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Inthenot too distant past, school softenwereat
thecenter of activity inrurad communitiesandsmall
towns. Itwasinrural schoolswhereyouth and adults
alikegatheredto discusscommunity concerns, tocel-
ebratemilestones, andto participatein cultura events.
By serving asagathering place, rura school sprovided
opportunitiesfor citizensto partici patein mattersaffecting
thecommunity, to build social relationships, to seek and
receivehe pfor problemsfacing children, youth, and
families, andto establishacultureof valuesand norms
that governedthecommunity. Inshort, by bringing
peopl etogether, rural schoolscontributedtothedevel -
opment of a“ senseof community.” When residents
work together to solvecommunity problemsandto
establish shared values, communitiesaremorelikely to
besafeand supportiveof children, youth, andfamilies.

Insomerural communities(and urban communi-
tiesfor that matter), schools, including thoseonceclosed
dueto consolidation or lack of enrollment, arebeing
revitalized ascentersof community activity and service
provision. Although school scontinueto beapopul ar
setting for locating services, community resourcecenters
canasobefoundinrehabilitated houses, abandoned
grocery stores, storefronts, shopping malls, andfaith-
based organi zations. Eventhough many neighborhood
resourcecentershavealocationat which servicesare
provided, centersfrequently locate someservicesand
activitiesinother locationsthroughout theneighborhood,
suchasworkplaces, churches, schools, and recreational
facilities. Infact, “virtud” community centers, where
nearly all servicesandactivitiesareprovidedinlocations

throughout thecommunity, areemerging asastrategy for
locating activitiesand servicesclosetocitizens homes.

Strengthening Familiesand Communities
Thecommunity or neighborhood resource
centersof today, asinthepast, areoftendesignedto
bring children, youth, and familiestogether invarious
activities, including recreation, support groups, commu-
nity chats, and cultural educationand enrichment activi-
ties. Many centersstriveto strengthen and support
childrenandfamiliesandtoimprovethequality of the
communitiesor neighborhoodsinwhichthey live. Many
centersa soprovideservicestoyouthandfamilies
generaly, or to specific popul ations(such asfamiliesin
which child abuseor neglect hasoccurred). Some
centersareeven providingjusticeservicesasaway of
improving theresponsi venessof thejusticesystemtothe
community when crimeoccursand theaccess bility of
servicesto addresssocial problems, such asdrug abuse,
juvenileddinquency, andfamily violence.

Regardlessof thepurposeandlocationof a
community center, effectivecommunity resourcecenters
become part of thecommunity. They respect theintimate
relationshipsand cultura heritagethat definepeople’'s
identity andenrichtheir lives.! Inshort, they arewelcom-
ing placesfor children, youth, andfamilies. These
programsaremost likely to be supportiveof youthand
familiesand to strengthenthecommunity whenthe
center’ sprogrammingisdirected towards:
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Facilitating participation of children, youth,
and adults.

I nformationand education (includingtraining
programs) areprovidedtoenablechildren, youth,
and adultsto makeinformed decisionsabout
mattersaffectingthempersonaly (e.g., hedlth,
employment, etc.) andtheir community (e.g.,
crime, youthissues, poverty, lack of resources,
racism, etc.)) andto develop appropriate
solutions. Inmany centers, computer andinternet
training and accessareprovided.

Stimulating the development of social
relationships and networks.

Most youthandfamiliesthrivewhenthey have
meaningful socid rel ationshipsand networksof
trusted friends. Peoplearemorelikely toexpress
a“senseof connectedness’ to othersinthe
community whencommunity ingtitutionsfoster and
support suchrelationships. Community centers
canbeinstrumental inreducingtheisolationthat
youthandfamiliesmay experience, especiadlyin
high crimeand di sadvantaged neighborhoods, by
providing opportunitiesfor youthandfamiliesto
develop supportiverelationshipswith othersinthe
neighborhood.

Providing comprehensive services and
supports to youth and family in a non-
stigmatizing location.

Community centersstriveto provide
comprehensiveservicesclosetowhereresidents
live. Indoingthis, familiesfrequently havegreater
accesstoawider variety of services. Families
maly aso havean easier timeaccessing
appropriateservicesthanif they havetotravel toa
downtown officeor someother central location.
Servicesprovided by community centersoften
includehedlth-related services, drugand a cohol
treatment, counseling, jobtrainingand
recruitment, parenting support, assessment and
Screening services, and case management.

Although servicesareusualy providedtohelp

youth and familiesaddressneeds, community
centersalso striveto build upon and enhancethe
strengthsof families. Thishappensinsevera ways.
Community centersoftenengagefamiliesinmutual
support activitieswherefamily canreceivehelp
but al so have opportunitiesto providehelpto
others. Effectivecommunity centersalsotypicaly
encouragefamiliesto participateindecison
making about their servicesandto shareinthe
responsibility forimprovingthequdlity of lifeinthe
nei ghborhood.

. Providing opportunities for community
involvement.

Community membersareintegral tothesuccessof
most resourcecenters. Membersof the
community areofteninvolved fromtheinception of
aprojectindefining theneedsand assetsof a
neighborhood. Astheresourcecenter matures,
community membersmay serveon advisory
boards, coordinatefundraisingactivities, provide
staffing support, and participateinthevarious
servicesand activitiesprovided by thecenter. In
justiceresource centers(see Red Hook
description, Part 1), community membersmay
haveacentral rolein mediating disputes,
sentencing of fendersthrough variouscommunity
processes, and monitoring community service
work.

What kindsof activitiesand servicesarecommonly
provided in community center s?

Thespecifictypesof activitiesand services
provided by acommunity or neighborhood resource
center aredriven by thepurposeof thecenter, available
space, volunteer support, financia support, andexisting
servicesor programswithinthene ghborhood. Services
andactivitiescommonly providedinclude:

. Family support and strengthening programs(e.g.,
childdevel opment classes, financial management, nutrition,
child care, mutual support groups, parent to parent
groups, mentoringfor youth);

. Recreational activitiesfor youthand adults(e.g.,
sports, cooking, or sewing classes, danceclasses);
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. Humanand socia services(e.g., drop-in
counsaling, health services, drugand a cohol treatment,
mental healthreferrals, GED classes, jobtrainingand
referral, literacy classes, anger management, conflict
resol ution, and domesticviolenceservices, case
management services);

. Cultural programsand events,

. L eadership programs(geared bothtoyouthand
adults);

. Community forumsor other opportunitiesfor
identifying and resolvingissuesof concerntothe
community;

. Education, information, andreferra (e.g., access
toinformation about community programsand services,;
training programsontopicsof interest tothecommunity;
accessto computers, referral toservices); and

. Clubs(e.g., 4-H clubs, after-school homework
clubs, teengroups, servicelearning opportunities, summer
day camps).

Part Il of this series describes three existing
community resource centers. For more
information about community resource
centers, contact the National Center on Rural
Justice and Crime Prevention, 864-656-6285.

The National Center on Rural Justice and
Crime Prevention seeks to stimulate the
development of partnerships between local
justice systems (e.g., law enforcement, courts,
prosecutors) and residents, organizations,
and institutions in rural communities and
small towns to prevent and reduce crime and
violence. The Center focuses on research,
education, technical assistance, and
information dissemination.
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