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CHAPTER 6
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Community Practice

The term community practice encompasses a number of different methods, 3|
of which are focused on creating change in the social environment. These
methods include organizing, planning, development, and change (Gamble §
Weil, 2010). Community organizing is the process of bringing people together
to work for needed change. Community planning involves collecting data, an-
alyzing a situation, and developing strategies to move from a problem toa
solution. Community development is the process of helping individuals im-
prove the conditions of their lives by increased involvement in the social and
economic conditions of their communities. Community change is the desired
outcome, whether it means adding needed services, shifting the balance of
power from the haves to the have-nots, reducing isolation, or developing and
implementing more effective policies. Community practitioners are involved
in recruiting community members, identifying community strengths and
problems, planning change efforts, developing strategies and tactics needed to
carry out change efforts, supporting and encouraging group members, raising
needed resources, and evaluating their efforts.

. Communities can be made up of groups of people with common identi-
ties or interests or of people living in the same geographic area. For example.
someone may be a part of the Hmong or Navajo community (community of
identity), the environmental or social work community (community of in-
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happened in the various movements for civil rights in the United States and

around the world.

Although most social work practitioners concentrate on interventions
with individuals and small groups, the problems that social workers con-
front cannot be adequately addressed by this type of work alone. To begin
to solve the immense problems that confront us, such as poverty, homeless-
ness, oppression, hunger, child abuse, and domestic violence, to name just
a few, social workers must engage community members in social change
efforts. Without this step, the problems society faces will continue to worsen,
and the suffering of social work clients will continue to increase. Consider
the reasons for organizing, as described in Box 6.7. By focusing on changing
the social environment, community practice brings hope to those who
are locked out of the mainstream of society and thus works toward ensuring

social justice.

Roles [

Social work practitioners take on a variety of roles when working with com-
munities. These roles include community organizer, community planner, ad-
vocate, researcher/evaluator, fundraiser, and trainer/teacher.

Community organizers bring people in a community together to work to-
ward some type of social change. They work with existing groups or help form
new groups that utilize the strengths or assets of community members to cre-

ate needed change.

Box 6.7 More About...The Goals of Organizing _|J

Somewhere in the Deep South, on the road that runs from
New Orleans to Atlanta, an 80-year-old woman s living
alone in a shack by the roadside. If you are driving along
that road, you can sometimes see her going painfully along
in the long grass beside the highway. She is looking for
the drink bottles the motorists throw out the windows of
their cars as they go past at 70 miles an hour. Tomorrow a
child will come by her shack to collect the bottles and bring
them to the grocery downtown and will bring the 5 cents a
bottle she gets back to the old woman to buy food

Or if you were walking the dirt streets of a town not far
from there, you might have seen a child playing in the road.
He is throwing his toy into the air, chasing it, picking it up,
and throwing it again. You come closer. It is a dead bird.

Make no mistake. Organizing is not just about strat-
egies, about analyses, about tactics. Organizing is about
people, about the old woman with her drink bottles and the
child with his dead bird. Organizing is about the “welfare
cheats,” the “deadbeats,” the *punks”—everyone else this
socety locks out and shuts in.

What would she or he say, that famous poor person the
“leaders" of this country so often talk about, and so rarely
talk with, if given the chance to speak?

That | needed a home, and you gave me food stamps.
That | needed a job, and you got me on welfare
That my family was sick, and you gave us your used clothes.

That | needed my pride and dignity as a human being, and you
gave me surplus beans

Let us not forget, when we talk of violence, that the
death of a young mother in childbirth is violent, that
the slow starvation of the mind and body of a child is
violent. Let us not forget that hunger is violent, that
pain s violent, that oppression Is violent, that early
death is violent. And that death of hope s the most
violent of all

The organizer brings hope to the people

Source: Kahn (1994)




