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Abstract 

When it comes to looking at youth development, many researchers and studies shed light on the 

importance and analysis on relationship building between individuals in a community. 

Examining these one-on-one relationships is essential for grasping a child’s background and 

interactions; however, looking at the community contexts, the environments, these relationships 

belong to serves as an equally important unit of analysis. One unit with the potential to utilize 

community practice, as defined by social work field, to impact youth is a neighborhood, 

specifically through the relationships and resources provide to a child. This paper looks into the 

how a community center, located on the south side of Muncie, with an afterschool program falls 

under the role of community practice, and how those practices have the power to impact a child’s 

development.    
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Process Analysis Statement 

Throughout my time at Ball State University as a social work major, my program 

emphasized an undergraduate degree to provide generalist skills -- an overall understanding of 

human development, public policy, and intervention skills. In my senior year, I learned I would 

be completing my practicum (a semester-long internship experience) at the Ross Community 

Center located on the south side of Muncie in the Thomas Park-Avondale neighborhood.  

In my experience learning about direct service practice through micro-level interventions 

inside and outside of the classroom, I was compelled to research resources ― at the mezzo-level 

― available to a specific demographic, youth. Social workers perceive children as a vulnerable 

population due to their lack of autonomy (Zastrow, 2016). The people and organizations they 

interact with have the potential for a significant positive or negative impact on youth (Zastrow, 

2016).  

Within the field of social work, the person-in-environment perspective focuses on how 

individuals are constantly being impacted by the systems around them. Thus, understanding and 

combating the issues in people’s environments is necessary when designing interventions and 

making a change. Social workers partake in community practice through interventions on a 

community level (centers, neighborhoods, local agencies, schools, etc.) that serve, advance, and 

advocate for vulnerable populations, making them mezzo-level practitioners.  

Through my placement at the Ross Community Center, I was able to take in first-hand 

accounts and engage in participant observation to learn how a community-level organization 

functions and provides direct services to youth in the area. By November, I had decided that this 

research project would not just look into the roots of community-level resources, interventions, 

and centers but also, delve into the south side of Muncie as a case-study for assessing and 
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evaluating the impact of community organizations. My experience at the Ross Community 

Center entailed direct contact and intervention with elementary-aged youth through its 

afterschool program. Aside from observation at the center itself and insight on the surrounding 

programs providing services for youth, I wanted to analyze perceptions from the youth 

themselves through one-on-one interviews to further gather first-hand accounts of their 

experiences and perceptions of the area they live in.  

To officially begin my research project, I found a thesis advisor through Ball State’s 

Honors College. We began meeting to discuss a timeline for this project, specifically to create 

and submit an application to Ball State’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). Before an application 

could begin, I completed human subjects research training through the CITI program courses: 

“Social & Behavioral Research” and “Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) for Social, 

Behavioral, and Educational Researchers.”  

From there, the process of submitting an IRB protocol form consisted of submitting 

information about me, the principal investigator, and delving into answers about the subjects of 

my research project alongside the precautions I would be taking to protect them and the data I 

had collected about them. Through this process, I was able to organize my thoughts about how 

exactly I wanted to conduct interviews ethically, and to take exceptional precautions when 

working with minors. This also included plans for recruiting participants into my study by 

creating a sample script for talking to eligible children’s parent(s)/ guardian(s), creating a 

potential parental consent form, creating a potential child assent form at a third-grade reading 

level, and a semi-structured interview guide.  

For the rest of the IRB application, one of the most tedious tasks was creating the study 

protocol itself. This section included the study’s purpose, my rationale for the research, related 
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literature, and the methods and procedures in which the subjects would be asked to partake in. I 

found the latter section to be the most difficult as I had to specify where the interviews would 

take place so another adult could be present while maintaining privacy from other children, 

where and how I would store audio files and transcriptions, how I would ensure confidentiality, 

what steps I would take to ensure the questions asked would not cause a child discomfort or 

harm, what I would do if the child did become uncomfortable, and what I would do if I was 

disclosed information about child abuse and/or neglect.  

After this weeks-long process, I submitted my application to the Institutional Review 

Board at the end of November. By mid-December, I received an official form regarding my 

project’s status to be “Deferred - Modifications Required” meaning the board would be unable to 

conduct a complete review of my submission as additional information was needed. There was a 

clear process in adding the missing information from the IRB’s suggestions of: 

1. Needing a witness during the private interview with a child to protect both them 

and myself. I created a protection plan of being in an office with windows 

surrounding it, alongside having my supervisor and coordinator at the center be a 

witness.  

2. Adding to both my protocol form and parental consent form that I was a mandated 

reporter; therefore, I would disclose any suspicion of child abuse and/or neglect to 

my supervisor who would then take appropriate child reporting measures. I also 

included that if a child were to feel uncomfortable or triggered from any of the 

questions asked of them, I would make sure to notify my supervisor and his or her 

parent(s)/guardian(s) to then find an appropriate counseling service.  
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3. Creating a consistent data storage plan of the interviewees’ audio files and 

transcriptions for two years on a password-protected computer.  

4. Clarifying the purpose of this study to be generalizable research, not intended for 

the Ross Center or the Muncie area but it could be used by those resources.  

Moreover, I was aided by my practicum field supervisor, the director of the Ross 

Community Center, with creating the semi-structured interview guide to ask children. My 

supervisor’s first suggestion was to cut my original interview time, one hour, to 30 minutes. She 

mentioned how difficult it would be to get a child to sit still and remain focused for an entire 

hour. Furthermore, my supervisor made suggestions for the interview guide’s phrasing to have 

more open-ended questions with child-appropriate language. She emphasized that the majority of 

the center’s youth I’d be able to interview would be 3rd through 5th graders who would have 

difficulty understanding and describing what “resources” are, specifically those in their 

community. Instead, she had me reframe many of the questions to ask youth what they consider 

to be their community and some of their preferences on it.   

After I submitted those additions to the Institutional Review Board, I received the board’s 

conclusion mid-January that my project was determined “Not Human Subjects Research.” The 

review concluded my research project does not require approval from the IRB, and the IRB 

would not be responsible for the participants’ protection if I moved forward with conducting the 

interviews the way I presented in my protocol form. Honestly, this was a frustrating and 

confusing part of the process. My thesis advisor and I did not understand these conclusions. I felt 

like the research aspect of my project was invalidated, although I was assured by the IRB that it 

had not been. From further inquiry, Ball State University’s IRB had been going through a 

transition period resulting in similar studies to be deemed as “human subjects research” and other 
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to not. My advisor and I had discussed the possibility of creating another protocol form to the 

IRB with greater clarity as to how this research is generalizable. As will be addressed later, the 

COVID-19 pandemic would have put a halt to any research involving contact with others. 

Nonetheless, I was clear to start conducting interviews on my own accord at that point.  

I was originally going to start the interview process at the end of January, but my field 

supervisor recommended it would be best to start at least six weeks into my practicum placement 

to better understand the center and the neighborhood surrounding it that many of the potential 

interviewees consider their community. I attended the monthly neighborhood association 

meetings, an 8twelve Coalition resident meeting (a gathering led by a Muncie Habitat for 

Humanity created group for residents living in the South Central and Thomas Park-Avondale 

neighborhoods on the south side of Muncie), continued direct service one-on-one and group 

interactions with the children (kindergarteners through fifth graders) enrolled in the center’s 

afterschool program, and talking to their parent(s)/guardian(s) during pickup. By mid-February, I 

was ready to start recruiting participants. I began by explaining the project to all of the eight to 

twelve years olds (about twenty children) to see if they understood my project and would like to 

be a part of it. Many of the children I asked were excited and eager to get their parent or 

guardian’s permission to start the process.  

When brainstorming how I wanted to present my project to parent(s)/guardian(s), I 

mentioned to my advisor and supervisor that I was a little hesitant to mention being a social work 

major. From my knowledge of how some families in the neighborhood had interacted with social 

workers previously (i.e. having a report made to the Department of Child Services being called 

to their home, a social worker being involved in their custody case), I assumed parents or 

guardians may hold negative, distrusting, or skeptical perspectives of social workers. I did not 
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want parent(s)/guardian(s) to fear that I would ask their children personal questions about their 

home life or family background, typical to a case assessment conducted by a social worker. To 

combat this, my supervisor emphasized mentioning that this project would not be asking for 

identifiable, private information from their kids about their family and home lives. If that were to 

be mentioned, it would be the child’s own disclosure which had been mentioned on the form 

they would be signing 

With that said, I began explaining my project to several parents and guardians. I was 

surprised by how little explanation I needed to provide for them to agree. Some were even 

excited for their child to participate and wanted to know more about the research process. I was 

able to register twelve participants by the end of February, and I completed two children’s 

interviews by the first week of March. The following week, I took my Spring Break. This was 

after Ball State’s, and was the same week the university transitioned to online courses for the 

semester. Shortly thereafter, Ross Community Center closed for a month at first due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Soon after that, the Ball State Social Work Department suspended all 

practicums meaning I had to stop reporting to the Ross Community Center and completing any 

work on their behalf by March 20, 2020. I knew that I would not be able to conduct any more 

interviews for the time being. Later on, they decided to stay closed until the end of April. These 

first-hand accounts contributing to this project have now become my participant observations 

from my nine-week experience at the Ross Community Center, alongside data collected on the 

Muncie area from state and local organizations. Although I lost the access needed to carry out 

my project the way I had hoped, I gained valuable insight into conducting research and gathering 

credible data. 
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Community Systems Impacting Youth Development:  

A Case Study of the Ross Community Center 

 When it comes to looking at youth development, many researchers and studies shed light 

on the importance and analysis of relationship building – the relationship between a child and a 

parent, a child and a teacher, a child and another child. Examining these one-on-one relationships 

is essential for grasping a child’s background and interactions. However, looking at the 

community contexts, the environments, these relationships belong to serves as an equally 

important unit of analysis. More specifically, looking into the role of community practice from 

individuals and organizations, such as a community center, shows which direct impacts, negative 

or positive, are directly impacting those who are being served.  

 Through my background as a social work major, I sought to delve into the field’s 

definitions and actions of community practice. This transformed into looking at how community 

practice within a neighborhood impacts youth development, specifically through afterschool 

programs within neighborhood settings. I drew my findings from my personal observations 

interning at the Ross Community Center, an agency located on the south side of Muncie. The 

resources and services provided to the youth attending the center serves as a case study example 

of how community practices through an organization impact youth development through the 

neighborhood – the community – the environment.  

Person-in-Environment Perspective about Community Context 

 Within the field of social work, the person-in-environment perspective is the field’s basis 

“for understanding the dynamics of human behavior” (Zastrow, 2016, p. 23). This perspective 

recognizes individuals as constantly interacting and being impacted by the various systems in 

their environment. These systems may include family, friends, schools, workplaces, 
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neighborhoods, etc. For social workers, this community context approach emphasizes their role 

to improve the interactions between individuals and the systems impacting them through an 

evaluation of both the individual and the system (Zastrow, 2016, p. 23).  

 Moreover, this perspective serves as an ongoing reminder that individuals are strongly 

influenced by their social environment – which includes the communities in which they live.   

Community practice recognizes the impact of the environment on individuals. It can also be an 

approach various organizations can take when conceptualizing their role in their environment. 

For many, this is the direct surrounding area, or the neighborhoods comprising residents known 

community.  

 Before looking at how a specific organization implements community practice, it is 

necessary to understand the meaning of the word “community.” A community can be “small and 

limited” in reference to someone’s neighborhood or “larger and far-reaching” in reference to 

someone’s country (Berns, 2004, p.391). Furthermore, community can be defined as a “group of 

people living in the same geographic area (neighborhood, town, city) under common laws; it is 

also a group of people having fellowship, a friendly association, a mutual sharing, and common 

interests” (Berns, 2004, p. 391). The physical, economic, and social factors of a community 

(such as the population makeup, the local business sector, and resident interactions) shape into 

how an organization or an organizer want to implement community practice techniques (Berns, 

2004, p. 395).  

Background: A History of Community Practice in the United States 

 The definition of community practice has shifted since its beginnings in the settlement 

movement. Community practice has “evolved from charities and corrections work” -- to 

“neighborhood services, coordinated funding,” and organizing -- to “intergroup work and 
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community activism” (Gutiérrez, 2018). Alongside community practicing -- “or organizing” -- 

includes traditional community organization approaches such as “community development, 

social change, and advocacy” (Knight, 2018). Moreover, community practice includes 

“increasing civic involvement, assisting groups and communities in advocating for their needs,” 

and improving human service systems (Knight, 2018).  

The significance of “engaging communities and community organizations toward the 

goal of community and larger systems change” has been a central practice of social work since 

its founding (Gutiérrez, 2018). Within the field of social work: 

Community practice refers to interventions on the community level that advance 

the values, ethics, and priorities of [the] field, such as service, social justice, the 

dignity and worth of individuals, the importance of human relationships, integrity, 

and competence (Gutiérrez, 2018). 

 The history of community practice in the United States dates back to the nineteenth 

century during a “time of great turmoil and social dislocation” due to industrialization and 

urbanization (Gutiérrez, 2018). With the rise of social reform ideas during the Progressive Era 

around the turn of the century, two approaches to social reform developed: “the charity 

organization societies and the social settlement and neighborhood services movement” 

(Gutiérrez, 2018).  

 Charity organization societies focused on providing relief to the poor by assisting 

individuals with their “eligibility for services” (Gutiérrez, 2018). However, they were concerned 

with individuals becoming dependent on the services being provided to them. In contrast, the 

social settlement movement focused on developing “neighborhood and community approaches” 
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to social issues such as poverty, inequality, and educational and health disparities (Gutiérrez, 

2018). These approaches set roots in both community practice and the field of social work.  

The charity approach gave way at the beginning of the twentieth century allowing 

community practice to start focusing on community planning, coordination of services, fund 

development, and implementing new programs. Engagement through community-level practice, 

specifically neighborhood settlements, was addressed in part by legislation as exemplified by the 

Social Security Act of 1935 (Gutiérrez, 2018). The latter half of the twentieth century -- post-

World War II, the Cold War, and the Civil Rights Movement -- saw advances in the social and 

neighborhood settlement model as services were adapted by community social workers to engage 

with local organizations and communities. Grassroots movement arose from those directly 

affected by social injustice through community-based formations and organizing (Gutiérrez, 

2018).  

The twenty-first century, on the other hand, has seen a funding battle for community 

practitioners due to the devolution of social programs and services highlights the beginning of 

the twenty-first century’s funding battle for community practitioners.  However, throughout the 

past decade, there has been an increase in “funding opportunities from private foundations” 

focused on community-level interventions specifically to educate communities and create 

collaboration for community projects (Gutiérrez, 2018). Knight and Gutiérrez both highlight the 

trend in various fields embracing community practice to its practitioners. Specifically, the field 

of social work moving from a direct, micro-level approach with individuals to macro-level 

inquiries of communities.  
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Contemporary Definitions of Community Practice in Social Work  

The pursuit of social justice for the empowerment of individuals, families, and 

communities in an integral part of the profession’s mission. Moreover, collaborating within a 

community context relies on “the integration of micro and macro practice” through creating 

approaches relating to individuals, families, and groups within neighborhoods (Knight, 2018). 

These particular methods focus on working directly with community groups and organizations 

(Gutiérrez, 2018). 

 Often, macro practice defines the role of social workers within a community context. In 

1969, Jack Rothman created the first model of social work community organization (Gutiérrez, 

2018). He created three modalities: social planning, locality development, and social advocacy 

(Knight, 2018). In 2013, Dorothy Gamble and Marie Weil developed a community intervention 

model expanding onto Rothman’s three methods. Gamble and Weil added neighborhood and 

community organizing, organizing functional communities, inclusive program development, 

coalitions, and social movements further reflecting the various faces and approaches to 

community practice, specifically within the field of social work (Gutiérrez, 2018).  

 Social workers partake in community practice through interventions on a community 

level (centers, neighborhoods, local agencies, schools, etc.) that serve, advance, and advocate for 

vulnerable populations (Zastrow, 2016). Social workers perceive children as a vulnerable 

population due to their lack of autonomy. The people and organizations they interact with have 

the potential for a significant positive or negative impact on youth. A specific organization, such 

as a community center with an after school program, possess the ability to provide resources and 

structure for developing youth.  
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Despite all of the literature on “the impact of organizing efforts on individuals and 

communities and the outcomes of such efforts” as Knight (2018) puts it, there is little research 

assessing the effectiveness of community practice implemented through an organization or a unit 

such as a neighborhood within the social work field. The hope is for community organizing 

efforts to produce “ripple effects” on a community’s well-being through individual-level efforts 

(Knight, 2018).  

In essence, community practice is based on the principle that community contexts (or 

social environments) matter, and that they directly contribute to the challenges and protections 

facing individuals, families, and neighborhoods. When looking at challenges, in particular, there 

is a necessary approach to change “these contexts” (Gutiérrez, 2018).  

Impact of Neighborhoods and Youth Centers 

 When thinking about our own communities, we often reflect about the area we live in. 

When asked about their communities, children may dwell on how they played with their 

neighbor, the park they travelled to after school, or the people their parents visited in an 

apartment complex. More or less, children are referring to their neighborhood as their sense of 

community and belonging.  

 Neighborhoods serve as one level or unit of analysis when considering community 

contexts. They are considered environmental influences with what is further referred to as 

external developmental assets (Anderson, 2007). When looking at youth living within 

neighborhoods, these environmental influences possess the power to promote and to support the 

development of life skills, relational competencies, and resilience.  

Neighborhoods possess community-level risk factors, characteristics associated with a 

higher likelihood for negative outcomes, and protective factors, characteristics associated with a 
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lower likelihood for negative outcomes or reducing effects from a risk factor (Wilkins, 2014). 

For example, the levels of violence occurring within a neighborhood stem from a number of 

factors. Consequently, when risk factors (such as high rates of poverty, unemployment, crime, 

etc.) outweigh protective factors within an area, individuals and families living in that area are 

more likely to experience multiple forms of violence (Wilkins, 2014). Going back to 

interpersonal ties, neighborhoods with low cohesion, or where residents don’t support and trust 

each other, are more likely to have residents experiencing child abuse and/or neglect, domestic 

violence, and youth violence (Wilkins, 2014).  

Aside from neighborhoods, other protective factors impacting youth include family, 

peers, schools, and “more specific settings such as after-school and other community-based 

programs.” Research over programs intentionally created to support communities, such as 

neighborhood youth centers and structured after-school programs, have been found to “promote 

the development of life skills, relational competencies, and resilience” (Anderson, 2017).  

Specifically looking at low-income minority youth, these positive assets are especially 

true due to the lack of available, organized after-school programs and services in predominantly 

low-income neighborhoods (Anderson, 2017). The same neighborhoods with organizations such 

as youth recreation facilities, clubs, or drop-in centers have been known to provide both a 

bonding function which brings individuals with similar characteristics (such as socioeconomic 

status, residential location, etc.) together and a bridging function which allows limited resources 

and information (such as civic engagement, positive peer associations, nonfamily adult role 

models, etc.) to be shared (Anderson, 2017).  

When looking at the internal makeup of a center or after-school program, the staff and 

services stand out. A 2003 study conducted over Boys and Girls Clubs found two critical factors 
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correlated with positive youth development: supportive relationships with staff members and the 

kinds of activities offered and executed within the afterschool program itself (Anderson, 2007). 

Supporting Youth Development 

One of the greatest impacts on children within their neighborhoods is the potential for 

support from relationships built outside of their home. In comparison to the number of studies 

analyzing children’s relationships with their parents, peers, teachers, and classrooms, there has 

been less examination of “child-community” interactions (Damon, 2004). However, 

“formulations of youth development” have been moving from initial looks into single sources of 

influences such as family, school, or peers, to a holistic glance of “multiple sources of 

environmental influence” throughout the past decade (Anderson, 2007). When looking at the 

term “positive youth development,” there is a specific approach that emphasizes “understanding, 

educating, and engaging children in productive activities rather than correcting, curing, or 

treating them” especially children from “the most disadvantaged backgrounds and most troubled 

histories” (Damon, 2004).  

With that said, environmental influences become a great number of external assets and 

support for youth just as much as they contribute to a “disadvantaged background.” Through 

certain influences, youth have the potential to develop generally viewed prosocial behavior 

(academic achievement, leadership roles, resistance skills, understanding of diversity, etc.), to 

avoid risky behaviors (substance abuse, antisocial attitudes, violence, school dropout, etc.), and 

to contribute positively to themselves, their families, and their communities (Anderson, 2007).  

The connection between a “multilayered ecology” and a “network of relationships” 

providing social supports makes up the web of support framework (Varga, 2017). This 

framework is composed of three layers, relationships, resources, and social capital, all 
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contributing to youth development (Varga, 2017). The network of relationships within the web 

of support consist of children having a connection with adults across their social contexts. As 

shown in Figure 1, these social contexts may include a child’s family, community, school, etc 

(Varga, 2017). This web can be customized to a specific child to further analyze the relationship 

a child has with a social context alongside the relationship he or she has with an adult within that 

particular context. The greater number of supports, through a trusted adult within each system, 

the stronger a child’s web becomes.  

When catching children who are more at risk to fall from a lack of social supports, a 

greater “web” is needed to catch them. The child-to-adult relationship has the power to provide 

various social supports: emotional support, allows open expressions and acceptance, instrumental 

support, provides financial security and safety, informational support, provides advice and 

knowledge about resources, companionship support, provides a partner to leisure activities, and 

validation support, provides assurance of behaviors, feelings, and problems (Varga, 2017). This 

framework further emphasizes the importance of both a developing child’s relationship one-on-

one relationship with an adult, but also, the child’s relationship to the system an adult belongs to.  

Another part of the web of support framework is social capital. Similar to financial 

capital, social capital is a community factor representing potential assistance created through “a 

conscious or unconscious investment process” affecting human relationships and capacity 

(Kowaleski-Jones, 2000). More specifically, social capital is generally considered the “set of 

social resources that are accessed and exchanged in relationships between people and 

institutions” (Varga, 2017). Looking at the aforementioned bonding and bridging functions of a 

neighborhood, there are also bonding and bridging social capital influencing youth development 

(Varga, 2017). Bonding social capital is produced from connection between people who know 
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each or share a common identity. For children, this includes traditions and values from their 

family, culture, etc. Bridging social capital expands beyond a shared identity to include “people 

from different groups” (Varga, 2017). For children, this allows social connections from different 

resources such as school, peer groups, etc. to spread information across “religious, class, and 

ethnic lines” (Varga, 2017).  

Case Study: A Look into the South Side of Muncie 

 Muncie is a small city of approximately 70,000 about 70 miles northeast of Indianapolis 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). It relied heavily on manufacturing industries for most of the 

twentieth century, but in recent decades, has seen high rates of unemployment and 

unemployment, poverty, and drug abuse. Currently, the city’s thriving industries (which some 

have said are keeping the city alive) are Ball State University and IU Ball Memorial Hospital 

located on the northwest side, zone 7 on the “Map of Muncie Neighborhoods” [see fig. 2]  

 Moreover, the city is somewhat diverse, but known by locals to be highly segregated – 

with the majority of Muncie’s 12% black population (compared to the state of Indiana’s 9.8%) 

residing in the Whitely neighborhood, located in zone 5 [see fig. 2] and the south side of the city, 

colloquially known to be past the railroad tracks (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Looking at the 

“Map of Muncie Neighborhoods” [see fig.2], zones 1, 2, and 3 comprise the city’s south side.   

 When driving into the south side of Muncie by crossing the railroads tracks, there is an 

underpass with a mural known to be the “Unity Bridge” (Howe, 2014). A 2014 blog post written 

by a Ball State student report the bridge to be “more than a bridge” because “to locals, it is the 

dividing line of Muncie’s Southside from the rest of the town” (Howe, 2014). The mural depicts 

two multiracial hands reaching towards one another on both sides of the bridge, alluring to the 

past and current racial tensions dividing the city [see fig. 3]. 
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 While the entire city has seen declines in property values and quality, the south side has 

taken the majority of the hit. When it comes to looking at the decline of neighborhoods over 

time, there are a number of factors: deindustrialization, suburbanization, outdated housing 

models, etc. (8twelve Coalition, 2020). Higher unemployment, poverty, crime, house vacancy 

rates and lower education levels often indicate a declining neighborhood (8twelve Coalition, 

2020). Similar characteristics had been (and continue to be) perceived of the south side of 

Muncie.   

 In 2015, Muncie’s Habitat for Humanity recognized a local need and call for an 

intervention. In response, it created the 8twelve Coalition, a neighborhood revitalization coalition 

(8twelve Coalition, 2020). The area is on the South side of Muncie, and includes parts of the 

Thomas Park-Avondale South Central neighborhoods (Department of Urban Planning, 2018). It 

is bounded by 8th Street, Madison Street, Memorial Drive, and Perkins Avenue (see Fig. 4 

below).  

 “Neighborhood revitalization is the process of responding to the needs of an area 

disproportionately impacted by changing economic and demographic factors” for the ultimate 

goal of improving the “quality of life” in a focused area, such as a neighborhood (8twelve 

Coalition, 2020). Although the south side of Muncie has been perceived to be in an economic 

turmoil compared to the north side of Muncie – home to a public university and hospital– the 

“8twelve” area was selected “for its existing assets and potential” (8twelve Coalition, 2020). The 

8twelve Coalition has several partners comprised social service agencies, churches, and 

community development organizations (Department of Urban Planning, 2018).   

Aforementioned, through social capital, a community becomes a source of aid and 

exchanges based on its: the strength of personal ties, information, and norms and effective 
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sanctions. If a community, such as a neighborhood on a local level, has high levels of social 

capital, it is far more likely to be “rich in number and strength of interpersonal ties” between its 

members (Kowaleski-Jones, 2000). Looking at residents’ perceptions (or neighbors, community 

members, etc.) on their community, viewing one’s community as “disadvantaged” has proven 

residents to then be less inclined to form relationships -- an integral part of social capital. 

Moreover, these perceptions are especially likely in communities “deficient in educational and 

economic resources” (Kowaleski-Jones, 2000).  

In April of 2018, Greater Muncie Habitat for Humanity reached out to Ball State 

University to create an evaluation plan to measure the success of the 8twelve Coalition. This 

initiative transformed into a class within Ball State University’s Urban Planning Department 

(Department of Urban Planning, 2018). The class collected data through surveys and interviews 

measuring the 8twelve Coalition’s “state foundational outcomes: Social Cohesion, Collective 

Actions, and Sense of Community” (Department of Urban Planning, 2018). This study can 

further be looked at to determine the levels of social capital within the Thomas Park-Avondale 

and South Central neighborhoods on the south side of Muncie, specifically the impact of 

interpersonal ties between residents. From the survey completed by 50 residents, under “Sense of 

Community,” 59% of participants felt a “strong sense of loyalty to the community,” indicating 

they would stay in their neighborhood (Department of Planning, 2018).  Under “Social 

Cohesion,” 43% of participants reported that within their community, “people are getting to 

know and trust each other” and 48% of participants reporting they “want to more members of 

their communities” (Department of Planning, 2018).  

When there is a lack of relationship building and trust between neighbors, there may be 

issues with how information can be both acquired and spread as “information is important as a 
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basis for actions” (Kowaleski-Jones, 2000). Social actions, such as calling on your neighbor for 

child care, safety at a school’s bus stop, or learning about health services, rely on the spread of 

information within a neighborhood -- within a community. Lacking educational and economic 

resources may hinder that ability, especially is there is a “high residential turnover” leading to a 

perpetual cycle of decreased interpersonal relationships. This further delves into the resources 

available to impact youth development with the perceptions of “the role of institutions, whether 

perceived positively or negatively, play[ing] a significant role in the quality of life in the area” 

(Department of Planning, 2018).   

When it comes youth living in Muncie, schools are a community context most are 

familiar with. At the end of 2017, Indiana placed Muncie Community Schools (MCS) under 

direct, state government control after the school system was labeled “distressed” (Ball State 

University, 2020). In May of 2018, the Indiana General Assembly authorized Ball State 

oversight of Muncie Community Schools. The Ball State Board of Trustees appointed five 

members for the new Muncie Community Schools board, alongside the university’s president, 

Geoffrey S. Mearns, appointing two other members recommended by the mayor of Muncie and 

the Muncie City Council (Ball State University, 2020). From the partnership thus far, $4 million 

has been raised. There has also been “better-than-anticipated” enrollment for the 2019-2020 

school year and an increase hiring and pay for MCS staff and faculty (Ball State University, 

2020). For a school system that had been perceived as on the brink of failing, local op-ed pieces 

have seen the university as its saving grace. This also stems into Ball State University’s previous 

connections with Muncie Elementary schools through immersive practicums for education 

majors and on-campus organizations such as College Mentors for Kids.  
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There are six elementary schools under the Muncie Community Schools system, three of 

them being a part of the south side: Southview Elementary, Grissom Elementary, and East 

Washington Academy. The elementary-aged children attending those schools come from about 

seven neighborhoods (Muncie Action Plan, 2011). Within those neighborhoods, there are two 

main afterschool programs available serving youth living on the city’s the south side: the Boys & 

Girls Club and the Ross Community Center.  

The Ross Community Center 

 The Ross Community Center is a partner of the 8twelve Coalition as the center belongs 

within the Thomas Park-Avondale Neighborhood on 10th Street. It was established as the 

Garland E. Ross Recreation Center in 1974 (Ross Community Center, 2020). At the time, it was 

one of three community centers being built by the City of Muncie. The focus of the center was 

on recreation – creating a hub for youth and families to play sports and socialize with neighbors 

(Ross Community Center, 2020).  When the Chevrolet plant and Delco Battery operations closed 

in 2006, the economic conditions surrounding the Ross Center worsened (Ross Community 

Center, 2020). The center struggled to keep its doors open.  

 Volunteers kept the operations moving until 2011, when a group of individuals 

transformed the center into its current stance as a non-profit corporation, Ross Community 

Center, Inc (Ross Community Center, 2020). The transformation of this community center as a 

“city-operated recreational facility” to an “independent non-profit organization” led to a new 

mission statement: “to build community by providing and promoting programs, services, and 

activities for the advancement of education, health, and wellness in our diverse community” 

(Ross Community Center, 2020). This mission is held up by six staff members, two of those 

being a part of the maintenance team.  
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 As of March 2020, the programs and services held at the Ross Community Center 

include: a preschool, afterschool program, senior euchre club, first-time English speakers classes, 

outreach from the Muncie Symphony Orchestra, Judo Academy for youth and adults, and a 

community market. The preschool is the only early childhood education center on the south side 

of Muncie. The senior euchre club meets every week to engage elder members on the community 

for lunch, socialization, and card games. The first-time English speaker classes are a 

collaboration with Ball State’s Intensive English Institute to provide free English classes for 

adults three days a week. The Muncie Symphony Orchestra provided two outreach programs: 

viola, cello, and bass lessons for youth enrolled in the afterschool program and “Suzuki Sprouts,” 

a weekly music session for parent(s)/guardian(s) with newborns, infants, and toddlers. The 

center’s judo program provides lessons twice a week to youth and adults through three judo 

instructors. The community market occurs weekly providing perishable and nonperishable food 

and hygiene items from Second Harvest Food Bank to Muncie residents.  Funding for the market 

was designated after the south side, specifically the neighborhoods of Thomas Park- Avondale, 

South Central, and Forrest Park, were identified as food deserts claiming the area to be food 

insecure. 

 The center also hosts the neighborhood’s monthly association meetings. From my 

attendance at three of the meetings, regular attendees include leaders from the Avondale Church, 

the Revolution Church, Muncie Police Department, 8twelve Coalition members, Ross 

Community Center staff, and Thomas Park-Avondale residents. The main ideas from the 

meetings were introductions and discussion from the Muncie Police Department due to its 

transitioning administration, fears of drug overdoses and lack of rehabilitation centers from 

residents and community members, and previews of future neighborhood programs (such as an 
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incentivized cleanup and block party) possible from funding through the 8Twelve Coalition. 

From its previous mission of solely being a recreation facility, the center also owns, and is 

continuing efforts to build, properties focused on recreation and play. On its property, the center 

has Rose Park, two baseball fields, and is looking forward to building an outdoor 

basketball/pickleball court and vegetable garden by the end of 2020 (Ross Community Center, 

2020).  

 Through my practicum placement as a social work intern, I became most familiar with 

the afterschool program. The program enrolls children enrolled in kindergarten through 5th grade. 

The majority of them attend Southview elementary (located on the south side of Muncie) and 

Westview Elementary (located on the north side of Muncie, about five minutes from Ball State 

University). The children not attending those schools come from East Washington Academy, 

Yorktown Community Schools, and St. Lawrence Catholic School. Through a partnership with 

MCS’ transportation system, kids enrolled in the program attending Southview and Westview 

could be dropped off (with parental permission) near the center directly after school. Ross Center 

staff and volunteers would then pick them up from the bus stop. Other children were often 

dropped off by parent(s)/guardian(s). Some, with permission from a parent or guardian, walked 

or biked, to the center. Through volunteers from students enrolled in Ball State’s “Introduction to 

Multicultural Education” course, the staff was able to have forty children enrolled in the program 

as of March 2020.  

 The Ross Center’s afterschool program, running from 2:30 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. Monday 

through Friday, focuses on academic enrichment, mentoring, wellness, and fostering creativity 

(Ross Community Center, 2020). In comparison to another afterschool program, The Boys & 

Girls Clubs of Muncie provides programming to kids and teens ages five to 18 with a mission “to 
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inspire and enable all young people, especially those who need us most, to reach their full 

potential, as productive, caring, and responsible citizens” (Boys & Girls Clubs of Muncie, 2020). 

The programs held at the clubs are solely to provide “a safe, structured, and positive 

environment” for children after school, during holidays, and summer break (Boys & Girls Clubs 

of Muncie, 2020).  

 Unlike the Ross Center, the Boys & Girls Clubs of Muncie provide structured 

programming to adolescents in addition to children. From talking to a few of the Ross Center’s 

youth, some had plans to be enrolled at the Boys & Girls Club when reaching middle-school age. 

To my observation, the Ross Center does not automatically disqualify youth from enrolling in 

the afterschool program if they are beyond 5th grade, but the program is not structured or 

advertised for an adolescent age group.  

 In contrast to the Boys and Girls Clubs, the Ross Community Center seeks to provide 

community practice efforts by creating systems of support for both youth in the neighborhood 

and the neighborhood itself. From my own observations and conduction of two interviews with 

children enrolled in the afterschool program, many of the youth enjoy their time at the Ross 

Community Center. They rely on the volunteers and staff to help them with their homework, and 

for some, be accountable for completing it.  

 There are “ripple effects” from the programs and relationships build at the center directly 

into the neighborhood, consequently the Muncie community, from implementing mentorship 

further contributing to the web of support framework with each child at the center gaining a 

“network of relationships” (Varga, 2014). In figure 5, I have created a “web of support” for a 

case study example of a child enrolled in the Ross Center’s afterschool program. In the center, 

there is a hypothetical 4th grader. Some of the community contexts creating her “network of 
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relationships” include the school she attends, Southview Elementary, the afterschool program 

she is enrolled at, the Ross Community Center, the neighborhood she lives in, Thomas Park-

Avondale, and her family (Varga, 2017). Each of these contexts have a direct impact on her. 

Within each of these contexts impacting her, there are adults, each a part of their own 

communities and hers, providing a relationship with the potential to provide various “social 

supports” (Varga, 2017). Moreover, each of the adults a part of the child’s network, have a 

connection to the Ross Community Center. From wither their resident in the center’s 

neighborhood, being a volunteer, or enrolling the child in the program, they play into how an 

afterschool program, a community center, a neighborhood – all resources from a community – 

impacting youth development.  

Conclusion 

 Looking at the Ross Community Center on the south side of Muncie as a community 

context helps evaluate which systems around it serve as a unit of analysis on youth development. 

Some notable contexts of the center are it being a part of a neighborhood that was chosen to be a 

catalyst for revitalization, being part of the side of a city with racial and social disparities, and 

being part of a city hit by an economic recession are all factors with the ability to impact growing 

children. What stands out most is the particular neighborhood the center has been known to 

serve, Thomas Park-Avondale, as it hosts resources that may not be a part of neighboring areas 

such as having Rose Park, a community market, and the 8Twelve Coalition.  

 The Ross Community Center is one example of how the potential impact relationships 

with individuals in a neighborhood, in a community, can have on growing children. Evaluating 

other neighborhoods, specifically with neighborhood centers and youth-focused programs, may 

reveal the further importance of looking into community practice efforts. Engaging with a 



 25 

community to aid youth development through intervention efforts may include fostering 

relationships within a neighborhood to bridge common interests and information. The Ross 

Community Center is one example of  how an organization brings community members together 

for programs and services to improve the well-being of the area.  

 From a social work perspective, it became apparent that a center located in a 

neighborhood with high levels of poverty, unemployment, and drug usage requires staff and  

volunteers to be trauma-informed and aware of  local resources and referrals for children and 

families interacting with the center. For community practitioners to brings effective 

improvement, there must be an understanding of how relationships between individuals are 

impactful and are stronger when with each other.   

 Some limitations from this case study are the perceptions being from one individual, 

myself, a social work practicum student. Although I was not required to write this paper for the 

Ross Center, I was in contact with the director of the center for suggestions resulting in potential 

bias. For future research, it is essential to gain the perspectives from youth themselves who are 

impacted by community-level programs and services. Insights from the recipients of services (in 

this case, youth enrolled in an afterschool program) provide first-hand accounts of what is 

working well, what may not be working well, and what can be done to improve the perceived 

programs, resources, and services.   
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Figure 1. Web of Support Example (Varga, 2017).  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Map of Muncie Neighborhoods (Muncie Action Plan, 2011). 
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Figure 3. Muncie Unity Bridge (Howe, 2014).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4. 8twelve Coalition Neighborhood Boundaries (8twelve Coalition, 2020). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Case Study Web of Support for the Ross Community Center 
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