the extent that
advocates position themselves near power centers in order to maximize
their influence, they may become more isolated from the communities
they purport to represent, which is why Chapter 6 includes a lobbying
exercise that uses citizens as lobbyists on their own behalf. In addition,
the example of the education advocate discussed in the Introduction raises
concerns that advocates for one particular community issue or agenda may
not reflect the complexity of communities and the need for advocates to
collaborate on holistic issues, as is evidenced by the varied interests repre-
sented by opponents to the Keystone Pipeline, also discussed in Chapter 6.
This approach to advocacy may take even longer to mature than single-
issue advocacy, but may result in more sustainable systemic change.

Community Development and Social Enterprise

Because the health of a community depends in large part on its infra-
structure, community development is a critical strategy for creating and
maintaining community well-being. Like advocacy, development can
be expert-driven, but its agenda is generally more practical than policy-
focused, and its practitioners include government as well as the private and
non-profit sectors. With the many resources government and the private
sector have at their disposal, allowing them to build structures intended
to last, development can be a broad and embedded strategy. The per-
manence of development, however, is also a concern, because its results,
intended or unintended, can be problematic, misguided, discriminatory,
and difficult to undo, as demonstrated by the urban renewal of the 1930s,
discussed in Chapter 5.
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Community development is about not only bricks and mortar, but also
people who create thriving communities through their creative efforts: the
local bakery, the barber shop, the murals, the farmers’ market, the street
fair. Some community development is linked to social enterprise, which
has elements of a business model but whose primary goal is to create a
social good such as transportation access and utilities for an isolated com-
munity, a creative model for a school, and a mentoring or tutoring pro-
gram.® Social enterprises can be valuable laboratories for utilizing human
capital and for testing, evaluating, and perhaps replicating creative ideas
in communities.

The federal government has promoted comprehensive community
development,” and, recently, foundations and government concerned
with maximum impact are developing strategies for supporting, and even
scaling up, community development, along with tools for testing the
effectiveness of these strategies and measures to adapt them to the needs
and conditions of different communities.® Some have claimed promising
results, though none has yet reached the scale of transforming a commu-
nity.” Teaching and learning about the recent comprehensive community
development strategy known as collective impact is discussed in the next
chapter.

Community Organizing

Many argue that community development, no matter how well inten-
tioned, requires the participation of stakeholders in order to succeed as a
strategy.'® Organizing, a strategy that involves the community in shaping
its own destiny, is a natural product of community life in a democratic
culture. It became an embedded strategy after the Industrial Revolution
caused mass migration of workers from small towns to cities, where they
often lived in conditions of poverty, stress, and mobility that made it dif-
ficult for them to advocate for, or contribute to, community improve-
ment. It was through the efforts of dedicated crusaders like Jane Addams
in Chicago, who became deeply concerned and involved with the plight
of residents in low-income urban communities, that organizing evolved.
Initially committed to acts of volunteerism and service, and inspired by
the settlement houses in England, Addams became convinced that change
could occur only when residents pooled their human capital to support
one another, elected representatives who reflected their views, and advo-
cated with legislators and other power holders in their own interest.!!
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Concurrent with the organizing movement in residential communi-
tics was the rise of worker organizing and formation of labor unions.!?
Because workers join a union through a workplace election process, labor
union advocates argue that they cement personal relationships and provide
a forum to engage on common issues of concern, serving important com-
munity functions such as support for members, information sharing, col-
laborating with management on workplace improvements, advocacy, and
working to elect politicians who support worker interests. While union
membership has precipitously declined, labor organizing is still a commu-
nity strategy that, I and others have argued, is an important community
practice.!?

Whether in the workplace or in neighborhoods, organizing is difficult.
In contrast to professionals like community developers and advocates,
community members are first and foremost involved in their work and
family lives, which limits the time and energy they have available to acquire
education and expertise concerning issues of importance. Moreover, how
do communities decide what is important? Homogeneous communities
tend to organize against what they perceive as threats to their accustomed
and comfortable way of life. Diverse communities, which experience
greater mobility and looser ties of commonality and trust, are likely to
have varied points of view about a wide range of issues in their communi-
ties. The result is that, when communities organize, it is often in response
to a crisis and in opposition to an action by government, business, or other
outside groups rather than in some positive long-term effort. Moreover,
organizing is usually accompanied by intensity, confrontation, and agita-
tion with the goal of sharing power, so it is not surprising that those with
the reins of power rarely support efforts to organize.

Nonetheless, when it is effective and inclusive, organizing is the voice
of the people, which needs to be heard in order for democracy to func-
tion. Effective organizing, therefore, requires dedicated people who know
a community, listen to its residents’—and their opponents’—concerns,
provide guidance, and facilitate both action and compromise without
imposing their views. Organizing is also an essential partner to effective
community development, combining standards, expertise, and resources
with community input and consensus. Community organizing is the criti-
cal component that holds the private sector, politicians, and public offi-
cials accountable to the people and their interests. Examples of the use of
organizing, often in combination with other strategies, are found in the
next chapter.



46 K KRAVETZ

Politics

In a representative democracy, on a day-to-day basis, individuals and com-
munities are represented through the political process. The political pro-
cess is replete with contradictions. It calls for both adherence to principles
and willingness to compromise. While allowing politicians to solicit and
accept financial contributions, it views with disfavor any political decision
on behalf of contributors. Those who govern are expected to represent all
their constituents, including those who disagree with them and those who
are not engaged in the process at all. Is it surprising, then, that politicians
arc influenced by both those with the deepest pockets' and groups with
the loudest voices? It is the latter who can exert considerable influence at
the community level. The expression “all politics is local” refers in part to
the need for government to stay connected to the communities they rep-
resent, and for communities to present their grassroots concerns to gov-
ernment. From mayors, to local councils and boards, to grassroots citizens
associations'® and advisory groups, to town hall meetings,'® politics offers
a wealth of opportunities for ordinary citizens to participate and orga-
nize on behalf of their interests. In this sense, politics is both bottom-up,
since communities elect and petition their representatives, and top-down,
because communities entrust their governance to these representatives.

At the same time, “all politics is local” also suggests that the communi-
ties in which we choose to live reflect and may cement our political views,
and may isolate us from conversation with those whose views differ from
our own. While disagreement and contention are an inevitable part of the
political process, disengagement from one another can polarize politics to
the point of dysfunction.!”

Research and Education

Perhaps, with all its contradictions, politics as a strategy best represents
the way communities actually function. If so, education and research are
the strategies that help communities function at their best by providing
information for informed decisions, focusing and elevating debate, and
preparing people to be contributing members of society. By themselves,
education and research may be immensely rewarding; as a community
strategy they are valuable only insofar as they increase the positive poten-
tial of other strategies to improve community well-being.
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Research helps determine if a community strategy is worth the invest-
ment. Although the complexity of communities presents a challenge to
reliable design, excellent research has made it possible to determine the
effectiveness and scalability of a number of strategies, causing some to be
expanded, others to be abandoned, and still others to be modified and
improved.'® Education is critical to making informed and reasonable deci-
sions about the existence and nature of pressing issues facing our commu-
nities. I make this assertion with the understanding that some of us have
been “educated” in values and ideologies that—particularly if we surround
ourselves only with people like us and ideas like ours—education may not
appreciably change. Nonetheless, diverse communities of engaged citizens
will ultimately grapple with different points of view. In this environment,
it is important to study ways to educate community members.

In my view, the K-12 classroom is by far the best place to produce
engaged community members, in large part because it is universal, but also
because it can encourage lifelong habits in engagement with the process
of building healthy communities. Since the vast majority of K-12 students
are living with their families, they can weigh what they learn at school with
their families. For example, we can study proposals to lower the voting
age to 16," so that children can learn about issues and develop lifelong
habits of voting while they are still at home and in school. Even education
about a topic as fundamental to democratic values as voting, however, can
prove quite controversial in highly diverse societies like the United States.
As a result, much of our education about communities comes from the
groups of which we are a part, such as families, workplace associations, and
interests groups, and from media sources that mirror our views and val-
ues. Unfortunately, these are not necessarily the best venues for education
about perspectives different from our own, which are an integral part of
such diverse sociceties and are most naturally found in the public square.’

Delibevation and Participatory Democracy

The more government becomes the domain of elites, experts, lobbyists,
and the like, the less representative of the community it may become.?!
A valuable—some have argued invaluable—strategy for both educating
community members and using that education on behalf of communities
is the practice of participatory democracy, accompanied by engaged delib-
eration. Around the world communities are experimenting with ways that
citizens, through deliberation and participation in the work of governing,
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can make substantial contributions and reach solutions appropriate to
their community. They meet informally, and in unions, guilds, and other
associations. They can be asked to participate in town halls to set commu-
nity priorities. In some instances, they have actually created budgets and
government programs in their communities.?* These policies and practices
are worthy of study.

AGENTS

Government

Although we don’t always recognize or appreciate its impact, government
is the dominant agent of most community initiatives. Among federal, state,
and local governments exist financial resources and human capital that
dwarf those of all other agents except the private sector, and a substantial
amount of those resources have been directed to community services—
often provided by the for-profit or non-profit sector—such as retirement
and health care, income supplements for the working poor, and educa-
tion for children. Government’s potential to reach the greatest number of
people and help build lasting healthy communities is great.

Yet government has many drawbacks. Its sheer size can lead to a rigid,
one-size-fits-all approach to community needs, which vary and change.
At the same time, democratic government can be endlessly variable and
unreliable as leaders are voted in and out of office. It makes sense to have a
combination of elected officials providing flexibility, and bureaucracy that
resists the winds of constant change, but the tension can result in promises
that can’t be kept, bureaucratic calcification, and both government and
citizen demoralization. The danger of corruption, breakdown, and alien-
ation is always present. Even those who believe that government has a role
in making policy and providing resources recognize that it can be ill-suited
to intervening in communities. That is why many services supported by
government are delivered by the for-profit and non-profit sectors.

I have made a point of teaching about the function of government in
my classes, not for value or ideological reasons, or because I believe it is
the preferred agent of community well-being, but because I believe learn-
ers today are exposed to so much anti-government messaging that they fail
to recognize all that it does and will continue to do in their communities.
Once we discuss various ways that government impacts our lives, we can
then evaluate how it can appropriately support community well-being.
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The For-Profit and Non-Profit Sectors

The major role of the for-profit sector is in providing goods, services,
and jobs essential for community health. If community needs align with
the pursuit of profit, businesses can be major agents of community
well-being. For example, in the health care field, the for-profit sector
has produced substantial innovation that has lengthened and improved
quality of life. Because the business sector is so important to a market
economy, it is important to consider examples where for-profits have
made substantial contributions to communities, to compare the com-
munity practices of different businesses, and to discuss whether the pri-
orities of the private sector (such as maximizing shareholder value) are
appropriate.

If it is not the private sector’s role to ensure that its products and ser-
vices are “good” for communities, or that they are distributed universally,
fairly, and affordably to all who need them, or that employees receive a
living wage, then we need to discuss the implications for communities.
What is the extent of government’s role to provide for communities when
and where there are market failures or the private sector chooses not to
invest, and to regulate the excesses and deficiencies of business: As we
have discussed, the United States has a history of civic associations at the
grassroots, combined with distrust of big government, which has led to a
greater role for non-profits in providing services that government offers in
other first-world countries: higher education, universal child care, health
care, and social services. In fact, the health care and higher education
sectors are responsible for the lion’s share of the non-profit economy.?
An important topic for discussion is the strengths and weaknesses of each
of these important agents for building healthy communities. While gov-
ernment has greater uniformity and reach, nonprofits have the potential
to provide more targeted services while enhacing social capital and civic
participation.

Ninety percent of the over one million non-profits in the USA, con-
stituting ten percent of the country’s GDP, were not in existence before
1970.2* The reasons they have proliferated are no doubt complex, but
one factor may be the change in the political landscape from the 1960s,
when extensive social welfare legislation—Medicare, Food Stamps, and
Head Start to name just a few—was passed at the federal level, followed
by a significant contraction of government beginning in the 1970s and
1980s. Non-profit service providers formed to administer some of these
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programs at the community level, leading to growth in the number of
non-profit advocacy organizations to intercede with the government and
other funders on behalf of causes supported by the service providers.

Non-profits differ from for-profits in that any profits they make are
returned to the organization instead of distributed to owners, which gives
them a responsibility to the community they serve. Non-profits vary greatly;
some are dedicated to improving communities, others are predominantly
member-serving, and many have elements of both. The majority of higher
education institutions and a substantial number of hospitals are non-profits,
as are religious institutions, fraternities, labor unions, and trade associa-
tions. Non-profits can be flexible and innovative; others are poorly man-
aged with high turnover and committed to unproven strategies. In contrast
to government, with one-size-fits-all programs, each non-profit is likely to
go its own way, administering programs that may be creative but at the
same time unlikely to grow in scale. While many of them provide one or
more services that would otherwise not exist, it can be difficult to deter-
mine whether these services are truly needed or how they should be priori-
tized; this determination is largely left to funders.

The role of religious institutions deserves particular attention because
of their connection to both parishioners and local communities. Faith is
interwoven into the fabric of American communities as an incubator of
social capital and agent of community well-being, and faith-based indi-
viduals, groups, and institutions are major sources and motivators of
charitable and community endeavors. Yet the relationship of religious insti-
tutions to community is complex. Some have been criticized for testing the
Constitutional separation of church and state by becoming too enmeshed
in politics. Others are questioned for activities that may benefit parish-
ioners but not, or even at the expense of, the surrounding community.
Nor have a plethora of studies found faith-based organizations significantly
more or less effective agents of community well-being than secular ones.

Like for-profits, non-profits are frequently competing with each other
for clients and resources. Their financial support comes from fees (such as
memberships, tuition, and proceeds from sales), government funds in the
form of grants or contracts for services, and donations from private philan-
thropic organizations, many of which are non-profits themselves, endowed
with funds from private sector profit. Philanthropy has historically been an
agent of experimental innovation, willing to take greater risks than gov-
ernment because private donors have greater control and less accountabil-
ity to the public than government. Yet critics have argued that, in their
power to define what is good for communities, they are less democratic
and participatory than government, that they are overly applying market
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principles to solving community problems and, moreover, the wealth they
are now using to solve problems was amassed at the expense of community.?

Another area of study is the role for private wealth in community
investment. Socially responsible investing is a mechanism for private indi-
viduals to invest in companies and initiatives which promote sustainabil-
ity, equality, and other social and economic goods.?® One recent form of
socially responsible investing that directly impacts communities is through
purchasing social impact bonds in social programs that, if successful, will
save money and thereby provide a return for the investors. While public/
non-profit/private collaborations such as these have the potential to pro-
vide large-scale community benefit, they have drawbacks. It is difficult to
define community benefit, and it is risky to invest in the “public” good:
the recent experiment with social impact bonds to support what appeared
to be a promising program for intense service to juvenile offenders in
New York City showed no positive results.?”

While other countries could benefit from more non-governmental
organizations, some have argued that the United States needs fewer non-
profits and more collaboration among those that remain.?® Some are con-
cerned that the professionalization of services compromises social capital
resulting from voluntary engagement with a religious or civic motivation.
Innovation, others contend, has its limits, and focus should instead be
placed on implementing proven and comprehensive community strate-
gies, managed by a coalition of non-profits as well as strategic partnerships
between government, philanthropy, and grassroots non-profits.?? Chapter
5 provides an example of such a strategy, known as “collective impact.”

Leadership

In the United States, Independence Day, Labor Day, and Veterans Day
commemorate the efforts of many on behalf of a collective endeavor;
Columbus Day and Martin Luther King Day pay tribute to individuals.
While community strength depends on more than one or two individuals,
every community can identify certain people, whether organizers, advo-
cates, or entreprencurs, who have long-lasting impact.?® Discussions about
leadership focus on the qualties that make them critical to the transforma-
tion of communities. Exceptional leaders are visionary. They may have
their own ideas or recognize others’ ideas as transformative; their ability
is in knowing how to put those ideas into effect. They also know how to
bring others to their vision and build loyalty to it. They may be confi-
dent, ambitious, even narcissistic, but the best of them build a community
around their vision so that it is more likely to survive them.
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One objection raised to a holiday honoring Martin Luther King was
that the “beloved community” of the Civil Rights Movement contained
so many other people with different skills and visions and so many brave
people on the front lines, that it was unfair and misleading to single out
one. Sometimes, however, communitics need individuals who embrace
leadership and bring together people of otherwise differing views. King’s
charismatic vision, and his ability to communicate this vision in powerful
words and actions, made him a leader among leaders and served as a focal
point for the efforts of thousands.

King and others like him also raise the ethical dimensions of leadership;
leaders who benefit community must have community-based values. A
great leader can be destructive; ethical leaders may seek power or recogni-
tion, but their underlying purpose is constructive, to benefit the common
good, and to promote values of inclusion and engagement.

Media

The Civil Rights Movement is a frequently cited example of media’s
potential impact on a major community issue. For a century after the Civil
War, African Americans in the South had struggled to bring their plight to
the attention of the nation, but major change did not occur until virtually
every American home had a television. When activists decided to include
children in their demonstrations, and they were met with fire hoses and
beatings that were vividly displayed on the television news around the
country, Northern whites began to join the cause in the form of demon-
strations, advocacy, and financial support. Some contend that the Civil
Rights Act would not have become law without television.?!

Our times are marked by new technologies that are radically changing
communication. Despite its potential to change communities for the bet-
ter, it is estimated that the average American spends approximately five
hours a day in front of a television, which, according to Robert Putnam,
diminishes social capital, adversely impacting community.’> The pro-
liferation of electronic media outlets allows us at a moment’s notice to
obtain customized information tailored to our interests and views. Digital
communication allows people to reach others instantaneously, but with a
less intimate connection, and opportunities for hurtful, damaging com-
munication that they would be less likely to employ in personal conversa-
tion. While social media tools can be used to organize people and raise
funds almost instantaneously, and sometimes massively, recent examples of
its use suggest that traditional strategies and agents of change, like those
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of the Civil Rights Movement, are necessary to create embedded commu-
nity change through long-lasting connections that are tested by commit-
ment, persistence, and the ability to face and work out conflict.??

The media—from town criers to newspapers to radio and television to the
Internet and social media to neighborhood listservs®*—act as the agent by
which we communicate with one another, whether to inform or persuade.
Media can aim for objectivity or opinion, for discussion of issues or entertain-
ment. They can elevate or debase the conversation. They have the power to
influence and change entire communities. Media, in various modern forms,
occupy a major portion of our time, with the potential to make us think criti-
cally or to act with unreasoned passion, engage us with or isolate us from one
another, reach across or create boundaries. As with any other agent, it is the
way we use the media that determines their impact on community.

CONCLUSION: APPLYING PRINCIPLES TO PRACTICE

Chapters 3 and 4 have provided information for teaching about assets
which communities can develop and maximize, and a number of strate-
gies and agents available to them in that process. Given their complex and
fluid landscape, the best way to learn about community is through both
real world and simulated examples of how they combine assets, strategies,
and agents to develop holistic policies and practices. These illustrations
can stimulate discussion about critical components of community, as well
as offer guidance on ways we can best contribute to our communities. I
hope they stimulate you to find examples of your own.
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CHAPTER 5

Case Studies in Community

Abstract This chapter presents case studies of how community assets,
strategies, and agents described in the previous two chapters can be mobi-
lized in concert to build and transform communities. It includes (1) a
comparison of three policies for addressing concentrated poverty in com-
munities, (2) promising policies and practices to address chronic home-
lessness, (3) multi-pronged approaches to health and safety issues such
as smoking, substance abuse, and obesity, (4) school choice strategies,
and (5) collective impact, a collaborative approach to address commu-
nity challenges. The chapter concludes with a brief analysis of a successful
community-based campaign in Minnesota.

Keywords Case studies ® Housing ® Homelessness ® Health and Safety
School Choice e Collective impact

The following examples of interconnected approaches to community
building are among many that could be offered to teach and learn about
community. None of them has proved to be perfect, because people and
their communities are far from perfect, but each teaches us about how
communities work and gives us opportunities for discussion about how
they can become stronger. In describing these initiatives, I attempt to
focus less on their details than on the interconnectedness of challenges
that communities encounter and solutions that result.
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Moving Out, MovING IN, BuiLbING Upr: MOVING
TO OrPORTUNITY, HOPE VI, AND PROMISE
NEIGHBORHOODS

During the Great Depression, the federal government established the
public housing program, which provided funding to local housing author-
ities with a mandate that they build or find housing for those in extreme
poverty who would likely become homeless. The goal to insure the con-
struction of decent, affordable housing was a major step forward in assist-
ing low-income people, particularly the elderly, but the implementation
was more uneven and problematic. While the majority of public hous-
ing residents were and remain white, the demographics of urban centers
were changing as African Americans migrated to northern cities to escape
draconian conditions in the rural South. Faced with racial prejudice and
government restrictions on where they could live, they formed their own
communities, often located in downtown areas where they could access
work and benefit from mutual support in their sometimes deplorable con-
ditions. These were often the first communities targeted for development
by the housing authorities, which relocated many of the residents to large
public housing “projects” that, often because of resistance of whites to
any form of black integration, were segregated from the rest of the com-
munity. White residents and businesses, already moving from many of the
neighborhoods sited for public housing, hastened their departure, isolat-
ing the new residents further from services and economic opportunity. Yet
it must be said that those who moved into the “projects” when they were
new often found them far better than any living conditions they had expe-
rienced up to that time, and people adjusted to their new homes, in many
instances developing relationships of mutual support and community.!
Once built, however, the responsibility for maintenance and upkeep of
the housing devolved to local housing authorities, often run by inexperi-
enced patronage appointees. Public housing deteriorated as cities spent
their dollars on other initiatives. Meanwhile, the waiting list for subsidized
housing in many cities continued to grow. In the 1970s, housing authori-
ties began to issue subsidized vouchers, allowing eligible individuals and
families to find housing with participating landlords in the private market.
Still, many public housing residents remained in the projects, isolated in
a cycle of unemployment and poverty, plagued by crime and substance
abuse. Residents experienced increasingly dysfunctional living conditions,
to the point where some in the most distressed housing abandoned their
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homes. The fabric of community was in tatters, and the face of urban pub-
lic housing became that of single black mothers and grandmothers raising
children in a cycle of dependency.?

In the 1990s, when living conditions reached this critical juncture
and decisions needed to be made whether to renovate or tear down pub-
lic housing, the US Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) developed two grant programs for which local housing authori-
ties could apply. HOPE VI funded the replacement of some of the most
severely distressed public housing projects with mixed-income commu-
nities in the same location.* Moving to Opportunity provided housing
vouchers for the relocation of a targeted population of public housing
residents to middle-class communities.*

The purpose of both Moving to Opportunity and HOPE VI was to
better the lives of public housing residents living in communities of con-
centrated poverty. Housing policy experts have found neighborhoods of
concentrated poverty implicated in poor economic mobility, health, and
safety outcomes for residents.® As broken as they appear from the outside
and as frustrated as residents may be, however, many high-poverty neigh-
borhoods have exhibited strengths, including strong social cohesion.®
In providing an opportunity for better housing, are these two programs
neglecting the importance of community to their residents?

Moving to Opportunity’s strategy is to move people out of distressed
public housing into middle-class communities, making it possible for
people to access more and better options for services, jobs, and educa-
tion. Evidence from Moving to Opportunity suggests that people who
successfully relocated permanently experienced improvement in some
aspects of their lives, but not others.” Moreover, many ended up in com-
munities that were only marginally less segregated and higher income than
those they had left,® demonstrating the challenge of opening up middle-
class communities and offering affordable housing in them. The Moving
to Opportunity families wanted a better life, but they found it difficult
to find housing in, or connect with and take advantage of, substantially
higher-class communities. Interestingly, a comparable local program in
the Chicago area with more intensive long-term counseling was far more
successful at permanent resettlement and strong outcomes, providing evi-
dence that Moving to Opportunity’s results could significantly improve
with this kind of support.’?

Assume that Moving to Opportunity were able to successfully accom-
modate far more individuals. What happens to the communities they
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vacate? Despite their considerable human and physical capital, they are
overly burdened with boarded-up housing, vacant lots, and vandalism.
In addition to the goal of improving the lives of public housing residents,
underlying the HOPE VI program is a commitment to redeveloping high-
poverty communities, in order to preserve them, by converting high-
poverty public housing projects into mixed-income communities, with the
goal of stabilizing neighborhoods and attracting better services.!®

HOPE VI developments may preserve at least some units of affordable
housing, but does this strategy offer greater opportunity for upward mobility
of low-income residents? The evidence is not persuasive. The time it takes
to rebuild, as well as criminal history and credit restrictions on all HOPE VI
public housing residents, has limited the number of former residents who
have returned once the project is complete, turning most HOPE VI devel-
opments into completely new communities. Those who do return and new
residents report stress adjusting to HOPE VI communities. Low-income
residents find themselves outnumbered by middle-class residents with whom
they feel no connection.! The middle-class residents of mixed-income com-
munities, in turn, blame the public housing tenants for problems with dis-
order and crime. A housing authority employee once told me that, although
HOPE VI was intended to make market rate and subsidized units indistin-
guishable, middle-class residents immediately believed they could identify
their low-income neighbors because “they throw their chicken bones into
the back yard.” Over time, the real and perceived differences may ameliorate
and become those of any community. Still, a ten-year evaluation of HOPE
VI showed mixed results, suggesting that improvements for low-income res-
idents have been largely limited to health outcomes, and have not resulted
in significant economic gains.!?

If these two programs were simply about improving people’s life chances
with better housing, they would not go to such lengths. Core support
comes from those who envision revitalizing communities, improving lives,
closing racial and economic divides, and increasing diversity. They argue
that, after generations of segregation and isolation, integrating and diver-
sifying communities requires social engineering that brings initial ten-
sions and discomfort, but that, over time, differences will dissolve and our
multicultural society will have truly multicultural communities. If their
efforts fail for lack of a sound and intensive community strategy or lack
of community support, however, programs like Moving to Opportunity
and HOPE VI could, like the programs they are replacing, result in more
harm than good.!?
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It was in part frustration with outside planning imposed on organic
communities that Geoffrey Canada developed a plan for the Harlem
Children’s Zone (HCZ). A native New Yorker, child of an alcoholic
father and a single mother, Canada was exposed to both the dysfunction
and richness of Harlem, a large swath of northern Manhattan populated
almost entirely by Blacks from the American South and the Caribbean.!*
A social enterprise guru, he was committed to addressing the challenges
while attempting to preserve the existing population in place. Over 30
years he created and presided over the HCZ, a multi-faceted program
covering 100 square blocks and 10,000 people, designed to build up the
community by supporting children and families. Canada focused on edu-
cation instead of housing, on people instead of infrastructure. With sub-
stantial philanthropic funding, the Harlem Children’s Zone established
several programs providing a continuum of support from birth to col-
lege.'® Although effects of the programs may not be clear for decades, if at
all, one study has shown that the HCZ, particularly the system of charter
schools it established, has positively impacted the children in its domain.!®

When a social enterprise shows promise, the natural result is to apply its
lessons to other, comparable communities. The federally funded Promise
Neighborhoods, a small number of communities selected in a competi-
tive process from the US Department of Education to create community-
building programs geared to each neighborhood’s demographics and
circumstances, is modeled on the HCZ.” Concurrently, HUD developed
the Choice Neighborhoods Initiative to address issues in distressed com-
munities with public or HUD-assisted housing.!® To the degree possible,
the community is intended to share the driver’s seat, forming a core group
to assess the neighborhood’s needs and assets, obtain input and support
from a wide group of residents, support promising programs, and develop
new initiatives where needed.

While these programs are too new for meaningful evaluation, early
experience suggests that they bring both opportunity and challenges. As
the HCZ has demonstrated, they are costly, and few politicians are will-
ing to experiment with taxpayer dollars as a philanthropist might. The
HCZ, moreover, has been significantly guided by funders and man-
aged by Canada himself, whereas the goal of the Promise and Choice
Neighborhoods is greater citizen input with the hope that, should they
survive the shifting political winds, they could be learning laboratories in
how to empower and support community members. As discussed earlier,
residents are difficult to engage on any matter, and developing sustained
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and knowledgeable engagement to better the community, after decades
of disappointment, is a monumental task which requires considerable
patience and trust building. The difficulty is compounded by the real-
ity that neighborhoods and their residents are continually changing; the
gentrification of Harlem as the HCZ evolved has likely impacted the HCZ
efforts in both positive and negative ways.

Teaching and learning about Moving to Opportunity, HOPE VI, and
the Promise and Choice Neighborhoods Initiatives illustrates the potential
and pitfalls of policies designed to address the issue of concentrated poverty.
These programs—one that integrates middle-class communities, another that
brings the middle class to communities of concentrated poverty, and a third
that aims to develop and engage the existing members of the community—
allow us to view community through multiple lenses. Each, while dedicated
to expanding opportunity, contains different principles and practices for cre-
ating a healthy community. Moving to Opportunity envisions opening up
middle-class communities to a more diverse population which can benefit
from strong existing infrastructure. HOPE VI brings middle-class residents
into low-income communities as a means of building up those communities
with infrastructure and social capital. The Promise Neighborhood Initiative
is focused on building the capacity of low-income residents in communi-
ties of concentrated poverty. The challenges encountered in each of these
programs can be addressed in part with more resources, such as additional
affordable housing and intensive counseling. These resources, however, are
often expensive, and results often not as extensive as our hopes for them.

As a final note, some commentators have opined that the focus of
community development in communities of concentrated poverty should
dramatically shift from housing and education reform, which are costly,
complex, and difficult to evaluate, and often permanent, to a guaranteed
minimum income, which could be structured in a number of different
ways. Proponents argue this solution would be fairer, more efficient, and
more effective. Recent examples from abroad have proved promising, but
it is not clear whether their results are guaranteed in the high-poverty
urban environment in the United States.'?

A comparison of these three programs offers many fruitful areas of
study, including the following:

e The evolution and effects of communities of concentrated poverty

e The multiple priorities of people who live in these communities

e The role and consequences of community planning, both short- and
long-term
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e Identity, race, and class in the context of bonding and bridging
communities

e Scaling up entrepreneurial community initiatives

e Evaluation of social programs

e The complexity of policy choices and the diversity of key actors in
making and implementing those policies.

RESPONSES TO HOMELESSNESS

Homelessness, in large part a by-product of poverty, has always been with
us, but it increased dramatically beginning in the early 1970s, for two
reasons. One was the drastic downsizing of hospitals for the mentally ill,
releasing them to the community without resources for treatment. The
other was a rise in the cost of housing and decline in the availability of
affordable rental housing, including that geared for single individuals.?°
The steep rise in the number of chronically homeless people called for
an immediate community response in the form of shelters. Envisioned as
temporary, the housing was bare bones, and available only during night-
time hours. The vulnerability of shelter seekers to long lines in the eve-
ning and eviction during the day, criminal and other threats to their safety,
and numerous restrictions?! caused some homeless people to choose
life on the streets, where they were also vulnerable—to crime, extreme
weather condition, poor health, and lack of sanitation. Community
organizations and advocates began to consider more sustainable solu-
tions, and in 2000 the National Alliance to End Homelessness issued
a plan to end homelessness in ten years by closing the front door—tak-
ing measures to keep people with housing from losing it—and opening
the back door—getting people off the streets and into more permanent
housing.?? The result has been increased investment in permanent hous-
ing for the homeless. Some programs begin with transitional housing
for the chronically homeless, incorporating behavioral conditions, such
as abstention from alcohol and drug use and participation in therapy
or support groups. Others have pursued a “Housing First” policy that
places homeless individuals in housing from which they can be evicted
only if they act in a way that would result in any person’s eviction. After
obtaining government-subsidized vouchers for their clients and assisting
them in finding housing, Housing First organizations provide incen-
tives and support to stabilize their clients’ lives. Individual Housing First
programs have shown promise.?* While transitional housing proponents
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contend that their programs transform behavior, some preliminary stud-
ies of programs that place people immediately into subsidized housing
show significantly better results at keeping individuals and their families
in permanent housing.?*

A lesson from the study of chronic homelessness is that it is by no
means inevitable, nor is it insoluble. In developing appropriate policies
and practices, the first step is to understand the reasons that the problem
arose and the characteristics and needs of the population that is impacted.
As with most community challenges, this one has many facets, including
mental illness, substance abuse, and lack of productive outlets for those
who have the capacity to take advantage of them—but an overarching
issue is lack of housing for this population. The next step is to deter-
mine goals, among which could be housing the homeless, or permanently
changing their lives. Once the reasons and goals have been established,
initiatives can be proposed and undertaken, after which they can be evalu-
ated to determine if they have met the established goals, and the reasons
they have succeeded or fallen short.

HEALTH, SAFETY, AND INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR

Communities address not only development and infrastructure, but also
individual behavior, especially when it impacts health and safety. They deter-
mine, set, and modify standards through a number of systems and strategies.
The strictest of these is the legal system, which has the capacity to require
and ban behavior, but there are many others, including the following;:

e Default mechanisms—sometimes referred to as “nudges”—that
include people unless they actively decline; for example, a system
that automatically enrolls people in a health insurance plan?®

e Measures to isolate and shame abusers without banning their use

e Public relations measures designed to influence community opinion
for or against a behavior, such as pictures of the effects of substance
abuse on the human body?¢

e The use of rescarch,?” accompanied by education of individuals and
communities

e The use of infrastructure, such as community gardens.

The larger and more diverse the community, the more difficult it is to
determine common standards; behavior that is banned in one community
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could be central to another. Sufficient consensus, however, can result in
strategies that change behavior on a large-scale basis, with accompanying
impacts on communities. This was the case with efforts to reduce smoking
in the USA. In 1964, a total of 42 percent of Americans smoked. Although
evidence of the dangerous health effects of smoking had been accumulat-
ing, many Americans either did not believe it or were not able or sufficiently
persuaded to stop, or not to start, smoking. Depicted as an attractive acces-
sory in many films and commercials, the prevailing community sentiment
was that smoking was a matter of individual choice, and a desirable one at
that. Although a number of health-related organizations were attempting
to change the nature of the debate, throughout the twentieth century the
number of smokers rose significantly. It was only when these organiza-
tions persuaded Luther Terry, the Surgeon General in President Lyndon
Johnson’s administration, to issue a report on the adverse health effects of
smoking that community standards began to shift. The ensuing public rela-
tions campaign helped to cement the change.Today, almost all Americans
believe that smoking has a number of adverse health impacts, and the per-
centage of smokers in the population has dropped to 18 percent.?®

In addition to framing smoking as a public health challenge, anti-
smoking advocates were able to influence the adoption of other strate-
gies that included banning the sale of tobacco products to minors, heavily
taxing the purchase of cigarettes, and—especially since research has now
documented the danger of breathing second-hand smoke—creating more
and more smoke-free zones in public venues such as hotels and restau-
rants, school campuses, and office buildings. At the same time, a number
of states took successful legal action against the tobacco companies for the
costs of health care resulting from smoking. Without wholesale criminal-
ization, measures like these were able to change the culture around smok-
ing in the United States.

One of the underlying premises of the anti-smoking campaign was that
it was more effective—in terms of both cost and community acceptance—
to use community and peer pressure to limit smoking and make it less
socially acceptable than to use the criminal justice system in an effort to
eliminate it. The failure of the alcohol prohibition movement looms large
in twentieth-century American history. Like smoking, alcohol has been
widely considered to be socially acceptable, especially given some research
findings that limited drinking may actually have some health benefits. The
dangers of alcohol, however, were in the behaviors it caused—particularly
violence—that led to movements to ban it and ultimately the passage of
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an amendment to the Constitution. The result, however, was significant
community resistance in the form of underground trafficking in alcohol
so disruptive, and even violent, that the amendment was repealed only a
few years later. Our communities now show no signs of returning to the
criminalization of alcohol use, in preference to banning it for minors—a
strategy many consider unsuccessful—and punishing some of the danger-
ous behaviors that it influences.

Similar questions are now being raised about the criminalization of
many drugs. When drug use and trafficking hit the streets of urban areas
in decline and became visible in neighborhoods and to the population at
large, the prevailing sentiment was to rid communities of this scourge.
The frequent police “sting” operations in areas of high drug trafficking
and increased arrests, along with harsher penalties including mandatory
minimum sentences, have not only failed to change levels of drug use,
but have ravaged communities, creating strained relations between police
and community and an explosion in the prison population, particularly
of Blacks, Latinos, and American Indians, over the past 50 years.?” The
impact of a criminal history on employability, families, and communities
has been well-documented and has led to a reconsideration of drug policy,
but the challenge of decriminalizing drugs, which have a long history of
association with the criminal justice system, as well as with issues of race
and class, is daunting. For those who study communities, the distinction
is that smoking itself is the behavior and public health issue, whereas alco-
hol and drugs, in addition to their health impact on the user, can lead to
behaviors, such as violence, that inflict damage on the entire community.

Teaching about these issues involves addressing a number of ques-
tions. Should communities address all three of these addictive substances
as public health challenges, now that we have a wealth of evidence of
their health and economic impacts on individuals and communities, the
questionable consequences of overusing legal, particularly criminal, penal-
ties for substance abuse, and the effectiveness of the strategies to reduce
smoking? As with smoking, is the best course for the community at large
to accept that some people are likely to abuse substances in ways that hurt
themselves and impact their families and communities, and take steps to
minimize the damage?

Obesity is a recent challenge that, more like smoking, has been cast as
a public health issue. Unlike the other behaviors described above, eating
is necessary to our health, and it is difficult to determine the boundary
beyond which it becomes injurious. Another difference from smoking is
that the effect of obesity can be seen. While smoking was once considered
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socially attractive, obesity engenders the opposite result: ostracism and
even bullying, particularly with children. Whereas strategies against smok-
ing included making it less “cool,” the strategies being considered and
deployed to combat obesity involve more community efforts and fewer
approaches targeting individual behavior. They include, for example:

e Education, such as food labeling, community gardens attached to
schools, home visiting programs that include nutrition education

e Media campaigns on the dangers of obesity

e Changes in the environment, such as providing more nutritious food
options in low-income communities, siting schools and other facili-
ties children use within walking distance of their homes, providing
accessible community spaces that encourage exercise, and nutritious
school meals

e Behavior modification, such as taxes on high-sugar foods.

From banning certain behaviors to treating them with a laissez-faire
approach, communities can offer a range of approaches to the kinds of
behavior that damage individual and community well-being.®® Lessons
from history suggest that forbidding or punishing behavior can cause it
to reemerge in ways that may be particularly destructive, involving under-
ground economies and criminal activity, even violence. The alternative,
to minimize the behaviors and the damage they inflict on communities
through less draconian strategies, appears to be effective in the end, even
though it requires patience, considerable effort, and community recogni-
tion that the behavior will not likely be fully eliminated.

COMMUNITY, NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOLS, AND SCHOOL
CHOICE

In an increasingly mobile world, where we live should not determine our
life prospects. At the same time, our neighborhoods still play an impor-
tant role in our lives, as can be seen in neighborhood schools, which have
cemented communities through the interactions of families, both inside
their walls and in the surrounding area. Most communities’ school systems
still determine a child’s school according to the neighborhood in which
he or she lives, and the quality of a neighborhood school is itself largely
determined by the neighborhood. One reason is that funding for public
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schools—which is based on property taxes, which, in turn, are based on
property values—varies considerably with community wealth. As a result,
wealthy suburban communities are usually able to pay higher salaries and
offer more amenities than financially strapped schools in urban and rural
communities of concentrated poverty where, even in the best of circum-
stances, the challenges can try the best of teachers. A second reason is that
children in high-poverty neighborhood are less prepared for school than
their counterparts in higher-income neighborhoods. As we have noted in
Chapter 3, evidence shows that concentrated poverty affects educational
outcomes.?!

Among policies and practices to improve communities and the life
chances of their children is that of increasing the options for schools that
are not bound by geography, so that a child’s neighborhood does not limit
him or her to one school. Teaching and learning about education includes
examination of the strengths and weaknesses of varied school choice poli-
cies that have exhibited some success or strong potential, but none of
which has yet revolutionized education in the United States.3?

Vouchers for Low-Income Families

The use of vouchers to access more affordable housing options on the pri-
vate market has been an integral part of housing policy for half a century.
Education vouchers that can be applied to private schooling, it is argued,
can also expand choices for families, while challenging neighborhood
schools to do better with new ideas and practices. Support for vouchers
comes primarily from those who believe markets deliver better quality more
efficiently than government, and from a significant number of minorities
living in communities with failing public schools. Opponents, including
teachers’ unions and the more liberal establishment, contend that, while
vouchers may work well in the overwhelmingly private housing market, it
is not appropriate for a public education system whose goal is quality and
fair education for all. They further note that a voucher program can deliver
more quality choices only if the voucher is large enough, the students who
qualify are truly low income, a sufficient number of high-quality affordable
private schools exist, and quality options are available to children who fail
to receive a voucher or find a school with their voucher.?®* Whether school
vouchers can turn a public school system into a private one that still offers
education for all, or whether vouchers should remain a limited option in
communities that support them, remains to be seen.?*
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Charter Schools

Charter schools are hybrid public schools that operate more like non-
profits, but subject to public school oversight. Charters must be approved
by an official body and can be shut down for poor educational or finan-
cial performance. They receive public school funding through a prede-
termined formula but are usually allowed to supplement their budgets
through fund-raising. With the autonomy to set curriculum and hire and
fire staft, they have the flexibility to experiment with structure and cur-
riculum, providing new models for all public schools. Their students are
public school students, usually admitted through a lottery system rather
than a zip code.

Over the years, evidence is accumulating that charter schools have
started to outperform traditional public schools.3® Some charter schools
that focus on high-poverty students have excellent records in raising stu-
dent achievement in core subjects,?® comparable to that of their public
school counterparts with similar student populations. Evidence also sug-
gests that charter school students are more likely to stay in school and
out of trouble.?” The reasons for these outcomes and the implications for
communities are, however, unclear. Even though charters appear to take
students with class and racial profiles similar to those of their public school
counterparts, it could be that neighborhood schools are left with the most
difficult-to-reach students in families that are the most stressed.

Some have argued that charters should remain small in number so they
can fulfil their role as learning laboratories for the system as a whole.38
Some school systems are taking the opposite approach and significantly
expanding their charter offerings.* Underlying much of the controversy
over evaluations and results are policy differences over such issues as
centralized versus autonomous governance; the qualifications, role, and
treatment of teachers; and the effect of schools with concentrations of
high-poverty students.

Magnet Schools and Gifted and Talented Programs

Magnet schools are public, usually secondary, schools that offer special-
ized curricula such as science and technology, arts, or simply advanced
academics geared to higher-achieving students. They are often found in
large urban school districts or consortia of school districts; sometimes
magnet programs are incorporated into a regular public school. For the
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most part, they accept students through a competitive process, which sug-
gests that overall they do not have a major impact on student achievement.
Furthermore, in a nation guided by the principle that separate is not equal,
magnet schools have a tendency to promote rather than diminish segrega-
tion by siphoning off many of the most gifted students.

Where magnet programs have value is in large school districts, or across
school districts, with a diverse population of students. If these districts
offer a large menu of curricula that appeal to a wide range of learners, they
can bring a variety of demographic and economic groups together with
the potential for building social capital. For this reason, magnet schools
are often favored by those who believe in a racially and economically inte-
grated society, as an alternative to high-poverty charter schools, which,
they argue, perpetuate segregation. Since both programs have had some
success with creative educational options, yet also have tendencies to leave
some of the most disadvantaged students, could proponents of these two
practices find common ground in a blended system?*

Vocational Schools and Apprenticeships

While magnet schools focus on gifted and talented students with, like
charter schools, the goal of sending students on to four-year colleges,
another choice is apprenticeship programs, grooming students for high-
quality, well-paying jobs. Students in apprenticeship programs would be
required to complete a regular high school curriculum so they are pre-
pared for college, but at the same time learn skills—preferably from an
employer with a stipend—while they are in school. Should they complete
the curriculum successfully, waiting for them will be a job with good pay
and the opportunity for upward mobility.*!

Some low-income and minority communities evince skepticism about
any educational initiative that resembles the vocational education of the
past, when children were directed by race and class away from higher edu-
cation. Proponents of apprenticeships counter that a well-designed and
respected apprenticeship program, offering students the option of prepa-
ration for high-quality jobs,*? does not foreclose college as an option at
any time during their lives. With high levels of unemployment in low-
income communities, they argue that apprenticeships are the key, rather
than a barrier, to economic mobility. The question remains whether a
track for apprenticeship programs functions better in communities with
greater social cohesion and without as divisive a history of segregating and
tracking minorities.
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Community Schools

While many school choice options take children out of their neighbor-
hoods, the community schools movement advocates for bringing the
neighborhood to the school by making the school the center of health,
social, psychological, parent support, and other family services. The ideal
is a school and community center under one roof, with collaborative
supervision.*® In that form, parents and children can easily access all the
services they need.

The community schools model, while complex and difficult to imple-
ment, is immensely appealing to those who believe in strengthening exist-
ing communities of place and contend that education alone will not build
that strength. Neighborhoods, however, are constantly changing, raising
questions about the cost-effectiveness of the model as compared to the
approach of the Promise Neighborhoods, which houses community orga-
nizations in a separate organization rather than a school.

Controlled Choice

While education policy experts argue for their favored solutions and dispar-
age those of others, communities have sometimes opted for a combination
of initiatives most appropriate to their circumstances, with the understand-
ing that families can be presented with a system of meaningful choices if self-
interest aligns with the goals of the larger community. Controlled choice
does not consign children to neighborhood schools, nor does it give families
complete choice. At several junctures in a child’s educational journey par-
ents are allowed to rank the schools they would prefer for the child, whether
traditional public schools, several magnet schools, and a limited number of
charter schools, but the assignment is made by the school district.

Even where the school system makes every effort to satisty families, the
practice is the subject of intense and sometimes acrimonious debate, and
its results at closing the achievement gap are problematic.** At the same
time, controlled school choice, like most school choice options, is also
about community. In today’s communities, many children are not being
well served by the traditional school system based on small, often segre-
gated, districts with neighborhood schools. At the same time, any replace-
ment system must be acceptable to the community as a whole, treating all
constituencies as fairly as possible and garnering their input in the process.
Moreover, it only works where meaningful choices exist. In high-poverty
school districts, where the ability to cross district boundaries is limited or
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non-existent, choice has little meaning. Excellent high-poverty schools
exist, but not excellent predominantly high-poverty school districts in
which all students could attend a high-quality school. A solution that offers
choice but also insures fairness to the entire community—one in which ide-
ology is tempered by a common effort in a spirit of partnership—is likely to
produce longer, lasting results and strengthened community ties.

What No School Can Do

James Traub’s 2000 New York Times article, “What No School Can
Do,” struck a cautionary tone concerning all education reform initiatives
aimed at closing the achievement gap.*> Recent data support the article’s
theme of the limits of education system in today’s demographic realities.
Unlike in the past, the majority of current public school students are from
low-income families.* With this information in mind, should we focus
our efforts on reducing inequality, breaking up concentrated poverty,
or improving schools through choice other other measures described in
Chapter 3? While it may be more complex and politically challenging to
target concentrated intergenerational poverty and segregation, and while
the failure of repeated initiatives to address the gap produces a sense of
hopelessness within high-poverty communities and in the society as a
whole, an upending of our current education system without evidence that
its replacement will strengthen education, career success, and communities
should be carefully perused. A multi-pronged approach that begins in early
childhood should also be carefully considered and structured, in order to
justify what could be a substantial investment. In the meantime, however,
we should be aware that, for families in communities with a dearth of good
schools, the many forms of school choice ofter hope for their children.

COLLECTIVE IMPACT: LESSONS FROM MILWAUKEE

As the non-profit sector has proliferated, commentators have questioned
its ability to address large community issues. While targeted and creative
approaches to community problems are needed, a collaborative model
may in many instances be the key to systemic solutions. The challenge
in our complex communities is determining when and how to foster col-
laboration with a problem-solving approach through a collaborative of
organizations from different sectors with a common agenda, sometimes
known as collective impact.*” Collective impact initiatives offer excellent
opportunities to learn about community.
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In 2008, the Milwaukee United Way, which funnels donations to local
non-profits, utilized the collective impact approach to address teen preg-
nancy, which is implicated in intergenerational poverty and other negative
outcomes. The United Way took the leadership role in convening a coali-
tion of stakeholders which were attempting to address teen pregnancy in
Milwaukee, home to one of the highest rates in the nation, with the goal
of reducing teen pregnancy by 46 percent in ten years. Each organization
that participated was required to agree on the targets and roles assigned to
it by the United Way, and all had to work together. A 2015 evaluation of
the project showed a 50 percent drop in teen pregnancy, exceeding expec-
tations.*® Key to achieving that result were the following:

e Clear and achievable goals, supported by the community

e A collaborative of non-profits with appropriate expertise and willing-
ness to commit to the goals, work together under strong leadership,
and exhibit flexibility when needed.

e Strong leadership with leverage to keep the coalition working
together on behalf of the community and focused on the goals

e Regular communication and collaboration among all stakeholders.

The United Way was able to harness the creativity of the non-profit
sector, exert leverage to make them work together, and actually form a
community of non-profits.

The initiative does, however, raise questions. How did the United Way
pickits goal? Even ifit chose the appropriate goal in a collaborative process,
was it fortuitous that teen pregnancy rates were entering a dramatic down-
turn nationwide at the time, and did the collective impact approach make
a significant difference? Even if evaluation confirms that it did, it could be
difficult to replicate the non-profit landscape in Milwaukee, including a
very strong leader willing to set rigorous standards and a group of quali-
fied non-profits interested in participating. Have other comparable cities
reduced teen pregnancy at similar rates without using the collective impact
approach? If so, what are the costs of Milwaukee’s approach as opposed to
that in other locales?

A critique from both the right and the left focuses on the process of
collective impact. Long before the term existed, grassroots organizations
were collaborating with one another to address community problems. The
concern is that collective impact, if it places too much power in funders and
lead organizations, stifles creativity, innovation, and organic collaboration
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by establishing a top-down agenda and compelling organizations to align
with the collective impact model or lose funding.*” How do we insure that
community organizations of all kinds are included, respected, and heard,
without fragmenting what could be a comprehensive effort? To alleviate
this concern, collective impact would have an inclusive model that estab-
lishes goals collectively, and find ways to utilize the expertise, skills, and
connections of a wide variety of community-based initiatives. This model,
which trades some efficiency for more mutual responsibility and respect,
might be well worth the tradeoff for the social capital it could build.

TwiNn Crries LicgaT RAIL: INCLUSION

In the 1970s, plans were afoot to turn Interstate Highway 35, which
runs through central Minneapolis, Minnesota, into an eight-lane freeway.
Neighborhoods in the path of the proposed expansion rose up in opposi-
tion, and a light rail system was born. Thirty years later, the first leg of the
system opened, with expansion plans that included a line between down-
town Minneapolis and downtown St. Paul, its twin city and Minnesota’s
capital.®

The cities applied for federal funding and submitted a plan that included
several stops in the downtown business district of St. Paul, which, it was
argued, would serve the needs of St. Paul’s major employers, including
the state government and its commuting workers, revitalize downtown St.
Paul, and make federal approval more likely by keeping stops to a mini-
mum and reining in costs. Organizations representing some of the minor-
ity, modest-income communities along the proposed line were concerned
when they saw that the plan’s proposed stops in these communities were
few and far between.

Minnesota is known for the engagement of its citizens. A number of
grassroots community organizations along the proposed line formed a
coalition to advocate for additional stops in some of their communities,
arguing that development was equally important in those neighborhoods,
and that the scores of existing small businesses along the path of the light
rail—many of them minority-owned and statfed—would sufter all the eco-
nomic losses during construction, with no compensating gain of stops at
the end of the process. They noted that placing stops far apart in residential
neighborhoods would be a hardship for many, especially during St. Paul’s
long and brutal winter.
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The coalition slowed the planning process through meetings and, ulti-
mately, a legal action. Meanwhile, a presidential election brought in a new
administration with a different infrastructure philosophy that was more
sympathetic to the coalition. A working group was created among three
federal agencies: the Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD), the Department of Transportation, and the Environmental
Protection Agency. Their mandate was to work on holistic approaches
to infrastructure development, which left a greater opening for the coali-
tion’s alternative light rail plan. As a result, a revised plan with the addi-
tional stops was submitted and approved at the federal level. The light rail,
with the added neighborhood stops, opened in 2014.5!

As with transit development in general, the new stops could have varied
impacts on existing residents and businesses if, as predicted, they cause
a metamorphosis of the surrounding communities. Building consensus
around gentrification may be as difficult as the initial planning and con-
struction process because, while it disrupts and even overwhelms existing
communities, it also brings opportunity to many: more diverse retail, more
customers for businesses willing to cater to multiple constituencies, jobs,
and higher prices for property owners who wish to sell. It would indeed be
ironic if the coalition’s efforts lead to development that excludes the very
people it was intended to help.

What are the lessons from this infrastructure project? One lesson
involves the substance of community planning. As with housing, infra-
structure is not just about structures, but also the ability to access educa-
tion, jobs, and services, and about connecting people not only to their
needs, but to one another. Infrastructure can involve acts as small as the
repair of a pothole and projects as large as a light rail or highway system.

In either case, this example also shows that, with hard work, patience,
and some luck, the community can be heard by those who develop and
maintain the infrastructure. From small neighborhood organizations that
give voice to their constituents, to coalitions that amplify that voice, to
large entities like government, which is responsible for much of our infra-
structure and implements broad policies for diverse populations, commu-
nity is integral to infrastructure.

Another important lesson concerns the role of agents and collaborative
networks in the community transformation process. First is the vibrant
civil society in St. Paul, with its many grassroots non-profits which repre-
sent their communities well. Community members serve on their boards
of directors and are regularly consulted and highly valued. Second are the
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collaborations that expand knowledge and influence, both in their own
work and in the larger community. The coalition that resisted the light rail
project was not new; the organizations represented had worked together
many times in the past, and people on them knew and to a substantial
degree trusted one another. Collaboration amplified the voice and power
of each individual organization to reach the community as a whole. Third
is the for-profit sector, in this case vibrant small businesses that served the
communities all along the rail line and contributed to the process. Finally
is the government, at both the local and the federal levels. Both levels
of government were initially resistant to the coalition’s wishes, but the
political process that elected President Obama changed the federal gov-
ernment’s position, and provided the necessary funding and support that
the local government needed to accede to at least some of the demands.
In the end, it was the government that held the resources and the ultimate
power, but the community was able to influence the process.

CONCLUSION

These few examples of promising approaches to community challenges
share certain characteristics. Initially, they are guided by one or more
goals. The chief goal of the HCZ and Promise Neighborhood initiatives
is to build up a neighborhood by focusing on families and children, while
the goal of HOPE VI is to transform a neighborhood through mixed-
income housing. Moving to Opportunity is aptly named, since its goal
is to offer opportunity and support for people who want to move into
neighborhoods that offer higher-quality education options, infrastructure,
and jobs.

As can be seen, however, communitics are often divided over what
these goals should be. Successful community strategies involve the con-
sideration and weighing of multiple voices and values, which can produce
tension and disagreement. A community strategy is stronger if those voices
can be incorporated into it and is probably not worth pursuing if it lacks
the necessary community support. Unfortunately, a major challenge for
communities—one that can become a vicious cycle—is involvement. If the
community itself is not engaged in this process of maximizing its assets,
it will default to those with expertise in one area, cut off from the com-
munity repercussions of the actions they take. Their actions can confirm a
community’s sense of its powerlessness, leading to civic disengagement. A
successful community strategy, therefore, incorporates constituent voices
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in ways that bring out the best in the community through education and
dialogue.

Indeed, collaboration is a part of any democratic strategy. Any one of
the small St. Paul community groups that wanted a light rail stop would
probably not have been able to impact the larger city initiative, but the
coalition that formed was able to collaborate on an overall strategy and
amplify each group’s voice. Collaboration with institutions outside of the
community can be valuable as well: the HCZ connected and collaborated
with outside funders to support, advise, and evaluate its programs.

Communities are complex and imperfect, so no strategy for address-
ing their challenges is without flaws. Successful approaches do, however,
have commonalities. First, they take into account the multiple facets of
community life that are involved. Solving the problem of homelessness
not only requires housing, but involves issues such as mental and physical
health care, behavior issues, and the role of the criminal justice system.
Building a light rail requires consideration of issues beyond transporta-
tion: the impact on businesses and jobs, the rewards and risks of gentri-
fication, and the role of the environment. Second, they are flexible, with
built-in feedback mechanisms, so they can improve. HOPE VI, for exam-
ple, changed its model after it was criticized for replacing a considerable
amount of affordable housing stock. Although still an imperfect solution
in many ways, HOPE VI renovation projects came to include as many
low-income units as were in the project they replaced. School districts
that have long-time systems of school choice are continually responding
to political realities and community preferences by modifying the model.
Finally, successful approaches require both determination and patience,
seeding sustainable solutions that are worth the investment.

NOTES

1. For an excellent history of African American migration and urban renewal,
see Lemann, Nicholas, The Promised Land: The Great Black Migration and
How it Changed America (New York: Vintage, 1992). A vivid account of
life in Chicago public housing is found in Kotlowitz, Alec, There Are No
Children Here (New York: Anchor, 1992).

2. See Lending, Tod, Legacy, Nomadic Pictures (2000). This film follows
another family living ten years later in the same housing project that is the
subject of There Are No Childven Here, and ends in the project’s demoli-
tion and the relocation of the family to homeownership.
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CHAPTER 6

Learning Through Reflective Exercises
and Community Experience

Abstract With the goal of encouraging readers to develop their own
classroom- and community-based lessons for experiencing and reflecting
on community, this chapter provides a starting point with exercises utiliz-
ing a variety of principles and practices. They include a holistic community
study, a service-learning exercise that encourages reflection on the value
and pitfalls of service and volunteering, reflection on access to social ser-
vices through small-group visits to organizations that provide the services,
a role-playing debate on a community infrastructure project, a lobbying
assignment involving an issue of real-world importance to the student lob-
byists, and an exercise in community transformation. These exercises allow
students to experience communities directly or replicate their experiences.
The community becomes a classroom, a learning laboratory, a place of
engagement, while the classroom becomes a locus of discussion about
community and its impact, both on our lives and in the broader policy
context.

Keywords Exercises ® Experience ® Objectives ® Evaluation

Courses about community have the benefit of a learning laboratory all
around us, with endless ways to enrich our understanding of principles
and practices. The exercises presented here are merely examples of explo-
rations and simulations that can illuminate the study of community and be
tailored to the goals of a particular course.
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In order to better understand the challenges communities face and the
principles and practices they employ to address them, students can study
a community—defined predominantly by place, such as a neighborhood,
or by people who identify with each other, such as a faith-based or ethnic
community—in depth. Over several weeks, even an entire semester, and
with faculty guidance, students

e Select a community of manageable size, using criteria they have
established from class discussion and readings on what constitutes
a community

e Compile and analyze information on the history, geography, and
demographics of a community, in order to put its current challenges
in context

e Explore and map the community, with an emphasis on stakeholders
(such as residents, businesses, and public institutions). Those who
do not choose a community of place can use creative mapping, such
as an organizational chart with stakeholders

e Obtain multiple perspectives on the community’s challenges and
assets from articles, interviews, and community meetings

e Identify the community’s greatest challenges and assets, whether
physical, economic, human capital, collective, or public

e Identify and support the most promising strategies and agents for
strengthening the community.

Undergraduates are occasionally daunted by this project when they
first encounter it, but quickly find their bearings. They lack the data and
research skills of community planners, but they are refreshingly free of
preconceptions and can develop an on-the-ground perspective that many
planners lack. The best way to begin this process is simply by experiencing
the community, and then building on that experience with documentation.
Once they get started, most soon grow to appreciate the combination of
multi-faceted secondary and primary research that incorporates their own
observations and conclusions, an inventory of community assets, the com-
munity’s perspective, and information derived from traditional sources on
both the community itself and the major challenges it confronts. From this
research, students synthesize a plan, which may include physical change,
such as tearing down or building up, social or political change, such as a
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community organizing plan, and/or economic change, such as a living
wage initiative. They explain why they have chosen this particular plan for
this community. As they develop their plan, they come to appreciate the
complexities of any community improvement process.

The learning objectives of this project are for students to gain the abil-

ity to

® Describe a community from multiple perspectives. Who represents
the community? Which are the most powerful voices?

e Identify and prioritize community challenges and assets. What are
the strengths on which this community should rely? What are its
major challenges?

e Synthesize primary and secondary research about communities. How
much do we know about this community from objective and outside
research as opposed to the understanding of community members?

e Approach a community from a holistic, interdisciplinary perspective.
For example, how does—or could—a local school, or library, or rec-
reation center do much more for the community than its primary
function?

e Develop support for a realistic, forward-looking strategy for a
particular community—one that includes the input of a variety of
community stakeholders. The students should gain both an insider
and outsider perspective from their research. How can they meld
these perspectives to identify and address the most important chal-
lenges for the community? What is the best route for this particular
community?

e Reflect on the meaning of community. Does the entity they studied
constitute a community? Why or why not?

The evaluation of this project gives equal weight to the following;:

e Initiative and primary research: getting to know the community well
through thorough, first-hand observation and a range of informa-
tion and perspectives from multiple sources

e Thorough secondary sources such as census and other databases,
information gathered in class and from assigned readings, and any
other secondary sources on their chosen community

¢ Organization and clarity of the presentation
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e Critical thinking and analysis: presenting a thorough, cogent plan
that makes sense and, based on the evidence available to the author,
is realistic while offering a vision for the community.

Students have characterized the study as a defining learning experience,
one that applies the classroom knowledge they have gained about com-
munity assets, strategies, and agents to the practicalities of community life
on the ground.

Below are examples of student comments:

I was able to integrate everything I had learned throughout the semester. I
evaluated the assets and liabilities of a cross-section of the Shaw community
and proposed a plan to improve neighborhood conditions. To illustrate my
findings, I presented a photographic collection and drew from interviews
with residents, readings, site visits, presentations, and my own personal
experiences.!

The community perspective paper gave me hands-on insight into the
vibrancy of Washington DC’s neighborhoods. I wrote about Sursum Corda
during the time that plans for redevelopment were being deliberated over
and finalized. Conducting the research and writing the paper allowed me
to get into the neighborhood, meet the people being affected by the city’s
plans, and learn about a neighborhood’s ability to organize and represent
itself. The hands-on approach to learning...was what peaked (sic) my inter-
est in developing a career in community development and planning. I had
the opportunity to present my research at a local conference, which was an
exciting experience!?

LEARNING ABOUT COMMUNITY THROUGH SERVICE

The United States has always relied on citizen service to address com-
munity problems and even transform communities.® Service learning has
gained a foothold in both K-12 and higher education, offering the oppor-
tunity for teaching and learning about pressing community issues in a way
that integrates classroom and experiential study.*

The primary purpose of this assignment, which could be characterized
as a service-learning exercise, is to consider and evaluate the strengths and
limitations of grassroots community service. In the broader sense, service
learning can be enlisted to study community itself, by having students
serve a grassroots organization that relies to a greater or lesser extent on
volunteers, in order to experience how these organizations operate, how
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effective they are, and whether they represent the community in its aspira-
tions, values, and plans. By discussing their experiences with one another,
students can appreciate the complex relationship between a community
and the organizations involved in it. Specifically, they

e Experience practical problems in the community

e Discover and analyze different strategies to address these problems

e Consider what makes a grassroots organization effective

e Think about their own professional aspirations and whether they will
be community-based.

Note that I have not included benefit to the community. Since the pur-
pose of the exercise is to have students experience a wide range of com-
munity organizations and critically assess their value, it does not require
assigning students to those with the best reputations, best use of volunteers,
or a particular political or social philosophy, but rather those who are inter-
ested in the effective use of students to serve. The assignment can instruct
students to select the organization themselves either from a list provided
by the teacher or on their own, or assign students to a community-based,
community-serving organization—usually a grassroots non-profit—which
has requested assistance. Some of the organizations may be well-estab-
lished and funded, while others may be small and operating on a shoestring
budget. No matter the characteristics of the organization, students can
learn a great deal from their and their classmates’ experiences.

While the primary goal of the service is to study community-based orga-
nizations, participants must clearly understand their role in pursuing the
goals of the organization for which they volunteer on behalf of communities
whose constituents will be affected (positively or negatively) by their service.
They are responsible for meeting the requirements of their sponsoring orga-
nization—whether on a regular, perhaps weekly, schedule or on a special
project—in a responsible, high-quality and timely manner, which requires
leadership, maturity, organization, diligence, communication, and creativity.

Students can be required to keep a running journal or blog of their
observations and reactions, using it to prepare a presentation about (1) the
mission and substantive issues addressed by the organization, (2) which
overall approach or combination of approaches the organization uses to
effect community change, and (3) the effectiveness of the organization
in using its approach(es) to effect its mission. The teacher has a role as a
supervisor, teacher, and resource. She insures the students fulfill their com-
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mitment to the organization in a high-quality manner, acts as an interme-
diary when needed, and advises students about their service. She can assist
students in locating resources in order to obtain a better understanding of
the community. Finally, her substantive role is to relate the successes and
challenges students experience on the ground to larger issues of policy and
community change while assisting students in developing practical prob-
lem-solving skills in communication, research, and analysis concerning
communities. If all the organizations are located in one community, she
provides information on the community and the challenges it confronts.
Sample topics are:

e The role and effectiveness of grassroots non-profits in communi-
ties. We often equate organizations that serve a community with the
community itself. What are the characteristics of people and groups
that truly represent a community? For example, a group of individu-
als start an artists’ collective in a low-income neighborhood. Existing
artists in the neighborhood, who are concerned about gentrifica-
tion and feel the collective does not represent them, form their own
organization. Which better represents the community? How repre-
sentative of the community must an organization be in order to be
effective in the community?

e Collective efficacy and action. Countless organizations exist with
the goal of improving communities. Each has its own mission and
plan to effect that mission. What if communities selected a goal and
enlisted organizations with expertise to work together to develop
and implement a plan to reach that goal? Is this collective action a
path which should be incentivized or, like community organizations
themselves, is it only effective when effective leadership, substantial
targeted funding, and community support exist? Will corralling orga-
nizations reduce their creativity and effectiveness and, if so, is that a
price worth paying for increased collaboration and greater scale? Is
bringing community change to scale something government is bet-
ter equipped to do than is a collection of independent non-profits?

e Evaluation. Students can be asked to learn if the organization
they serve has any mechanisms for evaluating its work and, if so,
what is evaluated and how? What do they think the measure of an
organization’s worth should be? For example, a recent thorough
study established that giving homeless, vulnerable families a hous-
ing voucher was more effective than rapid rehousing and transitional
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housing programs in keeping them oft the streets for at least eigh-
teen months. Should the government now support these people only
with vouchers, or do the other two types of programs offer commu-
nity benefits of a different kind that merit continued funding?

Community-based learning is often employed to both address and
study a particular issue such as poverty, the environment, health, or edu-
cation. This exercise shows that it can be an invaluable tool in the study of
community itself. While it can be an extremely rewarding, active learning
experience, it can also provide valuable assistance to the requesting organi-
zation and the community it serves. Becoming frustrated or disheartened
by the magnitude of the challenges and the paucity of the response is part
of the learning experience that the teacher can address, exploring the reali-
ties—both positive and negative—of community service.

SocIAL SERVICES ACCESS EXERCISE

By far the largest provider of community services is government, sup-
ported by taxes assessed on the community as a whole, and sometimes
by non-profits with which government contracts. In this exercise,® stu-
dents first learn about the major social services government offers and/
or subsidizes, such as food benefits, services to the homeless, health care
services such as HIV testing, and welfare benefits. They are then assigned
to small groups, cach of which visits a service provider,® as closely as possi-
ble mimicking what an applicant for the service would experience.” When
they reach the office, however, they must identify themselves as students
completing a project and are cautioned not to interfere with the process
of serving applicants, but to wait to speak with a representative in order
to gather information. In the process, they are asked to observe the office
and learn as much as possible about its services and the way applicants are
treated. After the visit, students research the program and prepare a short
paper on the program and their experiences. These papers are the starting
point for reflection in their next class.
Learning objectives for this assignment are to better understand

e The social services government provides. Students conduct, and
share with their classmates, research on the program to which they
are assigned. The assignment also includes information on the his-
tory of social services in the United States, a summary of the major
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services government provides, and—for comparative purposes—
general information on how services differ in other countries.

e The population utilizing the services. Are they of any particular
demographic groups? Do they speak English?

e The experience of those attempting to access the services. Do they
have easy access? Are they made to feel welcome?

e Whether and how the services could be improved. Are they targeting
the right people? Are they easy to locate?

In reflecting on reasons some services and not others are subsidized or
provided, we consider the impact of values and attitudes, the decentralized
structure of government, and the nature of politics and advocacy. Can we
find a rationale for the services government provides as opposed to those
which are left to non-profits and voluntary efforts?

Another area of discussion concerns the heterogeneous nature of the
American population and how political discussion frames social services
provision in terms of race and ethnicity. Is a comprehensive welfare state
more likely to arise in relatively homogeneous societies than in heteoge-
neous ones, if the prevailing perception is that services are primarily for
people who are not like us?®

Students accustomed to using their high-tech phones immediately con-
front the reality for those community members who do not have compa-
rable access. The simple act of obtaining an address is problematic, and
getting there is even more complicated. In class discussion it emerges that
applicants may be eligible for multiple services, yet the offices where they
need to apply are often far apart, posing a challenge for those with limited
means. Moreover, the existence of a program does not insure its availabil-
ity, even to those facing emergencies. Eligibility requirements eliminate
some applicants; others find long waiting lists. How can we better serve
people for whom services are intended? In addressing this question, the
class can focus on such initiatives as transportation subsidies, consolidation
of services in one physical location, effective case management, and alter-
ing funding priorities to prioritize the most effective initiatives.

This exercise offers a wide range of learning opportunities, such as put-
ting the student in the shoes of an individual trying to access services,
discussing what service providers do right and what they can improve, and
analyzing the programs themselves. It can expand into study of the welfare
state, with consideration of the respective roles of the community and the
government in supporting individuals in need.
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COMMUNITY AND THE ENVIRONMENT

This exercise analyzes competing interests in a proposed infrastructure
project that impacts communities, states, national governments, and inter-
national relations. It raises community concerns about land use, the envi-
ronment, and jobs, and it shows how communities with widely different
interests sometimes collaborate to promote common goals.

In 2008, TransCanada, a Canadian pipeline company, filed an applica-
tion with the US Department of State for a permit to build a pipeline
which would transport oil from Alberta, Canada, through several states to
the Gulf Coast. TransCanada, which already has a pipeline across Canada
to the Vancouver area (where ships take much of it to California and also
to Asia), has asserted that the pipeline will reduce USA’s dependence on
foreign oil, make it much more efficient to transport the oil, and (accord-
ing to a study commissioned by TransCanada from an independent orga-
nization) create approximately 50,000 jobs in the USA.

As a facility connecting the United States with a foreign country, the
pipeline requires a Presidential Permit from the State Department which
certifies that the pipeline would be in the “national interest.” This deter-
mination considers the project’s potential effects on the environment,
economy, energy security, foreign policy, and other factors. The State
Department issued an Environmental Impact Statement, noting the risk
of contamination from oil leakage on the aquifer in the Nebraska Sand
Hills region, which lies on the path of the proposed pipeline. President
Obama decided not to issue the permit; Congress was opposed to his
decision.’

Below are some of the major issues raised by the Keystone Pipeline.

e The environmental risk of oil leakage to ranches, water supply, and
the ecosystem as a whole

e Greenhouse gas emissions and other dangers to health and the envi-
ronment from extracting and refining oil from “tar sands” in Canada

e Other markets and distribution mechanisms for tar sands oil

e Job creation—both the number and types of jobs—and job losses
that may result from the pipeline

e The impact of dependence on non-domestic sources of oil.

Students are assigned to one of the following groups:
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e [f the pipeline is rerouted to go through American Indian reser-
vation, land, the residents of the reservation, and possibly other
American Indians who have been adversely affected by other federal
land use policies

The Environmental Defense Fund

The International Association of Oil and Gas Producers

The Laborers International Union of North America (LIUNA)

An ad hoc association of ranchers and farmers on or near the path of
the pipeline

Each group is required to analyze its relationship to, and position on,
the construction of the pipeline, based on its own interests and the inter-
ests of other related communities that it can identify. Groups develop a
strategy and, where appropriate, coalitions. The exercise concludes with
a hearing at which the benefits and dangers of the pipeline are discussed,
community interests are expressed, and stakeholders attempt to influence
policy makers. After the meeting, students discuss the results of this pro-
cess. What strategies were used on each side? How effective were they?
Are the coalitions formed likely to be temporary? Did the groups build
long-term social capital?

The controversy over this pipeline is a useful teaching tool in part because
the communities involved are so varied, from ranchers to unions to Native
American reservations, environmentalists to agribusiness, local to global
concerns. It also shows that circumstances at the community level can lead
to the formation of unlikely coalitions based in large part on collective
interests, and that these coalitions can amplify their voices as they orga-
nize and advocate at the local, state, and national levels. What began as a
local issue became a national discussion about energy, the environment,
and jobs as well as values. Finally, it illustrates the complex relationship
between communities, the private sector, and government at all levels.

CrT1ZEN LOBBYING EXERCISE

All too often citizens perceive themselves as impotent in the face of larger
forces more powerful and better resourced, causing them to disengage
from the political process and leave it to professionals. While this percep-
tion is in some sense valid, the previous exercise illustrates that thoughtful
and effective citizen lobbying can make an impact on legislation, build
relationships of trust and respect, and strengthen the democratic process
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on which communities depend.!® This exercise is a means to learn the
requirements for, and value of, successful citizen lobbying on behalf of
their community.

An understanding of the lobbying process should begin with back-
ground on the role of civic participation in a democratic society. According
to Michael Schudson, the general meaning of citizenship has changed
from the earliest days of our republic, when a good citizen was seen as
affirming the existing system and institutions that governed society, and
from the nineteenth century, when loyalty and allegiance to one’s political
party was the mark of a good citizen. In the current rights-based model of
citizenship, like-minded individuals advocate for principles in which they
have a deep-seated interest and belief.!!

While lobbying is still largely conducted on behalf of economic and
national security interests, citizen lobbying in the public interest has
become a regular and accepted part of the political process. Participants
in this exercise should have an understanding of why and how citizen
lobbying can be effective.!? Especially valuable to that understanding is a
preparatory panel with one or more individuals with extensive experience
in public interest lobbying, either as an advocate or a target.

The exercise calls for students to be divided into small groups to research
and lobby for or against a piece of legislation, a government action, or a
rule. In most instances, the legislator should be one from the district in
which one or more of the students vote, or which he /she considers home.
Each group can select or be assigned to lobby on a different piece of
legislation that affects a community issue, or they can all be assigned to
lobby concerning one legislative (or executive) initiative. They thoroughly
research the issue and those whom they will be lobbying, determine what
they will be asking, and prepare packets with relevant talking points, fact
sheets, issue briefs, and /or letters of support.’® They schedule a meeting
with the office to be lobbied, and prepare their presentation, geared to
the amount of time they will have and designed to be as effective as pos-
sible. They discuss their “ask” of the legislator, whether it is to introduce
or sponsor a piece of legislation, to vote a certain way, or simply to take a
certain position on an important issue. They should prepare for difficult
questions and reactions, and have responses ready, including a short and
pithy written piece that they can leave with the legislator or the staff.

After the visit, students prepare a report, either individually or as a
group, with consideration of the following:
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The legislation in question and their “ask”

What issues they discussed and their main talking points
The response of the legislator, including main concerns
Their responses to the legislator’s concerns

The strengths and limitations of citizen lobbying

What else they learned from the experience

The final piece of the project is a group discussion of the experience,
including how it changed their perceptions of lobbying and the political
process. In our discussions, it is evident that students begin the exercise
with many reservations. They are anxious about the process, particularly
if they are lobbying a public official with a position to which that official
appears opposed. They view lobbying as exclusive to the powerful and well-
resourced, and even corrupt, not something meant for them—a percep-
tion that is unfortunate but understandable. Student comments suggest,
however, that for most the experience is usually enjoyable, and often pow-
erful and enabling, even when the legislator is opposed to their position.
Depending on how they frame their “ask,” they often find areas of com-
promise, but even when the differences are insurmountable, they report
being treated with respect and consideration, in part because they matter
as voters and participators. It is important to remind them how in lobbying
the perfect can become the enemy of the good, and to discuss how incre-
mental positive outcomes are sometimes as or more valuable than large-
scale wins. Almost all of them end the exercise with the conviction that, at
some point in the future, they will be participating in such a process again,
with the recognition that their participation affects their community. The
exercise can be adapted to focus on other roles for citizens in their com-
munities, such as on advisory boards and in participatory decision making.

COMMUNITY TRANSFORMATION EXERCISE

This simple, powerful, student-created, and student-led exercise relates
community transformation and civic participation to the aspirations of
those embarking on or involved in work—whether paid or volunteer—
involving community and civil society. The discussion is truly a group
activity which requires little direction. Groups whose participants have
considerable experience and forged close bonds with one another, and
those with little or no prior experience together, engage with one another
in a thoughtful and creative process. The exercise presents choices to both
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young people who are embarking on careers, and those who are already
established, whether they seek a career change or are eager to make their
current work more rewarding.'*

Scholars and practitioners have written about the importance of civic
engagement from the perspective of integrating the civic world into the
classroom,!® as well as about students actively engaging in their own learn-
ing through community problem-solving.’® At the same time, people
envisioning or engaged in civic-related careers face difficult choices. Are
they more suited to the kind of human interaction involved in community
work, or are they better suited to research and policy? If they are entrepre-
neurial, how can they connect their work to community issues? Will civic
work be the focus of] or a sidelight to, their careers? This exercise raises
participants’ awareness of the choices that are available to them, while
allowing them to reflect on how their own experience and aspirations fit
into the larger issues of civic life, linking their community and academic
experiences with the larger question of how communities transform.

The exercise has two parts. The first consists of an analysis of the char-
acteristics, strengths, and limitations of community change strategies and
agents outlined in Chapter 4, followed by a discussion of how strategics
and agents could collaborate or be combined to create more sustainable
community transformation.!®

In the second part, which need not occur on the same day, participants
are first requested to identify their career path from among these strate-
gics/agents.!? Discussion includes experiences that have instilled in them a
passion for a particular career path, as well as their internal dialogue about
where they belong. Participants are then asked to identify which strategy
or agent they believe represents the most effective path to community
change.?® They explain the reason for making the same, or a different,
selection from their career choice, recognizing that their personal path
could contribute to community well-being while it might not in itself be
the most effective route to change.

This activity achieves two learning objectives. The first is to reveal the
many strategies and institutions available to those embarking in this work
of community transformation, and the ways they can integrate these strat-
egies in their own careers in order to effect positive change. The second
is a lesson in community transformation generally, particularly that most
lasting contributions to community strength and change, including their
own, occur in interconnected ways over a long period, requiring collab-
oration, patience, perseverance, and even courage. We usually conclude
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the exercise with the dissection of a movement that transformed society,
which demonstrates why change can be both difficult and lasting.!

CONCLUSION

One of the great pleasures of teaching and learning about community
is the opportunity to be involved with communities themselves, along
with a wide variety of stakeholders and other civically engaged individuals.
Another is to appreciate and evaluate the people, groups, and institutions
with expertise. Melding experiences in the classroom and the community
through the use of exercises, accompanied by relevant research, contrib-
utes to educated reflection on the meaning and role of community in our
general well-being. As students grapple with salient issues, the community
becomes a classroom, a learning laboratory, a place of engagement, while
the classroom becomes a locus of discussion about community and its
impact, both on our lives and in the broader policy context. I have offered
exercises and actual community experiences that illustrate a range of poli-
cies and practices. These examples are intended primarily to stimulate your
own creativity in developing and adapting illustrations most suitable to
your expertise and that of your learners.

These exercises, and this book as a whole, reflect my view that one of
the most important goals of teaching about community is to introduce
students to multiple perspectives on communities and how to strengthen
them. Through a combination of exercises like these, students come to
appreciate the many assets that create communities, the key institutions that
attempt to address their problems, and the diversity of strategies — beyond
service alone — that are utilized in efforts to maintain and strengthen them.
They begin to recognize, as I did, the rich complexity of communities and
the strategies we can employ to maximize their benefit to each of us. As we
need education to maximize our own individual development, so learning
about community makes us better able to participate in the improvement
and well being of the communities to which we belong.
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groundwork for what became the 1960s Civil Rights Movement, but they
could not fully realize their vision without political leadership that resulted
from President Kennedy’s assassination and technological changes like tele-
vision. The Movement included people who knowingly risked their lives,
but smaller acts of courage occur every day as we engage with those who do
not agree with us, in order to reach solutions for the larger community. See
King, Martin L., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” Stanford University,
Martin Luther King, Jr., Research and Education Institute (1963), http://
okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/unde-
cided /630416-019.pdf.
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CHAPTER 7

Learning Objectives

Abstract The final chapter discusses four major learning objectives for
teaching about community. First is that communities have multiple dimen-
sions. They can be large or small, loose or closely-knit, homogeneous or
diverse, rich or poor in social capital. Second is that communities are con-
tinually engaged in balancing multiple interests of individuals and groups
of varied race and ethnicity, class, age, gender, levels of expertise, and val-
ues. The final two objectives are to convey the importance of engagement
to community well-being, and the ultimate importance of including com-
munity in teaching and learning—whether in courses about community or
in other learning environments.

Keywords Objectives ® Learning ® Engagement

The following overarching learning objectives have emerged from years of
teaching about community.

COMMUNITY’S MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS

At the beginning of the semester, when I write the word “community”
on the board and ask students to come up and contribute words and
phrases that come to mind, the result is a range of descriptive terms.
Some see community as groups with very loose ties, while others envision

© The Author(s) 2017 101
K. Kravetz, Teaching and Learning About Communities,
DOI10.1057,/978-1-137-56109-1_7



102 K KRAVETZ

ongoing substantial relationships. Although we generally associate a com-
munity with limited size, as small as a family, some definitions conceive
of it as large as a nation or association of nations, such as the European
Economic Community. It can be defined by place, purpose, or simple
commonality. It has been noted that frequently the term community is
too loosely applied to any group, no matter how remote the connection
of'its constituents.! Still, while not long ago I would have argued that my
neighborhood electronic list serve of several thousand members—the vast
majority of whom I will never meet or recognize—was not a community,
over time my view of the list serve, and the community, has changed as
the role of social media in community has evolved.?

Community can be best defined in part by what it is not. It is nei-
ther individualism nor large institutions like government; among its most
important functions is to moderate between them. Individuals associate
in communities to survive, but also to counter isolation, support one
another, and improve their surrounding environment. At the same time,
associations that become too large may become slow to respond, indiffer-
ent, and overly contentious. Communities, in contrast, are built on rela-
tionships of trust and tolerance; they can be both nimble and caring, and
they offer a safe space where debate and discussion can occur. Community
is also not confined by geography or to people; it can be found in a mul-
titude of relationships.

Communities have an economic and political dimension beyond social
functions, yet social interactions are critical to how communities exercise
their other functions. For example, while most communities include ele-
ments of both bonding and bridging social capital, I find the distinction
between them useful in understanding how they can both impede and
promote community well-being. Bonding communities support iden-
tity, build trust, and create comfort and security among their members.
At the same time, they tend to wall themselves off from outsiders and
change in order to preserve their common values. The result is eco-
nomic and political as well as social isolation. Bridging communities,
while lacking the same level of closeness and trust, promote diversity,
leading to greater understanding and tolerance as well as a more expan-
sive and inclusive environment. That environment creates political and
class tension as well as social stress. An important learning objective is to
explore the appropriate balance between the two, especially in communi-
ties experiencing change.
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A WELL-FUNCTIONING COMMUNITY IS A BALANCING ACT

Studying community teaches us about communication, compromise,
mutual respect, and, above all, balance. Teaching about community
includes discussing the balance between individual rights and collective
standards, whether it concerns the siting of a homeless shelter or halfway
house, the control of immigration, affordable housing, or any number
of controversial issues that arise in communities. We all have identities,
affinities, values, and points of view which are not always shared by other
constituents of communities to which we belong. A well-functioning com-
munity rarely satisfies everyone all the time. It is important to balance the
legitimate desire for rights and choice with the collective need for fairness
and consideration of others.

Communities undergoing substantial and rapid demographic change
particularly challenge the balance, threatening the identities, culture, and
values of existing members, while offering diversity, variety, and oppor-
tunity. New entrants generally attract new services which attract more of
the new people, while some existing community hangouts lose cachet and
revenue, even to the point of closing. Learning about community inevi-
tably involves dialogue about whether the existing community inevitably
must give way to change, or whether it should be protected or accommo-
dated in any way. When I moved to Washington DC a few years after the
riots of 1968, it had many neighborhoods which had been abandoned by
the white and then the middle-class black population, and where violence
and drug-trafficking were at an all-time high. These communities suffered
major disinvestment, but they also had their own services, often provided
by mom and pop businesses. Local government, in developing a plan for
some of the hardest-hit inner city neighborhoods, focused more on the
preservation of city-owned affordable housing, improvement of services,
and efforts to attract retail that would appeal to a range of people, and less
on preserving private housing or existing retail over which it had consider-
ably less control. The plan, which included a subway system and several
big-box stores, has led to an influx of new residents, altering the balance
by bringing communities back to life, while displacing some existing resi-
dents and businesses, and alienating some who have remained and now
find their community less familiar and even hostile. Some of the recent
residents feel equally alienated and insecure about crime and other activi-
ties to which they are not accustomed. Yet many are happy with the diver-
sity and searching for ways to accommodate one another in building a



104 K KRAVETZ

stronger community. Community change is inevitable, and often dynamic
and engaging, bringing dormant communities to life, and offering variety
and opportunity: for jobs, for enrichment, even for relationships, and just
simple conversation across boundaries.

As difficult as it is, discussion of race, ethnicity, and class is intrinsic to
this learning objective. In the United States, it requires understanding the
history of slavery and legally enforced racial segregation, which in many
ways devastated the Black community. It calls for discussion of policies
and practices toward American Indians, who have preserved some of their
identity and limited autonomy, to some extent at the cost of isolation from
opportunity. It involves rational discussion of immigration, which some
argue threatens the jobs and culture of existing communities, and others
argue opens the door to new opportunities and relationships, potentially
enriching our communities with added purchasing power and new cul-
tural institutions.® And it requires us to think about economic divides. The
tension between existing and new entrants exists in other iterations glob-
ally, wherever more powerful, better-resourced groups enter and reorga-
nize societies with entirely different cultures and values. Considerations of
identity, territory, and power create both tension and the opportunity to
create new communities.

Another balancing act is that between outside expertise and commu-
nity and community experience. Teaching and learning about community
values both. Without expertise, communities can waste valuable resources,
and are in danger of functioning out of self-interest, unfairness, and preju-
dice; expertise can inform community decisions, weigh different points of
view, and temper passion with understanding. On the contrary, commu-
nity members are stakeholders, and their experience, values, and opinions
should be aired and respected. The individuals who make up a community
have to live there long after the experts have departed. In this sense, pro-
cess may be more important to the health of community than outcomes.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CIvIC PARTICIPATION
AND ENGAGEMENT

In order to understand the actual process by which we build and sustain
strong communities, it is of critical importance to teach and learn about
civic engagement, which includes debate, discussion, negotiation, com-
promise, and respect. Engagement should not be taken to mean agree-
ment, although that might occur. Democratic communities are built on
this process, even when it is contentious and imperfect.
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Furthermore, government is far less likely to cater to the interests
of those groups and individuals who do not participate in civic life. By
engaging in discussions of community issues, advocating on issues of
concern, voting, or serving in public office, we gain influence for our
communities because, in contrast to authoritarian rule, elected govern-
ments tend to respond to those to whom they are beholden—those who
offer or withhold their vote and support. Learning about community
involves exploring the reasons citizens engage or opt out, the resulting
impact on community well-being, and strategies for increasing their par-
ticipation.* We should also take away from the study of community an
understanding of the role we can play.®

Teaching young people about engagement is particularly important,
so they have the opportunity to develop habits essential to democracy.®
Educators are specifically looking at primary and secondary school strategies
that develop habits of engagement, such as student advocacy on a position
of common importance to them, and lowering the voting age as part of a
civic education curriculum.” Engaging youth before the college years is par-
ticularly important, in part because many of them do not go on to higher
education, increasing the civic divide, and because habits young people
form while still with their families tend to stay with them as they mature.®

THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY ITSELF

This book began with the rationale for teaching and learning about com-
munity, and concludes on the same theme. Community is not simply a
backdrop for our lives; it is an ever-changing organism in which we are
involved and with which we interact on a daily basis. It can have a power-
ful influence on who we are and what we will become, and we, in turn, can
impact our communities, both individually and collectively. It is the locus
of our democracy, offering myriad opportunities for discussion, exchange,
and mutual support.

NOTES

1. See Leibovich, Mark, “Instant Community: No Assembly Required,” The
Washington Post{December 28, 2004), http://www.washingtonpost.com/
wp-dyn/articles /A32723-2004Dec28.html.

2. See, e.g. Wellman, Barry, “Physical Place and Cyberplace,” International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 25:2 (June 2001): 227-252.
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. Consider the influx of immigrants into small-town communities. Some find

ways to make the transition easier, while others try to protect their com-
munity from what they believe to be a wholesale assault on its existing char-
acter. See, ¢.g. Guterbock, Thomas M. et al., “Evaluation Study of Prince
William County’s Illegal Immigration Enforcement Policy: Final Report,”
University of Virginia Center for Survey Research (2010); Snyder, Kim,
“Welcome to Shelbyville,” BeCause Films (2009).

. MacGillis, Alec, “Who Turned My Blue State Red?,” The New York

Times(November 20, 2015), http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11,/22/
opinion/sunday/who-turned-my-blue-state-red.html?smid=nytcore-
ipad-share&smprod=nytcore-ipad&_r=0.

. Levine, “We Are the Ones,” Chapter 7.
. See Levine, Peter, The Future of Democracy: Developing the Next Generation

of American Citizens (Medford: Tufts University Press, 2007); Youniss,
James and Peter Levine, editors, Engaging Young People in Civic Life
(Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2009).

. See “Promoting Youth Civic Engagement,” Center for the Study of Social

Policy (November 2011), http: / /www.cssp.org,/policy /papers/Promoting-
Youth-Civic-Engagement.pdf.

. See, e¢.g. Andolina, Molly W. et al., “Habits from Home, Lessons from

School: Influences on Youth Civic Engagement,” PS, Political Science &
Politics 36:2 (April 2001): 75-80.
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