Students as
Community
O~ganizers

By Seth Borgos

Volunteers work
with low-income
citizens to help
them combat
common problems.

ught out of his element. the

Aemphis city traffic engi-

leer was visibly uncomfor-

able. He was accustomed
w wurnng with traffic counts, mas-
ter plans, engineering specifications
—the tools of his profession—not
with the people affected by his
policies.

Yet here in his office folks from
a down-on-the-heels neighborhood
were telling him how hard it was
to cross the strects, explaining how
traffic flooded the streets when the
shift broke at three nearby factories,
pointing to a map on which they
had marked their neighborhood’s
worst danger zones. They were tell-
ing him how to do his business.

Some sign of the engineer’s feel-
ings, a trace of condescension or
indifference, must have shown on
his face, because the people in that
group detected it. And they resented
it, They did not leave until they
managed to extract a promise that
a traffic survey would be conducied
in the neighborhood within four
weeks. They were pleased that they
had accomplished something.

As they walked back to their cars,
they plotted strategy for the next
meeting with the engineer—ijust in
casc he welched on his promise.

Most of these folks had never
been to City Hall before. They
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didn’t think of themselves as neigh-
borhood leaders, or activists, or
protestors. Yet there they were, try-
ing to exert some control over the
policies which determine the fate of
their community. Their lives had
been transformed in a significant
way. These Tennesseans were mem-
bers of the newly formed College
Park Community Organization, an
affiliate of ACORN, the Association
of Community Organizations for
Reform Now.

ACORN is a grass-roots member-
ship organization of low- and mod-
crate-income people. Its purpose is
to give people power over the insti-
tutions and forces which dominate
their lives. Founded in Arkansas in
1970, ACORN has grown to mem-
bership of more than 10,000 fami-
lies organized into some [350 local
neighborhood groups in 11 states.

Organizations don’t appear out of
thin air. They are consciously orga-
nized. In the case of Memphis’ Col-
lege Park Community, the organizer
was Cecilia McCartney, a Pennsyl-
vania State University undergrad-
vate in Community Development
who worked as a volunteer for
ACORN last spring and summer,

When she returned to Penn State
last fall, she was the only student in
her classes who had put theory into
practice. At a professor’s request,
she made a presentation in which
she led her fellow students through
practical exercises based on her
training and experience gained with
ACORN,

Cecilia’s experiences show how
much a student volunteer can learn
—and do—as a community orga-
nizer. She began on March 7 with
six weeks of on-the-job training un-
der the supervision of an experi-
enced ACORN organizer, John
Beam. John drew the boundaries of
the College Park neighborhood on
a cily map.

For the most part, the residents
of the College Park area are mod-
erate-income homeowners. The west
side of the neighborhood is pre-
dominantly white, with a large pro-
portion of elderly people. As one
moves east through the neighbor-
hood, the proportion of black resi-
dents increases. Most of the blacks
have moved into the neighborhood
fairly recently, and the two groups

have been predictably suspicious of
one another.

Cecilia began her first week by
taking advantage of the few contacts
ACORN already had in the neigh-
borhood. The first person she con-
tacted was Emily Anderson, who
lived on the western edge of the
College Park arca. (With the ex-
ception of ACORN stafil members,
all names in this article have been
changed.} John knew that this
woman had run for political office,
had campaigned for several Repub-
lican candidates, and always worked
at the polls, He figured she would
know the names of many “civic-
minded” people in the area.

Emily Anderson knew plenty of
names, but mostly of long-time white
residents. Each of her contacts pro-
vided Cecilia with the names of
more people. For two weeks she
criss-crossed the central and west-
ern portions of the neighborhood,
developing this network of contacts.
Eventually the trail began to lead in
circles, the names repeating them-
selves. In order to bring in new peo-
ple, p~-icularly the vounger black
familics, Cecilia would have to “hit
the doors.”

Systematic door-knocking is the
heart of an ACORN organizing
drive. Door-knocking has a number
of purposes: to familiarize the peo-
ple of the neighborhood with
ACORN, to encourage them to
come to the opening meeting of the
group, to identify potential leaders
for the new group, 1o determine
what people consider to be the com-
munity’s major problems.

om a broader perspective,

he significance of door-

mocking is that the organ-

zer establishes direct con-
tact wih almost everyone without
going through intermediaries. It is
all too easy to organize a commu-
nity group dominated by a small
clique of self-appointed neighbor-
hood spokesmen. Door-knocking
brings in new blood and democra-
tizes the process. In a racially di-
vided neighborhood like College
Park this is particularly important
because it helps to ensure participa-
tion by both groups.

Every organizer develops a stan-
dard “rap™ which he or she uses on
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the doors. Cecilia’s went something
like this:

“Hi, Mrs. Roberts, my name is
Cecilia McCartney, and 1 work with
ACORN, Mrs, JTones suggested that
I talk to you about it. The letters in
ACORN stand for Association of
Community Organizations for Re-
form Now. There are ACORN
groups in 11 states now, nine right
here in Memphis, You may have
heard how the ACORN group south
of here in Binghampton prevented
a bus barn from coming into the
neighborhood. The Binghampton
neighbors got together on that prob-
lem and decided that other prob-
lems too, like poor trash pick-up,
could be better solved by an orga-
nized group instead of one or two
people trying alone. Mrs. Roberts,
what would you like to see a neigh-
borhood group do?”

Cecilia jotted down the neighbor-
hood problems “Mrs. Roberts” men-
tioned. After she had finished, Ce-
cilia told her about other people in
the neighborhood who felt the same
way and asked her if she would like
to become involved in an ACORN
group. Some of the more enthusias-
tic people joined the organization
right on the spot. Others promised
to attend the first meeting. Gener-
ally Cecilia would end the conver-
sation by thanking “Mrs, Roberts”
for her time and leaving an article
about ACORN from one of the lo-
cal newspapers.

sactions to the knocking

anged from deep suspi-

sion to avid interest. Older

esidents in the western
¢ . .he neighborhood were the
least receptive, but even here there
were several exceptions.

An early ACORN enthusiast was
Bill Rice. Bill, who had a union
background, was anxious to convert
his enthusiasm into action. To-
gether, he and Cecilia signed up half
his block as ACORN members.

Bill Rice was one of eight neigh-
borhood residents whom Cecilia in-
vited to attend the first meeting of
the organizing committee, on March
28, just three weeks after she started
making contacts, At the meeting,
the group discussed neighborhood
issues such as lack of places for
children to play, rat-infested lots,
and high utility bills.

4

Cecilia again described ACORN
and the ACORN model of neigh-
borhood organizing. The group de-
cided to use it. They wrote a letter
which would be sent out, under all
their signatures, to the entire neigh-
borhood. The letter invited neigh-
borhood residents to attend a big
meeting in one month, on April 25,
at a local church.

The second and third organizing
committee meetings were character-
ized by mounting enthusiasm and
commitment. The folks were talking
about “our group,” “us’'—in orga-
nizing parlance, they were beginning
to “own the group.”

At the third committee session,
six weeks after Cecilia started the
organizing drive and a week before
the big meeting, she mentioned that
there were still 200 doors in the
neighborhood that hadn’t been
knocked on, and she doubted that
she’d be able to hit all of them in
time. Bill Rice assumed leadership
and organized community members
to complete the door-knocking.

Between 40 and 50 neighborhood
people attended the April 25 meet-
ing. Bill Rice moderated. The chair-
man of another local ACORN group
described what his organization had
already accomplished.

The content and tone of the
meeting impressed Cecilia. People
seemed ready to do something to
improve their community, and they
seemed to understand the advan-
tages of being organized. The group
decided to visit the traffic engineer’s
office to discuss the dangerous lack
of stop and speed limit signs and to
invite the local gas company to in-
spect some rat-infested vacant lots
it owned in the College Park area.

With the completion of the Col-
lege Park organizing drive Cecilia’s
formal training period was over.
She had, with only limited guidance
from her supervisor, organized a
neighborhood group, the essential
building block of ACORN. Despite
this very substantial accomplish-
ment, her organizing perspective
was still rather limited. She had yet
to test her skills outside the nar-
rowly circumscribed model of the
organizing drive,

Cecilia was transferred to Con-
way, Arkansas, a small city (popu-

lation approximately 15,000) 30
miles northwest of Little Rock. She
was the only ACORN staff member
in Conway. At times she felt lonely,
but as she immersed herself in the
challenges of the job she became
more and more comfortabl n her
new home,

The toughest challenge initially
was learning to manage her time.
She was no longer following a neat,
step-by-step model. and her super-
visor was 30 miles away. She now
had to work with four groups in-
stead of one, and each group was
in a different stage of development.
She had to balance responsibilities
to local campaigns already in prog-
ress and statewide campaigns to
which Conway was expected to con-
tribute.

Cecilia’s work schedule reflected
these multiple demands. Morning
and early afternoon was a time to
do paperwork, make fliers, scan the
Conway and Little Rock news-
papers, falk to city and state offi-
cials, do research, and contact
ACORN members who were home
during the day. Midafternoon to
dusk was door-knocking time. { This
is the period of the day when peo-
ple are most likely to be home and
receptive to a stranger knocking on
their door.) Neig arhood group
meetings were normally scheduled
in the evening.

Other ACORN group activities,
commonly fumped under the word
“actions,” might take place at any
time of the day or night, depending
on the target of the “action.”

Cecilia chose to work particularly
closely with the Pine Area Commu-
nity Organization, the youngest of
the existing Conway groups. The
Pine Area community had suffered
from the conspicuous neglect of the
city government, and the members
were ready to fight. For six weeks
the group did an action a week.
Several of the actions concerned va-
cant houses in the neighborhood.
Three weeks after the initial action
one of the worst of the houses was
torn down by the city. These quick
results spurred the group om, and
by the beginning of August, three
months after Cecilia arrived in Con-
way, the group had doubled its
membership to some 50 families,

Working with the Pine Area Com-




































*h more com-

's the student

Juite a high

e of idealism

‘ompletes the

ct but never
wans (0 touch any-
thing with a social
content again.”

ing into our office usking what we
are going 1o do abour semething or
telling us what he or she has already
donc. Those moments are relatively
rare. Much more common is the
student with quite a high degree of
idcalism who completes the project
but never wants to touch anything
with a social content again,

Kydd: If a student comes to you
with a project which. based on your
experience. is nol going to work out
as he or she thinks it will, do you
cver say, “No. that isnt going to
make it"?

Sigmon: Yes. Somctimes we let it
go. After all, we don’t really know.
This is an art form for which we
have no precise measures.
Dickson: And sometimes we plan
with our eyes closed. Recently we

developed a one-to-one project at
the University of York. A spastic
who couldn’t feed or dress himself
or take notes won a place at the
University and appealed to us for
one or two volunteers to look after
him, We provided them and he got
his degrec.

I am now critical of my own staff
because we failed to mobilize 10 or
15 different resources. First of all,
it might have been the role of the
volunteers to shame some of the
3,000 students at the University into
assisting with the duties in relays.

York is the headquarters of the
eastern region of British Railways.
Young technical apprentices could
have come from their workshops to
the student’s room to develop engi-
neering devices that would swing
him into the bath. off the toilet seat,
onto the bed. It would have been a
marvelous challenge to their blos-
soming technological skills, and
other handicapped students could
have benefited from both devices
and the designs for them.

York also is the headquarters of
the great chocolate firm, Rowntrees,
which also employs hundreds of
workers, Its charitable foundation
could have helped with finances.

And the high schools from which
these two student volunteers origi-
nally came could surely have de-
vised special equipment in their
workshop labs. And local high
schools in York could have ex-
tended personal hospitality to them
at weekends and involved them, in
their off-duty hours, in sport and
recreational activities.

| sorts of human resources

rould have been mobilized.

nstead of two student vol-

inteers sacrificing a whole
year to rather boring and disagree-
able tasks, they could have acted as
advocates for the student and mo-
bilized dozens of different local or-
ganizations to provide more and
better services,

It was the role of my staff to have
given this multiplicity of ideas to
the students. We missed our chance
to convert a simple service project
with little learning potential for the
two volunteers into an advocacy
situation involving many people in
tasks that could aid not just one but
many handicapped students.

Leaving it to the volunteers to go
about their daily duties was a fail-
ing of the perceptions of our head-
quarters staff.§

Articles on Advocacy

Readers may wish to refer to
the following Synergis articles re-
lated to advocacy. Reprints are
available from NSVP, 806 Connec-
ticut Avenue, N.W.  Washington,
D.C. 20525,
“Students As Advocales for Nurs-
ing Home Residents,” by Elma
Griesel. Winter 1978, Volume 6/
Number 3.
“Advocates for Ch  ze: University
of Marvland’s Public Interest Group
Protects Consumers.” Fall 1977,
Volume 6/Number 2.
“Georgetown Law Students Serve
D.C. Prisoners.” Fall 1977, Volume
6/Number 2.
“Nutrition Students and Rural Com-
munity Outreach,” y Kathryn M.
Kolasa. Fall 1977, Volume 6/Num-
ber 2.
“Civic Competence and Community
Service,” by Fred Newman. Winter
1977, Volume 5/Number 3.
“Community Legal Clinic Serves
Low-Income Elderly.” Spring 1976,
Volume 5/Number 1.
“Using Student Volunteers in Anti-
Rape Programs,” by Lynn Wehrli.
Winter 1976, Volume 4/Number 3.
“The Legal Angle: Setting Up A
Consumer Awareness Quireach Pro-
gram,” by Hunter Hughes ITT. Win-
ter 1976, Volume 4/Number 3.
“The Legal Angle: Students Can
Help Claimants Get Full Unem-
ployment Benefits Under Federal
and State Laws,” by Hunter Hughes
II1. Fall 1975, Volume 4/Number 2,
“Pratt Institute’s Center for Com-
munity and Environmental Devel-
opment: Art, Architecture and De-
sign Students Serve as Brooklyn’s
Advocates,” Fall 1974, Volume 3/
Number 2.
“The Legal Angle: Student Volun-
teers Can Help Handicapped Get
Supplemental Security Income,” by
Hunter Hughes 111, Fall 1974, Vol-
ume 3/Number 2.
“The l.egal Angle: Helping Enforce
the Open Housing Laws,” by Hun-
ter Hughes III. Spring 1974, Vol-
ume 3/Number 1.

For additional references on ad-
vocacy, see “Resources”on page 53.



