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Introduction

This document reports the results of a needs-assessment study conducted in the
“Southside” of the City of Poughkeepsie, between January and April 2005.
Commissioned by the Center of the Square, a community center spun off from the Christ
Episcopal Church in 2000 to offer recreational and social-service programs for the city’s
population, this study was conducted by the students and professor of a Spring 2005
Vassar College class entitled Community Development. The study serves two functions.
First, it provides information on the social-service needs and concerns of the
Poughkeepsie population—in particular, the residents of the Gov. George Clinton
Elementary School catchment area— that the Center of the Square (hereafter “the
Center”) can use as it plans to expand its existing programs and develop new ones.
Second, the study represents the centerpiece of a semester-long collaboration between the
Community Development class and the Center to provide the students an opportunity to
study at firsthand the practical issues that community development organizations face.
The students and professor of the course (hereafter, the “we” who narrates this report)
thank the Center for the opportunity to take part in this crucial planning stage. We also
thank the residents of Poughkeepsie for their time and interest in participating in the

study.

Our goals with this report are to explain the results of the needs-assessment
survey we conducted and to propose ideas that the Center might consider as it further
develops its programs and activities. Below, we first describe how we organized the
study. Next, we introduce the area we studied, the Clinton School catchment area, and
describe our survey respondents’ perceptions of its problems and promise. Then, we
examine the kinds of programs and activities that other social-service organizations
currently offer and describe how respondents evaluate these. Having established this
context, we then report the kinds of programs that residents and institutions indicate they
want and would use at the Center. We conclude by highlighting issues that the Center
might consider as it moves forward in its planning, and offering our suggestions for the

Center’s future priorities.
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The study

The research we conducted for this needs-assessment study entailed two general
methods. First, we designed and administered a survey to a sample of residents in the
Clinton School catchment area to inquire directly about their needs and concerns for
social-service programs that the Center might offer. Second, we conducted extensive
fieldwork in institutions and neighborhoods of the City of Poughkeepsie as well as at the
Center itself. Below, we describe these methods in detail and explain how they inform

the analysis we offer in this report.

The survey

We designed a 9-question survey by adapting a fairly generic survey template
published by a reputable social-work/community-development nonprofit (Bryan Samuels
et al, Know Your Community, rev. 2d ed., Family Resource Coalition: 1998). The lack of
originality in our survey has its virtues. The questions we adopted have been used by
many other organizations and researchers in many other settings, which vouches for the
questions’ reliability in generating responses that best address the issues motivating the
survey —a key concern in this kind of research. We intentionally limited ourselves to a
relatively small number of questions in order to inconvenience respondents as little as
possible. Our survey combined closed-ended questions to which respondents answered
from a fixed set of responses with open-ended questions that respondents answered in
their own words; the former increased consistency and comparability in respondents’
answers (another aspect of survey reliability), while the latter often stimulated
respondents’ interest in participating in the survey by soliciting their direct opinions. In
order to identify and fix any problems with the questions or the larger survey before we
went door-to-door, we first tested the survey among staff and clients at Poughkeepsie’s
Family Partnership Center; their responses are not incorporated in the quantitative results
we report in this document. After this pilot survey, we revised our questions one last
time to produce a final version of the survey, which can be seen in its entirety in

Appendix B.
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We designed our survey (technically, a “structured interview”) to be administered
verbally by the Community Development students to respondents, in order to encourage
respondents’ participation by doing away with the need to read the questions themselves.
Students conducted the surveys in pairs; one read questions to the respondent, while the
other wrote answers down. Generally, the survey proceeded as follows. We introduced
the survey as part of a larger needs-assessment study undertaken by the Center, which
(we told respondents) was “planning to create a new community center for the Clinton
Elementary School area and set up new programs for the community.” After respondents
gave their informed consent to take the survey, we read the survey questions to the
respondents. Two questions (#1 and 3) had more than a dozen specific issues that
required response; to make answering those questions easier, a hand-out was available for
respondents to follow along with while the student read the question aloud. After all the
questions were answered, we asked respondents if they wanted a brochure with more
information about the Center (47 brochures were given out) and if they wanted copies of

our report when it is finished (49 respondents requested a copy).

The respondent sample

In the needs-assessment survey, we targeted the population of residential
households in the catchment area for the Gov. George Clinton Elementary School. We
describe the geographic boundaries and social composition of this territory shortly, in the
section entitled “The Clinton School area.” At this point, let us acknowledge that this is
not necessarily the only or even ideal area we could have studied. In the Center’s
mission statement and the board’s communications, this territory (sometimes called the
“Academy Street area”) has been identified as the focal area for the Center’s activities.
However, Center documents also indicate an interest in serving population from the
greater City of Poughkeepsie, something their programs do to some extent already.
Additionally, there are compelling reasons for the Center not to let its programming rules
and eligibility reinforce Northside/Southside distinctions that pervade many ideas about

Poughkeepsie and its problems. Nonetheless, we opted to survey the Clinton School
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catchment area for practical reasons: as a smaller area, it is relatively more feasible to

sample comprehensively and go door-to-door with our surveys.

To define the Clinton School catchment area, we obtained from the Poughkeepsie
City School District a list of all the streets in the city from which students of the Gov.
George Clinton Elementary School are drawn. To operationalize the population of
residential households in this area, we excluded institutional residences (e.g., hotels,
group homes) and commercial buildings. By doing this, our findings may underestimate
the social-service needs of transient and elderly populations, two particularly “at risk”
groups; to compensate somewhat, we interviewed the program director of a senior
citizens group home to account for the elderly population’s needs (see “Fieldwork,”
below). Next, with no pre-existing list of residential addresses in this area to consult, we
created our own by walking each street of the catchment area and recording each address,
counting multiple doorbells or mailboxes as multi-unit housing. In the multi-story towers
with doormen, we inquired about the number of units and the agreeability of the
management to let us survey tenants; through this procedure, one building of
approximately 135 units (the Executive Towers on Academy Street) was excluded from
our study. In total, we estimated a population of 2,499 remaining residential households
in the Clinton School catchment area from which we could survey. This estimate
assumes all these households are currently occupied, which in fact we discovered they are

not.

With 18 students to administer surveys over 4 weeks, we opted to randomly
sample households from the target population of 2,499 households with the hope of
ultimately securing 335 completed surveys. The latter figure is the minimum number of
households needed to generalize our findings to the larger target population with 95
percent confidence levels and a 5 percent margin of error—the conventional ideal in
survey research. About a week before we visited any randomly sampled address, we
mailed a flyer (reproduced in Appendix C) briefly describing the survey and notifying
residents of our upcoming visit. We generally visited the households on the days of

Fridays, Saturdays, and Mondays. If no one answered the door, we came back a second
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time on another day; if still no one replied, then we marked “no response” for that
household and randomly sampled another address to replace it. Overall, we estimate we
had 362 “no responses.” Households that declined to participate were also replaced with

another randomly sampled household. Overall, we had 107 declines.

Ultimately, we were only able to secure 93 completed surveys by the end of our
research, for a response rate of 16.6 percent and a 3.7 percent sample of the target
population. Consequently, the margin of error in our survey results is higher than we
hoped for: 9.97 percent. To explain what this means for our study, allow us a brief detour
into sampling methodology. A 9.97 percent margin of error means that on questions for
which the population’s responses are quite varied (or, in survey jargon, for which the
response distribution approaches 50 percent), the response percentages we obtained from
our sample correspond to a percentage of the target population that may be as much as
9.97 percent higher or lower. For example, when 37 percent of our respondents say they
turn to clergy for help most often, then we can infer with 95 percent confidence that from
27 to 47 percent of all households in the Clinton School area turn to clergy for help most
often as well. On questions where respondents answer with much more consensus (or, in
survey jargon, where the response distribution is skewed), then our 9.97 percent margin
of error drops accordingly. For example, when 81 percent of our respondents say they
would attend if services, programs and activities were offered at a new community center
in the Clinton School area, then our margin of error drops a little over 2 points (to 7.82
percent), and we can infer with 95 percent confidence that from 73 to 89 percent of the

Clinton School area would likewise attend.

Since Poughkeepsie has a substantial population of Mexican immigrants, we
translated our survey into Spanish for when we encountered households where no one
spoke English. Six of the students could read these surveys in Spanish and translate
respondents’ answers on the fly; the rest of them brought addressed and stamped
envelopes so that Spanish-speaking respondents could fill out the survey and return on
their own time. Unfortunately, by going door to door we only completed four surveys in

Spanish, and we received no Spanish-language surveys in the mail. As is well known by
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Census administrators and researchers who study immigrant populations, immigrants are
especially reluctant to participate in surveys because of language barriers and reasonable
concerns (particularly for undocumented migrants) about revealing themselves to
unfamiliar authorities. To compensate for our poor response rate, we visited a Spanish-
speaking mass at Christ Episcopal Church on Sunday, April 17. During the mass, our
survey was announced to the congregants in Spanish, and afterwards we obtained four
more surveys, bringing our completed surveys among Spanish-speaking households to
eight total (or 8.6 percent of our sample). We further discuss how the Center might
address issues of outreach to Spanish-speaking immigrants near the end of the report, in

the section entitled “How to reach out.”

Fieldwork

Throughout the month of February 2005, we conducted extensive fieldwork in the
Clinton School area and the surrounding City of Poughkeepsie. In teams of three,
students visited different settings to observe, participate in scheduled activities, or in
some cases interview representatives of important organizations. Once back from the
field, each team wrote weekly fieldnotes that the rest of us read and commented on; this
way, the entire class developed a collective base of knowledge and pursued our
unstructured but systematic inquiry. The first general setting for our fieldwork was the
Center itself. This began when a director (Barbara Harrington) and a Climb the
Beanstalk volunteer (Sally Taylor) visited our classroom to introduce the organization
and its programs to us (a Conocer coordinator was unable to attend). Then, to further
understand the organization, its goals, and its ways of working, we attended at least three
meetings of the board of directors and interviewed five directors individually. To see the
programs in action, we attended and typically participated in three sessions of Conocer,
two sessions of Climb the Beanstalk, and a special evening play performed by Climb
students for their families. Although our study did not coincide with the season when
Summercamp is held, we nonetheless attended two planning meetings for this program.
To learn more about the Center’s key supporters, we attended one session of both the

morning English-speaking mass and the afternoon Spanish-speaking mass. We also
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attended the Center’s first fund-raiser, a “murder mystery” dinner theater event, where we

informally spoke with attendees and witnessed the Center’s outreach in action.

The second general setting for our fieldwork was among several social-service
organizations and civic institutions in the City of Poughkeepsie. We visited other
community centers and social-service providers (Catherine Street Community Center,
Family Partnership Center, Mill Street Loft, Family Services, several local churches),
where we gathered information about existing social services and programs (compiled in
Appendix A) and, whenever possible, interviewed individuals to learn how other
organizations carry out their work. We visited institutions and spoke with individuals
that represent potential constituencies for the Center program: Clinton School, its
Parents-Teacher Association, and the Poughkeepsie City School district (children),
Vassar-Warner Home (senior citizens), and Spanish-language masses at two other local
churches besides Christ Episcopal Church (Latino immigrants). We investigated current
local initiatives to see how other organizations try to mobilize community resources and
support: the Poughkeepsie Institute’s art policy forum, the response to the closing of the
YWCA/Youth Resources Development Council, the campaign to stop the expansion of
the county jail.

Our third general setting for fieldwork was Poughkeepsie itself. Initially, we
practiced our fieldwork skills individually in 18 separate settings within and without the
city; these included a library, a local Laundromat, a downtown diner, a local café, and the
game-room of a suburban mall. Then, to get a sense of the physical and social
environment surrounding the Center, we systematically fanned out in 3-student teams
throughout the Clinton School area and recorded our observations in fieldnotes and
photos. During the whole period we conducted fieldwork and administered surveys, we
continued taking fieldnotes that further refined our understanding of the physical
neighborhood and social geography that encompass the Center. It is to those topics that

we now turn.
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The Clinton School area

The Clinton School catchment area is approximately 1 square mile, or 2.4 square
kilometers, in size. As Figure 1 (below) illustrates, the area extends from roughly South
Cherry Street on its east end to the Route 9 arterial on its west, and from Main Street on
its north end to the Springside Condos in the south. The major streets that run through

this area are Hooker Avenue and Main, Church, Academy, and Montgomery Streets.

Neighborhood conditions and demographics

The Clinton School area is predominantly residential, dominated on most streets
by housing structures that are sporadically interwoven with local businesses. Two
pockets of the area are commercial: about four blocks of Main Street to the north and the
Vassar Brothers Hospital complex to the southwest. As the 2000 Census data reported in
Table 1 (below) indicate, the area has a population of 7,781 residents and is spread very
evenly, with heavier concentrations in the Tubman Terrace Apartment area and the
region between South Hamilton Street and Hooker Avenue. Of this population, 51
percent identify themselves as white and 38 percent as black; the other 11 percent include
Asian, multiracial, and self-reported “other” ethnicities (a popular if inconsistently-used
category among Hispanics). These ethnic communities are dispersed across the area,
with notable black concentrations in the Tubman Terraces Apartment area, the Eastman
Park region, and on the streets between Church Street and Forbus Street, and Hispanic
concentrations just northeast of Eastman Park as well as in the Church—Forbus area.
Although just over half of the area’s residents report themselves as being white, this area
is disproportionately black compared to the rest of the city; along with the near Northside
area (across Main Street), the Clinton School area houses most of the city’s black
residents. With regards to age, the Clinton School area is roughly similar to the city as a
whole with one exception: the proportion of the 65-and-older population is 2 percent
greater that the rest of the city, most likely indicating the presence of senior citizen

homes.
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Figure 1
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Table 1: Population characteristics of the Clinton School area
compared to the City of Poughkeepsie

Clinton City of

School area | Poughkeepsie

Population 7,781 29,871
White 50.7% 75.1%
Black 38.2% 12.3%
Other 11.1% 12.6%
Hispanic (of any race) 11.4% 12.5%
Under 5 years old 8.0% 7.7%
5-17 18.1% 18.2%
65 and older 15.5% 13.6%

Source: US Census Bureau, 2000.

When it comes to household type, Census data reveal that the Clinton School area
differs from the rest of the city in important ways, as Table 2 (below) shows. The
proportion of residents living in family households—of which there are four types:
married with children, married no children, male-headed with children, and female-
headed with children—is smaller in the Clinton School area than the city as a whole.
Conversely, non-family households are disproportionately larger: 3 percent more
householders living alone, and 8 percent more non-family households (i.e., non-relative
roommates and institutional residences, the latter of which includes a substantial number
of elderly). To put this another way, only around 29 percent of households in the Clinton
School area include children, compared to about 37 percent in the city. A second
interesting finding relates to female-headed family households, a group often linked in
the common wisdom to a pernicious cycle of poverty: in the Clinton School area, the
proportion of this group is about 4 percent smaller than in the city (and indeed the nation
as a whole). Finally, we note that the Clinton School area is heavily composed of renters:
two thirds of the whole population, or about twice as many as in the city as a whole.

Much of the renting is concentrated in the Tubman Terrace neighborhood and between
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Church Street and Forbus Street, while most of the owned residences are south of

Livingston Avenue down by the Springside Condos.

Table 2: Household characteristics of the Clinton School area
compared to the City of Poughkeepsie

Clinton City of
School area | Poughkeepsie
Average household size 2.52 2.4
Householder living alone 38.2% 35.4%
1 male 17.6% n/a
1 female 20.6% n/a
Other non-family household 18.0% 10.0%
Married with children 11.5% 12.6%
Married no children 15.3% 17.2%
Male-headed with children 2.8% 5.1%
Female-headed with 14.3% 19.7%
children
Vacant 9.2% 9.0%
Owner-occupied 24.4% 66.2%
Renter-occupied 66.4% 33.8%

Source: US Census Bureau, 2000.

In regards to the area’s socioeconomic status, the Clinton School area is rather
diverse. Although there certainly are visible separations of more and less affluent
residences, one can easily find a poorly upheld multi-unit building located around the
corner from an impressive string of high-end houses. Since income and housing value
data are available only at the larger Census tract level, and the Clinton School area lies
over parts of five Census tracts (2204, 2205, 2208, 2208, 2209), it is difficult to calculate
specific socioeconomics statistics for our study area. Nonetheless, the contrasts are
suggestive. Consider the difference between two neighborhoods, one to the north of

Montgomery Street (Census tract 2204, which extends north to Mansion Street) and the
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other to the south of Franklin Street bounded by Hooker Avenue, Academy Street, and
Adriance Avenue (Census tract 2208). From the former to the latter, median household
incomes range from about $16,000 to $36,000; the population living under the poverty
line varies from 44 percent to 16 percent; foreign born residents who are not citizens
range from 19 percent to 4 percent; residents over 25 years old without a high school
degree varies from 43 percent to 20 percent; and the population who has lived in the same
residence for five years range from 27 percent to 48 percent. Moreover, the
socioeconomic diversity within each tract suggests that the far ends of these ranges are
even further apart than these figures suggest. In sum, these patterns suggest the
population includes a substantial number of people living near or below the poverty line.
Of this group, many may be “at risk” due to their apparent social isolation, living in
households without family or others to depend on. Renting and residential transience are
two traits further associated with lower income, reducing the amount and strength of

residents’ long-term ties to their neighborhood.

As for the Clinton School area’s physical environment, housing types include
single-family houses, multi-unit structures, apartment buildings, and pricey Victorians.
Visually, the area contains an assortment of sites, ranging from large parks and sweeping
views of the Hudson to abandoned buildings and run-down gardens. The area is rich in
parks and outdoor amenities, including the large Eastman and Lincoln Parks to the south
of Clinton Elementary School and Bartlett Park, located along Hooker Avenue by
Circular Road. Among the area’s cultural institutions are the Bardavon Opera House and
the Adriance Library, both located on Market Street. The area includes a handful of
group homes for senior assisted living, and the Vassar Brothers Hospital can be found
along Route 9. Finally, the Clinton School area is also home to a large number of
religious organizations, including a synagogue and churches of various Christian

denominations.

Needs and hopes for the neighborhood
Through surveying this economically, culturally, and socially diverse area, we

found evidence of a wide expanse of perceived needs —ranging from more cultural
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programs to greater safety on the streets. Although certainly not all of the issues cited by
survey respondents are within the realm of the Center’s capability and expertise (such as
healthcare provision or city services), much of the information in their answers—all
expressed in respondents’ own words—can help the Center better understand the
concerns of the target community and in turn help to shape current and future program

development.

On our survey, we asked respondents the open-ended question, “What do you
believe are the three most urgent needs in the Clinton School area?” Respondents gave
us a broad range of answers. The most commonly identified need (20 percent of total
responses) concerned new or existing children’s programs other than childcare (which
was addressed separately in 3.5 percent of responses). The next most common need (11
percent) revolved around safety, in terms of more police, faster response time, and
communication with the police. Respondents identified a third need (9 percent) for
various city services in the area, such as street cleaning and park upkeep. Other urgent
needs indicated by survey respondents, such as job training and programs for the Latino

population, can be seen in Table 3, below.
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Table 3: The most urgent needs in the Clinton School area

Answer Percentage
of responses

Programs for children and teens 22%
Safety 11%
City Services 9%
Jobs and job training 5%
Programs for Latino population 4%
Substance abuse treatment 4%
Childcare 4%
Other 3%
Healthcare 2%
Community building 2%
Programs for parents and families 1%
Housing and homelessness 1%
Programs for senior citizens 1%
Cultural programs 1%
No response 33%

Another way we got respondents to articulate their beliefs about the Clinton
School area was by asking them, “What are your greatest hopes for this community?” To
this open question, some respondents identified very broad hopes for their community,
while others focused on specific improvements. Respondents’ hopes for improvements
regarding crime and safety emerged as one of the most common themes (30 percent of
responses); we heard the area described as having “too many gangs” and “too much
violence. ” Just as many respondents expressed hopes for economic improvement, a
topic that encompasses personal concerns like one’s standard of living and housing
affordability as well as community improvement through business and job creation. The
third most common hope (22 percent) envisioned a more unified and cohesive
community; the goal, in the words of one respondent, was “to bring the neighborhood

closer together, make it more ‘close knit’.” As another respondent indicated, the

“potential is there to restore community, but there is no strong sense of community.” A
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fourth theme (20 percent) concerned youth and teen programs ranging from educational
programs (“after-school programs, tutoring, and summer programs,” one respondent
answered comprehensively) to “a center for children and youth.” Other greatest hopes

identified by survey respondents can be seen in Table 4, below.

Table 4: Greatest hopes for the community

Percentage of
Answer
responses
Crime prevention and safety 30%
Economic improvement 30%
Community involvement/unity/sense of community 22%
Youth and teen programs (includes education) 20%
Drug prevention (sale/use) 15%
Aesthetic improvement/beautification 15%
Creating opportunities/new programs (social
. 14%
services/general)
Awareness of programs 5%
Parental responsibility (communication with
. 5%
school/involvement)
Senior citizen programs 2%
Satisfied 2%
No response 3%

Note: Responses do not add to 100 percent because respondents could choose up to three.

Among this diversity of responses, we think our results indicate some common
patterns, the first being substantial concern among respondents for the well-being of
family and children in the neighborhood. Responses that hoped for “after school
programs,” “after school care,” “something to get kids off the street,” and concerns over
“too many kids on the streets,” all fit into these broad categories. These types of needs,
concerning consistent support, activities, and help for families with children and teens,
were expressed over and over again and inform answers to other survey questions we

discuss later. Whereas these are needs that the Center could fulfill, others —for example,

safety concerns, city services, and healthcare services—are perhaps beyond the scope of
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the Center or a community center alone. Although the Center could address such
concerns by working with local government, healthcare agencies, and law enforcement
(and, with the last, has to some degree via the Conocer program), in the end much
responsibility for change rests with those outside agencies. Perhaps more feasibly, a
community center could provide job training programs as well as some type of substance
abuse treatment. Also, the Center could address cultural needs and community building
needs, as well as many of the “other” answers received that are not so urgent among the

whole community.

How residents find help for their problems

Residents in the Clinton School area employ diverse means to fulfill their many
needs and aspirations. Who do they currently turn to in order to address their problems?
How do they evaluate the effectiveness of the agencies and programs designed to
improve their quality of life? These questions, we feel, are of strategic importance to the
Center as it seeks to draw substantial interest from the community for its services and

programs.

Frequent sources of help

We asked survey respondents, “Who or where do you turn to for help most
often?” giving them the option to select as many individuals as applied to their situation.
Overwhelmingly, people indicated that they relied on family, with 89 percent choosing
that response. The next most common choices were a friend (77 percent), a doctor or
nurse (66 percent), a co-worker (41 percent), clergy (37 percent), a social service
provider (34 percent), and a teacher (32 percent). See Table 5, below. 4 percent of our
respondents chose “other” for their answer, mentioning police, support groups, and local

government in this regard.
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Table 5: Whom respondents turn to for help most often

Answer Percentage of

responses
Family 89%
Friend 77%
Doctor or nurse 66%
Co-worker 41%
Clergy 37%
Social service provider 34%
Teacher 32%
Other 4%

Note: Responses do not add to 100 percent because respondents could choose more than
one.

In order to identify which kind of “social service provider” were most helpful,
respondents who chose this answer could choose from a subset of social service provider
types. About a third of these respondents mentioned they turn to a case worker or the
Department of Social Services (DSS), while another quarter of respondents identified a

therapist or counselor. See Table 6, below.

Table 6: Types of social service providers whom

respondents turn to for help most often
Answer Percentage of
responses
Case Worker/DSS 34%
Therapist/counselor 25%
Emergency assistance 3%
Mentor 3%
Daycare 3%
No type mentioned 32%

Several aspects of these findings are possibly relevant for the Center’s program
planning. Family continues to be a main preoccupation; whereas our earlier tables

signaled family as a source of concern in the neighborhood, we see it is also most
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residents’ chief resource for help. One implication is that the Center may wish to
capitalize on residents’ primary focus on family by structuring future programs around
family members. This could mean something like inviting participation by parents and
children alike in family-oriented programs, activities, or events (something we witnessed
having great success at a Climb the Beanstalk performance for children’s families). To
be sure, it may not be wise for the Center to focus exclusively on the family, since doing
so may exclude the many others who do not have or live with family. Yet the same
suggestion can be made for the other personal associates to whom people turn to help
most often; that is, the Center may want to devise activities or volunteering opportunities
for community-minded friends, or do something that encourages community in the
workplace. Finally, we take note of the relatively low rates with which respondents turn
“most often” to clergy, social service providers, and teachers for help. Response rates in
the 30 percent range are not insignificant, of course, and they are conceivably explained
by factors such as respondents not having children (and therefore not interacting with
teachers) or not being religious. Nevertheless, they signal that residents do not

consistently turn to the formal institutions of help available in the community.

Obstacles in getting services

In an area where a good number of people live near or below the poverty line, our
finding that about a third of respondents turn to social service providers for help “most
often” suggests that there are still many who have probably used social services of
various kinds before or would use them at some time. However, many residents face
obstacles in obtaining social services. For some, the problem could simply be they do not
know about programs and activities that could benefit their household. For others, prior
inconveniences or negative experiences could have turned them away from social service

providers, so that they no longer turn to them “most often.”

We asked survey respondents “What do you consider to be the obstacles that
prevent local people from receiving the services they need?” and gave them the option to
select as many responses as they deemed necessary. Note that our question asked about

obstacles facing “local people,” not “you” the respondent. Although this may
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overestimate the likelihood that all the obstacles respondents identified pertain to any one
individual, the question has the benefit of highlighting the array of potential problems in

the relationship between residents and social service providers.

As Table 7 below indicates, respondents identified problems of access, eligibility
and convenience as the primary obstacles preventing local people from receiving the
services they need. Significantly, almost three-fourths of respondents indicated that local
people are too often unaware of existing services, while smaller majorities cited long
waiting lists (62 percent), exclusion by services’ rules and eligibility (56 percent),
transportation problems (56 percent), and unaffordable service fees (55 percent). Just
about one-half of respondents (49 percent) identified negative attitudes —rudeness,
insensitivity, and unresponsiveness —that clientele have encountered from social services
staff. A third or more of respondents observed that the service is too far away (43
percent), staff do not speak local people’s language (34 percent), and the service is not
open at convenient times (33 percent). The few respondents who selected “other”
mentioned additional obstacles—crime (gang activity, unsafe streets), cultural barriers
(racial bias, lack of multicultural awareness), pride, and homeless shelter shortages —that

prevent local people from receiving the services they need.



Table 7: Obstacles that prevent local people from

receiving the services they need

Percentage
Answer
of responses
Not aware of existing services 74%
Waiting lists are too long 62%
Rules and eligibility exclude
. 56%
people who need services
Transportation is not available 56%
Services’ fees are too high 55%
Staff are rude or not sensitive to
) 49%
people’s needs
Staff do not seek or listen to
consumer input about improving 49%
services
Service is too far away from your 43%
homes
Staff do not speak consumers 349
language
folce is not open at convenient 339%
times
Other 13%
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Note: Responses do not add up to 100 percent because respondents could choose more

than one answer.

This table makes it evident that area residents face a variety of obstacles when

seeking social services. With effective publicity (which we discuss later in the section

entitled “Ways to publicize programs and activities”), affordable fees, flexible rules and

eligibility, and polite and responsive staff, the Center has the potential to offer people

services in a way that removes several barriers that they have experienced in the past.

Existing social services and programs

Although residents may not know about all of them, the City of Poughkeepsie

offers a substantial number of social programs, ranging from emergency food to a boys
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choir, from homes for battered women to legal assistance for the mentally disabled. In
this section, we discuss the types of programs currently available and the organizations
that run them (see Appendix A for our complete program inventory). Then, we address
residents’ impressions of the quality of the vast range of services offered in city. These
issues are crucial for the Center’s future planning. Not only do they suggest which
programs are needed or would be redundant, but they also highlight best practices and

potential pitfalls among other organizations that the Center might take into account.

What’s out there

The social services and programs offered in the City of Poughkeepsie can be
grouped into 6 major categories: Youth Activities/Enrichment, Adult Education, Health,
Housing/Food, Legal, and General Social Services. Of these, the most proliferate type of
programming is that for youth (20 programs), then general services (15), legal (14),
health (12), housing/food (8), and lastly adult education (3). The large number of
programs for youth does not necessarily mean there is extensive program duplication in
this category. For one reason, there may be a higher demand for youth programs than
others. Also, many programs may be small and serve relatively small groups of children.
Perhaps most importantly, youth are a broad constituency with different age levels,
interests and aptitudes. For example, the Mill Street Loft and Children’s Media Project
prioritize art/media instruction over after school and summer care, and so they may serve
a different group of children than the Center’s Climb the Beanstalk and Summercamp.
Indeed, for all categories, there does not seem to be an extensive duplication of
programming at this point. On the other hand, the nearly as prominent number of general
social services and legal services suggests that this is a community with many in need of

assistance.

Of the programs gathered in this inventory (which represents findings of our
class’ research in Poughkeepsie), many, especially the smaller programs, are provided by
larger, umbrella organizations such as the Catherine Street Community Center or
Dutchess Outreach, Inc. A central location for services in the City of Poughkeepsie, the

Family Partnership Center is not a parent organization, but rather a space for other,
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independent service providers. Then there are also the more formal organizations that
offer programs or resources in Poughkeepsie. In this category we have identified and

listed Schools, Libraries, and Museums. Both the elementary schools and some of the
museums are involved in providing youth programming through the funding source of

Poughkeepsie’s Promise.

Finally, we note that period in which we conducted our research is a transitional
one for the social-service landscape of Poughkeepsie. With the closing of the Youth
Resource Development Corporation (YRDC) and Poughkeepsie’s YWCA in early 2005,
many of the long-established, well-used youth programs disappeared. Other
organizations have scrambled to pick up these programs, but these two large service
providers have indeed left craters in their wake. One woman we surveyed told us that the
closing of the YRDC was a great loss to the community, and she wondered aloud how
other programs could be successful if the YRDC couldn't stay open. This is a broader
question that the Center should consider as it plans for its future, both to avoid the
potential pitfalls as well as to consider picking up the social-service slack in the wake of
the YWCA and YRDC'’s closing. For this reason, we address the organizations’ closings

in further depth in Appendix E.

Where local programs could be improved

Even though Poughkeepsie does appear to offer a substantial array of social
programs for its residents, our survey results reveal that a large number of respondents
aren’t aware of these programs. Of course, awareness is not the only measure of
programs’ success, and many are currently operating at capacity (thus extra clientele are
not needed). Yet, the qualitative evaluations given by respondents do reflect a desire to

see improvement across the board in existing social programs.

We asked our respondents to “Please rate the following services for residents in
the Clinton School area.” A first finding leaps out of Table 8 (below): For almost every
service listed, the “don’t know” category had among the highest percentage of

responses —in some cases, over 50 percent of respondents answered this way. There
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were only two items —parks and libraries—to which less than 10 percent of respondents
said they didn’t know how to rate them. The predominance of “don’t know” responses
may in large part reflect the diverse demographics of the Clinton School area; for
example, if just over a quarter of area household do not include children, then it is

unsurprising that so many respondents seem unaware of the quality of children’s services.

Table 8: Respondent ratings of Clinton School area services (percentage of
responses)

Excel- Don’t

SERVICE lent Good Fair Poor know NR
For children:

After-school programs 11% | 22% | 17% | 13% 31% | 6%
Daycare 9% | 14% | 11% | 12% 52% | 3%
Tutoring 6% | 17% | 13% | 14% 41% | 9%
Teen programs 6% | 10% | 8% | 22% 46% | 6%
Abuse prevention 5% | 16% | 11% | 9% 52% | 8%
Mentoring 5% | 22% | 13% | 10% 41% | 10%
For senior citizens:

fgﬁigrez% Zfls;rsgnce: food, clothing, 0% | 33% | 14% | 8% | 32% | 4%
Social activities 5% | 15% | 18% | 10% 35% | 5%
Income-generating activities 2% | 13% | 16% | 18% 45% | 5%
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For everyone:

Church and religious organizations 25% | 43% | 8% | 2% 18% | 4%
Libraries 23% | 51% | 14% | 5% 8% | 0%
Police 17% | 47% | 13% | 12% 10% | 1%
Transportation 15% | 30% | 22% | 16% 17% | 0%
Health services 15% | 40% | 22% | 11% 11% | 2%
Art and culture programs. 14% | 35% | 18% | 12% 18% | 2%
Adult education and literacy 14% | 38% | 13% | 13% 19% | 3%
Parks 13% | 40% | 24% | 16% 4% | 3%
Substance abuse treatment 12% | 26% | 13% | 13% 34% | 2%
Assistance for handicapped people 11% | 26% | 16% | 11% 34% | 2%
Family services and counseling 10% | 34% | 24% | 6% 26% | 0%
English language training 10% | 28% | 11% | 11% 38% | 3%
Mental health 10% | 28% | 19% | 9% 31% | 3%
Job training 9% | 25% | 16% | 16% 31% | 3%
Courts and legal aid 8% | 38% | 14% | 9% 30% | 2%
Info and referral 3% | 32% | 22% | 15% 27% | 1%

Of those respondents who felt knowledgeable enough about youth programms to
rate them, most perceived after-school programs, abuse prevention and mentoring
programs as good or excellent; however, only half ranked daycare that highly, while
more than half ranked tutoring and teen programs as fair to poor. The specific emphases
that the Center currently provides in its youth programs, such as mentoring and after-
school programs, seem to be the most positively regarded throughout the City of
Poughkeepsie. Among respondents who rated services for senior citizens, most rated
emergency assistance programs as good or excellent but social activities and income-
generating activities as fair to poor. In terms of services available for everyone, religious
organizations, parks, police, art and culture programs, adult education and literacy
programs and libraries were often described with high ratings and positive comments.

Only transportation and information/referral services received more fair-to-poor
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responses than good-to-excellent responses from those respondents who chose to rate

them.

The respondents —from young parents to elderly —spoke from their specific
experience in the community, and most indicated a desire to see improvement in at least
some of the social programs of which they were aware. Although certainly many of the
community’s needs, such as assistance for the handicapped, may not be feasibly met by
the Center, it seems that its existing programs are filling a noted void. Furthermore, we
note again that many respondents continually stressed how they or others were not aware
of many of existing services. This may be a cue to the Center to advertise its own
programming better as well as help refer people to other existing services in the City of

Poughkeepsie.

What constituents would want from Center of the Square

Perhaps some of the most exciting information that surfaced in our study comes
from the proposals of residents themselves. Having covered the perceptions of service
and program awareness, availability, and quality, we now turn to the desires and visions
of the local residents. Framed in the context of a new community center, our research

investigated which services, programs, or activities residents would like in two ways.

First, we asked survey respondents the open-ended question, “If you could pick
three services, programs and activities, which ones would you like to see offered at this
new community center?” They gave us a great diversity of answers, but the largest
interest expressed was for activities for families and youth. A major subset of
respondents (17 percent) indicated that specific types of family and youth programming
they would like to see at a new community center include enrichment, 