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An Organic Model of Community Practice:

Components of the Social Action Process


This paper presents a conceptual model of community practice.  Conceptual models are ways of putting together ideas so that they provide a framework for developing and analyzing social interventions (Weil, 1996).  This particular model is innovative because it was derived primarily from practice wisdom, from the experiences of a seasoned practitioner, rather than from academic reflection.  Previous conceptual models of community practice have been developed through the integration of practice experiences, the study of practice, reviews of the literature, and syntheses of theory; further, they have been developed by faculty members who teach and do research in universities.  For example, Rothman (1996) outlined three community practice models that overlap: social planning, locality development, and social action.  Weil (1994) outlined four basic processes of community practice: organizing, planning, development, and social change.  Weil and Gamble (1995) presented eight models of community practice: (1) neighborhood and community organizing; (2) organizing functional communities; (3) community social and economic development; (4) social planning; (5) program development and community liaison; (6) political and social action; (7) coalitions; and (8) social movements.


In contrast to these conceptual models of community practice, which were developed from within academia, the conceptual model presented below grew directly out of the field -- it was developed by the Executive Director of a community-based organization in rural North Carolina.  And it was developed primarily through reflection on 19 years of community practice.  Hence this model can be viewed as an organic model of community practice.  The term organic refers to theories, worldviews, or ways of understanding the world that are developed through people’s practical experience of social reality (Gramsci, 1971).  Hence an organic model is one developed primarily through active participation in social life (e.g., primarily through practice) rather than independence from social life (e.g., primarily through academic reflection).


This paper presents the organic model of community practice developed by Reverend Mac Legerton, Executive Director of the Center for Community Action in Robeson County, NC.  Legerton had outlined a skeleton of this model before participating in the interviews for this study; however, he had not explained the model in nearly the detail that it is explained below.  Hence this paper presents a conceptual model that was at the foundation of Legerton’s practice, yet was not fully articulated (even to himself) until he engaged in the process of describing the model during our interviews together.  In addition, this paper focuses on Legerton’s conceptualization of the model; it does not review academic literature related to the various issues that Legerton addresses in his model.  The goal of this paper is to outline Legerton’s model, not to trace the intellectual history from which the model was developed.
  


Although Legerton uses the term “social action” rather than “community practice” to describe his model, there is a great deal of overlap between the two concepts.  Hence for the purposes of this paper, social action and community practice can be considered interchangeable.  


This paper connects with a tradition of writing using interviews to present the organic wisdom of experienced practitioners.  This tradition is exemplified by books on community practitioners such as Myles Horton (Adams, 1975; Horton, Kohl, & Kohl, 1991) and Cesar Chavez (Levy, 1975; Taylor, 1975).  This paper was initially written by Paul Castelloe in partial fulfillment of his doctoral dissertation at the School of Social Work, UNC-Chapel Hill. Dr. Castelloe successfully defended his dissertation which consisted of two papers on the work of the Center for Community Action and a third, theory-based paper. 


We begin the paper by briefly introducing various contexts in which Legerton’s organic model of community practice was developed.  The bulk of the paper then focuses on outlining the model itself.  We end with a discussion of the major contributions that the model makes to the field of community practice, and with a quotation outlining Legerton’s views on the significance of the model.  

Contexts for the Model


The model outlined below is a contextualized model; it is thus helpful to understand the contexts in which it was developed.


Context: Reverend Mac Legerton.  Mac Legerton is a European-American man who was born and raised in Atlanta, GA.  His father is a retired Presbyterian pastor; his mother is a retired teacher and homemaker.  When he was young, Legerton sought to balance the moral and spiritual vision and call to commitment that he experienced in his father’s church and his family, with his learning from the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s.  Out of an interest in doing social justice work from a spiritual perspective, he planned to enter the ministry.  After college and a year at Louisville Presbyterian Seminary, he took a break from his formal studies.  He felt faced with a serious life decision -- whether to become a pastor in a white, middle class church or work with low- and moderate-income people to overcome injustices, as mandated by his growing spiritual vision.  During this break from formal education, Legerton worked in alternative ministries internships at Kirkridge Retreat Center in Pennsylvania and Pembroke Area Ministries in Robeson County, NC.  


In Robeson County, Legerton met and married Donna Chavis, a social worker and Lumbee who was raised in Robeson County.  In 1977, Legerton and Chavis moved to New York City, where Legerton attended Union Theological Seminary.  Legerton and Chavis then returned to Robeson County, where they co-founded the Center for Community Action (CCA) in 1980.  They worked with a core group of 30 people of all races to build the organization and facilitate a two-year participatory community assessment process; this assessment identified the causes of poverty and the major barriers to social justice in the county.  In 1982, Legerton was ordained in the United Church of Christ.  After a decade of work at CCA, he decided to return to formal education.  This was motivated by two factors: (1) there was a period (1986-89) when CCA’s organizing work included life-threatening experiences that caused him to reflect on all aspects of his life; and (2) he wanted to develop a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of organizing work, rather than doing it “off the seat of his pants” or largely by intuition.  Legerton is now a doctoral candidate in a non-residential doctoral program in Adult Education at Teacher’s College, Columbia University.  He is writing his dissertation on adult learning through social action.


Context: The Center for Community Action.  The Center for Community Action (CCA) is a non-profit, multi-racial, community-based organization.  CCA’s primary constituents are Native Americans (45 percent) and African Americans (45 percent).  The overarching goal of CCA is to improve the social, political, economic, environmental, cultural, and spiritual conditions in Robeson County.  CCA has facilitated and partnered with others to achieve major systemic changes such as establishing a public defender system; halting three toxic waste facilities; merging five separate school systems into one county system; redistricting county commission and state legislative lines; restructuring the county’s law enforcement and judicial practices; and acquiring equitable racial representation on the school board, the Board of Commissioners, and the NC House of Representatives.  CCA has also coordinated and collaborated in many community development efforts, including a prenatal outreach program, a countywide AIDS Task Force, a family literacy program, the establishment of five Family Resource Centers across the county, and the establishment of the county Enterprise Community program.  CCA’s present systems change work includes major school reform, educational improvement, and environmental justice programs.


Context: Robeson County.  Robeson County is located in the flat, swampy lowlands of southeastern North Carolina.  It is approximately 76 percent rural and 24 percent urban (U.S. Census Bureau, 1990).  Its populace is approximately 39 percent Native American, 36 percent European American, and 25 percent African American (U.S. Census Bureau, 1990).  It is the home of the Lumbee, the largest Native American tribe east of the Mississippi River.  It is also the most racially diverse rural county in the entire United States (Flora, Flora, Spears, & Swanson, 1992).  Robeson County is also one of the most economically and socially distressed counties in North Carolina.  For the county as a whole, 1990 per capita income was $8,878; however, some groups were more economically distressed than others: per capita incomes were $12,450 for European Americans, $7,591 for Native Americans, and $5,704 for African Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 1990).  Other social indicators also signal community distress: Robeson County’s arrest rate for violent crimes ranks 94th out of 100 counties in North Carolina (with 100 being the worst rate); its percentage of births to single teens ranks 97th; its average SAT score ranks 95th; and its rate of child abuse and neglect rate ranks 94th (NC Child Advocacy Center, 1995).

Research Methods


This research is based on three years of research and evaluation partnerships between myself and the Center for Community Action (CCA).  My first contact with CCA’s work was through my involvement with a state-wide evaluation of North Carolina’s federally-funded, state-administered Family Preservation and Family Support Program.  Through this work, I realized that CCA’s community assessment processes were especially participatory; I have described these processes in another paper (Castelloe, 1999).  I later worked as the lead evaluator on a two-year qualitative evaluation of a major family literacy project that CCA is implementing.  As part of this, I conducted 15 interviews or focus groups with around 70 CCA staff members and constituents, observed 10 family literacy sessions and 7 staff meetings, analyzed around 400 non-standardized pre- and post-assessment measures, and wrote a major evaluation report on the processes and outcomes of this project (Castelloe, 1998).  Finally, I worked with Dr. Marie Weil in collaborating with CCA on the Robeson County Roundtable on Families and Communities.  The Roundtable brought together 95 service providers, elected and appointed officials, church and business representatives, and community members to discuss policy and program changes related to the devolution of decision-making responsibilities from the federal and state agencies to local communities.  In sum, I have been involved in three major projects with CCA prior to my involvement in this research; this research can be viewed as the culmination of that previous work.


This research project was based on qualitative research methods (Patton, 1990), case study methods (Yin, 1994), and participatory research methods (Reason, 1994).  Since the organic model of community practice presented below was developed by Mac Legerton, he was the sole research participant in the study.  I conducted 7 in-depth, semi-structured individual interviews with Legerton; we also engaged in 14 less formal conversations related to this study.  Audio tapes of interviews and notes from conversations were transcribed and then analyzed by assigning codes to units of meaning within the transcript.  The same codes were used across the transcripts from the various interviews.  To deepen the level of reflection and analysis, I shared transcripts, thematic coding, and earlier drafts of this paper with Legerton.  In many cases, our reflections on the data, and on my presentation of the data, led to a second round of interviews and conversations, which enabled us to move to a richer understanding of the conceptual model.

Social Action and Social Justice


Social action.  Legerton defines social action as “the process of influencing a social condition, situation, or worldview” (e.g., hunger, poverty, homelessness, the spread of AIDS) or as “action to influence or change the world in which we live.”  For Legerton, social action is also the process of building and expressing power, which he defines as “that which influences” or “the capacity to influence.”  He explains, “We all use power.  We all build power and express it.  Whenever you use influence to change the world, you’re using power; you’re doing social action.”  The goal of social action is social change, or “improving the quality of life in a community, state, nation, or the world -- or the earth as well.”  Thus social action consists of activities that seek to influence and change a social condition and improve the quality of life of people and the earth.


Social action and social justice.  For Legerton and his colleagues at the Center for Community Action, the basic goal of social action is to realize or achieve social justice.  The guiding principle for Legerton’s work has been a commitment to and concern with social justice.  He defines social justice as “the fair and equitable treatment of people,” or “the fair and equitable distribution of power, influence, and resources in the world.”  A social justice vision is also a democratic vision, a vision of realizing and expanding the practice of democracy in all of the contexts in which we live our daily lives -- in our social, economic, political, educational, human services, and environmental systems. 


Legerton’s definition of social justice can be contrasted with his definition of injustice, which includes both institutional abuse and institutional neglect.  Institutional abuse refers to situations where an individual or group is mistreated by a public or private institution or system (e.g., a school, a legal system, a Department of Social Services, a corporation).  An example might be a legal system in which the rate of death sentences for African Americans or Native Americans is remarkably higher than that for European Americans convicted of similar crimes.  Institutional neglect refers to situations where an individual or group is ignored, forgotten, or slighted by a public or private institution or system.  An example might be a failure by a town government to put curbs, streetlights, or playgrounds in poor African American neighborhoods, whereas it has provided these amenities in wealthier European-American neighborhoods.  Legerton views efforts to redress institutional neglect and efforts to redress institutional abuse as complementary parts of social justice work and vision.


Although Legerton’s own social action practice is grounded deeply in a social justice vision, he recognizes that others’ practice is not.  Legerton notes that social action can occur across the political spectrum, from right wing to left wing: “Many social action models define social action and social change as an approach to social justice that is based on liberal or progressive assumptions and values.  In reality, people of all political persuasions use social action to protect and promote their interests.”  Not all social action is based on a commitment to social justice: “All people who do social action and who do social change are not committed to social justice.  The growth of right wing and conservative social action organizations, think tanks, and sources of funding are a clear example of this.”  In sum, Legerton’s organic model of social action lays out a range of social action strategies that can be used to influence a social situation or condition.  These social action strategies can be used to realize or achieve social justice, or they can be used to raise barriers to social justice.  Although Legerton uses social action strategies to achieve social justice, he recognizes that others use these strategies to raise barriers to social justice.

Ten Components in the Social Action Process

Introduction and Overview


This paper focuses on the components of social action, the key methods or strategies that make up the whole of the social action process.  The social action process refers to the overall process through which we try to influence a social situation, improve the quality of life in a community, and achieve social change.  This process can be short-term (e.g., a one-day effort where coats are passed out during winter) or long-term (e.g., a five- or ten-year planned campaign to acquire a public defender system or school reform).  In Legerton’s model, there are ten components in the social action process: (1) social organization, (2) social research, (3) social deliberation, (4) social relief, (5) social support, (6) social development, (7) social reconstruction, (8) social witness, (9) social disruption, and (10) social learning.  There are also two phases in the social action process: (1) the organizing phase (which consists of components one through three) and (2) the implementation phase (which consists of components four through nine).  Social learning, the tenth component, occurs throughout the entire social action process.  

The Organizing Phase of Social Action


This section introduces the components in the first phase of social action, which Legerton calls the organizing phase.  The organizing phase refers to internal actions within a social action group, actions in which the group gathers and organizes itself, its knowledge, and its strategies.  This phase consists of the first three components of social action listed above: social organization, social research, and social deliberation.  In the organizing phase, groups organize themselves, build their capacities, and build community (via social organization); investigate a social situation or condition of concern (via social research); and reflect critically upon the social situation and select a strategy to improve it (via social deliberation).  As Legerton notes, it is the phase “where the bonding occurs, the relationships are built, the community is built, the vision is forged, the plans are made, the analysis is done, the strategies are determined, and the power is built.”


From a theoretical perspective, Legerton also calls this the representational phase of social action, because this is the phase where people “represent themselves, represent the issues, and represent their knowledge of the issues.”  Legerton views the terms “organizing phase” and “representational phase” as interchangeable.  Because the term “organizing phase” is simpler, I use it throughout the rest of the paper.


Finally, Legerton emphasizes that the organizing phase of social action is fundamental to social action.  Some practitioners view group-building, planning, and research as precursors to action, as the reflection process that precedes the ‘real’ action of project implementation.  Not Legerton: 

I guess the underlying assumption [of my entire model of social action] is that all is action -- from the moment we first start to think about influencing a social condition or situation, to our reflections on what we learned after we did it.  All is social action.  So the thinking process, the reflection process, the planning process, the organizing process, the implementation process, and the evaluation process -- all is action.


The three components in the organizing phase are outlined below; they are also summarized in Table 4.1 [Click to get Table 4.1 MS Word]. 

Social organization.  Social organization refers to the action of forming and developing social action groups, of uniting people who have a common goal.  There are several key aspects of this component: forming organizations or groups; building organizational capacities; developing policies, practices, and procedures (especially related to decision-making); and relationship-building and community-building.  There are also several approaches to social organization, including community-based organizing, issue-based organizing, movement-based organizing, assets-based organizing, consensus-based organizing, and community building.  For Legerton, social organization is the foundation upon which all other social action is built: “Organization is the base of all other action.”  There is a building and fueling of power throughout the social action process, and “the base of that building and fueling of power is your organization.” 


In this component, a primary goal is attending to both building relationships and accomplishing tasks.  Relationship- and community-building are particularly important: 

Within CCA [the Center for Community Action], with the social learning we’ve gained, we’ve put particular emphasis on developing quality relationships and building meaningful community as the most important elements of social organization.  We put a lot of emphasis on an empowerment process that is based on the participation and expression of the people’s voices, opinions, feelings, knowledge, and understanding that comes out of their life experiences.  . . . So the internal goal of social action is to develop a common identity that is the base of everything else.  When disagreements and division occur, and when issues come and go, it’s that common bond and common identity and feeling of community that is the base to fall back on and fall forward to.  And that’s where the power and the strength lies -- in community, within that common identity, that feeling of unity and common purpose.  

But accomplishing tasks can be equally important: “Because if a group just organizes, and deliberates, and researches, and doesn’t move forward, then eventually its spirit will be lost.”  It is the balance between building community and accomplishing tasks that is the core concern of the social organization component: “Organizations get in trouble when one is emphasized over the other, or one is suppressed and eventually lost.”  


In addressing this concern, groups must maintain a balance between meaning and purpose.  Meaning is achieved through “quality relationship-building and community-building,” whereas a sense of purpose is achieved through “acting to identify and address social problems and social needs.”  Meaning refers to “the search for commonality and community and a sense of belonging with others; it relates to how effective we are in relating to one another -- to one another within the group and to one another outside of the group.”  Purpose refers to “the accomplishment of tasks, and relates to how successful we are, and how successful we feel we are, in meeting our goals.”  These concepts of meaning and purpose are critical in determining “what holds the group together -- and that can be either meaning or purpose, or meaning and purpose.  In the ideal situation, people find both meaning and purpose in social action.”  


Social research.  Social research refers to the action of assessing or investigating a social situation or condition.  This process can range in intensity, from a minimal, informal, simple assessment (even just an observation) to the most formal and complex research.  There are several approaches that can be part of this component, including community assessment, participatory research, Participatory Rural Appraisal, and conventional research.  The purpose of social research “is to break up a social condition or situation into its various elements . . . and to learn as much about the situation as possible, whether it is a social need or a social problem.”


In many of CCA’s community assessment and community-based research processes, it is the life experiences, voices, and organic wisdom of community members that provide the information and data that is the product of the research.  This, however, is not the only type of social research -- there are several instances throughout CCA’s history where an outsider with expertise in a particular area (e.g., toxic wastes) has partnered with community members and been integral to the social action process.  So the information, data, or facts that result from the social research process can either come from reflection upon community members’ life experiences or from outsiders’ professional expertise.


Social deliberation.  Social deliberation refers to the action of analyzing a social situation and selecting a plan of intervention to improve that situation.  This process can range in intensity, from a minimal analysis and simple decision-making process to a thorough, complex, and reflective process of analysis and decision-making.  There are several approaches to reflection and planning that can guide this process, including popular education, critical reflection, community-based planning, strategic planning, and social planning.  According to Legerton, there are three major steps within social deliberation: “One part of the process of deliberation is seeing the condition or situation as it is.  A second part is seeing the condition or situation as you desire it to be.  A third part is to determine what methods would lead to the desired aim.”


Legerton has learned that the process of social deliberation must be both pragmatic and reflective: “It’s both pragmatic in looking at options and results, and reflective in analyzing the present condition and which strategies [in the implementation phase of social action] will most successfully lead to the results that are the aim of the group.”  Reflection is particularly important.  It is basic to all three deliberative steps outlined above (i.e., seeing the situation as it is, crafting a vision for change, and selecting strategies for realizing that vision).  Several levels of reflection are needed: reflection on the root causes of the social situation or condition of concern, reflection on the group’s social change goal, reflection on the implementation strategy that will enable the group to achieve that goal, reflection on the group’s needs and capacities related to implementing that strategy, and reflection on the possible consequences (e.g., retaliation, conflict) resulting from that strategy and on the possible responses of the group to those consequences.  The pragmatic aspect of social deliberation, the more practical side of the process, focuses on choosing which problem or need to focus on and selecting a strategy (or multiple strategies) to address that problem or meet that need.


The organizing phase: Additional points.  This section presents three additional points related to the organizing phase: (1) the components can occur in any order; (2) the components continue throughout the implementation phase; and (3) more of a group’s resources will likely go into the organizing phase as compared to the implementation phase.  First, the three components in the organizing phase (i.e., social organization, social research, social deliberation) occur in no particular order; any one of them can occur first, second, or third chronologically.  For instance, if a group begins by calling a meeting in response to a community crisis, then they are beginning the social action process with social organization.  [They may then research the crisis in more detail (i.e., social research), and then reflect upon the crisis and create a plan for addressing it (i.e., social deliberation)].  If people begin by getting their facts together on an issue or assessing community members’ views on an issue before a community meeting is held, then they are beginning with social research.  If people begin by reflecting on a social problem and brainstorming possible solutions, then they are beginning with social deliberation.  As Legerton notes, “the order in which people go through the organizing phase varies completely, based on the interests and leadership of the group and the situations facing the group.”  


Second, all of the organizing phase components continue, although to a lesser extent, throughout the implementation phase of social action: “Particularly when you’re doing development and reconstruction work, you have to keep organizing and researching and deliberating all the time.”  


Finally, although both the organizing phase and the implementation phase are crucial for the social action process, quality social action requires a relatively high emphasis on the organizing phase: 

Both of these phases [i.e., the organizing and implementation phases] are necessary and required.  And both are of equal importance.  But actually more time is spent in the organizing phase than in the implementation phase, particularly if you are addressing a fundamental issue, one that is very serious.  . . . The more creative resources you commit to the organizing phase, the more powerful the implementation phase will be.  

Legerton estimates that in a quality comprehensive community-based social action project, 60 to 70 percent of a group’s resources (e.g., time, money, skills, wisdom, creativity) will go to the organizing phase, whereas 30 to 40 percent will go to the implementation phase.  He feels that this presents challenges for many organizations, because funders generally provide money only for implementing implementation phase components (and not organizing phase components). 

The Implementation Phase of Social Action


This section introduces the components in the second phase of social action, which Legerton calls the implementation phase.  The implementation phase of social action refers to external actions that occur between a social action group and other groups.  This phase consists of six components: social relief, social support, social development, social reconstruction, social witness, and social disruption.  It is the phase in which a group implements the social action projects that members have designed in the organizing phase.  Hence the six components of the implementation phase can be viewed as six different categories of social action projects or activities.


The implementation phase is based on the sense of community and common identity that the group has built during the organizing phase.  Unlike the organizing phase, though, where most of the work focuses on relationships and issues within the group, the work of the implementation phase focuses on relationships and issues external to the group, especially the ways that the group can influence people outside of the group.  If in the organizing phase, people organize and decide what to do and how to do it, then in the implementation phase they actually do it -- this is the phase that people engage in when they actually implement the strategies that they have previously developed.  


From a theoretical perspective, Legerton also calls this the presentational phase of social action, because it this the phase where the group presents itself, its knowledge, and its strategies to the larger world.  Legerton views the terms “implementation phase” and “presentational phase” as interchangeable.  Because the term “implementation phase” is simpler, I use it throughout the rest of the paper.  The six components in the implementation phase are outlined below; they are also summarized in Table 4.2 [Click to get Table 4.1 MS Word].

Social relief.  Social relief refers to actions that aim to temporarily meet people’s basic needs, or to ease the burden of a social situation or condition -- typically by providing money, food, clothing, or shelter to people in need or crisis.  “Like giving people food or clothing, or paying the utility bill,” Legerton explains, “or monetary relief.”  The social change goal of such action is to slightly and temporarily alter a social situation through short-term alleviation of hardship or suffering.  This hardship or suffering can be caused either by a misfortune (e.g., a natural disaster such as a hurricane) or an injustice (e.g., an economic system that relegates some groups to poverty).  Social relief is important, yet relatively limited: “Those who do relief work do social change work.  But the type of change that they acquire is limited.  That’s the most limited form of influence, even though it’s the most heavily funded.”  


Social support.  Social support refers to actions that aim to strengthen people’s capacities to function more effectively in a social situation or condition, typically by providing education or resources to individuals, families, or groups.  Examples include family support projects, illness-based support groups, identity-based consciousness-raising groups, health care, and child care.  In social support, the social change goal is to permanently alter a social situation, either by strengthening individuals’ capacities to function effectively or by enhancing their well-being.


Social development.  Social development refers to actions that aim to build people’s capacities to meet their social, political, and economic needs -- typically by involving a broad cross-section of people in determining and addressing community needs.  In social development, “you build on what is there.  . . . So it could be leadership development, either with youths or adults; community development; economic development; or environmental development.”  In social development, the social change goal is to modify a social situation by building individuals’ and groups’ capacities to meet their own needs.


Social reconstruction.  According to Legerton, social reconstruction refers to actions that aim “to restructure the form and character of institutions, systems, and cultures by acquiring changes in policies, procedures, practices, and / or values.”  Examples might include “changing a policy at a school, say the suspension policy.  It could be significantly changing the racial make-up of a board.  Redistricting is also a good example of reconstruction.  . . . And new policies related to hog farms.”  In social reconstruction, the social change goal is to transform a social situation or condition by changing policies, practices, procedures, or values in institutions, systems, or cultures.  Hence the social change resulting from this component of social action is more comprehensive and fundamental than the change resulting from other components.  Despite this, Legerton views social reconstruction as the most overlooked and ignored social action strategy in most communities: “Most communities are not organized to do institutional, systems, or cultural change work.  This is the largest missing piece in the whole social action process.”  


Social witness.  Social witness refers to actions that aim to appeal to the conscience of policy-makers, decision-makers, or the public through the public expression of a moral position related to a social situation -- usually by calling attention to a social situation and trying to convert people to a particular view of that situation.  Examples of social witness include protests at nuclear waste facilities or abortion clinics, candlelight vigils at state executions, and days of prayer related to AIDS.  In social witness, the social change goal is to transform a social situation by converting individuals or groups to a new perspective on that situation.


Social disruption.  Social disruption refers to actions that aim to break up or break apart a social situation or condition, usually by expressing mass discontent about the experience of a social situation.  According to Legerton, “Social disruption is saying, ‘we’re just striking out against the present situation.’  The goal is not necessarily to lead to anything, but just to rebel against the present order.”  Examples of social disruption include riots and wildcat strikes.  In social disruption, the social change goal is to momentarily break apart a social situation through the mass or group-level expression of discontent or grievances related to that situation.  Because of his commitment to nonviolent action, Legerton neither uses nor condones social disruption in his work.  However, others do use social disruption as a method for attempting to influence a social condition or situation; Legerton therefore believes that it is important to include this strategy in his conceptual model of social action.


The implementation phase: Additional points.  This section presents two additional points related to the implementation phase: (1) the boundaries between different components within this phase can become blurred; (2) it is important that there be a match between the implementation phase component that a group selects and that group’s social change goal.  First, the boundaries distinguishing the various components within the implementation phase of social action can become blurry.  At times it is difficult to place a particular action squarely in one or another of the components outlined above. For instance, consider the 1954 Montgomery bus boycott led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  The purpose of the boycott was twofold: to call attention to the injustices of racial segregation and to change a policy related to segregated seating on city buses.  Was the boycott social witness (because it was bearing witness to an injustice) or social reconstruction (because it was an effort to change a policy)?  It was both, really.  While this blurring of components is confusing, it is also largely irrelevant.  The six components outlined above are meant to provide a conceptual framework for understanding social action.  Particular actions may fit within one or more of the components -- the components are not mutually exclusive.  The point is not to spend time splitting hairs about whether a particular action fits within this or that component; rather, the point is to use the conceptual tools that Legerton provides to develop a more holistic understanding of social action and (as is discussed below) to begin to see a common purpose among practitioners who engage in social action.


Second, it is important that there be a match between the selection of one or more of the implementation phase components and a group’s social change goal.  Legerton believes that some people eventually leave social action because of a lack of fit between their goal (e.g., a goal related to social transformation) and the strategy that they choose to reach that goal (e.g., strategies that lead to short-term alleviation of suffering rather than social transformation):  

I think a lot of people leave social action because they have a goal, but their understanding and experience of action strategies is so limited that the strategy they choose would never actually reach that goal.  For example, a social worker might go into relief or support work, but might really want to transform society.  Well, relief and support aren’t intended to reconstruct or transform society, to acquire fundamental change in our society.  So after a while they become frustrated [because their goal is unmet by the strategies they have chosen], and they quit.

Social Learning

Opportunities for social learning occur throughout the organizing and implementation phases of social action, or across all of the components outlined above.  In contrast to the other components, which are identified primarily with either the organizing phase or the implementation phase, social learning is a pervasive component of social action, one that is diffused throughout the entire social action process.  Social learning refers to the formal and nonformal education that occurs through the practice of social action.  It encompasses both formal education (e.g., education and training sessions, workshops, conferences) and nonformal education (i.e., learning through practice).  It also refers to both learning new knowledge and skills, and deepening one’s previous levels of knowledge, skills, and consciousness.  Social learning is summarized in Table 4.1 [Click to get Table 4.1 MS Word].


According to Legerton, social learning is generally implicit rather than explicit, and the extent of learning depends largely upon people’s ability to reflect critically on their practice and on the wisdom they gain through that practice:

How does social learning occur in the social action process?  It’s through the exercise and practice of it [i.e., social action].  So there is implicit learning in the process.  And the level of that implicit learning is largely influenced by our own individual capacity, and the group’s capacity, to be critically reflective and analyze the learning that we are experiencing through the exercise and practice of social action.  And this component is very important, because most groups do not pause to identify and claim and celebrate the social learning that is occurring as they are exercising and practicing social action.


Legerton views this unwillingness to claim and celebrate social learning as a mistake, because the benefits of social learning may eventually outweigh all other benefits of social action.  He notes that social learning can be viewed as the most important outcome of the entire social action process:

This component [i.e., social learning] needs to be distinguished from all others, because it is the learning that the people experience that is the base of the leadership skills that they develop and use in the social action process, as well as in other situations that they face in their individual lives or the lives of their family or community.  . . . In many ways, the learning is more long-term than other social change outcomes, because other outcomes can easily be changed back to their former condition or changed to an even worse situation.  Or be changed again to improve them, by your own group or some other group.  And that is why this component needs more attention and focus among both theorists and practitioners in the field of social action.

The Social Action Process: An Overview


This section illustrates how a group might use the various components outlined above to engage in the social action process.  Legerton defines the social action process in two ways: as a basic model and an ideal model of social action.  A basic model portrays what the social action process will look like in its fundamental or root form.  This model outlines the ways that the various components within the social action process interact and fit together.  In this basic model, all social action processes consist of at least some limited form of social organization, social research, and social deliberation (not necessarily in that order) -- and then engagement in at least one (and possibly more) of the six components in the implementation phase of social action (with at least some continued organizing, research, and deliberation).  Opportunities for social learning occur throughout the process.  


According to Legerton, this basic model of social action outlines what needs to occur for an action to be considered social action.  Through his work at the Center for Community Action, Legerton has come to value and emphasize certain components within this basic model of social action.  This has led him to expand upon the basic model and develop what I call his ideal model of social action.  He uses the term “comprehensive community-based model of social action” to describe this ideal model.  Legerton’s comprehensive community-based model of social action includes more emphasis on the organizing phase as compared to the implementation phase, especially on social organization and social deliberation.  Within the implementation phase, a comprehensive community-based approach includes multiple implementation components (implemented either by one organization or by several working collaboratively).  But these implementation components have differing emphasis.  Social reconstruction and social development are heavily-emphasized, social support is somewhat emphasized, and other components receive relatively less emphasis.  In addition, social learning is heavily emphasized throughout the social action process.  Hence Legerton’s comprehensive community-based approach to social action emphasizes relationship-building and community-building (via social organization), reflection and decision-making (via social deliberation), learning through practice (via social learning) and accomplishing tasks related to social change (via social reconstruction and social development).

Social Action and Social Justice: A Common Purpose for Practitioners


For Legerton, this organic model of social action presents an overarching framework for realizing social justice.  Each of the components in the implementation phase of social action can relate to a social justice vision.  Yet each relates differently to that social justice vision.  Recall that Legerton defines injustice as including both institutional neglect (i.e., being ignored by institutions or systems) and institutional abuse (i.e., being mistreated by institutions or systems).  Some of the components in the implementation phase -- social relief, social support, and social development -- are ways of redressing institutional neglect.  Social witness and social disruption are ways of calling upon others to redress either institutional neglect or abuse.  And social reconstruction is a way of redressing either institutional abuse or neglect.  For example, a development project focusing on getting a playground in a public housing community would redress a form of institutional neglect (i.e., the town government has ignored the community when selecting locations for recreational facilities).  And a reconstruction effort to change environmental policies related to mining would redress a form of institutional abuse (i.e., mining corporations have mistreated citizens by dumping toxins in rivers and threatening public health).   


All of these strategies can be used to redress or call attention to injustices: “All can be used as different ways to balance out the imbalances of power and resources in the world.”  This is important.  By emphasizing that all of these strategies can be used redress or address injustices, Legerton aims to provide a sense of common purpose and unity among community practitioners, whether they engage in work related to relief, support, development, reconstruction, or witness.  This sense of common purpose can prevent practitioners from disparaging strategies that differ from those that they typically use.


Legerton has encountered practitioners who define social justice work exclusively as strategies that redress institutional abuse (e.g., social reconstruction), and not those that redress institutional neglect (e.g., social relief, social support, social development).  This can lead to the disparagement of strategies that address institutional neglect.  He has also encountered practitioners who perceive strategies that redress institutional abuse (e.g., social reconstruction) as strategies used by people whom they stereotype as “radical or gadflies or troublemakers or agitators,” people who want to overthrow the entire policy-making and governing system.  This can lead to the disparagement of strategies that redress institutional abuse.  Although Legerton is especially committed to social reconstruction, he values other approaches as well:

Whatever strategies we decide to utilize in social action, it’s important that we see the role of other strategies and not delegitimize those.  Because if I’m committed to fundamental change, to fundamental transformation of society, and I choose strategies to reconstruct society through institutional, systems, and cultural change, and if I delegitimize other social action strategies -- then I have limited those with whom I will collaborate in my work, and limited opportunities for engagement with others that will broaden the base of influence for fundamental transformation.  And I think that this delegitimization of other strategies, and the people who utilize them, happens all the time, from every part of the field.  And that’s defeating the goal of social change.


The implication is that all six components in the implementation phase are crucial in a broader effort to realize social justice.  Legerton notes that “all of these components are important and necessary; each is just as important as the others.”  But he makes it clear that each is important primarily through its combination with others:

Because taken alone, their significance is limited.  And that goes for social reconstruction as well as social relief.  For example, in social reconstruction, if you change the fundamental causes of abuse within a particular system, what happens next?  Do you then build people’s capacity to take advantage of the new opportunity and fair treatment they’re receiving?  I think you do.  So if you alleviate institutional abuse, even that is just half the solution.  Because after you alleviate institutional abuse, you then need to turn your attention to addressing people’s lack of capacity to utilize new institutional opportunity and treatment, because they’ve never had it in the past.  . . . So no solution alone is ultimately the solution.


According to Legerton, these ideas provide a framework for uniting community practitioners around a common vision of social action, social change, and social justice: 

If we were to see influencing social situations and conditions as the common purpose of all of our work, . . . then hopefully we could gain more of a sense of our common purpose, and of the strengths and limitations of our diverse approaches within the field of social action.  So I think fundamentally, this model seeks to find common ground for everyone who seeks to right something that they perceive as wrong, and to respond to needs that people identify as needing to be met and problems that need to be solved. . . .  I think this model presents that holistic possibility, that all of these approaches are part of a common field of practice with divergent paths.

Contributions of Legerton’s Model


This paper has presented an organic model of community practice, which Legerton calls social action.  This model makes five major contributions to the conceptualization of community practice.  These contributions have implications for what Legerton views as the four major institutional areas within the field: theory, practice, philanthropy, and education and training.  


First, since there are no organic models that provide a framework for understanding the entire field of community practice, simply presenting an organic model of community practice is a contribution.  Although there is a rich tradition of researchers using interviews to present the practice wisdom of experienced community practitioners (e.g., Horton et al., 1991; Levy, 1975), this previous work has not outlined conceptual models of community practice.  And as mentioned, there are conceptual models created from the academy (e.g., Rothman, 1996; Weil & Gamble, 1995), but not from the field of practice.  This paper is therefore innovative in presenting a conceptual model of community practice that was developed primarily from practice wisdom rather than academic reflection.  The richness of this model suggests that community practice researchers may find it fruitful to document and describe the conceptualizations of experienced practitioners.


A second contribution of Legerton’s conceptual model is his inclusive definition of community practice.  Legerton defines community practice as including not only actions that have been emphasized in the community practice literature (e.g., social organization, social research, social deliberation, social development, social reconstruction), but also actions that have received less attention among community practice scholars (e.g., social relief, social support, social witness, social learning, social disruption).


A third contribution is Legerton’s definition of social justice.  Recall that Legerton defines social justice as including both institutional abuse (i.e., being mistreated by institutions or systems) and institutional neglect (i.e., being ignored by institutions).  If social work practice is based on a commitment to social justice, and social justice work is defined as including social interventions that redress both institutional abuse and institutional neglect, then social work practitioners may come to see more of a common purpose among the diverse and distinct intervention approaches in which we engage.


A fourth contribution is Legerton’s emphasis on community-building, reflection, and learning from one’s experiences.  This emphasis expands upon other community practice writings (e.g., Bobo, Kendall, & Max, 1991; Kahn, 1991, 1994), which focus primarily on externally-focused actions such as accomplishing tasks, on selecting an issue and winning on that issue.  Legerton’s emphasis suggests a broader set of outcomes for community practice.  Instead of conceptualizing winning as the ultimate outcome, community practitioners can place equal emphasis on internally-focused outcomes related to building community, promoting reflection, and facilitating learning among participants.  After all, a group can win on issues (e.g., get a stop light in a neighborhood; get a housing policy changed) without community-building, reflection, or learning taking place.  Legerton’s emphasis on outcomes related to community-building, reflection, and learning complements a parallel emphasis in previous community practice literature (e.g., Biddle & Biddle, 1965; Ross, 1955) and in the growing literature on popular education (e.g., Arnold et al., 1991; Castelloe & Watson, in press; Horton & Freire, 1990).  

A fifth contribution is that Legerton’s model, in contrast to existing models, distinguishes two major phases in any community practice intervention.  Recall that Legerton distinguishes the organizing phase (i.e., the organizing, researching, and deliberation that occurs in community practice) from the implementation phase (i.e., the implementation of strategies designed to improve a community’s quality of life).  Other models fail to distinguish these two phases.  This distinction is important, for it suggests that the components within each of the two phases are separate and distinct.  Thus social organization and social deliberation are separate and distinct from social development.  Organization and deliberation aim to build a base for community practice; development work aims to use that base to improve a community’s quality of life.  Legerton proposes that “when community practice models compare organizing with development, or deliberation [or planning] with development, as many do, these models are comparing components from two separate and distinct phases of social action.”  He continues, “a more useful comparison would be between social development and social reconstruction, both of which would include extensive organizing and deliberation -- but existing conceptual models fail to make this comparison.”


In sum, Legerton’s model makes five major contributions to the field of community practice: (1) it is organic; (2) it is more inclusive than previous models; (3) it is based on a unique definition of social justice; (4) it emphasizes community-building, reflection, and learning; and (5) it delineates two separate phases in the community practice process.

Conclusion


These five contributions outlined above represent my interpretation of the significance of Legerton’s model for the field of community practice.  In our interviews, I once asked Legerton about the model’s significance for him:


Legerton: And what was the second question?  [I had asked two questions earlier.]


Castelloe: Well, just more generally, what does this model mean to you, in terms of your work, your broader view of the work, your broader view of the field?  Maybe that’s too big of a question.


Legerton: [Pauses.]  Well, I see the field of social action as having all these pieces of activity that are so divided.  Those doing relief develop biases toward relief, those doing support develop their biases, those doing development develop their biases, those doing systems change develop their biases, and those doing witness work develop their biases.  And there’s a significant lack of unity in understanding the need for all of these strategies to be utilized in an effort to improve and change a community, a county, a state, a nation, or the human world -- and to protect and promote the earth at the same time.  So we need a framework and a common ground from which to explore the diversity of approaches and strategies to improve the contexts of our life experience.  


There’s also not only division in the field of practice, there is also serious division among practitioners, theorists, funders, and people in education and training.  Then there are also divisions between the practitioners, and between the theorists, and between the funders, and between the education and training institutes.  So throughout this entire field, which we don’t even usually identify as a field, there are serious divisions at all levels.  . . . . So what really motivates me the most in developing this model is my grieving over the multiple levels of division within this field.  


And also my loneliness motivates me.  Because I want to be a part of something greater than myself, in more than just a spiritual way.  I mean, I know I am in a spiritual way.  But I want to be a part of something that is greater than myself in a material way, in an embodied way.  And one important way I can do that is to feel a part of a field of work where I know others who are doing it, I know the history from which I come in doing it, and I know the different paths and the map of that tradition -- just as I do my family tradition or my spiritual tradition.  I really want my work tradition to be as powerful and meaningful to me as my family tradition and my spiritual tradition.  And I grieve over the fact that it is not.  


. . . So whatever little I can do to increase that understanding and insight and formation of a tradition, the greater I feel a part of that tradition and the greater I understand that tradition, and the less lonely and more powerful I feel as a participant and member of that tradition.  . . . And I rejoice in the rare moments, such as this, when I can sit with others and dialogue about it and write about it, which will hopefully lead to something being done about it beyond the limitations of my own experience and existence.  


[Pauses.]  So you asked the question.  You got the whole story.  [Laughs.]


Castelloe: It was good.  It was a good story.  I’m glad I asked.  [Laughs.]  I was hesitant to ask, but I’m glad I did.  


Legerton: Yep.  That’s it.  
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� Legerton’s viewpoints grow out of his practice experiences, his seminary education, his reading (e.g., the works of Ghandi, King, Chavez, and Alinsky), and his current doctoral studies at Teachers College, Columbia University.
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