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N planning the Joseph J. Schwartz
I Graduate Program for Training
Center Directors and Senior Personnel,
of the Schools of Education and Social
Work at the Hebrew University, there
was an obvious necessity to determine
what centers exist in Israel, what they
are like, and what they do. Con-
sequently, one of the first steps to be
undertaken was a survey of community
centers in Israel. This article is con-
cerned with the results.

The Sample

It is almost impossible to say with
precision how many centers of various
kinds exist in Israel. It is difficult to
determine the very magnitude under
discussion — whether there are hun-
dreds, thousands, or even tens of
thousands. They range from rented
rooms and apartments, wooden shacks,
basements, air-raid shelters and parts
of school buildings to elaborate phys-
ical establishments with auditoriums,
swimming pools, and stadia. These are
sponsored by a bewildering array of
governmental, public, and voluntary
bodies in various combinations. It
seems fairly safe to say, however, that
there is no locality, no matter how
small, and there are few neighborhoods
in places large enough to have subdivi-
sions which do not have at least one
center of some kind.

Since there is no central registry of
centers, the exact number is not known,
and although it was tempting to try to
investigate the entire gamut, a defini-
tion of community centers was used in
an effort to delimit the area.
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This definition, which was arbitrarily
constructed by the researchers, includes
five elements:

1) conducts at least part of its ac-
tivities in its own building;

2) deals with more than one age
group;

3) carries on more than one activity;

4) is open to everyone who wants to
join or participate;

5) is concerned with the geographi-
cal neighborhood in which it is lo-
cated.

This definition was intended to
exclude centers only for youth; or for
sports; or for the mentally ill. It was

-also intended to exclude “pure” serv-

ices, such as street corner work and
private recreational facilities, like coun-
try clubs.

One of the interesting methodologi-
cal findings to emerge, however, was
the prestige which has become attached
to the title “community center,” and
consequently the effort which many
agencies made to fit the definition.
Thus, a youth center which occasionally
invites parents to a meeting, defined
itself as “dealing with” more than one
age group. A sports center which some-
times has a picnic for members called
this a variety of activities. And so it
went.

From the answers received to pre-
liminary questionnaires, plus a news-
paper advertisement, a sample of 175
centers calling themselves community
centers was drawn. Questionnaires
were mailed to each; a follow-up mailed
to non-respondents; and personal visits

—
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paid to a sample of those still not re-
sponding. No significant differences
were found in the answers of original
respondents, tardy respondents, and
those who had not intended to re-
spond. A total of 76 responses were
received as follows:

Youth, Sport, and Cultural Centers

(of the Ministry of Education —

henceforth called Matnassim, which is

an acronym for the Hebrew title) 18

Working Women and Working

Mothers Organizations (henceforth

— Working Mothers) 15
Youth Centers (of the Ministry of
Education’s Youth Department) 6
Ministry of Social Welfare Centers
(henceforth — Social Welfare) 5
Amidar Housing Authority and

Workers’ Councils'’ Center (hence-
forth — Amidar-Workers’ Councils) 21
Amidar Housing Authority and Local
Authorities’ Centers (henceforth —
Amidar-Local Authority)

Others

IU‘@

Total 76

Since community centers are consi-
dered by the researchers to be sui
generis, and since little information con-
cerning them is available, the question-
naire covered the following areas:

1. Sponsorship and finances
Governance and participation in

governance

3. Manpower — numbers, educa-
tion, specialized training, and
turnover

Types and extent of membership
Major activities conducted

Age groups using centers

Major problems

Role in community

e B

No attempt was made to check the
facts reported, and this article should
accordingly be seen as a report on re-
sponses recetved.

Findings

Since probing the eight areas listed
above resulted in a large amount of

L

data, this report deals with some
selected findings only. Further, as a
first preliminary survey, no hypotheses
were tested, rather — as is customary in
exploratory studies — many areas re-
quiring further investigation were un-
covered.

Background

The growth of the community center
movement in Israel is indicated by the
fact that 50 percent of the centers re-
sponding had been opened within the
previous three years, and 81 percent
during the previous eight vyears.
Budgets range from a center which re-
ported expenses of 11.400 and no in-
come, to one with an income in excess
of 1L.2,000,000 per year. The median
budget is IL.60,000 per annum with
most Matnassim above this figure, and
most centers of Amidar-Workers’
Councils below it. Staff averages range
from centers with three staff members
to those with 29. The full-time to part-
time ratio varies from one center with
one full-time member to six part-time
members to centers with an equal
proportion of each — although these
tend to be small centers with one or two
full-time people and an equal number
of part-time staff. Finally, the number
of members ranges from centers with
over a thousand members to those with
less than fifty. However, there are cen-
ters which do not have formal member-
ship, and could only estimate the
number of participants; while others
have both members and non-member
participants.

Board Composition

Eighty-four percent of the centers
reported that they had governing
boards, and both the Matnassim and the
centers of Amidar-Workers' Councils
reported wide representation on their
boards. In almost every case, of all cen-
ters, there was some representation
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from the local authority on the board.
Representation of center members was
greatest among the centers of the
Working Mothers organization, while
neither Social Welfare centers nor
Youth Centers had members or public
representatives on their boards.

Directors

Given the growth of centers men-
tioned above, it is not surprising that 71
percent of the directors have held their
jobs three years or less. When tenure is
compared to the age of centers, how-
ever, it appears that almost a third of
the centers opened within the last three
years have already had at least one
change of directors, and in the case of
Amidar-Workers’ Council centers,
Youth Centers, and Others, only one-
third of the directors have been with
the centers since they opened, regard-
less of when that was.

About 45 percent of all directors
have only a high school education or
less, while 19 percent have a university
degree or more. Since the Matnassim
require a university degree, removing
them from the sample results in 60
percent of the directors having a high
school education or less, and only 8
percent having a university degree.
Forty-five percent of the directors had
some kind of training for center work
other than their academic education,
and 40 percent had taken part in more
than one training program. This in-
cluded one director who had been in
four such programs; seven who had at-
tended three; and three who had been
in two.

Center Activities

The most prevalent activity in centers
is sponsorship of study and activity
groups (28 percent), while the second
concerns social groups (21 percent).
Other activities include sport, art and
culture, dealing with personal prob-
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lems, vocational guidance, and some
miscellaneous activities. When the re-
sponses of individual centers are
examined, however, 57 percent con-
duct only two types of activities, and
another 24 percent conduct three.
Thus, over half the reporting centers
base this part of their claim to be com-
munity centers on the fact that they
offer two types, rather than one type,
of activity. The most-served age groups
are adolescents and adults, with Matnas-
sim, Amidar-Local Authority, Social
Welfare, and Youth Centers serving
more of the former; and Working
Mothers, Amidar-Workers’ Councils,
and Others serving more of the latter.

Community Activities

Centers had trouble determining
what community activity properly con-
sisted of. Sixty percent mentioned
working with committees or councils,
and 17 percent specified developing
local leadership, but others reported
“Raising the level of women and deal-
ing with women with problems,” and
“Direct help and advice to mothers and
to large families,” as community ac-
tivities. One center simply noted that it
had attempted a community develop-
ment project and failed.

Centers’ Problems

Asked to specify two major problems
which they faced, 57 percent re-
sponded as requested. Eighteen per-
cent reported only one problem, and
25 percent either had no problem, or
did not answer the question. Of the
exactly 100 problems listed, 20 percent
reported that the building is too small;
15 percent complained of lack of
budget to expand social and cultural
activities; and 10 percent reported in-
sufficient budget to employ profes-
sional staff. No other single item
amounted to 10 percent of the prob-
lems reported. Grouped differently, 27
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percent of the problems concern physi-
cal facilities; 26 percent concern
budgeting; and 20 percent concern dif-
ficulties with clientele. Manpower prob-
lems account for 11 percent of the to-
tal.

Discussion

One of the problems in this study was
in making contact with the 175 centers
in the sample. However, this was not a
problem confined to using the postal
services. Experience indicated that even
attempts to visit the centers were
fraught with difficulties other than in-
sufficient addresses. Many centers are
open for only a few hours a day, and
not every day. In some smaller centers,
if the director cannot be present at a
given time, the center is simply not
opened. Nor are times and days posted
anywhere; considerable asking around
the neighborhood is necessary to find
out when someone in authority might
be present at some of the centers.

In short, the picture presented by
community centers (or those that de-
fine themselves in this manner) is not
only one of imposing buildings with re-
ceptionists, secretaries, and staff work-
ing shifts; it also includes a large ele-
ment of small buildings open for
limited periods and staffed by one or
two people at a time.

Insofar as sponsoring organizations
are concerned, the picture is also very
fluid. Few agencies have centralized
control of any kind. Some of the agen-
cies have local branches, some of which
may conduct one or several centers, but
the affiliation is center to branch to na-
tional agency — there is usually no af-
filiation of or between centers directly.

There has been a considerable
growth in the number of centers within
the last three years, if the growth rate
of the sample centers is an indication.
With twenty-nine centers in the sample
alone opened during that period, there

may have been well over a hundred
new centers of various kinds established
during the same period. This raises the
question as to how and where the deci-
sion to open a new center is made; on
the basis of what data; and with what
plans or goals in mind. It also raises the
question as to whether centers are ena-
bled to learn from the experience of
others — are buildings with fewer mis-
takes erected, programs improved,
manpower better selected? This, in
turn, raises the question as to whether
and how the experience of centers is
documented and available to others.
Each of these is a legitimate research
question which deserves investigation.

The fact that only 20 of 68 centers
(30 percent) have representation of
members on their boards is a significant
factor. If the centers are sincere in de-
siring to encourage leadership, and in
letting members determine the ac-
tivities of the center, then lack of
member representation on the policy-
making body of the centers does not
bespeak such sincerity. Rather, the pic-
ture which emerges is that of one
group which decides what another
group wants, needs, or should be given.
These impressions are worth checking
further through investigation of the
role of members on the boards where
they do serve, and the role of boards in
general.

It is interesting to speculate as to
what the low ratio of full-time program
staff to part-time program staff in
many centers means. One possibility is
that there is parallelism — that all the
workers do essentially the same task,
such as group leading, teaching, or
handling the logistics of meetings,
rooms, supplies, etc., but that some of
them are full-time employees and
others are part-time. A second possibil-
ity is that of hierarchy, with the full-
time workers having supervisory and
administrative functions, while the
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part-time workers are engaged in giv-
ing direct service. Another possibility is
that the full-time staff are first among
equals, doing the same jobs as part-time
staff, but also having supervisory and
administrative responsibilities. Finally,
it is possible that full-time workers (or
some of them) give direct service, while
the unit heads or supervisors or direc-
tors come in on a part-time basis.

To the extent that full-time workers
have supervisory or administrative re-
sponsibility that part-time workers do
not, the question is raised concerning
their additional training or skill for
such functions. In short, does one be-
come a full-time program worker in a
community center because one is better
trained, experienced, or otherwise qual-
ified for the position; or is it a function
of being willing to work full-time rather
than part-time?

Again, if it is found that part-time
workers tend to be specialists in pro-
gram areas, such as teachers of lan-
guages, sports teachers, ceramicists, or
social group leaders, the question of
how the non-specialist full-time
employee supervises such specialists
and evaluates the effectiveness of their
work is an interesting one.

Although it is logical that educational
attainments have become more impor-
tant during the last few years, and that
with increasing sophistication concern-
ing the possibilities and problems of
community centers, formal education
beyond high school has been an in-
creasing requirement, the data do not
bear this out. Of the 23 directors with
only a high school education or less, 11

(48 percent) were employed since 1970,
and 18 (78 percent) since 1965.

The relatively small percentage of di-
rectors who have more than a high
school education (40 percent) may seem
to indicate limitations on the perfor-
mance of community centers, but this
study contains no data to support this
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conclusion. Determination of the quan-
tity and quality of community center
activities requires evaluative research
concerning center goals and ac-
complishments, and complex attempts
to link these to the education of the
directors. If, however, it is assumed
that an effective community center di-
rector needs skills in administration,
supervision, program development and
community organization, it is difficult
to believe that these can be acquired
through the normal curricula of Israeli
elementary and high schools, and, con-
sequently, attention must be paid to the
content of further education.

Insofar as this further education
implies teachers’ seminaries or univer-
sities, some general principles of deal-
ing with people, institutions, and com-
munities might be acquired, depending
upon the actual course of study or
specialties. To what extent this is actu-
ally true requires both a listing of the
courses taken, their content, and how
much has been retained.

Beyond this, the necessary knowl-
edge and skills must have been ac-
quired — insofar as they were acquired
— through experience, in-service train-
ing, and other kinds of courses.

Thirty-one of the 69 respondents had
been in some sort of training course in
addition to their academic education,
and 11 of these had been in more than
one course. Although attendance at
more than one training course may be
taken to mean additional attainments,
the system of in-service training, yomei
iyun (seminars), and short courses in
use in Israel does not mean that this
necessarily follows. Few such training
courses are based upon an analysis of
what the participants bring with them,
what the job requires, and the content
necessary to fill the gap. Particularly in
the case of respondents who partici-
pated in more than one course, these
were probably not progressive, building
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upon each other; and may not have
been complementary, but dealing with
different content.

Courses reported by respondents
range from a full-year course with
supervised fieldwork (the Joseph J.
Schwartz Graduate Program for Com-
munity Center Directors and Senior
Personnel, of the Hebrew University);
two years part-time, to a series of lec-
tures given sporadically. Further re-
search is necessary to determine the ef-
ficacy of these various types of training
programs. Insofar as the activities and
client-groups of the organizations dealt
with in this study show great similarity,
the possibility of a generic, or core,
course of training for all of them
should be explored.

It would be interesting to know how
centers define membership, since cen-
ters within the same organization re-
port both existence and absence of
formal membership. Although the
questionnaire specifically mentioned
formal membership, and gave the op-
portunity to indicate that the center
had no formal membership, it is
nevertheless possible that some centers
considered, for example, that payment
of fees to participate in courses or
classes constitutes membership. Others
may have defined participation itself as
membership. There are also centers
which have both member and non-
member participation — lower fees for
activities for members, a members’
lounge, and other benefits denied to
mere participants.

. The effect of membership upon par-
ticipation is also an open question. Do
people who become members make
more use of the facilities and activities?
Or do people who make use of these
become members? And there is the
ques.tipn as to whether the quality of
participation is affected by the fact of
membership — do members behave
differently, take more responsibility,

widen their sphere of activities? This is
related to an even wider question which
flows from the oft-quoted maxim that
people “appreciate” more things for
which they have paid, and hence a pol-
icy in some centers that everyone must
pay at least a symbolic fee, either for
membership or to participate in ac-
tivities. This whole area seems ripe for
further investigation.

The problems reported by centers as
among their two major difficulties can
be grouped in ways different from
those used in this report. For example,
one could subsume all problems under
finances, on the assumption that suffi-
cient sums of money, judiciously spent,
would solve problems of building by
construction; of manpower by salaries,
benefits, and training, etc. Similarly, it
would be possible to attribute all ills to
manpower lacks, assuming that prop-
erly trained and equipped manpower
would find ways to overcome problems
with clients, acquire additional re-
sources, resolve policy problems, and so
forth. If the present division is ac-
cepted, however, it is imeresting that
the problem of program budget is out-
ranked by physical building problems,
both of which loom larger than man-
power difficulties. Even when the divi-
sions are grouped, budgeting accounts
for only 26 percent of the problems,
less than physical facilities (35 percent)
and not too far ahead of problems in
dealing with clients (20%).

Directors evidently are not as
bothered on a day-to-day program basis
by lack of funds as they are by deficien-
cies in their buildings. If organizational
rivalries can be overcome, therefore, it
might be wise to build fewer but larger
and better equipped centers in the fu-
ture.

With the increase in numbers of cen-
ters during the last three years, it is not
surprising that most of the directors
began their jobs then. However, 29
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percent of the centers opening in that
period have already had at least one
change of directors, and 45 percent of
all centers have. If the rate for the past
three years is constant, then the turn-
over rate for new centers is about 10
percent a year, while if there have been
several directors during that period
(which the data do not reveal), then the
turnover rate is somewhat higher.

If the rate of opening new centers is
maintained (an average of ten per
year), and the turnover rate of 10 per-
cent a year is experienced in each of
the 175 existing centers from which the
sample was drawn, then a very conserv-
ative estimate of the need for new
center directors is between 25 and 30
per year.

Answers to the question concerning
community organization activities indi-
cates a wide range of definitions con-
cerning of what these activities consist.
In some cases, they were direct services
to individuals, and perhaps a case could
be made for it that more capable citi-
zens contribute to the community and
therefore anything done to strengthen
individuals is community organization.
This seems a bit far-fetched, however,
in light of activities reported by other
centers in terms of creating committees,
councils, and self-governing bodies, as
well as trying to develop indigenous
leadership. It is possible that some cen-
ters employ community organizers
(Matnassim, for example, have an agree-
ment to this effect with Amidar) and
thus define themselves as community
centers. Others equate work in or with
the community with other service areas,
so that they have a youth department,
an adult department, a community or-
ganization department, a sport de-
partment, etc.

In any case the content of that which
centers call community work needs
deeper investigation. For example,
even those bodies which deal with
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community committees need to be
examined to determine what such activ-
ity actually means and does.

Definitional confusion among centers
as to what community organization/
development/work is can be expected
— there is no consensus in the profes-
sional literature on this point. However,
there seems to be little question but that
the agencies involved wanted to define
themselves as community centers, and
therefore defined whatever they do as
community work.

Summary and Conclusion

This study of 76 community centers
in Israel indicates the difficulty of arriv-
ing at a generally-applicable definition
of such an institution. Even when de-
fined as consisting of a physical struc-
ture catering to more than one age
group with a variety of activities, open

i to everyone and involved in the geo-
. graphic area in which it is situated, it is

still possible for agencies which are es-
sentially youth centers, informal educa-
tion centers, social welfare centers, or
centers for the aged technically to fit
the definition. Unless the definition be-
comes clumsily technical and pedantic,
it remains evasive.

Perhaps the major conclusion arising
from this exploratory study is that
community centers cannot be defined
or recognized in terms of their govern-
ance, staff, clientele, or activities. At-
tention should be turned, therefore, to
the quality of these factors. For exam-
ple, although many of the respondents
to this study indicate that they work
with committees, the operative question
is whether these committees really rep-
resent a constituency; whether they can
make and implement decisions;
whether they have real authority; and
whether through such committees
meaningful decisions are made, leader-
ship discovered and encouraged, and
changes in the quality of life in the
community achieved.
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Again, although services may be
given to various age groups through
different activities, the. question is
whether these services are given with
goals in mind; whether the person di-
rectly engaged in offering the service is
properly trained and supervised;
whether the experience is documented
and the documentation used; and
whether there is an evaluative proce-
dure which is utilized to determine the
extent to which the original goal was

reached.

In short, the five point definition of
community centers set forth previously
must be supplemented by a philosophy
and a commitment; socially-desirable
goals, and the skills to attain these
goals; and the willingness and ability to
change both goals and skills when this
becomes desirable. Otherwise, the term
“community center” becomes a mean-
ingless description for a wide variety of
institutions and activities.
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