Revision of SI 597/697 
 Community Information: Project Corps

1-4 credits; 0-3 PEP points

The Revised Course

The revised course (used to be called, "Community Information Systems") will be titled, "Community Information: Project Corps". It will meet for an hour and a half each week, and carry 1-4 credits (and the same number of PEP points). Students will read about and discuss theories about community and civil society. They will examine promising practices from around the country for information systems that either directly support communities or support the organizations and institutions of civil society. They will also meet some of the leaders of the community information movement and learn about its institutional landscape, including public libraries, community technology centers, non-profit advocacy and service organizations, philanthropic foundations, and relevant government activities and programs.

This course is intended as the "reading and reflection" component of a "Community Information Corps" that students would join with the intention of participating for at least two semesters. It would bring together students who are working in similar environments, but possibly on quite different projects, to help create a sense of common purpose and a connection with practitioners and employment networks. 

Members of the Community Information Corps would be expected to participate in related project or field experiences as well as taking this 1-credit seminar. Some of the related experiences could be directed research projects, under the supervision of SI faculty. This would allow for continued student participation in faculty projects such as CHICO (Frost), FormShare (Cohen), the Community Connector (Durrance), Community Information Officer training (Durrance and Resnick), and neighborhood directories (Resnick). Other students might choose to do internships or directed field experiences, in organizations where a qualified mentor is available to supervise the project. Finally, we could create one new category of practical engagement experience: some students might act as consultants in settings where they can bring needed expertise but where no mentor is available. For example, students might staff the drop-in hours at a community technology center several hours a week, conduct Internet trainings at a public library, or help a community-based organization develop its web site or internal databases. These activities would be supervised by the faculty member teaching this course.

Students would have the option of taking this course for 1 credit, along with some other PEP experience that they sign up for separately (whether or not they receive academic credit for the course). They would also have the option of signing up for this course for more than 1 credit, and would engage in consulting projects as part of the course. I am also proposing that students be able to receive PEP points for this kind of consulting work even if they do not receive academic credit for it. This would be especially valuable for students who continue their consulting projects into summers, since the outside world's activities are not neatly synchronized to our University semester system.

Course Activities

Meeting time will be divided among three activities: discussion of readings, dialogue with guests, and reflection on project experiences. Each week, students will be required to write short (1-2 page) written responses to the readings and visitors, and each semester a personal reflection paper (5-10) on their project experiences. There will be no exams or problem sets. Students who participate in consulting projects will be required to write a consultant's report to the client organization at the end of each project. Where projects are done in groups, the reports will also be done in groups.

Sample Readings

· Michael Walzer "The Idea of Civil Society: A Path to Social Reconstruction", Spring 1991 Dissent

· Putnam, Robert. “Bowling Alone.” Journal of Democracy, 1995, 6(1), pp. 65-78.
· Boyte: Public Work
· Tocqueville: Democracy in America (excerpts)

· Galston, William A., "(How) Does the Internet Affect Community? Some Speculations in Search of Evidence," Harvard Kennedy School of Government, August, 1998.
· Lemann, Nicholas. "Kicking in Groups," The Atlantic Monthly. 1996, 22-26.
· John McKnight and John P. Kretzmann , "Building Community from the Inside Out: A Path Toward Finding and Mobilizing A Community's Assets" , 1993, Chicago, ACTA Publications

· Frances Moore Lappe and Paul Martin Du Bois, "Me to We: From Devolved Community to Involved Community"
· National Telecommunications and Information Administration (1998) Falling Through the Net: A Survey of the 'Haves' and 'Have Nots' in Rural and Urban America" (July 1995) .
Last year's guests

· Gavin Claybaugh, Mott Foundation

· Peter Miller, CTCNet

· Holly Carter, CTCNet

· Amy Borgstrom ACENet

· Laura Breeden

· Steve Cisler

· John McKnight (class field trip to lecture)

· Harry Boyte (class field trip to lecture)

· Dale Griffin (North Maple Public Housing; project partner)

· Charles Aileni (Cobble Creek; project partner)

· Chief Leonard Supenski, Ypsilanti Police; project partner

Motivations for these Changes

There are several factors motivating this proposal, which decouples the reading and reflection component from the project component of the course:

· Allows for students doing a wider variety of projects to come together and develop a common identity as part of the Community Information Corps.

· Introduces a wider range of students to the institutional landscape and job prospects of the community information movement. This has been, in my opinion, the most successful part of the Community Information Systems class that Joan and I taught this year.

· Professors can supervise community-related projects, with student participation, without having to manage the entire educational experience (the reading and reflection part) that naturally goes with the project. As enrollments pick up, or if some professors routinely supervise large number of directed research students, we may need to provide them with some teaching credit for this work. Given our current enrollment levels, the proposal is that this project supervision happen off-budget next year.

· Shifts some of the burden for project supervision away from the professor who teaches the reading and reflection seminar, onto other professors and onto outside supervisors of DFEs. This makes it reasonable, at least on a trial basis, to have a professor teach the reading and reflection seminar for two semesters in return for a single teaching credit.

· Students can engage in "consulting" work. Previously, in choosing projects we have looked for projects that were innovative, generalizable, and sustainable. This proposal allows interested students to take on more routine work that may be more indicative of the kind of work they would do if they pursued this as a career path.

· Students can worry less about semester deadlines in their projects, since they make a multiple semester commitment to the Community Information Corps.

