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Persons at the Center of Community-Persons at the 
Margins of Community 

Every single person has capacities, abilities and gifts. Living a good life 
depends on whether those capacities can be used, abilities expressed 
and gifts given. If they are, the person will be valued, feel powerful 
and well-connected to the people around them. And the community 
around the person will be more powerful because of the contribution 
the person is making. 

Each time a person uses his or her capacity, the community is stronger 
and the person more powerful. That is why strong communities are 
basically places where the capacities of local residents are identified, 
valued and used. Weak communities are places that fail, for whatever 
reason, to mobilize the skills, capacities and talents of their residents or 
members. 

While the raw material for community-building is the capacity of its 
individual members, some communities have failed to understand this. 
One of the reasons this basic resource is undeveloped in weak commu-
nities is because the community has come to focus largely on the 
deficiencies rather than the capacities of its members. This deficiency 
focus is usually described as a concern about the needs of local mem-
bers. And these needs are understood to be the problems, shortcom-
ings, maladies and dilemmas of people. 

It is clear that every individual has needs or deficiencies. It is also clear 
that every individual has gifts and capacities. This fact reminds us of 
the glass of water filled to the middle. The glass is half full and it is half 
empty. Local residents, likewise, have capacities and they also have 
deficiencies. However, the part of people that builds powerful commu-

clients have 
deficiencies and needs 

citizens have 
capacities and gifts 
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nities is the capacity part of its members. Therefore, the basic informa-
tion needed to develop strong communities is an inventory of the 
capacities of its residents. 

Unfortunately, in some communities local residents have come to 
mistakenly believe they can build their community by an inventory of 
deficiencies. The common name for this deficiency inventory is a 
"needs survey." It is basically an effort to count up the emptiness in an 
individual or a neighborhood. The problem is that this information is 
not useful for community-building because it deals with people as 
potential clients and consumers. To be powerful, a community must 
have people who are citizens and producers. 

Think of a carpenter who has lost one leg in an accident years ago. 
Clearly, he has a deficiency. However, he also has a skill. If we know 
he has a missing leg, we cannot build our community with that infor-
mation. If we know he has a capacity as a wood worker, that informa-
tion can literally build our community. 

Mapping Individual Capacities: An Inventory 

In order to focus on the capacities of community members, it may be 
necessary to use a new tool that does not focus on needs. This tool is 
called a Capacity Inventory. An example follows beginning on page 
19. 

This particular Capacity Inventory was designed to identify the abili-
ties of people in two older Chicago neighborhoods. Therefore, it is 
merely an example of one approach to identifying what local citizens 
can contribute to community-building. However, it has demonstrated 
its usefulness in communities across North America where it has been 
adapted for various groups, associations and neighborhoods. 

The Capacity Inventory is divided into four parts. Look over each part 
before reading the following description. 

Part 1-Skills Information 

This section lists many skills people have learned at home, in the 
community or at their workplace. It is important to point out to 
people taking the inventory that it is more than a list of skills learned 
on paying jobs. Many people have valuable skills learned outside the 
workplace and these skills are often valuable to neighbors, community 
groups and employers. They can also be the basis for starting a new 
business. 

The list was developed based upon the particular skills reported by 
lower income people in two inner-city neighborhoods. Therefore, the 
list should be understood as simply an example. It can be shortened or 



added to depending on the particular people being inventoried. For 
example, a very different list might be developed if school parents are 
being interviewed to determine what additional classes they could 
teach in the evening, what they could contribute to the operation of 
their children's school or what skills they could help young people 
develop. 

Similarly, a different list might be developed based upon capacities of 
seniors in the neighborhood. What particular gifts can they offer, no 
matter how physically limited? 

At the conclusion of the list of skills is a section called Priority Skills. 
Here, the person being interviewed is asked to identify their best skills 
as listed in questions A and B. This is usually the most important 
information in this section, because the person with the skills is 
usually best able to assess their own abilities. And, they are most likely 
to feel confident about these skills. Therefore, they are more likely to 
be willing to contribute them to the community or sell them in the 
marketplace. 

These Priority Skills are the foundation of community building. There-
fore, identifying and mobilizing these skills is the basic work of leaders, 
associations and local institutions that are building on the assets of the 
neighborhood. 

Part If-Community Skills 

This section identifies the kinds of community work the person has 
participated in and then asks what kind of work they would be willing 
to do in the future. The work the person is willing to do in the future 
is the "raw material" for community building. Connecting these poten-
tial gifts with local community groups is vital work for local leaders and 
asset building organizations. 

The particular list of activities in this section is only one example. It 
should be amended or added to as appropriate in the neighborhood 
where it is used. 

Part Ill-Enterprising Interests and Experience 

This part seeks two kinds of information. First, it determines whether 
the person has considered starting a business. Second, it asks if they 
presently are engaged in a business of any kind. 

In asking questions about business, it is important to emphasize that 
your group is interested in any kind of business activity. It could be 
babysitting, selling perfume to neighbors, sewing, repairing broken 
windows, lawn care, etc. Often, people will not call this activity a 
business. Therefore, the interviewer should make clear that any 
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money-making activity is of interest. This is because most small busi-
nesses grow step-by-step and often, the most important step is the first 
one-the sale of any goods or services. 

This leads to the most important information in Part III for asset 
developing leaders and groups. This information is the answers to 
questions A4 and B5. 

Question A4 identifies the barriers the person feels prevent them from 
starting some kind of enterprise. Helping remove these barriers is the 
work of asset developing leaders and groups. 

Question B5 identifies the factors that could build the person's current 
business. Helping deal with these factors is the role of local leaders 
and groups committed to developing local capacities and assets. 

Part IV--Personallnformation 

The items listed are the minimum information usually necessary for 
follow-up. However, other information may be added if it is useful in 
developing the capacities of the person. 

Additional Advice for Groups Using the 
Capacity Inventory 

The wording of the Capacity Inventory is for use when one person is 
interviewing another person to gather the information. However, 
some groups have revised the wording so that the Inventory can be 
given to a person who will fill out the answers themselves. Also, the 
Inventory has been given to groups of people, each of whom fills it out 
at the same time. This allows one person to explain what to do and to 
answer questions while many people are filling in the information. 

At first glance, the Inventory may seem to be very long. It may be 
necessary therefore, to cut it back and revise it for the individuals 
using it. However, it may be best to try to gather all the information 
possible and see whether people interviewed actually object. Often, 
people will provide a great deal of information if they feel the inter-
viewer is genuinely interested and the answers will be used to help 
them or their community. 

One problem that may be encountered in using the Capacity Inven-
tory is that some people may feel it asks some questions that are too 
personal or private. This may be especially the case in regard to the 
questions about business interests and activities. Therefore, those who 
use the inventory must be sensitive to these concerns and tell people 
that they should not answer any questions they do not care to answer. 



A few of the groups who have used the Capacity Inventory have told 
the person interviewed that the information will be kept confidential. 
However, they found that they couldn't use the information for capac-
ity development because of this promise. They could only use the 
information for a general study summarizing numbers of skills or 
capacities. Unfortunately, this information is of little practical use to 
the people being interviewed and may contribute to their frustration 
or anger because they were "studied" rather than helped or given an 
opportunity to contribute. 

This leads to the most important advice about using the Capacity 
Inventory. We have found there are two basic questions that deter-
mine whether the Capacity Inventory is a useful development tool. 

First, is its basic purpose to gather information about a specific person 
in order to help that person contribute to the community, develop 
employment or businesses? Will the information help this person-
Mary Jones-give her gifts, contribute her talents or increase her 
income? The purpose of the Inventory is to help a particular person 
contribute. If the information is not primarily used for this purpose, 
Mary Jones may feel "used" and her time wasted. This result will 
weaken the community by alienating people who often feel they are 
being uselessly "studied" by outsiders. 

Therefore, it should be emphasized that the Capacity Inventory is not 
designed to do a study of neighborhood residents that will primarily 
result in tables and charts showing numbers of skills, activities and 
enterprises. If this kind of study is the primary outcome, the inventory 
will not lead to its basic purpose as a tool for developing the capacities 
of local residents. 

The second basic question is to ask what will be done with the infor-
mation collected from Mary Jones in order to help her to contribute 
her gifts, skills and capacities and develop her income or enterprise? 
This question should be answered in detail before beginning the 
inventory. 

Therefore, the groups involved in asking the questions should first 
have a plan that outlines how they will: 

Connect Mary Jones' skills to other residents, 
associations, institutions or enterprises. 

Connect Mary Jones' community skills to local 
community groups or activities. 

Connect Mary Jones to individuals, groups, programs or 
financing that will assist her in creating or developing an 
enterprise. 
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In summary, the information in each of these four sections is not 
useful until local individuals, leaders, associations or organizations act 
to enable the capacities to be used. Community development is the 
process by which local capacities are identified and mobilized. This 
mobilization mainly involves connecting people with capacities to: 

other people 
local associations 
local businesses 
local institutions 
capital and credit. 

Therefore, growing community power requires local groups focused 
upon connecting people's capacities so they can be useful. 



Capacity Inventory 

Hello. I'm with (local organization's name). We're talking to local people about their skills. With this 
information, we hope to help people contribute to improving the neighborhood, find jobs or start 
businesses. May I ask you some questions about your skills and abilities? 

Part 1-Skills Information 

Now I'm going to read to you a list of skills. It's an extensive list, so I hope you'll bear with me. I'll read 
the skills and you just say "yes" whenever we get to one you have. 

We are interested in all your skills and abilities. They may have been learned through experience in the 
home or with your family. They may be skills you've learned at church or in the community. They may 
also be skills you have learned on the job. 

Health 

Caring for the Elderly 
Caring for the Mentally Ill 
Caring for the Sick 
Caring for the Physically Disabled or Developmentally Disabled 

(If yes answered to items 1, 2, 3 or 4, ask the following:) 

Now, I would like to know about the kind of care you provided. 

Bathing 
Feeding 
Preparing Special Diets 
Exercising and Escorting 
Grooming 
Dressing 
Making the Person Feel at Ease 

Office 

Typing (words per minute ___ -/ 
Operating Adding Machine/Calculator 
Filing Alphabetically IN umerically 
Taking Phone Messages 
Writing Business Letters (not typing) 
Receiving Phone Orders 
Operating Switchboard 
Keeping Track of Supplies 
Shorthand or Speedwriting 
Bookkeeping 
Entering Information into Computer 
Word Processing 
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Construction and Repair 

Painting 
Porch Construction or Repair 
Tearing Down Buildings 
Knocking Out Walls 
Wall Papering 
Furniture Repairs 
Repairing Locks 
Building Garages 
Bathroom Modernization 
Building Room Additions 
Tile Work 
Installing Drywall & Taping 
Plumbing Repairs 
Electrical Repairs 
Bricklaying & Masonry 

(Stop here if no affirmative response by this point.) 

Cabinetmaking 
Kitchen Modernization 
Furniture Making 
Installing Insulation 
Plastering 
Soldering & Welding 
Concrete Work (sidewalks) 
Installing Floor Coverings 
Repairing Chimneys 
Heating/Cooling System Installation 
Putting on Siding 
Tuckpointing 
Cleaning Chimneys (chimney sweep) 
Installing Windows 
Building Swimming Pools 
Carpentry Skills 
Roofing Repair or Installation 

Maintenance 

Window Washing 
Floor Waxing or Mopping 
Washing and Cleaning Carpets/Rugs 
Routing Clogged Drains 
Using a Handtruck in a Business 
Caulking 
General Household Cleaning 
Fixing Leaky Faucets 



Mowing Lawns 
Planting & Caring for Gardens 
Pruning Trees & Shrubbery 
Cleaning/Maintaining Swimming Pools 
Floor Sanding or Stripping 
Wood Stripping/Refinishing 

Food 

Catering 
Serving Food to Large Numbers 

of People (over 1 0) 
Preparing Meals for Large Numbers 

of People (over 1 0) 
Clearing/Setting Tables for Large Numbers 

of People (over 1 0) 
Washing Dishes for Large Numbers 

of People (over 1 0) 
Operating Commercial Food 

Preparation Equipment 
Bartending 
Meatcutting 
Baking 

Child Care 

Caring for Babies (under 1 year) 
Caring for Children (1 to 6) 
Caring for Children (7 to 13) 
Taking Children on Field Trips 

Transportation 

Driving a Car 
Driving a Van 
Driving a Bus 
Driving a Taxi 
Driving a Tractor Trailer 
Driving a Commercial Truck 
Driving a Vehicle/Delivering Goods 
Hauling 
Operating Farm Equipment 
Driving an Ambulance 

Operating Equipment & Repairing Machinery 

Repairing Radios, TVs, VCRs, Tape Recorders 
Repairing Other Small Appliances 
Repairing Automobiles 

L 
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Repairing Trucks/Buses 
Repairing Auto!fruck/Bus Bodies 
Using a Forklift 
Repairing Large Household Equipment 

(e.g., refrigerator) 
Repairing Heating & Air Conditioning System 
Operating a Dump Truck 
Fixing Washers/Dryers 
Repairing Elevators 
Operating a Crane 
Assembling Items 

Supervision 

Writing Reports 
Filling out Forms 
Planning Work for Other People 
Directing the Work of Other People 
Making a Budget 
Keeping Records of All Your Activities 
Interviewing People 

Sales 

Operating a Cash Register 
Selling Products Wholesale or for Manufacturer 

(If yes, which products?) 
Selling Products Retail 

(If yes, which products?) 
Selling Services 

(If yes, which services?) 
How have you sold these products or services? 

(Check mark, if yes) 
Door to Door 
Phone 
Mail 
Store 
Home 

Music 

Singing 
Play an Instrument 

(Which instrument?) 

Security 

Guarding Residential Property 
Guarding Commercial Property 



Guarding Industrial Property 
Armed Guard 
Crowd Control 
Ushering at Major Events 
Installing Alarms or Security Systems 
Repairing Alarms or Security Systems 
Firefighting 

Other 

Upholstering 
Sewing 
Dressmaking 
Crocheting 
Knitting 
Tailoring 
Moving Furniture or Equipment to 

Different Locations 
Managing Property 
Assisting in the Classroom 
Hair Dressing 
Hair Cutting 
Phone Surveys 
Jewelry or Watch Repair 

Are there any other skills that you have which we haven't mentioned? 

Priority Skills 

1. When you think about your skills, what three things do you think you do best? 

a) 
b) 
c) 

2. Which of all your skills are good enough that other people would hire you to do them? 

a) 
b) 
c) 

3. Are there any skills you would like to teach? 

a) 
b) 
c) 
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4. What skills would you most like to learn? 

a) 
b) 
c) 

Part If-Community Skills 

Have you ever organized or participated in any of the following community activities? (Place check 
mark if yes) 

Boy Scouts/Girl Scouts 
Church Fundraisers 
Bingo 
School-Parent Associations 
Sports Teams 
Camp Trips for Kids 
Field Trips 
Political Campaigns 
Block Clubs 
Community Groups 
Rummage Sales 
Yard Sales 
Church Suppers 
Community Gardens 
Neighborhood Organization 
Other Groups or Community Work? 

Let me read the list again. Tell me in which of these you would be willing to participate in the future. 
(Place check mark if yes) 

Part III-Enterprising Interests and Experience 

A. Business Interest 

1. Have you ever considered starting a business? Yes No 
If yes, what kind of business did you have in mind? 
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2. Did you plan to start it alone or with other people? Alone Others 

3. Did you plan to operate it out of your home? Yes No 

4. What obstacle kept you from starting the business? 

B. Business Activity 

1. Are you currently earning money on your own through the sale of services or products? 
Yes __ No __ 

2. If yes, what are the services or products you sell? 

3. Whom do you sell to? 

4. How do you get customers? 

5. What would help you improve your business? 

Part IV-Personallnformation 

Name __________________________________________ ___ 

Address ________________________________________ ___ 

Phone ______________________________________ __ 

Age ________ (If a precise age is not given, ask whether the person is in the teens, 20s, 30s, etc.) 

Sex: F M 

Thank you very much for your time. 

Source __________________________________ _ 

Place of Interview _____________________________ _ 

Interviewer ________________________ _ 
25 
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Connecting Capacity Information 

In many communities, the natural ways of the local people and their 
associations and institutions constantly connect local capacities. For 
example: 

Neighbors have a tradition of helping each other by trading 
their skills. Mary repairs a dress while Sue watches her chil-
dren. 

A local association of religious men combines their construc-
tion skills and builds a community center. 

A neighborhood school involves the local students in using the 
environmental knowledge they've gained to do a study for city 
council of whether a local pond is polluted. 

In addition to these natural developments, other communities have 
intentionally used tools like the Capacity Inventory to identify local 
citizen talents. Then these groups have become active in making the 
necessary connections to mobilize the capacities. Some examples: 

A neighborhood organization interviewed over 100 local resi-
dents and found many women who had worked in hospitals, 
hotels or cared for sick and elderly people. Many of these 
women had families and were unemployed. They wanted to 
work part-time. The association brought them together and 
they formed a "company" to sell their services as home health 
care providers. There was great demand for their services and 
over 80 women were connected to neighbors needing commu-
nity care. This connection met a community need and increased 
the income of the women. 

A group of residents of a public housing project organized and 
became powerful enough to gain control of their buildings. 
Their association took over the management and finances of the 
project. As a result they were able to employ residents to carry 
out the maintenance functions such as painting rooms, fixing 
broken windows, running a laundromat, etc. In order to exer-
cise their new-found power, they needed to know which resi-
dents had the necessary skills to do the work of maintenance 
and management. They used a Capacity Inventory to gather 
this information and their association connected residents to 
the new job opportunities that improved the quality of the local 
buildings. 



A local association in a neighborhood collected information 
from local residents regarding skills that could be used at a job. 
Then they did an inventory of the kinds of jobs available at all 
local employers. They then created a brokerage effort connect-
ing people with skills to employers needing skills. 

It is significant to note two common characteristics of each of these 
efforts. First, a local group acted as a connecter. Second, the local 
group took people as they were and mobilized their existing capaci-
ties. They did not start with the idea that the local people needed to 
be trained, educated or treated. Instead, they started with the idea 
that capacities were there and that the community-building task was 
to: 

identify capacities 

connect them to people, groups and places that can use 
the capacities. 

Does Everyone Have Capacities? 

There are some people who seem to be without any gifts or capacities. 
They may appear to be like an empty glass. And so they get called 
names-names like mentally retarded, ex-convict, frail elderly, men-
tally ill, illiterate, and gang member. These are names for the empti-
ness some people see in other people. They are labels that focus 
attention on needs. 

One effect of these labels is that they keep many community people 
from seeing the gifts of people who have been labeled. The label often 
blinds us to the capacity of the people who are named. They appear to 
be useless. Therefore, these labeled people often get pushed to the 
edge of the community, or they are sometimes sent outside the com-
munity to an institution to be rehabilitated or receive services. 

Nonetheless, every living person has some gift or capacity of value to 
others. A strong community is a place that recognizes those gifts and 
ensures that they are given. A weak community is a place where lots of 
people can't give their gifts and express their capacities. 

In weak communities there are lots of people who have been pushed 
to the edge or exiled to institutions. Often, we say these people need 
help. They are needy. They have nothing to contribute. The label tells 
us so. 

For example, "She is a pregnant teenager. She needs counseling, 
therapy, residential services, special education." But also, "She is Mary 
Smith. She has a miraculously beautiful voice. We need her in the 
choir. She needs a record producer." 
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Her label, pregnant teenager, tells of emptiness and calls forth rejec-
tion, isolation and treatment. Her name, Mary Smith, tells of her gifts 
and evokes community and contributions. 

Communities growing in power naturally or intentionally identify the 
capacities of all their members and ensure that they are contributed. 
However, the most powerful communities are those that can identify 
the gifts of those people at the margins and pull them into community 
life. 

The following sections of this chapter describe how the gifts of various 
kinds of people have been identified and connected to the 
community's life. Included are descriptions of how neighborhoods 
grew more powerful because they identified and connected the special 
gifts and capacities of: 

people who are developmentally disabled 

people surviving on welfare 

young people and elderly people 

people with artistic gifts. 

There are many other kinds of people with community contributions 
to make. Therefore, the following sections are merely examples of the 
thousands of possibilities for local individuals to contribute and 
develop their gifts, skills and capacities. The task of community build-
ers is to expand the list of potential giftgivers and create methods to 
connect those gifts to other individuals, local associations and institu-
tions. 



Introduction-Youth and Community Renewal 

At the present time many of the most innovative community leaders are 
rediscovering that youth can be essential contributors to the well-being 
and vitality of the community. Projects that connect young people 
productively with other youth and adults are now seen to be 
the foundations upon which healthy communities can be 
built. But for this task to be accomplished, youth must no 
longer be relegated to the margins of community life. 

The unique energy and creativity of youth is often denied to 
the community because the young people of the neighbor-
hood are all too often viewed only in terms of their lack of 
maturity and practical life experience. Categorized as the 
product of "immature" minds, the legitimate dreams and 
desires of youth are frequently ignored by the older, more 
"responsible" members of the community. As a result of this 
negative stereotyping, in many instances the youth of the 
community tend to be thought of as "incompetent individu-
als" who will wreck havoc on the established society if they 
are not tightly supervised and controlled. 

With this attitude in mind, we can see how certain well-
intentioned labels such as "at risk" can serve to immobilize 
youth within the community by defining the young in terms 
of their perceived deficiencies, rather than their potential 
capacities. Furthermore, labels of this sort tend to justify (and 
even to increase) the flood of social services that can further 
isolate youth from their friends, families and communities. In 
other words, service organizations by defining youth exclu-
sively in terms of their problems and needs help to create 
barriers that make it difficult for young people to become 
productive members of the community. Thus youth can easily 
become trapped in a cycle of ongoing dependency, and the community 
itself will lose some of its greatest potential assets. 

Given the proper opportunities, however, youth can always make a 
significant contribution to the development of the communities in 
which they live. What is needed for this to happen are specific projects 
that will connect youth with the community in ways that will increase 
their own self-esteem and level of competency while at the same time 
improving the quality of life of the community as a whole. 

But how can these sorts of opportunities for youth be created and 
maintained? Just exactly how can community leaders go about tapping 
into the true capabilities of the young? The rest of this section will 
explore not only what the young have to offer but also will suggest 
specific means by which youth can be reintegrated into the life of the 
community through a series of productive, mutually-beneficial relation-
ships. 

YOUTH 
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Rediscovering Local Youth as Assets Within the 
Community 

Clearly the category of youth represents a multitude of different 
individuals, each of whom is unique in terms of potential capabilities. 
Nevertheless, when "youth" are characterized as a group, most often 
their attributes are defined in negative terms and their positive quali-
ties are totally ignored. 

Rejecting this negative labeling, let us now examine the positive assets 
through which the young can make a unique contribution to the 
development of the community. 

Time 

'i Usually youth have a certain amount of free time during 
the week which is not available to older members of the 
community who must work for a living. Often young 
people complain about not having anything to do on 
weekends and on long summer vacations when school 
is not in session. This unutilized time is an asset that 
could be filled with participation in constructive 
community projects. 

Ideas and Creativity 

'i Infusion of new ideas and the kind of creativity so 
characteristic of the young can be great assets to 
community leaders who may be struggling to find novel 
solutions to recurring problems. 

Connection to Place 

'i In most instances young people live at home and are 
confined throughout the week to the neighborhoods in 
which they live. This means that they have more of a 
stake in the well-being of the community than any other 
group and on a daily basis know more about what 
actually goes on there. 

Dreams and Desires 

'i Many young people yearn to contribute meaningfully to 
their community and can be seen to flourish when they 
are given the opportunity to do so. There is no inherent 
reason for the most positive dreams of these young 
people to be deferred indefinitely. If their dreams are 
viewed as assets, they can at any given moment become 
partners in creating a better future for everyone. 



Peer Group Relationships 

Even when youth have become marginalized from the 
more positive aspects of community life, they still 
generally remain well-connected with one another on a 
day-to-day basis. Gangs (and gang activities) are clear 
examples of the immense amount of peer group 
potential that is wasted because it is misdirected. When 
youth become connected in a positive manner with the 
community in which they live, they can become effective 
mobilizers of one another, and en masse can be 
powerful agents of community revitalization. 

Family Relationships 

Most young people remain connected to their families. 
In families in which the parents have become isolated 
from community life-for example, in those situations 
in which the children speak English but the parents do 
not-young people can become very effective as a 
means to mobilize their parents into more effective 
participation in the life of the community. 

Credibility as Teachers 

Although most young people are still students, they can 
also be teachers and role models. In many kinds of 
positive learning experiences, youth are often the most 
effective teachers and role models for other youth. 

Enthusiasm and Energy 

Since they have not as yet experienced as many failures 
and disappointments as adults, young people usually 
possess a unique willingness to try to solve old 
problems and to create new opportunities. This fresh 
perspective and ability to remain undaunted by past 
failures are qualities that can make a young person an 
ideal entrepreneur. 

Needless to say, this list should not be considered exhaustive. These 
eight characteristics are only a sample of the many assets that any 
young person or group of young people might be able to offer to the 
community. 
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Mapping Community Assets to Discover Potential 
Partners for Local Youth 

Now that we have identified at least some of the assets that youth can 
bring to the process of community building, we must go on to exam-
ine the means by which neighborhood leaders can most effectively 
mobilize these assets and turn them into valuable resources for com-
munity building. This effort to connect local youth with the process of 
community building involves the utilization of a specific four-step 
process. 

First, make a thorough "capacity inventory" outlining all 
the various skills and assets for each of the youth with 
whom you are currently working. 

Next, compile an inventory of the key assets and 
resources of the community as these are represented by 
local individuals, associations, organizations and 
institutions. When this has been done, it will be 
discovered that these community assets fall into the 
following categories: (a) citizens associations and not-
for-profit organizations of all types; (b) publicly funded 
institutions such as hospitals, parks, libraries, and 
schools; (c) the private sector including small 
businesses, banks and local branches of larger 
corporations; (d) local residents and special interest 
groups of labelled people such as "seniors," "disabled," 
and "artists." 

Then use the information that has been obtained from 
these inventories to build strong, concrete, mutually 
beneficial partnerships between local youth and the 
other individuals, organizations and associations that 
exist within the community. 

Finally, on the basis of these partnerships and the active 
participation of local youth in the community building 
process, go on to build new relationships with resources 
that exist outside the immediate community. 

Let us look for a moment at two examples of how certain young 
people have "mapped" the capacities of their neighborhoods and have 
used this knowledge to make a significant contribution to the commu-
nities in which they live. 

Fifth and sixth graders who took part in an innovative 
curriculum at their school walked around their 
neighborhoods to learn about the buildings and the 
process of community planning. When officials of their 
town proposed razing an old barn to build a parking lot, 



these students went to City Hall armed with information 
that they had gathered as to why this should not be 
done. 

A group of enterprising youth explored the vacant lots 
in their neighborhood in search of discarded wood. As a 
result of "mapping" their local resources, this group now 
has a very successful firewood venture and has built 
ongoing relationships with several businesses. 

In both of these instances, groups of young people became productive 
contributors because they knew how to use "mapping" techniques to 
discover that even old unused buildings and illegally-dumped 
scrapwood are valuable community resources that should not be 
wasted. In other words, exact knowledge about existing community 
assets is the necessary first step for young people who want to connect 
with the positive aspects of community life. 

As we have seen, relationship building depends on direct knowledge 
of specific community resources. This means that young people who 
have learned to "map" the assets of their neighborhoods are able to 
place themselves in a much better position to connect and contribute 
than would otherwise be possible. 

Chart One on the next page illustrates the kinds of relationships that 
can exist between local youth and their potential community partners. 

Building Productive Relationships Between Local 
Youth and the Community 

Most of the young are in school and, as a result, from an early age 
continue to be involved constantly in social relationships that exist 
outside the family. But their involvement in activities initiated in 
school is only one of the many avenues along which youth can be 
connected to other participants in the community-building process. In 
each and every community there are many unique opportunities for 
youth to become positively linked with potential partners. The follow-
ing section examines various ways in which youth can effectively 
connect with their potential partners in the community. 

Local Youth and Community Associations 

Citizens Associations 

The direct participation of young people in the community can be 
facilitated by associations and community organizations that are on the 
alert for specific ways to utilize the unique capabilities of the young. 
Opportunities should be looked for that will create this sort of connec-
tion not only with particular individuals but also with various groups 
of young people. Examples include: 

L 
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Chart One: Potential Partners 

PUBLIC INSTITUIONS: 
hospitals, community colleges, 
libraries 

THE PRIVATE SECTOR: 
businesses, banks, corporations 

LOCAL 
YOUTH 

INDIVIDUALS: 
young people, artists, seniors 

ASSOCIATIONS: 
community development 
corporations, community 
organizations, churches 



A national organization with offices in several cities 
funds and supports youth-directed community-based 
projects. The board in each city is at least 50% youth. 
(Resources) 

A community center employs youth to do research on 
community organizations and institutions. Youth 
interview leaders or administrators at churches, schools, 
hospitals, businesses, health care centers and other 
organizations. At the end of the summer, the youth host 
a community forum to inform people about the 
resources in their community. 

Fifty-five community organizations form a coalition to 
employ 600 youth to rebuild their city. Youth are 
engaged in projects close to their homes: building a 
cement basketball court for a church, rehabilitating 
housing, painting murals, designing puppets for a 
parade, developing a "toxic tour" of the city's hazardous 
neighborhood, and educating residents about health 
issues. (Detroit) 

At a crisis intervention center youth and adults have the 
same duties. Youth are on the board of directors, are 
AIDS educators, and staff a 24 hour crisis hotline. 
(Emergency) 

Youth own and run a credit union, are the tellers and 
board members, plan meetings, set loan policies and 
age requirements, recruit youth, and send regular 
statements out to members. There are 110 members, 
each paying a minimum fee of $12. (Alternatives) 

Youth connected with a community center organize an 
anti-drug rally. They contact all the community people 
and make presentations to their peers about drugs. 
(Latino) 

Youth form a Leaders Club at their local YMCA. 
Members write their own constitution and plan activities 
such as the collection of recyclables from the 
neighborhood. (Logan) 

Youth are selected by YMCA staff and Resident 
Managers in their housing developments to participate 
in a six month fitness and leadership program. At the 
end of the training, the youth will be certified Y fitness 
leaders. They will structure and operate after-school and 
Saturday night programs for other youth in the 
neighborhood. (YMCA) 
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Religious Institutions 

'i A church invites a children's nursery school to become a 
tenant in its building. This newly expanded children's 
program helps the church to meet its bills and provides 
an opportunity for leadership by placing church 
members on the school's board. (UCRP) 

'i A youth service organization helps a church to establish 
a youth program at the church. (UCRP) 

Cultural Organizations 

'i In most communities various cultural organizations 
exist that celebrate the specific ethnic heritage of their 
neighborhood. These organizations are always eager to 
include young people in their activities because it is 
these young people that will have the responsibility of 
keeping the ethnic heritage alive for future generations. 

Local Youth and Public Institutions 

Public institutions can effectively mobilize youth to become productive 
members of the community. Most young people are already connected 
with at least one public institution in their immediate neighborhoods: 
their schools. But youth can also form productive relationships with a 
wide variety of other public institutions as well. 

Parks 

'i A group of youth organize 150 other youth to renovate 
a small park. A police officer helps the youth find 
funding and assist with the writing of the proposal. The 
youth are planning to organize businesses in the area 
for more funding. The major piece of their work will be 
the renovation of an abandoned community center at 
the park in order to make it available for public use. 
(Resources) 

'i Youth gain ownership of an empty lot and transform it 
into a children's park. They paint a huge mural on the 
wall of the church facing the park and renovate the 
basement of the church to create a youth center. 
(Action) 

'i Youth work at a community center doing community-
related activities: one is the community historian, 
another works with the park district organizing teams 
and tournaments. (Hegewisch) 



Libraries 

Through a program coordianted by the city, three 
teenagers who needed jobs worked for the summer at a 
severely understaffed local library. (Marshall Square) 

A children's librarian uses money leftover from a grant 
to buy books for preschoolers in order to hire local 
teenagers to design the learning program for these 
preschoolers. (Logan Square) 

Students enrolled in the literacy program at their local 
library are encouraged to become teachers for other 
students just coming into the program. (Stateway 
Gardens) 

A librarian compiles a mailing list of young people who 
come to the library so that they can receive a newsletter 
about library activities and be invited to help form an 
advisory council. (North Pulaski) 

Community Colleges 

A coalition of parents, teachers, students, a community 
college and a community development corporation 
sponsors a curriculum at three vocational schools to 
combine traditional studies with practical economic 
ventures. Students run a credit union, a scholastic 
supply store and a "desk-top" catering business. (Bethel) 

About 60 youth leaders are trained to teach a youth 
empowerment curriculum to 700 younger kids. The 
curriculum, which develops self-esteem through a 
variety of non-traditional classes, offers youth 
alternatives to crime, gangs and drugs. The project is 
sponsored jointly by a community college and the 
neighborhood police precinct. (Wright) 

Schools 

Fifth and sixth graders participate in an innovative 
educational program that takes them on tours around 
their neighborhoods to learn about the buildings and 
the process of community planning. Then the students 
create their own walking tour and slide presentation 
about the community. When officials of their town 
proposed razing an old barn to build a parking lot, 90 
students went to City Hall with information about the 
barn's historical significance to the community. (CUBE) 
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Police 

A police department organizes a youth advisory panel 
to hear the youth perspective on policing issues, to 
change adult perceptions of youth, and to provide a 
vehicle for youth to be community leaders. The police 
department also sponsors a peer mediation project and 
overnight camping trips led by youth. (Minneapolis) 

A group of youth starts a "Safe Streets Initiative" to 
decrease the involvement of their peers in gangs. In 
partnership with the police the group holds forums for 
the community, arranges for their Y to be open from 9 
to 1 every Friday night, sponsors youth forums, 
develops relationships with schools and renovates 
apartments for low-income families. The group was 
recently asked by one school to conduct a survey of 
students to find out about the weapons they own. 
(Tacoma) 

800 youth attend an annual conference organized by 
the County Sheriff's Office. Youth present workshops to 
one another on community service work they are doing 
in their own communities. (Cook County) 

In each of these stories, public institutions can be seen as extending 
beyond their traditionally passive service-providing function in order 
to create a positive and mutually beneficial relationship with the youth 
of their communities. These sorts of creative initiatives allow institu-
tions to bring about positive change rather than simply reacting pas-
sively on demand to the constant flood of community needs and 
problems. Moreover, as the result of innovative programs such as 
these, the young people of the community have learned to see them-
selves in relation to public institutions not as recipients of social 
services but instead as essential contributors to the well-being of the 
community as a whole. This means that in the future they will be 
better prepared to take full responsibility for their own education, 
safety and health. 

Local Youth and the Private Sector 

Businesses and neighborhoods are mutually dependent: businesses 
can only thrive in neighborhoods that are viable, and no neighbor-
hood can be viable without successful businesses. Therefore, it should 
be seen that it is in the best interest of the private sector to invest in 
developing local young people as essential neighborhood resources. 



Youth build their own coffeehouse. The space for the 
building is donated by the local Boy Scouts, and the 
youth organize all the resources they need to do the 
building: they get insurance, local businesses donate the 
lumber and other materials, and youth solicit the advice 
of local labor unions and contractors. (Tacoma) 

Youth contribute to the economic development of their 
communities by rehabilitating housing. They are paid 
and earn school credit. An industrial council made up of 
local businesses provides raw materials and offers talks, 
tours, and job training for the youth. Many of the youth 
eventually start their own businesses or are employed by 
one of the local businesses. (Resources) 

A bank collects and displays artwork from local youth. 
Many of the youth enroll in a summer program to 
produce arts and crafts which they sell at an enterprise 
they have established at the bank. (South Shore) 

Youth gather wood that is being illegally dumped in a 
vacant lot in their neighborhood and start a firewood 
business. They print fliers, make contacts with other 
landscaping companies, and deliver their wood to 
businesses where it is sold. The youth work on 
commission and many earn between $100-$300 per 
week. The youth have also developed other enterprises: 
silk-screened t-shirts with neighborhood scenes, hand-
made postcards, Christmas tree deliveries, frozen 
coconut ice, and manure and wood chips. (Hunts Point) 

A settlement house finds internships for youth at 
community institutions and facilitates a mentoring 
relationship with the employer. Youth are paid to work 
10 hours a week. (Nuevas Futuras) 

Students in a youth enterprise program manufacture t-
shirts, caps and socks which they sell throughout the 
community. They do all the printing themselves and 
earn about $60 at the end of the summer. (McDowell) 

Youth connected with a community center in a summer 
program are trained in various skills which enable them 
to start their own enterprises. Youth produce and 
market a calendar, produce a video for fundraising 
purposes and start a carpet-laying business. (Latino) 
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A statewide foundation decides to make youth "partners 
in philanthropy" in order to give them an opportunity to 
make decisions about projects in their communities that 
need financial support. The foundation identifies ten 
groups of young people and gives them $1,000 each to 
donate to nonprofit organizations of their choice. 
(Maine) 

Young people organize a coalition of youth and adults 
to lobby the City to create a funding stream for youth 
employment programs. (Action) 

Partnerships such as these enable youth to learn valuable skills but 
also help to ensure that businesses have deeper and more productive 
relationships with the local community. Once these sorts of relation-
ships are firmly established, they often develop in unforeseen and 
exciting ways that will bring further improvement to the entire com-
munity. 

Local Youth and Individuals Within the Community 

Local Residents 

Youth form a crime patrol in their housing complex. 
They monitor the playground and discourage fighting, 
involve adults to intervene when needed, and keep a 
watch on elderly residents. Youth also make 
presentations to other youth groups to encourage them 
to do similar projects. (Resources) 

People with Disabilities 

Because of their energy and enthusiasm, young people 
can often be of special help in mainstreaming the most 
marginalized members of the community. Community 
leaders should always be alert and try to include local 
youth in their efforts to involve disabled individuals in 
the activities of the neighborhood. 

Seniors 

Latch key kids who are feeling lonely, experiencing a 
crisis, or just want to chat, can call on the telephone 
from their homes to the homes of senior citizens 
through the "Grandma Please" program. (Uptown) 

Several men and women from a senior building are 
paired with foster children at a neighboring day care 
center. This partnership is facilitated by the Department 
of Aging. (Lincoln Park) 



On Saturdays during the spring, seniors meet with 
youth for games, activities and poetry writing. A booklet 
called Flowers and Cold Concrete is published 
containing works of many of the participants. (5th City) 

Welfare Recipients 

An 18-year-old youth director organizes younger kids 
into committees to improve life in their public housing 
building. The youth maintain a garden, do shopping for 
elderly residents and paint over graffiti walls. (Ogden) 

Youth dean up and beautify the housing development 
in which they live. They plant shrubs and flowers and 
plan to look after them in the long term. (Resources) 

Other Youth 

Youth naturally form strong relationships with other youth. While 
many older members of the community may continue to make the 
assumption that youth brought together into peer groups will only 
serve as destructive forces in the community, in point of fact, groups of 
youth can work together to become creative forces for positive 
change. 

High school students are mentors and tutors to younger 
kids who participate in an after-school program run by a 
Settlement House. (Neuvos Futuras) 

Youth provide 45 children from local community 
centers and homeless shelters with a tutoring program 
two times a week, craft projects, and a recreation 
program. (Resources) 

A YMCA trains high school students as volunteer 
mentors for students in grades 6-8. In addition, these 
young people form a leadership club to discuss issues of 
relevance to their communities-and then form 
resolutions they present at the state Youth Assembly. 
(Kentucky) 

At a neighborhood youth conference, high school kids 
lead a workshop for other youth who want to design 
projects to ease junior high school kids into high school. 
(Northwest) 

Several cities have youth councils that promote youth 
programs and advise the city council. For example, one 
Commission has 11 members between the ages of 13 
and 17. The youth report directly to the city council and 
the Mayor. They have an annual budget of $7,500 they 
spent last year on a youth conference. (Bellevue) 
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Low-income youth are trained on the job to do housing 
rehabilitation for homeless youth. Sometimes they live 
in the houses they reconstruct and 65% of the workers 
go on to hold construction jobs. Some of the youth 
workers are on the advisory council to the training 
program. Along with several adults they decide who gets 
accepted and set the general direction of the program. \ 
(Action) 

Artists 

Local companies donate paint for young artists and 
youth to collaborate on the designing and painting of 
murals in the community. (Tacoma) 

Youth become involved with a local youth shelter by 
doing some cooking. They then decide to make a 
promotional video for the shelter. They write the script, 
film the video, and make connections with a local cable 
company to edit and market it. (Snohomish) 

At a community-based youth center, youth hang out and 
eventually come together as groups to design their own 
artistic projects. A youth is on the board of directors and 
youth visit schools to lead workshops on the issues 
addressed by their performances. (Aunt Martha's) 

What characterizes each of these partnerships is that in each instance 
both sides win. By working together and creatively combining their 
resources, both partners in the relationship become stronger, and 
their increased and revitalized energy builds a stronger and better 
community for all its residents. 

Chart Two, "Strengthening Partnerships" (see next page), shows how 
local youth can actually become connected with the process of com-
munity building by creating partnerships within their own immediate 
community. Each story illustrates the creative, practical projects which 
can result when young people begin to form relationships with local 
businesses, associations and institutions. 

Chart Three on page 44 represents a more complete network of actual 
partnerships that might exist for local youth whose abilities have 
become fully utilized as dynamic community assets. In this illustration, 
young people are at the very center of a web of practical, mutually 
beneficial local relationships. Each of these relationships matches the 
gifts and capabilities of young people with those of another neighbor-
hood group or institution. This "wheel" of relationships, then, illus-
trates how young people might be much more fully mobilized as 
important community builders. 



Chart Two: Strengthening Partnerships 

( ______ s_c_H_o_o_L_s _____ ] 

Local schools sponsor an 
educational program in which 
young people learn about their own 
community and the process of 
community building. Then these 
students create a walking tour and 
slide presentation about the 
community. They also petition City 
Hall to prevent the destruction of a 
local landmark. 

Local businesses provide 
training and raw materials so 
that young people can contribute 
to the economic development of 
their communities by 
rehabilitating housing. In this 
process, youth are paid, earn 
school credit, and learn skills 
that lead to future employment. 

LOCAL BUSINESSES 

LOCAL 
YOUTH 

( __ YOUTH_] 

Youth form a "crime patrol" in their 
housing complex in which they 
monitor the playground, discourage 
fighting, and keep a watch on elderly 
residents. As a result, they receive 
city-wide recognition and are asked to 
make special presentations to other 
youth groups. 

A community center employs local 
youth to do research on community 
organizations and institutions. 
These young people then go on to 
host a community forum to inform 
residents about the resources of 
their community. 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
ASSOCIATIONS 
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Chart Three: One-on-One Relationships 

LOCAL 
YOUTH 

Media 

Community 
Centers 



Building Bridges Between Local Youth and Resources 
Outside the Community 

The specific needs and concerns of the young people of the commu-
nity are expressions of problems and possibilities that exist for youth 
throughout our nation, whether their immedi-
ate community is urban, suburban or rural. 
Therefore, it is a natural process for young 
people in one community to feel great affinity 
for their peers in another, and thus it is 
possible in many instances to address mutual 
concerns in programs of combined action. 
Such programs can often become magnets for 
attracting "outside" resources and funding-
on regional, statewide, and even national 
levels-into the local community. This can 
only occur, however, when the young people 
of the community are firmly connected in the 
process of community building with local 
organizations, institutions and concerned 
individuals. 
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Sources and Contacts for the "Stories" in This Section 

Action 

Alternatives 

Aunt Martha's 

Bellevue 

Bethel 

Cook County 

CUBE 

Detroit 

Emergency 

Youth in Action 
1280 Fifth Avenue 
NewYork, NY 10029 
(212) 860-8170 

Alternatives Credit Union 
301 W. State Street 
Ithaca, NY 14850 

Aunt Martha's 
4343 Lincoln Highway, Suite 340 
Matteson, IL 60443 
(708) 747-2701 (Jennifer Kneeland) 

Bellevue Youth Link 
P.O. Box 90012 
Bellevue, WA 98102 
(206) 637-5254 (Penny Murphy) 

Bethel New Life, Inc. 
367 N. Karlov 
Chicago, IL 60623 
(312) 261-3533 (Mildred Wiley) 

Cook County Youth Services 
1401 S. Maybrook Drive 
Maywood, IL 6015 3 
(708) 865-2900 (Stan Dembouski, Assistant 
Director) 

CUBE 
5328 W. 67th Street 
Prairie Village, KS 6228 
(913) 262-0691 (Ginny Graves) 

Detroit Summer '92 
2990 W. Grand Blvd., Room 307 
Detroit, MI 48202 
(313) 873-3216 

Youth Emergency Services (YES) of St. Louis 
6816 Washington 
University City, MO 63130 
(314) 862-1334 (Deborah Phillips) 



Fifth City 

Hegewisch 

Hunts Point 

Kentucky 

Latino 

Lincoln Park 

Logan 

Logan Square 

Maine 

Fifth City Human Development Project 
3350 W. Jackson Blvd. 
Chicago, IL 60624 
(312) 265-1900 (Lela Moseley) 

Hegewisch Community Committee 
13303 S. Baltimore 
Chicago, IL 60633 
(312) 646-4488 (Ruth Zbinden) 

Hunts Point Farms Entrepreneurship Program 
Seneca Center, Inc. 
NewYork, NY 
(212) 731-8666 (R. Edward Lee, 
Executive Director) 

Kentucky Youth Association 
State YMCA 
P.O. Box 577 
Frankfort, KY 40602 
(502) 227-7028 (Mike Haynes, S.T.A.Y. Project 
Director) 

Latino Youth 
2905 W. Cermak 
Chicago, IL 60623 
(312) 277-0400 (Lori Rios & Hector Gamboa) 

Lincoln Park Senior Center 
2111 Halsted Street 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 542-6776 (Lorraine Myers) 

Logan Square YMCA 
Asp ira 
3600 W. Fullerton 
Chicago, IL 60647 
(312) 235-5150 

Logan Square Library 
3255 W. Altgeld 
Chicago, IL 60647 
(312) 744-5295 (Pamela Martin-Diaz, 
Children's Librarian) 

Maine Community Foundation 
210 Main Street 
P.O. Box 148 
Ellsworth, ME 04605 
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Marshall Square 

McDowell 

Minneapolis 

North Pulaski 

Northwest 

Nuevos Futuras 

Ogden 

Resources 

Snohomish 
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Marshall Square Library 
2724 W. Cermak 
Chicago, IL 60608 
(312) 747-0061 Gulie Lockwood, Branch Head) 

Mary McDowell Settlement House 
1335 W. 51st Street 
Chicago, IL 60609 
(312) 376-5242 (Richard Ware) 

Minneapolis Police Department 
CCP/SAFE Youth Programs 
2717 S. Third Street 
Minneapolis, MN 55401 
(612) 673-3015 (Byron Lewis) 

North Pulaski Library 
1330 N. Pulaski Road 
Chicago, IL 60651 
(312) 744-9573 (Nanette Freeman, 
Children's Librarian) 

Northwest Youth Outreach 
6417 W. Irving Park 
Chicago, IL 60634 
(312) 777-7112 (Lenny Lamkin) 

Nuevos Futuras 
Emerson House 
645 N. Wood 
Chicago, IL 60622 
(312) 421-3551 (Lucy Gomez) 

Ogden Courts Youth Committee 
2650 W. Ogden Avenue, Apt. 401 
Chicago, IL 60608 
(312) 762-8993 (Gervase Bolden) 

Youth as Resources Project 
Northwest Side Community Development 
Corporation 
517 4 N. Hopkins Street 
Milwaukee, WI 53209 
(414) 532-3310 (Paula Allen) 

Snohomish Youth Initiative 
917 134th Street SW #A6 
Everett, WA 98204 
(206) 742-5911 (Laura Putnam) 



South Shore 

Stateway Gardens 

Tacoma 

Uptown 

UCRP 

Wright 

YMCA 

South Shore Bank 
Junior Entrepreneurs Program 
7054 S. Jeffrey Blvd. 
Chicago, IL 60649 
(312) 288-1000 

Stateway Gardens Library 
3618 S. State Street 
Chicago, IL 60609 
(312) 747-6872 (Leanna Newson, Branch Head) 

Washington Leadership Institute 
Tacoma-Pierce County Office 
PO Box 377 
Tacoma, WA 98401 
(206) 596-2501 Oennifer Kurkoski) 

Uptown Center Hull House 
4520 N. Beacon 
Chicago, IL 60640 
(312) 561-3500 (Monica Glaser) 

United Church of Rogers Park 
Ashland and Morse Avenues 
Chicago, IL 60626 
(312) 761-2500 (Rev. Kerm Krueger) 

Wright College 
Adult Continuing Education 
3400 N. Austin 
Chicago, IL 60634 
(312) 794-3200 (Sally Schwyn, Dean) 

YMCA Urban Services 
1000 Church Street 
Nashville, TN 3 7203 
(615) 254-0631 0. Lawrence-Reginald Tiller, Y-
Wolf Program Director) 
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Introduction-Seniors and Community Renewal 

Up until the present time in most communities throughout the world, 
the elders of the community have been viewed as the primary sources 
of wisdom and experience. The elders of each group are thought to be 
responsible for the proper maintenance of cultural traditions. From 
this perspective the oldest members of the community are seen as 
primary contributors to the constantly continuing process of building 
community stability and development. 

In highly competitive modern industrialized societies such as our own, 
however, senior members of the community often tend to be narrowly 
defined as the elderly and, as a result of this labelling, seniors become 
effectively marginalized from the activities of the mainstream, and their 
potential contributions to society become lost for both present and 
future generations. Moreover, once we allow the possibilities of senior 
citizens to be defined entirely by their perceived lack of economic 
mobility and their increasing need for social and medical services, the 
older members of the community tend to be seen only as a continuing 
drain on an already strained economy. In other words, the elderly are 
now often seen solely as recipients of services and social security 
checks. As a result of this myopic vision, we continue to rob ourselves 
of their true power to contribute to a more vibrant community. 

This need not be so. For example, consider the experience of the 
members of one senior center: 

As retired persons entered the retirement community, 
center administrators and staff sensed a pervasive 
depression that comes when anyone is removed from his 
or her community. How did the center respond? 
Although the primary community of the residents had 
been lost, the center adopted a next best solution by 
organizing a variety of partnerships with businesses, the 
park system, local associations, etc., which connected 
seniors to their new communities. Residents were linked 
to the local park where two of the men watered plants 
and trees and did landscaping. Some other residents 
worked with the local neighborhood association as it 
built a new playground. Several residents were linked to 
the neighborhood day care center. Other members of 
the group put together an entertainment troupe and 
traveled to local churches and schools putting on 
presentations about African-American history. With their 
sense of community thus restored, the residents of the 
retirement community were able to recognize their 
continuing value to the community at large. (Lincoln 
Park) 

SENIORS 
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Of course, not all institutions respond in such a creative and respon-
sible manner. In fact, at the present time most of the institutions in 
our society are structured to respond one-dimensionally to the per-
ceived needs of the elderly "clients" which these institutions were 
created to serve. As a result, institutions respond mainly to the medical 
problems of retired persons and entirely neglect (and even serve to 
deaden) the potential contributions which senior citizens might still be 
able to make to the larger community in which they live. 

Responsible community organizations can help to free these 
marginalized elderly residents from this community isolation by 
initiating projects that properly employ the unique talents and skills of 
senior citizens. Just imagine what would happen if we all started to 
think creatively of the elders in our community, not in terms of their 
needs and deficiencies, but in terms of what specific contributions they 
are able to make to the community as a whole. 

Rediscovering Seniors as Assets Within the Community 

Senior citizens possess a wide range of skills, talents and resources 
which can be instrumental in the community development process. By 
identifying the specific talents, resources and abilities that are present 
in the older generation, we can begin to discover the appropriate roles 
for them to play in the ongoing process of active community revitaliza-
tion. 

Economic Resources. The assumption that all retired persons are 
economic liabilities simply is not true in our society at the present 
time. As a matter of fact, the majority of retired people do not live in 
senior care facilities or receive welfare services. Even more important 
is the fact that retired persons represent more than 40% of the indi-
vidual wealth in the United States and, as a result, represent a poten-
tially powerful economic force in the communities where they live. 

Culture, Tradition and History. Any senior who has lived in a 
neighborhood for an extended period of time embodies a unique 
perspective on the history of that community. As a Native American 
educator once said: 'You cannot do any good research without having 
talked with the elderly." A community must know and understand its 
roots in order to chart a meaningful path for the future, and there is 
no more logical group of persons to be involved in this process than 
the elderly. As one senior citizen recently said: "There is one thing that 
always gets every senior excited and that's history!" As a matter of fact, 
the sense of excitement that seniors generate can be contagious to 
other members of the community as well. 

In addition to a strong sense of history, seniors can also actively pass 
down rich cultural traditions to younger members of the community. 
Cultural institutions can be a natural setting for seniors to teach some 



of their special skills to interested students of all ages. For example, an 
85-year-old Mexican-American woman is currently teaching a tradi-
tional art and pottery course at the Mexican Fine Arts Museum in 
Chicago. At the Native American Educational Services College in the 
same city, two seniors are in the process of teaching their tribal lan-
guages to a younger generation. (NAES) 

Experience and Skills. Most seniors have worked for several 
decades and in that process have accumulated pertinent personal and 
professional life experiences. This knowledge can and should be 
translated into resources which will serve to invigorate the daily life of 
the community. While it is true some seniors prefer and indeed de-
serve time to invest in themselves, it is also true most seniors would 
like to remain active in the community and would like to be connected 
in a meaningful way to organizations or groups that can use their 
services. 

Time. In making the transition from full employment to retirement, 
seniors often find that they have a lot of extra time on their hands, and 
this is time that can be a useful resource for the revitalization of com-
munities. In many instances once they have become involved in this 
ongoing process, seniors have discovered that even after retirement 
they can learn new skills and develop new talents which will be of use 
in a wide variety of venues. 

Peer Groups. Whether living alone or in senior centers, retired 
persons often tend to congregate in peer groups which can in turn 
become active in a wide variety of projects which interface with the 
community at large. In Chicago, for example, the park district spon-
sors seniors clubs which were originally socially-oriented but which 
have also come to be rich centers of active participation and even 
leadership in the activities of the entire community. 

The specific assets of retired persons will always be different from 
community to community and from individual to individual. In every 
instance, however, each community has the responsibility to locate 
and utilize its own hidden assets. 

Mapping Community Assets to Discover Potential 
Partners for Local Seniors 

Now that we have identified at least some of the assets local seniors 
can bring to the process of community building, we must examine the 
means by which neighborhood leaders can most effectively mobilize 
these assets and turn them into valuable resources for community 
building. This effort to "connect" local seniors with the process of 
community building involves the utilization of a specific four-step 
process. 
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First, make a thorough "capacity inventory" outlining all 
the various skills and assets for each of the local seniors 
with whom you are currently working. 

Next, compile an inventory of the key assets and 
resources of the community as these are represented by 
local individuals, associations, organizations, and 
institutions. When this has been done, it will be 
discovered that these community assets fall into the 
following categories: (a) citizens associations and not-
for-profit organizations of all types; (b) publicly funded 
institutions such as hospitals, parks, libraries, and 
schools; (c) the private sector including small 
businesses, banks and local branches of larger 
corporations; (d) local residents and special interest 
groups of "labelled people" such as "welfare recipients," 
"youth," "disabled," and "artists." 

Then use the information that has been obtained from 
these inventories to build strong, concrete, mutually 
beneficial "partnerships" between local "seniors" and the 
other individuals, organizations and associations that 
exist within the community. 

Finally, on the basis of these "partnerships" and the 
active participation of local seniors in the community 
building process, go on to build new relationships with 
resources that exist outside the immediate community. 

Chart One on the next page illustrates the kinds of relationships that 
can exist between local seniors and their potential community 
partners. 

Every community has a wide variety of potential partners for recon-
necting senior citizens to the community building process. Seniors can 
either connect to local institutions and organizations on an individual 
basis or they can choose to connect as members of specific groups or 
organizations. 



Chart One: Potential Partners 

PUBLIC INSTITUIONS: 
hospitals, community colleges, 

libraries 

THE PRIVATE SECTOR: 
businesses, banks, corporations 

LOC L 
SE lOR 

INDIVIDUALS: 
young people, artists, seniors 

ASSOCIATIONS: 
community development 
corporations, community 
organizations, churches 
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Building Productive Relationships Between Local 
Seniors and the Community 

Let us now take a look at the specific ways in which constructive 
relationships can be built between seniors and their potential partners 
in the community. 

Local Seniors and Community Associations 

Citizens Associations. 

Seniors worked with a neighborhood development 
association in the design of a new building for seniors. 
( Claretian) 

A group of seniors worked with a neighborhood 
association to secure a loan from a local community 
development credit union in order to open a 
consignment shop administrated and staffed entirely by 
seniors. 

A nonprofit organization connects retired senior 
business executives with a wide variety of nonprofit 
groups in the city. Seniors volunteer primarily as 
consultants with the organizations. (ESC) 

The retired Senior Volunteer Program provides 
orientation, training and placement for seniors 
interested in volunteering with local nonprofit 
organizations. (RSVP) 

A seniors group worked with a community organizing 
group to open an intergenerational center at a park 
(Greater Grand Crossing) 

Seniors organize and convince the Department of Aging 
to open an alternative nutrition site after two have 
already been dosed down. (CLASP) 

A group of seniors is instrumental in getting the 
Guardian Angels into their neighborhood through 
signature collecting and community organizing. (CLASP) 

A group of 10-12 seniors is being trained at the 
Neighborhood Community Council to make telephone 
calls to get people involved in community activities. 
(Pilsen) 

Three elderly Chinese individuals volunteer on a daily 
basis to assist with classroom activities at a local day care 
center. (Chinese) 



A senior center works with tenant representatives from 
senior buildings to disseminate information regarding 
primarily crime and tenant issues. (Korean) 

Approximately 80% of a local food pantry is staffed by 
seniors at the Polish Welfare Association. (Polish) 

Many citizens groups and nonprofit associations (e.g., 
the American Association of Retired Persons) work 
specifically on social and economic issues related 
exclusively to the needs of seniors, but there are many 
other groups (e.g., the Grey Panthers) which stress a 
cross-generational approach to community problems in 
which the active participation of seniors is constantly 
encouraged. Other groups of seniors have been engaged 
in public advocacy work and have participated in 
coalitions which have been able to win concessions on 
factors such as transportation costs, accessibility issues, 
specific community health concerns, etc. 

Religious Institutions 

High school students who are members of a local 
congregation establish an adoption program with 
seniors who are living in the affordable housing which 
was created by the church's development corporation. 
(Trinity) 

A congregation invites the city's Department on Aging to 
establish a senior nutrition site at the church. (North 
Shore) 

Cultural Organizations 

A group of seniors that forms the East Side Historical 
Society works with a local high school in space provided 
by the park system in developing a museum which 
documents the history of four Chicago neighborhoods. 
(East Side) 

Seniors from the community help on the Day of La 
Posadas during which children go from house to house 
asking for shelter (as did Mary and Joseph in the Bible). 
(Pilsen) 

A group of seniors present skits, songs, historical 
presentations and cook southern-style food at local 
churches, synagogues and senior centers during Black 
History month. (Lincoln Park) 
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A group of seniors active in the Vietnam Association 
organize an annual celebration in honor of the founding 
father of Vietnam. (Vietnam) 

Elderly from the Vietnamese community in a Chicago 
neighborhood contribute poetry to the Vietnamese 
Association's monthly publication. (Vietnam) 

Local Seniors and Public Institutions 

Parks 

Seniors worked with a neighborhood association on a 
renovation project at the local park performing some of 
the lighter tasks. (Lincoln Park) 

Seniors living in a Chicago Housing Authority building 
water and care for shrubbery and trees at a park which 
lies adjacent. (Lincoln Park) 

Seniors serve as docents at many museums and 
libraries. 

Libraries 

Senior citizens who are ill at a local housing 
development call a neighborhood librarian for help. 
This librarian arranges to have library assistants deliver 
groceries to where the shut-ins live. (Stateway Gardens) 

A librarian works together with the president of the 
local historical society to collect oral histories from 
senior citizens with the purpose of compiling a book 
that will chronicle the history of the neighborhood. 
(Kelly) 

Senior citizens from a local quilting guild make a quilt 
depicting the library and the community, and this quilt 
is now on permanent display in the library's auditorium. 
(Beverly) 

A neighborhood librarian holds birthday and holiday 
dinners at the library for members of a seniors' self-help 
program, and once a week this librarian distributes 
clothing that these seniors have collected from the 
community. (Stateway Gardens) 

A librarian arranges for health providers from a local eye 
clinic to come to the library to screen seniors for 
cataracts. (Stateway Gardens) 



A library sponsors an intergenerational program that 
pairs seniors with first grade students in which they 
meet once a week to read and discuss books suggested 
by the library staff. (Connecticut) 

A retired schoolteacher uses local volunteers as 
assistants in the art classes for neighborhood children 
which he teaches at the local library. (Scottsdale) 

Community Colleges 

Two seniors are on the faculty at a college where one 
teaches the Lakota language and the other is an 
instructor in Ojibwe. (NAES) 

Schools 

Children from two day schools go to a senior center 
once a month, and seniors design special games for the 
children to play. (Lincoln Park) 

Seniors from a Chicago Housing Authority senior 
building meet with fourth graders from a local school 
once a week to conduct interviews with each other and, 
as a result, develop oral histories and act out skits based 
on the seniors' lives. (Illinois) 

Fifth and sixth graders from a local school meet with 
seniors after school over a 12-week period, participating 
together in a poetry reading program two days every 
week. As a result, the group creates a booklet including 
a biographical sketch, pictures and poetry from each 
participant. (Conrad) 

Police 

A senior leader from the American Association of 
Retired Persons works together with the Chief of Police 
and a Police Sheriff to enhance delivery of law 
enforcement to the elderly. (TRIAD) 

Seniors work with the local police station to get foot 
patrol officers back into their neighborhood. (Metro 
Area) 

Seniors are recruited and trained to acquaint them with 
the local police station and other citywide departments. 
As a result, seniors visit other seniors in a door-to-door 
campaign in order to provide security evaluations and 
advice. (Cottage Grove/NNFCP) 
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Hospitals 

A wellness center, which came into being because of the 
advocacy work of seniors, provides preventative health 
care while facilities at a senior home provide medical 
care. 

A Shriner's Hospital is participating with seniors from a 
local retirement center who visit the hospital for one 
hour each day to read and play with the children. 

A group of seniors makes clothing for children at a 
hospital. (Eileen Ruff) 

Local Seniors and the Private Sector 

A local restaurant which uses the parking lot of a senior 
center pays a group of seniors to help with a Christmas 
mailing. The restaurant also invites the seniors for a 
meal on Santa Lucia Day. (Lincoln Park) 

A local drug store chain offers discounted prescriptions 
to seniors and works with medical school doctors and a 
seniors group in the community in order to provide 
educational programs at local churches on medications 
and their proper usage. (Metro Area) 

Local Seniors and Other Individuals Within the Community 

Local Residents 

Seniors run a 55 Alive program for driver training which 
was originally intended for seniors but now has been 
opened to the entire community. (Abbott) 

People with Disabilities 

Seniors are involved in the Visiting Important Persons 
program in which they visit less mobile elderly and try 
to assist with any practical problems. Seniors are trained 
to be able to provide CPR, to recognize drug abuse, to 
give bed baths and first aid, and to help with practical 
daily matters like budgeting and food selection and 
preparation. The oldest participant is an 82-year-old 
woman. (Little Brother's) 

Welfare Recipients 

A seniors' club in the park system collects canned goods 
from among its members and provides food baskets for 
low income elderly. (Parks) 



Seniors provide tax preparation assistance for low 
income elderly at local libraries. (Garfield Ridge) 

Youth 

Integenerationallinkages between seniors and youth are natural 
alliances. For example, when a local human service agency wanted to 
find out how it could best provide services to a group of elderly in the 
community, this agency decided to conduct a "needs assessment" 
survey in order to quantify the problems experienced by this particular 
group of seniors. Instead of revealing the true needs of the elderly, 
however, this survey revealed that the elderly wanted to become active 
players in the community and were eager to become re-connected 
once again. In interpreting the results of this survey, therefore, the 
human services agency listed "companionship" as the primary "defi-
ciency" among seniors and set up a program which linked the elderly 
to neighborhood kids via the telephone. Thus, even though still 
thought of as having deficiencies, the seniors were unintentionally 
utilized as resources in the community which could be used to fill a 
gap in the lives of latch key children. (Uptown) 

Latch key kids who are feeling lonely, experiencing a 
crisis, or just want to chat, can call on the telephone 
from their homes to the homes of senior citizens 
through the "Grandma Please" program. (Uptown) 

Several men and women from a senior building are 
paired with foster children at a neighboring day care 
center. This partnership is facilitated by the Department 
of Aging. (Lincoln Park) 

It seems that a major thrust today among those utilizing the special 
talents and skills of the elderly is in developing intergenerational 
programs. This connecting of the elderly to the young is not only a 
pragmatic move in which seniors are seen as being able to fill some of 
the gaps left by working parents but also enables the young to see 
their own community and the wider world from a different and richer 
perspective. For example, fourth graders from an elementary school in 
one community developed a program in which they meet weekly with 
seniors from a local public housing building. These school children 
have learned to conduct interviews, to transcribe oral histories, and 
even to create short plays in which they can act out tales from the lives 
of their elders. This is not history just for its own sake. This is a means 
of discovering and relating directly to the real roots of the community. 
Thus the youth of the community become better able to understand 
that a genuine community is not simply an amalgamation of people 
and buildings and open spaces but is a woven tapestry of intercon-
nected stories and possibilities. (Illinois) 
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On Saturdays during the spring, seniors meet with 
youth for games, activities and poetry writing. A booklet 
called Flowers and Cold Concrete is published 
containing works of many of the participants. (5th City) 

Other Seniors 

Seniors also often share their capacities with the other seniors who live 
in their community. Those seniors who have been able to maintain a 
high degree of mobility can be connected to other less mobile seniors 
in order to enable them to remain in their own homes in the commu-
nities where they live. In other instances, seniors can be active as 
representatives or leaders for other seniors in service organizations 
and special advocacy programs. 

A group of 20 seniors throw birthday parties for other 
seniors at a senior center. (Little Brother's) 

Seniors teach other seniors crafts, sewing, music and 
arts at a senior center. (Little Brother's) 

Seniors lead and/or facilitate an Alzheimers support 
group, a low vision group and a weekly exercise group 
at a retirement house. (Little Brothers) 

Artists 

Seniors learn traditional Greek fabric art and cross-
stitching and then display their works at a senior center 
operated by the Department of Aging. (Greek) 

An 85-year-old Mexican-American woman teaches a six-
week traditional art and pottery course to other senior 
citizens at the Mexican Fine Arts Museum. (Mexican) 

What characterizes each of these partnerships which we have been 
discussing is that in each instance both sides win. In the intergenera-
tional program, the stories told by seniors became living parts of the 
experience of the youngest members of the community. A community-
based organization by connecting with seniors was able to obtain 
expert consultation which benefited the community as a whole. Se-
niors better than any other group of persons in each neighborhood 
embody the experience, the diversity, the changes, the development 
that make that particular community unique in its past, its present, and 
also its future possibilities. 

Chart Two, "Strengthening Partnerships" (see next page), shows how 
local seniors can become connected with actual partners existing 
within the community in which these particular seniors currently 
reside. Each story exemplifies the creative practical projects which can 
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Chart Two: Strengthening Partnerships 

[ ______ s_c_H_o_o_L_s ____ 

Seniors living in a local housing project 
meet with 4th graders from a neighborhood 
school once a week to conduct interviews 
with each other and, as a result, develop 
oral histories and act out skits based on the 
seniors' lives. 

A local restaurant which uses the parking 
lot of a senior center pays a group of these 
seniors to help with a Christmas mailing 
and also invtes the seniors for a free holiday 
meal. 

LOCAL BUSINESSES 

LOCAL 
SENIORS 

[ __ YOUTH_J 

"Latch key" children who are feeling lonely, 
experiencing a crisis, or just want to chat 
can call from their homes to the homes of 
senior citizens through the locally initiated 
"Grandma Please" program. 

A group of seniors works with a 
neighborhood association to secure a loan 
from a local community development credit 
union in order to open a consignment shop 
which will be administrated and staffed 
entirely by seniors. 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
ASSOCIATIONS 
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Chart Three: One on One Relationships 

Police 

LOCAL 
SENIORS 

Community 
Based 

Organization 

Nonprofit 
Organization 



result when older citizens begin to form relationships with local 
businesses, associations and other groups and institutions. 

Chart Three on page 64 represents the complex network of actual 
partnerships that might exist for local seniors whose abilities have 
been fully utilized as dynamic community assets. In this illustration, 
older people are at the very center of a web of practical,mutually 
beneficial local relationships. Each of these relationships matches the 
gifts and capabilities of older citizens with those of another neighbor-
hood group or institution. This "wheel" of relationships, then, illus-
trates how older people might be much more fully mobilized as impor-
tant community builders. 
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Sources and Contacts for the "Stories" in This Section 

Abbott 

Beverly 

Chinese 

Claretian 

CLASP 

Conrad 

East Side 

ESC 

Abbott Park 
49 E. 95th Street 
Chicago, IL 60628 
(312) 264-1050 (Cecilia Wilkins) 

Beverly Library 
2121 W. 95th Street 
Chicago, IL 60643 
(312) 747-9673 (Debbie Shillow, 
Children's Librarian) 

Chinese-American Service League 
310 W. 24th Place 
Chicago, IL 60616 
(312) 791-0418 (Larry So) 

Claret ian Associates Neighborhood 
Development Office 

205 W. Monroe 
Chicago, IL 60606 
(312) 236-7782 (Donna Drinian) 

CLASP 
1545 W. Morse Avenue 
Chicago, IL 60626 
(312) 973-7888 (Karen Nielson) 

Conrad Center 
2717 N. Leavitt 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 248-1093 (Miriam Jones, Intergenerational 
Project) 

East Side Historical Society 
10833 Avenue D 
Chicago, IL 60617 
(312) 221-7349 (Frank Stanley) 

Executive Service Corps 
25 E. Washington, Suite 801 
Chicago, IL 60602 
(312) 580-1840 Oohn Eagen) 



5th City 

Garfield Ridge 

5th City Human Development Project 
3350 W. Jackson Blvd. 
Chicago, IL 60624 
(312) 265-1900 (Lela Moseley) 

Garfield Ridge Library 
6348 S. Archer 
Chicago, IL 60638 
(312) 747-6094 (Bruce Ziemer) 

Greater Grand Crossing Greater Grand Crossing Organizing Committee 
213 E. 79th Street 

Greek 

Illinois 

Jane Addams 

Kelly 

Korean 

Lincoln Park 

Little Brother's 

Chicago, IL 60619 

Greek-American Community Service Center 
3940 N. Pulaski 
Chicago, IL 60641 

Illinois Intergenerational Project 
Stateway Gardens Library 
3618 S. State #106 
Chicago, IL 60690 
(312) 747-6872 (LeAnnaNewsome) 

) ane Addams Senior Caucus 
3212 N. Broadway 
Chicago, IL 60657 

Kelly Library 
6151 S. Normal Blvd. 
Chicago, IL 60621 
(312) 7 47-8418 (Linda Greene, Branch Head) 

Korean Senior Citizen Center 
4750 N. Sheridan 
Chicago, IL 60640 
(312) 878-7272 (Susan Kang) 

Lincoln Park Senior Center 
2111 Halsted Street 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 543-6776 (Lorraine Myers) 

Little Brother's Friends of the Elderly 
1658 W. Belmont 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 477-7702 (Jamie Hirsch) 
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North Shore 

Polish 

RSVP 

Scottsdale 

Stateway Gardens 

TRIAD 

Trinity 

Uptown 

Vietnamese 
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Native American Educational Services College 
2838 W. Peterson Avenue 
Chicago, IL 60659 

North Shore Baptist Church 
5244 N. Lakewood 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 728-4200 (Pastor Marcus Pomeroy) 

Polish Welfare Association 
4101 S. Archer 
Chicago, IL 60632 

RSVP 
118 N. Clinton 
Chicago, IL 60661 
(312) 726-1526 (Janice Miles) 

Scottsdale Library 
4101 W. 79th Street 
Chicago, IL 60652 
(312) 747-0193 (Bernadette Nowakowski, 
Children's Librarian) 

Stateway Gardens Library 
3618 S. State Street 
Chicago, IL 60609 
(312) 7 47-6872 (Leanna Newson, Branch Head) 

TRIAD 
American Association of Retired Persons Area V 
2720 Des Plaines Ave., Suite 113 
Des Plaines, IL 60018 
(708) 298-2852 (Sonja Terry) 

Trinity United Church of Christ 
532W. 95th 
Chicago, IL 60628 
(312) 962-5650 (Rev. Jeremiah Wright) 

Uptown Center Hull House 
4520 N. Beacon 
Chicago, IL 60640 
(312) 561-3500 (Monica Glaser) 

Vietnamese Association of Illinois 
4842 N. Broadway 
Chicago, IL 60640 
(312) 728-3700 (QuaDran) 



Introduction-People with Disablities and 
Community Renewal 

Once we have learned to understand that a community is composed of 
a series of partnerships which unlock the potential of each of the 
participants, we can begin to look creatively at ways to incorporate 
even the most excluded and "marginalized" individuals into the process 
of active community building. Therefore, let us now take a close look at 
those people who have been labelled as "disabled," "mentally retarded," 
"developmentally disabled," or severely "handicapped" in various ways. 
Each of these labels by focusing exclusively on what is different about 
these individuals serves to obscure their other qualities which are quite 
similar to all the rest of the members of the community. In other 
words, being misled by labels, we tend to forget that "disabled" indi-
viduals just like everyone else have deeply felt, personal needs for 
dignity, for pleasures, for friendship, for hope for the future, and for a 
useful place within the community. When these needs to give are 
denied, their lives become sad and empty. That is exactly what happens 
when these disabled people are taken out of their communities and 
placed instead in social service institutions where they are even further 
isolated. Institutionalization of this kind, though benign in its inten-
tion, creates problems that stand directly in the way of the process of 
dynamic community building. 

First, there is the major financial expense that is imposed upon the rest 
of the community by the continued institutionalization of a growing 
number of its members. Second, and just as important, there is the 
even greater cost in human terms to those who are institutionalized 
and also to those that remain in the community who would be able to 
benefit from direct contact with those who have become marginalized. 

But what exactly are the benefits that members of the community can 
derive from open and direct contact with people who are also disabled? 
In order to answer this question, we must examine some of the quali-
ties that are required for the continuing development of a healthy, 
dynamic community. 

Rediscovering the Gifts and Capacities of Disabled 
Individuals as Assets Within the Community 

In order to understand the gifts that disabled people can bring to the 
community, we must learn to think inclusively in the language of 
genuine community and not exclusively in the language of social 
service systems that label certain individuals and isolate them from the 
process of community building. A true community is only able to grow 
and strengthen itself by including all of its members and finding room 
for them to develop their capacities within its own pattern of growth. 
Disabled people have been marginalized and forced to the edges of 
their society because they have been looked at exclusively in terms of 
their deficiencies. Let us reverse that tendency and now examine the 

PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES 
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U' • ..,.,.,.,..,.. Every person has including people labelled dis-
Identifying and mobilizing these abilities creates new benefits 

members and builds the pride and self respect of 

Every community has the latent capacity to be hospi-
is a needs to be activated in order 

for it to become a genuine asset. It is the gift of the people who are 
disabled to be to activate hospitality of the community in 
which they In relation to its most marginalized members, a 
,,n.,..,.,...,....,.,,.,.....i" .. n is to demonstrate and develop its own inner 
strength and resiliency. By including the excluded, a community grows 

and creates new possibilities for its own further development. 

A strong community is always a compassion-
ate community, and compassion is a quality that can only be 
released by establishing direct relationships with individuals 
who have become marginalized and isolated through no fault 
or desire of their own. 

Friendship goes beyond compassion and 
implies a certain degree of mutuality within a relationship. 
Once the pattern of isolating disabled individuals has been 
replaced by a process of active inclusion, then (and only then) 
can new possibilities for friendship be developed between 
disabled individuals and members of the rest of the commu-
nity. 

Happiness. Within the context of community relationships 
happiness is always a double gift: by giving happiness to 
others, in return we receive an equal amount of happiness of 
our own. In no situation is the mutuality of this process more 

roaP·rJra·u demonstrated than when a new partnership is established with 
a disabled individual. By bringing a source of meaningful connection 
and hope to an isolated, marginalized individual, we not only increase 

happiness but also at the same time add greatly to our 
own. 

Anyone who has ever established a genuine partner-
with a disabled person knows exactly how inspiring such a rela-

tionship can often be. So many things that most of us have learned to 
granted come to be seen in a completely different 

light. To be able to participate in a process in which a marginalized 
individual is able to overcome great odds and is able for the first time 
to become productive in even a small way is a great privilege and a 
source of inspiration that is necessary for own productivity and that of 

society of which we are a part. 



This process of accepting and utilizing the gifts and capacities of 
disabled people means that when these marginalized 
placed in direct contact with appropriate and """""'""" . .-" 
places, then the community as a whole is able to grow and IU"--''-V''' .... .._ 

stronger-and this increased strength and capacity is precisely 
we mean by community-building. 

Mapping Community Assets to .......... 

Partners for 

Now that we have identified at least some of gifts 
that disabled individuals can bring to the process 
ing, we must go on to examine the means 
leaders can most effectively ......... JI!JJLJlll£.• .... 

them into valuable assets for """""',,..,r,. 
nect local disabled individuals with 
involves the utilization 

First, make a .-"",." .. "·'"',.."" "--'"'IIJ"'"'--"'-

the various gifts and capacities 
individuals with whom you are ro ........ .., ...... t-hr 

Next, compile an inventory the key assets 
resources of the community as these are represented 
other local individuals, associations, organizations, and 
institutions. When this has been done, it will be 
discovered that these community assets fall into the 
following categories: (a) citizens associations and not-
for-profit organizations of all types; (b) ILJ'-ALJlLJ.''--.IL 

institutions such as hospitals, parks, libraries, and 
schools; (c) the private sector including small 
businesses, banks and local branches of larger 
corporations; (d) local residents and special interest 
groups of "labelled people" such as "seniors," " 
and "artists." 

Then use the information that has been obtained from 
these inventories to build strong, concrete, mutually 
beneficial partnerships between local disabled 
individuals and the other individuals, organizations and 
associations that exist within the community. 

Finally, on the basis of these partnerships and the active 
participation of local disabled individuals in the 
community building process, go on to build new 
relationships with resources that exist outside the 
immediate community. Chart One on page 72 depicts 
these possibilities. 
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Chart One: Potential Partners 

PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS: 
hospitals, community colleges, 

libraries 

THE PRIVATE SECTOR: 
businesses, banks, corporations 

DISABLED 
INDIVIDUALS 

INDIVIDUALS: 
young people, artists, seniors 

ASSOCIATIONS: 
community development 
corporations, community 
organizations, churches 



Chart Two on page 7 4 illustrates the kinds of relationships that can be 
built between disabled individuals and potential partners from within 
the community. 

Building Productive Relationships Between Disabled 
Individuals and the Community 

Many people who are labelled as being disabled have been 
marginalized and isolated from the mainstream of their communities. 
This is especially true of those who have been categorized as "develop-
mentally disabled." In the past, well-intentioned representatives of the 
social service establishment have decided that the most humane and 
appropriate response to the needs of developmentally disabled people 
is to remove them entirely from their immediate community and 
surround them with a cadre of specially trained professionals. The 
immediate result of this process has been to further isolate those 
individuals who are already the most marginalized members of their 
own community. This increased (and often enforced) isolation can 
frequently lead to deterioration, stagnation, and even desperate 
personal actions which are frequently categorized as socially deviant 
behavior. 

But, just as soon as developmentally disabled individuals are brought 
out of unnecessary isolation and put into normal, open, responsive 
and responsible social situations which are a part of the ongoing daily 
life of a real community, then we discover that the lives of develop-
mentally disabled people can begin to change dramatically for the 
better-an outcome which social service agencies have been unable to 
accomplish with their traditional "service-based" methodology. 

To document this nontraditional approach, as part of a research 
project initiated by the Center for Urban Affairs and Policy Research at 
Northwestern University, a coordinated effort was made to mainstream 
developmentally disabled adults into the community life of an inner-
city neighborhood in Chicago. In response to this effort, a local com-
munity organization, the Logan Square Neighborhood Association, 
agreed to participate as host and coordinator. 

Here are just a few of the stories that emerged from this systematic, 
cooperative effort to reintegrate the lives and potentialities of develop-
mentally disabled individuals into the Logan Square community. 

Linda lives in a state institution and hates it. Linda's 
mother Maria asked the neighborhood organization for 
help. When it was discovered that Linda loves animals, 
the organization arranged to have Linda spend some 
time each week at a well-known local pet store. The 
arrangement was almost destroyed before it got started, 
however, when a professional at the institution told the 
pet store owner that Linda had problems that might 73 



Chart Two: Strengthening Partnerships 

( ______ s_c_H_o __ o_L_s _____ ) YOUTH 

Maritza works two days a week at a local 
nursery school. By being involved with 
these children and being partly 
responsible for them, Maritza has 
become more personally assertive and 
independent. 

Catherine is an older woman who has 
become almost a "grandmother" to a 
local family that offered hospitality to 
her. Both Catherine and this family have 
gained greatly from this continuing 
relationship. 

DISABLED 
INDIVIDUALS 

Linda works one day a week at a local 
pet store where she shows animals to 
customers and helps with daily duties. 
Because of the hospitality of the pet shop 
owner, Linda is developing new skills 
and a new self-image. 

Through his friendship with local 
residents, Pete has become involved with 
several neighborhood associations. Now 
Pete participates in local political 
activities by helping out with mailing 
projects. 

( ___ L_o_c_A_L_B_u_s_IN_E_s_s_E_s_) 
NEIGHBORHOOD 
ASSOCIATIONS 
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interfere with her role at the pet store. The pet store 
owner and his wife discussed this and decided to go 
ahead anyway. Instead of being isolated in the 
institution, Linda spends her time surrounded by 
people. She shows animals to customers and helps with 
daily duties. Linda has a hard life inside the institution 
and desperately wants to get out. The people at the 
institution have told her she can only get out if she goes 
four months without displaying any aggression. Given 
the nature of the place and what goes on there that may 
be impossible. Linda, her mother, and a staff member of 
the neighborhood organization worked successfully to 
get Linda out of the institution for good. 

Harold is a man in his late 20s who loves to play games 
and has some uncanny abilities (immediately after he's 
introduced to you, he can spell your name forward and 
backward). Harold has been introduced to the local 
Boys and Girls Club where he helps out with the games 
and teaches them to the children. He's also involved 
with the Palmer Square Arts Festival. Staff at the Boys 
and Girls Club nominated him for a "volunteer of the 
year" award and he won. 

Bill, a man in his 30s who lives at home with his 
parents, has been introduced to the local hospital. He 
visits the hospital twice a week and volunteers in the 
mail room where he delivers the mail. This task is a 
tricky one for him since he can't read, so the mail room 
staff have worked out a special color-coding for him to 
follow and people in other departments have learned to 
expect him and watch out for him (and their mail). Bill 
loves being a volunteer. He loves wearing the vest and 
the volunteer badge and is convinced "this place 
couldn't run without me." Bill is a great talker and once 
prepared an elaborate report on how the mail room 
should be reorganized, which the mailroom supervisor 
took with calm consideration. The supervisor has driven 
Bill home from the hospital and stayed to dinner with 
his family, and he is willing to get involved in talking 
about Bill's future. 

Maritza, a woman in her mid-20s, lives with her family 
and was involved in a day program for people with 
disabilities where she spent her time on coloring books 
and pegboards to keep busy. She is a warm woman who 
loves little children. Staff of the local neighborhood 
association began bringing her to the local day nursery 
where the director was willing to see if Maritza could 
help out. At the beginning, the staff went with her each 
time; now Maritza goes by herself twice a week. She is 75 
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called "Miss Maritza" by the children and staff. As any day 
care worker knows, little children need a lot of hugs 
(which sometimes the worker may be too busy or 
harassed to give). Miss Maritza is the one the children go 
to for comfort and affection; she is never too busy for a 
hug. The children understand that Miss Maritza is 
different in some ways from the other teachers-she is 
the one adult the children sometimes have to help. But 
children enjoy being able to help adults. Being around 
the children and being partly responsible for them has 
helped Martiza become more personally assertive and 
independent. 

Henry, who is 70, has lived in a group home for the last 
several years. He spends a lot of his time watching 
television. One thing he likes to do is go bowling. The 
association staff member, on a visit to the home, 
discovered a bowling ball among his things. She asked 
around and discovered that a local church has a Sunday 
afternoon bowling league, and that one of the teams 
would be willing to have Henry come bowl with them. 
The participants are all of Puerto Rican ancestry, many 
of whom speak mostly Spanish. Henry is Italian-but 
that doesn't matter as much as it might since Henry 
doesn't talk much anyway. While the team was initially 
willing to have Henry join them, they got worried when 
they discovered he isn't' all that good a bowler. This is a 
competitive sport after all, and they didn't want their 
average pulled down. However, they worked out an 
arrangement whereby he could bowl in rotation but his 
score wouldn't be added in with the rest. He is 
especially proud to wear the black and gold team shirt. 
At the end of the season, Henry attended the league 
banquet. He was delighted when the members awarded 
him a trophy and a black satin team jacket. He got up to 
thank them for making him part of their team. 

Mary Ellen was introduced to Pete by the neighborhod 
association staff. Mary Ellen is a lively, energetic woman, 
an artist and political activist, raising children and going 
to school full time. Pete has lived most of his life in a 
state mental hospital. Since it dosed down he has lived 
with six other men, including his brother, in a group 
home. Pete is a man of few words but great enthusiasm. 
He especially loves good food and music. Mary Ellen has 
taken Pete to Cub games (another place where 
enthusiasm pays off: to Pete every hit is "a home run") 
and has involved him in her political activities, getting 
him to help out with mailing projects at the local office 
of SANE/Freeze. 



Clara was introduced to Alice. The original connection 
was simple enough: Alice loves jewelry-she wears rings 
on all her fingers-and Clara used to sell jewelry. Clara 
is a lively woman who works for a hospital, the 
president of her block club, politically active, smart and 
articulate. Alice is a gentle woman with a ready smile 
who lives at home with her elderly parents. Now Clara 
takes her shopping or invites her for dinner-simple 
things. Clara has a lot of demands on her time, but 
makes some time to spend with Alice. She also thinks 
about what other kinds of things Alice can be involved 
in-she's had her sign up as a deputy voter registrar, for 
example. She worries about what will happen when 
Alice's parents die. 

Connie and Julie were introduced to each other. 
Connie is a homemaker who loves gardening, a warm 
woman with beautiful long red hair who is a ready 
neighbor for many people in the community. Julie is a 
woman in her 30s who has lived in group homes since 
she was nineteen; until she met Connie, she had no 
friends outside the system, although her family lives in 
the suburbs and sees her regularly. Connie takes Julie 
out to dinner, to movies, museums and plays. Julie can 
be very articulate about the problems of life in a group 
home, and Connie has come to share those concerns-
she has acted in some ways as an advocate for Julie. 

Lorraine is a woman in her 60s who lives in a group 
home. One thing she especially likes is going to church. 
She used to attend services with her mother, who died a 
few years ago; now going to church reminds her of her 
mother. The Episcopal Church welcomed Lorraine to its 
congregation-not a special service for disabled people 
but as a regular member. Lorraine loves liturgical rituals, 
especially exchanging the "kiss of peace." When the 
Bishop visited the parish for a special service and gave 
the blessing right by Lorraine's pew, Lorraine 
enthusiastically waved back at him. Lorraine has been 
welcomed by the pastor and the rest of the 
congregation. The Sunday services and other church 
activities have become a high point in her life and she is 
a valued member of the church. 

Nora has taken Catherine into her life-almost made 
her part of her family. The connection facilitated by the 
neighborhood association is important for both of them. 
Nora is a woman in her 30s with young children who is 
finishing her nursing education. Nora was born in 
Germany and both she and her husband live far away 
from their own families. Catherine is in her 70s and she 77 
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too has been isolated from her family (though she 
remerr..bers them vividly); she has lived almost her entire 
life in a large state institution. Catherine is a 
grandmotherly woman who loves being with Nora and 
especially her children, and the children respond with 
love as well. Nora explains it this way: "Because our 
parents and grandparents live very far from us Catherine 
represents a grandmother for our family. The love the 
children and she feel for each other is nurturing all of 
them. She not only fills a gap in the lives of our children 
but in ours as well. I have always been committed to 
community group work, but this relationship has taught 
me something new." 

In each of these stories (and there are many more examples) a place in 
the Logan Square community has opened up space for a person with 
disabilities who would otherwise find most such public spaces closed. 
In some of these places-for example, the church, the bowling 
league-the developmentally disabled person is welcomed simply as 
another participant, as a member of the group. Other places in the 
community, most typically those where there is a specific job to do-
have been able to create special valued roles or positions for people 
with disabilities with whom they have formed partnerships. For ex-
ample, Maritza has become "Miss Maritza" to the children at Lutheran 
Day Nursery, and Bill takes great satisfaction in being the mailman at 
the local hospital. In all of these places, there has been a willingness to 
accept someone who may at certain times slow things down a bit or 
even create a few extra complications; in exchange for these few 
inconveniences, people in the neighborhood have come to recognize 
and appreciate the genuine skill, warmth, friendliness, and enthusiasm 
that each developmentally disabled person has been able to bring to 
their community. 

This particular series of coordinated efforts to incorporate develop-
mentally disabled individuals into one inner-city Chicago neighbor-
hood, Logan Square, provides us with a powerful vision of the possi-
bilities of creative community building. It brings marginalized people 
out of isolation and back into the community so that others can appre-
ciate and benefit from their unique gifts and capacities. 

The chart on the following page shows how local developmentally 
disabled individuals can become connected with actual partners 
residing within their own community. 



Chart Three: One on One Relationships 

Restaurant 

DISABLED 
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Even in our rapid-paced, competitive modern world, every local 
community always has a great number of potentially hospitable places 
where the gifts and capacities of developmentally disabled people can 
be mobilized for the process of community building. The following is a 
list of some of the places where people labeled developmentally 
disabled were connected by the local neighborhood association: 

Animal Kingdom Pet Store 
Arroyos Barbershop 
Association House 
Avondale Presbyterian Church 
Bethel Lutheran Church 
Episcopal Church of the Advent 
First Spanish United Church of Christ 
Fourth Congregational Church of Logan Square 
Fullerton Avenue Merchants Association 
Grace United Methodist Church of Logan Square 
Griffin Theatre Company 
Grocerland 
Holstein Park 
Kimball Avenue Evangelical Church 
La Caridad Produce 
La Nueva Borinquena 
La Progressiva Day Care 
Las Estellas Unisex 
Logan Square Boys and Girls Club 
The Logan Square Neighborhood Association 
Logan Square YMCA 
Lutheran Day Nursery School 
Lydia's Cafe 
Norwegian American Hospital 
Palmer Square Arts Festival 
B.]. Richards Preschool 
Roosevelt University-Logan Square Extension 
St. John Berchman Catholic Church 
St. John Berchman Early Childhood Center 
St. Elizabeth Hospital 
St. Genevieve Church 
St. Luke's Lutheran Church 
St. Sylvesters' Bowling League 
Shakespeare 15th District Police Station 
Tacos Garcia 
Tania's Restaurant 
Theatre of the Reconstruction 
TOPS-Holstein Park 
Wizard Auto Details 
Zion Evangelical Lutheran Church 



Rather than being surrounded by social services that further isolate 
and exclude them, the chart on page 79 shows how developmentally 
disabled individuals can be placed into the very center of the commu-
nity as the result of a series of partnerships in which their unique gifts 
and capacities have been fully received and actualized as parts of the 
community building process. 

Sources for Further Reading About the Process of 
Creating Partnerships for People with Disabilities 
in the Process of Community Building 

McKnight, John L. "Redefining Community," Social Policy, Fall-Winter, 
1992: pp. 56-62. 

O'Connell, Mary. "Community Building in Logan Square: How a 
Community Grew Strong with the Contributions of People with Dis-
abilities," The Center for Urban Affairs and Policy Research, Northwest-
ern University, Evanston, Illinois, 1990. $4.00 

O'Connell, Mary. "The Gift of Hospitality: Opening the Doors of 
Community Life to People with Disabilities," The Center for Urban 
Affairs and Policy Research and the State of Illinois Department of 
Rehabilitation Services, Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois, 
1988. $4.00 
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Welfare Recipients and Community Renewal 

Although they are frequently categorized as a group and labeled by the 
fact that they are all recipients of public assistance, "welfare recipients" 
include a wide variety of individuals whose specific assets can make 
significant contributions to community-building efforts. "Welfare 
recipients" are usually served by institutions of public assistance that 
focus on maintaining provider/client relationships and not on develop-
ing alternative relationships that are reciprocal and problem-solving. 
Thus those individuals receiving welfare often become defined by their 
role as clients of the institution rather than as participants in an on-
going, ever-changing process. Moreover, as a labeled group, those 
individuals who are currently involved in the receipt of institutional-
ized services must now function with the additional handicap of being 
misunderstood and stigmatized by those members of the community 
who are not on welfare at the present time. As a result, welfare recipi-
ents frequently tend to become increasingly isolated and marginalized 
from the active life of the community. In other words, once individuals 
have been labeled as "welfare recipients" the talents and energies that 
they have to offer are usually left out of their community's inventory of 
assets, and their true ability to contribute in the present and future is 
systematically ignored. 

Rediscovering Welfare Recipients as Assets Within the 
Community 

What are the types of assets that welfare recipients may bring to the 
community in which they live? In spite of the fact that a particular 
individual is poor and has few economic resources, we must always 
remember that each person has a unique set of assets and attributes 
which the community can draw upon and develop. 

Skills, Abilities and Experience 

Every person has some skill, ability or experience at 
doing something productive. It might be household 
skills or maintenance skills; it might be care-giving skills 
or interpersonal skills. In other words, each person, 
even those who have very little income at the present 
time, has acquired certain useful skills either through 
some form of formal training or through participation in 
informal economic activities and learning experiences. 
Everybody has these kinds of capacities, and skills such 
as these can be utilized as important resources for 
community-building. 

WELFARE 
RECIPIENTS 
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Networking and Personal Relationships 

Every person has a group of other people with whom 
they interact, no matter how small or isolated that group 
may be. For example, the family unit almost always 
functions as one of the most important networks 
existing within a community. But in most instances each 
person also belongs to several other interconnective 
"networks" as well, and these informal networks 
represent just as much potential energy for the 
community as do those that are more formal in their 
structure. All the various kinds of both formal and 
informal connections that exist among people represent 
an important source of energy for community builders 
to tap into and should always be included in an 
inventory of the community's most valuable assets. 

Desires, Dreams and Creativity 

Every person, no matter how poor, has certain specific 
ideas about where he or she wants to be and what one 
wants to be doing in the future, and each person also 
uses individual creativity to attempt to make these 
dreams a reality. When people are able to combine their 
dreams and coordinate their efforts with other members 
of the community, the entire community can be 
strengthened from the energies that are released. 

Energy and Enthusiasm 

Welfare recipients want to have something better in 
their lives. As a result, they have a deeply felt enthusiasm 
for change, and, because of this, they represent a rich 
source of community-building power and potential. 

Releasing the potential power of welfare recipients means identifying 
and connecting their special energy to the energies of others and to 
the assets of the specific community in which they live. Welfare recipi-
ents are perfectly capable of relating creatively to the various institu-
tions, organizations and opportunities existing within their community 
in exactly the same manner as would any other individual. It is only 
because "welfare recipients" tend to be labeled and marginalized that 
their true potential as partners is often ignored. We must learn to 
think positively about the ways that individuals receiving publis assis-
tance can connect productively with all the others who are actively 
engaged in developing and improving their community. 



Mapping Community Assets to Discover Potential 
Partners for Welfare Recipients 

Now that we have identified at least some of the assets that welfare 
recipients can bring to the process of community-building, we must go 
on to examine the means by which neighborhood leaders can most 
effectively mobilize these assets and turn them to valuable resources 
for community-building. This effort to "connect" local welfare recipi-
ents with the process of community-building involves the utilization of 
a specific four-step process: 

First, make a thorough "capacity inventory" outlining all 
the various skills and assets for each of the welfare 
recipients with whom you are currently working. 

Next, compile an inventory of the key assets and 
resources of the community as these are represented by 
local individuals, associations, organizations, and 
institutions. When this has been done, it will be 
discovered that these community assets fall into the 
following categories: (a) citizens associations and not-
for-profit organizations of all types; (b) publicly funded 
institutions such as hospitals, parks, libraries, and 
schools; (c) the private sector including small 
businesses, banks and local branches of larger 
corporations; (d) local residents and special interest 
groups of "labeled people" such as "seniors," "youth," 
"disabled," and "artists." 

Then use the information that has been obtained from 
these inventories to build strong, concrete, mutually 
beneficial "partnerships" between local welfare 
recipients and the other individuals, organizations and 
associations that exist within the community. 

Finally, on the basis of these partnerships and the active 
participation of local welfare recipients in the 
community-building process, go on to build new 
relationships with resources that exist outside the 
immediate community. 

Chart One on the next page illustrates the kinds of relationships that 
can exist between local welfare recipients and their potential commu-
nity partners. 
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Chart One: Potential Partners 

PUBLIC INSTITUIONS: 
hospitals, community colleges, 

libraries 

THE PRIVATE SECTOR: 
businesses, banks, corporations 

WELFARE 
RECIPIE TS 

INDIVIDUALS: 
young people, artists, seniors 

ASSOCIATIONS: 
community development 
corporations, community 
organizations, churches 



Building Productive Relationships Between Welfare 
Recipients and the Community 

Let us now examine some of the means by which welfare recipients 
can be reintegrated into the ongoing life of the communities in which 
they live. 

Welfare Recipients and Community Associations 

Welfare recipients should be encouraged to connect with citizens 
associations of all kinds in order to plan how their community could 
be a more effective, safe and pleasant place for all the people who live 
within it. Thus, for example, a group of welfare recipients living in a 
Chicago public housing project organized a resident organization that 
enabled them to work effectively toward reducing the activities of 
gangs in their neighborhood and toward creating jobs for unemployed 
members of the community. 

In many communities all across the country, local organizations and 
associations have been formed in order to provide small loans to 
welfare recipients who are interested in becoming self-employed and 
no longer dependent on public aid. The creative work of the Womens' 
Self-Employment Project in Chicago, along with its sister organization 
in othercities, has produced enterprise stories like these: 

A woman and her cousin open a dress shop as the 
culmination of a shared childhood dream of turning 
their sewing abilities into a business. 

A mother and daughter team start a small catering truck 
business to sell their homemade Mexican food around 
their community. 

A woman expands her home-based business making 
beaded jewelry and is enabled to reach a much larger 
market. 

A woman uses her experience in trucking to start a 
business in the transportation industry. 

A man is able to borrow the small amount of money 
necessary for him to be able to turn his upholstery skills 
into a small business. 

A woman uses her cooking experience to start a bake 
shop and catering business. 

A woman is able to start a business making silk flowers 
and dried flower arrangements which she distributes 
directly to neighborhood customers and retailers. 
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In all of the previous examples, welfare recipients have been able to 
work their way out of poverty with the help and support of community 
organizations, and, as a result, have not only improved the quality of 
their own lives but have also enriched the lives of many others and 
built the local economy. 

Welfare Recipients Public Institutions 

There are many opportunities for connecting welfare recipients with 
public institutions such as schools, libraries, hospitals, and community 
colleges. Just as soon as reciprocal relationships are established, 
welfare recipients can begin to contribute their energies as effectively 
as anyone else to the on-going process of community development. 

In Chicago residents of a housing development work in 
close cooperation with citywide agencies to obtain 
contracts to maintain their own neighborhood housing. 

Residents of another Chicago housing development visit 
residents of a kibbutz in Israel in an effort to learn about 
cooperative life styles which might be transferable to 
their own community. 

The Pike Place Market in Seattle, after surviving the 
destruction that was planned in city redevelopment 
efforts, regenerates itself by offering a medical clinic, 
child care, a senior center, housing units, a food bank 
and food coupon program, and a home for street youth. 

The Portland Saturday Market lowers its vendors' fees 
so as to allow the participation of individuals from all 
income levels including the large homeless encampment 
that exists in the neighborhood. 

Informal markets like the Maxwell Street Market in 
Chicago generate income for the individuals who come 
together there on the weekends for a variety of different 
kinds of exchanges. Some of vendors come to 
supplement their welfare checks through the invention 
of a product or service that they can sell or trade at the 
market. Individuals who set up booths at the market 
come to know each other, count on each other, and 
respect each other's informal rights to full participation. 

Once community leaders have facilitated the release of the community-
building power of welfare recipients into the local situation, produc-
tive relationships can be expanded beyond the scope of the local 
community itself. But the most important thing to remember is that 
active participation is the key. At each level the goal is to make welfare 
recipients into the producers of their own well-being by connecting 
them with other sources of power. Whether this activity is social, 



economic or political, in each and every instance an active producer 
and user of energy contributes much more to the future of the com-
munity than an isolated individual trapped in welfare dependency 
whose potential has not been developed or properly connected. 

Welfare Recipients and the Private Sector 

Welfare recipients can be profitably connected with businesses in the 
private sector by creating innovative ways to support and promote new 
enterprises that will provide the particular goods and services that they 
require. 

The East Side Market in Cleveland has a special 
relationship with the local community and its people. 
Because it is situated in a poor neighborhood, this 
market has made arrangements to accept food stamps in 
its produce stalls in order to encourage community 
residents to do their food shopping there. Vendors also 
regularly offer specials at drastically reduced prices to 
customers in the neighborhood. 

An organization in Hartford works with welfare 
recipients to help them move to a job or self-
employment. Local banks provide small commercial 
loans to graduates of the self-employment program 
which they have established and also supply ongoing 
entrepreneurial support for the new ventures generated 
by this program. 

Welfare Recipients and Other Individuals Within 
the Community 

Welfare recipients should be encouraged to make mutually supportive 
connections with family members, neighbors and friends, as well as 
members of other specific groups such as seniors and youth. 

A group of homeless women with children are working 
together to create a housing cooperative in which they 
will provide care for each other's children and also 
share in community meal preparation several days a 
week Their combined effort means that they will be 
involved in every aspect of planning, purchasing, 
remodeling, and maintaining their new home. 

Homeless men work together on a farm project which 
enables them to grow produce and receive the proceeds 
from their own labor. Combining the energies of these 
individuals and local farmers leads to the creation of 
new relationships which help to solve problems of 
homelessness and unemployment. 
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In ways such as these, mutual exchanges help people to manage their 
daily responsibilities and provide the strength and perspective that are 
required to overcome adversity and make a positive contribution to 
the community. 

All of these stories present specific examples of how mutually benefi-
cial partnerships can be established between local welfare recipients 
and community leaders who are active in both the public and private 
aspects of the community. Partnerships of these kinds are not only 
successful in themselves but also will usually lead to the discovery of 
other forms of linkage that will activate even more of the community's 
hidden assets for the purpose of constructive community-building. 

Chart Two on page 91 shows how local welfare recipients can become 
connected with actual partners existing within the community in 
which those welfare recipients currently reside. 

Chart Three on page 92 represents the complex network of actual 
partnerships that might exist for local welfare recipients who have 
been fully integrated as dynamic community assets. 



Chart Two: Strengthening Partnerships 
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RECIPIENTS 

YOUTH 

A group of homeless women with 
children work together to create a 

housing cooperative in which 
they will provide care for each 

other's children and also shares in 
preparation several days each 

week. 

A group of welfare recipients 
living in a housing development 
organize a resident organization 

which enables them to work 
effectively toward reducing gang 
activities in their neighborhood 

and toward creating jobs for 
unemployed residents. 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
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Chart Three: One-on-One Relationships 

Churches 

WELFARE 
RECIPIENTS 

Seniors 

Community-
Based 

Organizations 



Sources and Contacts for the "Stories" in this Section 

Chicago Coalition for the Homeless 
1325 S. Wabash 
Chicago, IL 60605 
(312) 435-4548 

Cleveland East Side Market 
105th and St. Claire 
Cleveland, OH 
(216) 543-1144 

Earthwise Education Center 
Syracuse, NY 

Good Faith Fund 
1210 Cherry Street, Suite 9 
Pine Bluff, AR 71601 

Hartford College for Women 
Programs for Women Interested in 

Self Employment 
50 Elizabeth Street 
Hartford, CT 06105 
(203) 236-1215, ext. 234 

The Homeless Women's Project and Women's 
Initative for Self Employment 

201 Mission, Sixth Floor 
San Francisco, CA 94105 
(415) 624-3351 

Institute for Social and Economic Development 
1901 Broadway, Suite 313 
Iowa City, IA 52240 
(319) 338-5824 

Maxwell Street Market 
Maxwell Street and Sangamon 
Chicago, IL 

North Coast Opportunities 
Bright Center Rural Economic Development 

Project 
413 North State 
Ukiah, CA 95482 
(707) 462-1954 

L 
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Pike Place Market 
85 Pike Street, Room 500 
Seattle, WA 98101 

Portland Saturday Market 
108 West Burnside 
Portland, OR 97209 
(503) 222-6072 

Women's Self Employment Project 
166 W. Washington Street, Suite 730 
Chicago, IL 60602 
(312) 606-8255 



Artists and Community Renewal 

If we start with the idea that art and culture can be found not only in 
museums and similar institutions but also in the everyday lives of 
ordinary people, we are already closer to uncovering the true artistic 
and cultural resources that can be found in local communities. Artists 
are still too often looked upon as members of a professional elite 
whose services are brought into a community by well-
intentioned sponsors in order to beautify, enrich and enhance 
the quality of life in that community. Although cosmetic beauti-
fication of this sort has certain positive aspects, this process 
totally ignores the possibility of genuine artistic renaissance 
and revitalization that might be made possible through the 
development and utilization of the talents already existing 
within the community itself. 

The problem is that many members of the community who 
have true artistic ability do not look upon themselves as "art-
ists." They do not recognize the importance of the contribu-
tions that they might be able to make to the development of 
the cultural life of the community as a whole. These potential 
artists need to be encouraged to express themselves in ways 
that reflect the values, problems and traditions that are unique to their 
community. Direct response to creative work of this kind from their 
neighbors and other members of the community can create a greatly 
increased sense of social cohesion and help to shatter the poisonous 
myths that still exist of inner city "voicelessness" and apathy. In other 
words, local artists can help to create a revivified perspective from 
which can be derived the strength and vision that are required in order 
to heal sick, fragmented, internally divided neighborhoods and re-
connect them with their genuine roots and uncompromised futures. 

Rediscovering Artists as Assets Within the Community 

In attempting to list the specific type of assets that artists can bring to 
the process of community-building, we must always remember that in 
terms of skill and talent each artist is absolutely unique and has a 
unique place within the configuration of the developing community. 
Nevertheless, certain qualities are common to all individuals who have 
artistic skills. 

Tradition. Certain traditions may play the dominant role in a 
particular community, but, as a general rule, most communities are an 
amalgam of many specific traditions. In fact, it is the unique quality of 
this combination that provides a given community with its particular 
character and identity. The skills and visions of local artists are often 
linked to these traditions, and it is artists of this sort who keep these 
traditions alive and flexible enough to change in response to the on-
going needs of the community. 

LOCAL 
ARTISTS 
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Culture. The culture of a particular community is always unique to 
that community. It is composed of the many strands of history, experi-
ence and tradition that knit that community into a distinct entity. 
Artists are "weavers" whose skills help to keep this communal fabric 
intact. They also have the ability to create new patterns within it in 
response to current community needs and demands. 

Skills. Some of the skills that an artist has may have been learned 
and developed formally in the home or neighborhood. Other skills 
may have been learned in more formal situations such as school or 
work No matter how their skills have been acquired, artists are almost 
always eager to share the skills they have learned with others who are 
as yet untrained. These transmissible skills are an important part of a 
community's assets and should always be linked to the process of 
community-building. 

Vision and Creativity. An artist's skills are the means through 
which a personal vision is expressed. But often these visions have 
much more than private significance. The personal visions that artists 
create can provide patterns through which a community can learn to 
relate to its past experience and present challenges. The artist's vision 
can even create new possibilities for community growth and further 
development. 

Productivity. By expressing their personal visions through the 
skills they have acquired, artists create "products" that may have com-
mercial as well as aesthetic value. Works of art and personal expres-
sion can become the basis for various cottage industries that will bring 
new sources of revenue into the community. 

Self-Expression and Self-Esteem. Artists take pride in their work 
This pride grows in proportion to the acceptance of their work within 
the community. Acceptance of this kind contributes not only to the 
artist's sense of self-esteem but also to the community's positive 
recognition of its own unique character and value. 

Mapping Community Assets to Discover Potential 
Partners for Local Artists 

Now that we have identified at least some of the assets that local artists 
can bring to the process of community building, we must go on to 
examine the means by which neighborhood leaders can most effec-
tively mobilize these assets and turn them into valuable resources for 
community building. This effort to "connect" local artists with the 
process of community building involves the utilization of a specific 
four-step process: 



First, make a thorough "capacity inventory" outlining all 
the various skills and assets for each of the local artists 
with whom you are currently working. 

Next, compile an inventory of the key assets and 
resources of the community as these are represented by 
local individuals, associations, organizations, and 
institutions. When this has been done, it will be 
discovered that these community assets fall into the 
following categories: (a) citizens associations and not-
for-profit organizations of all types; (b) publicly funded 
institutions such as hospitals, parks, libraries, and 
schools; (c) the private sector including small 
businesses, banks and local branches of larger 
corporations; (d) local residents and special interest 
groups of "labeled people" such as "seniors," "youth," 
"disabled," and other "artists." 

Then use the information that has been obtained from 
these inventories to build strong, concrete, mutually 
beneficial "partnerships" between local artists and the 
other individuals, organizations and associations that 
exist within the community. 

Finally, on the basis of these "partnerships" and the 
active participation of local artists in the community 
building process, go on to build new relationships with 
resources that exist outside the immediate community. 

Chart One on the next page illustrates the kinds of relationships that 
can exist between local artists and their potential community partners. 

Building Productive Relationships Between Artists 
and the Community 

Listed below are exemplary cases of how the artistic assets of various 
communities have been linked with the other resources of these 
communities in order to create new possibilities for community devel-
opment. 

Local Artists and Community Associations 

Citizens Associations 

Every neighborhood has a wide variety of citizens 
associations that promote and support the work of local 
artists. For example, here is a partial listing of the 
various community associations that promote the work 
of local artists in the Logan Square community of 
Chicago: Bucktown Arts Fest Committee, Copernicus 
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Chart One: Potential Partners 

PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS: 

hospitals, community colleges, 
libraries 

THE PRIVATE SECTOR: 

businesses, banks, corporations 

ARTISTS 

INDIVIDUALS: 

young people, seniors, welfare 
recipients 

ASSOCIATIONS: 

community development 
corporations, community 
organizations, churches 



Center, Holstein Park Arts and Crafts Committee, 
Kosciuszko Park Arts and Crafts Committee, Logan 
Square Neighborhood Association, Palmer Square Fest 
Committee, and Ruiz Belvis Cultural Center. 

Religious Institutions 

A group of local artists begin a program encouraging 
creative expression for youth through drama and music 
at a neighborhood church. As a result, the youth from 
the church and from the community put on a number of 
performances for the congregation and the community. 
(UCRP) 

A northside Chicago church allows a local theatre 
company to rehearse in its building in return for 
allowing the church's parishioners to attend its 
productions free of charge. (UCRP) 

A symphony orchestra is given free space at a local 
church for rehearsal, and in return members of the 
congregation enjoy the symphony during occasional 
worship services and are allowed to attend full 
performances free of charge. (North Shore) 

Cultural Organizations 

Most museums are free on Tuesdays-so an art teacher 
at one park district decided to offer an art class that 
would meet in one of the community's art museums 
every Tuesday. As a result, students are now able to go 
through exhibits and obtain information that will 
encourage and strengthen their own art work (Ekhert) 

Local Artists and Public Institutions 

Parks 

A community art gallery had more works of art that it 
could put on display, and in the neighborhood park one 
of the buildings had a large unoccupied room. As a 
result, the park agreed to let the gallery use this spare 
room for additional display space. Now the park has a 
cultural display area which is available to the public and 
discovers that some people now visit the park to see this 
display who might never otherwise have had a reason to 
use the park facilities. At the same time, the art gallery 
gets more display space, and the artists that this gallery 
represents get broader and longer lasting exposure for 
their work (Beverly) 
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A neighborhood park sponsored an art class for teens 
and adults that would provide them with the drawing 
and painting skills necessary for creating a community 
mural. Local artists were brought in to discuss their 

as well as to demonstrate the techniques 
appropriate for mural work. The class also was placed in 
contact with a local historical society that could provide 
essential information about the evolution of the 
neighborhood. As a possible site for the mural they 
planned to paint, the group chose a park wall that was 
sprayed with graffiti. (Ekhert) 

Local artists display their work in park display cases and 
on blank, unused walls. (Orr, etc.) 

Local artists display and/or sell their work at 
neighborhood art fairs sponsored by community parks. 
(Wicker, etc.) 

A professional photographer whose child was active in 
local park activities allowed his child to borrow his 
equipment in order to photograph the activities 
happening in the park. (Wicker) 

Libraries 

A local artist takes advantage of the library's display 
cases to exhibit her cross-stitching. (Scottsdale) 

A librarian arranges for the work of local Korean artists 
to be shown at suburban libraries in neighborhoods 
with large Korean populations. (Albany Park) 

A librarian invites a local Polish dance teacher to stage a 
performance with his students at the library. (Portage-
Cragin) 

Community Colleges 

A local community college has established an artist-in-
residence program in which the purpose is to enable the 
artist to work on his personal style for a year without 
having to worry about income and also for the artist to 
"humanize and demystify the world of art for the 
everyday individual." As a part of this program, the artist 
visits civic, arts and community groups as well as local 
schools giving lectures, workshops and demonstrations. 
He works out of a donated storefront in town and 
encourages the public to drop by and watch him work. 
(Central Florida) 



A community college hires a neighborhood artist to lead 
an art tour of the community in which the students will 
visit various art and sculpture museums as well as the 
studios of other local artists. (Long Island) 

A community college hosts a concert of performances 
by young music students enrolled in a Suzuki program. 
(Queensborough) 

Schools 

A city-wide organization that finds work for local artists 
provides an artist-in-residence for an elementary school 
where this artist spends six months making murals with 
the students over the walls of the school. Oohnson) 

A school decides to sponsor a community arts festival in 
which entries are accepted from students at the high 
school and all the elementary schools, as well as from 
community artists. (Orr) 

Police 

In many communities local police departments have 
worked with neighborhood artists to create crime 
prevention posters and to organize the painting of 
murals on walls and fences formerly covered with gang 
grafitti. 

Hospitals 

A hospital employee who is on the board of the 
neighborhood arts council photocopies fliers for a 
community arts fair and circulates these flyers to all 
other employees of the hospital. (Lutheran) 

A local artist spends a sabbatical as artist-in-residence at 
a community hospital where he uses an old kitchen as 
his studio and employs other local artists to paint 
murals and graphics and to put on performances at the 
hospital. He stimulates patients and staff to make art 
themselves, "negating the feeling that art has been 
imposed on them." (Senior) 

Local Artists and the Private Sector 

Local banks and merchants associations frequently 
sponsor and provide exhibition space for the work of 
local artists. Sometimes monetary awards and/or 
scholarships are also supplied by these representatives 
of the private sector in order to encourage and improve 
the artistic standards of the community. 
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Local Artists and Individuals Within the Community 

Local Residents 

The work of local artists has as its source and 
inspiration the daily lives of local residents of the 
community. By giving expression to shared values and 
aspirations, local artists in turn inspire local residents to 
participate in projects, mural painting and 
neighborhood craft fairs. 

Persons with Disabilities 

Local artists often contribute to the lives of disabled 
people in the community by creating works of art that 
are accessible to them and by teaching informal classes 
that encourage disabled people to participate in various 
modes of self-expression. 

Welfare Recipients 

The work of local artists can be a source of genuine 
inspiration to the most economically disadvantaged 
members of the community. Activities such as mural 
painting and arts and craft fairs offer opportunities for 
even the poorest residents to make meaningful and 
inspiring contributions to their community. 

Youth 

Local companies donate paint for young artists and 
youth to collaborate on the designing and painting of 
murals in the community. (Tacoma) 

Youth become involved with a local youth shelter by 
doing some cooking. Then they decide to make a 
promotional video for the shelter. They write the script, 
film the video, and make connections with a local cable 
company to edit and market it. (Snohomish) 

At a community-based youth center, youth hang out and 
eventually come together as groups to design their own 
artistic projects. A youth is on the board of directors, 
and youth visit schools to lead workshops on the issues 
addressed by their performances. (Aunt Martha's) 

Seniors 

Seniors learn traditional Greek fabric art and cross-
stitching and then display their works at a senior center 
operated by the Department of Aging. (Greek) 



An 85-year-old Mexican-American woman teaches a six-
week traditional art and pottery course to other senior 
citizens at the Mexican Fine Arts Museum. (Mexican) 

In all of these stories we have seen how local artists have been able to 
become active in the community building process by entering into a 
series of successful "partnerships" with neighborhood organizations, 
institutions and/or groups of people with special interests. In partner-
ships like these, both partners in the relationship win, and when this 
happens, a strong incentive is created to build even further on these 
relationships and establish new projects that will continue to enhance 
the strength and solidarity of the entire community. 

Chart Two on the next page shows how a local artist can become 
connected with actual partners existing within the community in 
which that particular artist currently resides. 

Chart Three then represents the complex network of actual partner-
ships that might exist for a local artist whose talents have been fully 
utilized as a dynamic community asset. 
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Chart Two: Strengthening Partnerships 

A city-wide organization that finds work 
for local artists provides an artist in 
residence for an elementary school where 
this artist spends six months making 
murals with the students over the walls of 
the school. 

Artists living in the community means 
that the community will gain by having 
studios, galleries, gift shops, and other 
developments related to local artists' 
accomplishments. 

LOCAL 
ARTISTS 
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SENIORS 

Local artists act as teachers and sources 
of inspiration to local young people. 
Often local artists act as judges at local 
schools and art fairs helping to define 
and maintain the aesthetic standards of 
the community. 

Neighborhood associations connect local 
artists with community activities such as 
art fairs, cultural festivals, etc., where 
their work will be seen and appreciated. 
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Chart Three: One-on-One Relationships 
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Sources and Contacts for the "Stories" in This Section 

Albany Park 

Aunt Martha's 

Ekhert 

Greek 

Johnson 

Lutheran 

North Shore 

Orr 

Portage-Cragin 

Albany Park Library 
5150 N. Kimball Avenue 
Chicago, IL 60625 
(312) 744-1933 (Chahee Stanfield, 
Branch Head) 

Aunt Martha's 
4343 Lincoln Highway, Suite 340 
Matteson, IL 60443 
(708) 747-2701 Oennifer Kneeland) 

Ekhert Park 
1330 W. Chicago Avenue 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 294-4710 (Mickey Maher) 

Greek-American Community Service Center 
3940 N. Pulaski 
Chicago, IL 60641 
(312) 545-0303 Oohn Pstharis) 

Johnson Elementary School 
1420 S. Albany 
Chicago, IL 60623 
(312) 534-1830 (Mattie Tyson, Principal) 

Lutheran Medical Center 
150 55th Street 
Brooklyn, NY 10467 
(718) 630-7000 (Mary Theresa McKenna, 
Assistant Director of Community Relations) 

North Shore Baptist Church 
5244 N. Lakewood 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 728-4200 (Pastor Marcus Pomeroy) 

Orr Community Academy 
730 N. Pulaski 
Chicago, IL 60624 
(312) 265-5000 

Portage-Cragin Library 
5108 W. Belmont 
Chicago, IL 60641 
(312) 744-0152 (Carol Tarsitano, Branch Head) 



Scottsdale 

Senior 

Snohomish 

Tacoma 

UCRP 

Wicker 

Scottsdale Library 
4101 W. 79th Street 
Chicago, IL 60652 
(312) 747-0193 (Bernadette Nowakowski, 
Children's Librarian) 

Peter Senior 
Department of Architecture & Landscape 
Manchester Polytechnic 
Manchester 
M15 6HA 

Snohomish Youth Initiative 
917 134th Street SW, #A6 
Everett, WA 98204 
(206) 742-5911 (Laura Putnam) 

Washington Leadership Institute 
Tacoma-Pierce County Office 
P.O. Box 377 
Tacoma, WA 98401 
(206) 596-2501 Oennifer Kurkoski) 

United Church of Rogers Park 
Ashland & Morse Avenues 
Chicago, IL 60626 
(312) 761-2500 (Rev. Kerm Krueger) 

Wicker Park 
1500 N. Wicker 
Chicago, IL 
(312) 276-1723 (Greg Chrobak) 
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