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Poverty and Social Life: Community Engagement
Sometimes we assume that building a community happens from thin air and maybe that it is not our responsibility. This is especially true of our surroundings. There is poverty all around upon closer look and the best that can be done is to alleviate the conditions of the people therein starting from as small an effort as that of an individual. The phrase, “Rome was not built overnight” could then work incredibly in such a situation. It takes time, effort, and unity to improve the conditions of our community. This first starts with simple actions of benevolence shown by individuals at their different levels. Nothing of great importance was forged from thin air such that it became the spectacle of beauty that it is now. Same with essential community building. Even the USAID, an accomplished foreign aid program was founded from a single idea; the idea of George Marshall who then furthered this into the Marshall plan that could then attract then president of the US at the time only to make it a constant idea that would then go further to help where the federal government was lacking in providing for its community. However, despite the formation of such an accomplished organization from a single idea, it can only be rightly said that the activities thereafter required meticulous planning and strategizing to ensure consistency and durability of the idea. Otherwise, an idea such as that of USAID would have only lasted a few months if not weeks before it collapsed and would have not gotten the much appraisal it has to date. Even if unaware, community involvement by any entity requires the use of feasible models and sometimes theories in community engagement techniques to ensure a coherent plan that can hold its own in the societal realm.
Upon being on the “driver’s seat”, the driver must connect with his members effectively to intentionally steer their environment of movement towards a tangible success. This is what USAID, through the first actions of George Marshall, has achieved over the years. We see the name, USAID nowadays and quickly relates it to an entity that has offered numerous assistance to the people, both locally and abroad. At that moment, we can quickly relate it to acts of benevolence such as the provision of food to the severely poor of the community, the introduction of necessary educational materials to schools lacking the necessities, and assistance in health centers through the provision of medical equipment to areas in dire need of these materials essential to the health services provision.
Not all community engagement strategies are equal. Therefore, to achieve maximum and consistent success, it is prudent to choose a strategy based on the stage of development that the community has arrived. This is particularly true in the case of a program like USAID that, upon its inception, aimed at providing foreign aid, an aspect that requires crossing international borders. By crossing international borders, the program would then be stepping into unchartered territory and this meant carrying out its activities in foreign nations that varied in development. Many times, we hear that a nation is developed or in the developing phase. This means that according to the level of development of the country, USAID would then need to gauge the amount of effort and resources required into the engagement with the subjects therein. This then constituted part of the strategy. However, before jumping into these strategies, what is the essence of community engagement?
Ongoing engagements in the community build a sense of purpose for the community members, and without it and active involvement, members will feel disconnected from their environment, and if left that way for longer, these members might feel no need to continue being rooted in their community hence their departure. These are the instances in which activities such as emigration happen. The president and co-founder of Tamarack Institute, Paul Born, put it this way, “People need to care about their community if they’re going to act for the benefit of their community. Most often, it comes down to them caring about somebody in their community” (Greenberger and McNaughton, 2019). Rightly so, by caring about the next person, human nature is naturally prodded into caring for the community.

Communities are existing at different stages, some of which have been developed by researchers over time. However, one feasible definition of the stages in community development entails inception, establishment, maturity, and mitosis (Greenberger and McNaughton, 2019). Therefore, a way of determining the level at which a community is in is looking at the activities in the community that is generated by the members. In retrospect, if most of the activities are still being undertaken or directly chaperoned by the community leader, then the community is at the inception stage.
At the inception stage, most of the activities entail the construction of true connections with the community members. Upon its introduction into a country, USAID would then be embedded under the umbrella of the federal government, which would then push the program down to the local governments. The local governments are more in sync with the community in contrast to the federal government. Therefore, this government would then find feasible ways of incorporating the program into the community, for example by explaining to the community members, the benefits that would be reaped as a result of the integration of the program into the society (Greenberger and McNaughton, 2019). When the members are made to feel important, they then feel that their contribution is of most importance therefore stirring active engagement. The USAID, despite having a few ambassadors from the US acting as guides to the programs therein, provides employment fully to the citizens of the country into which the program has been introduced. This then challenges the locals into action because it puts responsibility onto their shoulders. Unto establishment, it is at this point that the project such as that of USAID has taken care of the people of the community through active engagement and provision of solutions to the problems facing the community; the next step is to ensure that at a certain point, the people of the community are taking care of each other also. This is the point where the entity involved therein, wants to incorporate more opportunities for the community members to engage in thus allowing for healthy progress. By honing the community, the USAID has been able to collect data specific to the communities in which the program has been situated and thus provided services relevant to the subject. By effective application of this data, the USAID was able to know that the kind of assistance that may have been required by a country like Afghanistan was not the same as that required by one like Brazil at the time of war in Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, people were in dire need of food, medical assistance to great levels, an asylum for the members of the community who were too weak to participate in the wars. This would not be the case in Brazil, which at the time was peaceful. Therefore, in the stage of establishment, it is imperative to figure out what works and what does not, relative to the community therein.
The maturity stage is the point at which an entity can then introduce the community to the world (Greenberger and McNaughton, 2019). This means that the community, through self-engagement and active assistance, has been able to make difference through the active involvement of the internal members. The next question is then how these members can influence the rest of the world. Through coaching and training, USAID has been able to get ambassadors from the program, not just from the US, but also from other mentee countries such as Ghana and China through which the program has been able to spread its outreach to many other countries in the various continents. To date, USAID is present in 100 countries, promoting global stability. This has been achievable through mentorship of the community members from the initial countries of operation who have then gone ahead to act as brand ambassadors for the program into other countries that had not been introduced into the project, thus the success of the program. Therefore, through the stage of establishment, a community engagement project can steer the current community towards a goal bigger than itself thus supporting growth.
In the final stage, mitosis, the community is then perceived to be self-sufficient. This means that the community, through the project, has created leaders of its own, reached out to the rest of the world, and is then capable of creating sub-groups who can then be more specialized in addressing task-specific issues within the community (Greenberger and McNaughton, 2019). At this stage, leaders can then be assigned to steer these sub-groups forward. Therefore, the program is no longer just an aid to the necessities of the community, but rather a program that leads other leaders and provides guidance where necessary.
Community development, as a holistic approach, is grounded in principles of inclusion, social justice, empowerment, collective action, self-determination, and human rights (Matthew, 2016). Through active community engagement, the development arising therein will need to ensure that these principles are upheld. Inclusion ensures that all subjects feel like part of the program. As stated earlier in the stage of inception, by incorporating the members of the community into the development project, they will feel obligated to actively participate and steer the program forward. Social justice encompasses the fairness that comes with the involvement of every member of the community. This means that equal allocation of roles and fairness in treatment is of utter importance. Empowerment requires that the members of the community are encouraged and given a purpose for continuing to put their effort into the community development project. Through collective action, unity is forged (Matthew, 2016). A united front puts on greater and better effort into the program in comparison to a divided community that would only lead to nothing achieved. Self-determination requires that the community is brought to a point of having the will to continue with the project even in times when the future seems bleak or the tasks get a little hefty. Self-determination requires grit and commitment to the project at hand. Lastly, any activity carried out within a community setting requires human resources. People have rights, human rights, which need to be upheld no matter the situation. This requires that all members of the community are treated in the manners befitting of the human stature. 
Personally, it is on numerous times that I have heard of the presence of the USAID program. This is a program that has existed longer than I have been alive and has helped countless people across the globe. I used to hear and sometimes see the name USAID printed on people’s t-shirts, buildings, and even some accessories such as books in schools. As I result, all I could wonder was why such a name sounded familiar to the name of the US, despite the added words. Growing a little older, was when I was enlightened that it is a program by the people of the United States towards the whole world. It is an act of benevolence from the citizens of a single country to the world. Reaching such levels of kindness to want to help people has then been my motive henceforth.

I remember receiving both exercise and textbooks from the school during my junior years of schooling and seeing the name USAID printed in bold. This was my first encounter with the program, and since then, I have seen the project going miles of prosperity in helping people across the world, a prospect that could only be achieved through kindness, discipline, and commitment. This show of community engagement by the USAID has constantly reminded me that there is still kindness in humanity. I have had the pleasure of participating in some works of community engagement as a result. My development programs in my community have been centered on involvement with the youngest and the oldest members of the community. Many times, these groups of people are usually forgotten by the larger community because of the minuscule impact that they have on the community. However, I have come to realize that these are two very important aspects of our community that we are neglecting. First of all, the older generation of our society reflects upon our roots, past, and heritage. They hold the stories of our existence and are therefore very essential to the community. The young ones, on the other hand, are a crucial aspect of the future of our communities. They present what our world will look like 10 or 20 years into the future. I have then taken it upon myself to engage with these groups of people through some of the common places that you can find them; the elderly homes and children's homes. These are places that have helped me engage with the old and the young ones of our society hence getting the different perspectives of our world.
Community involvement, through engagement with the old and young ones of the society, I believe will help me in the future since it is an added advantage to my existing knowledge of the community. Through such active involvement, I can acquire skills such as team involvement, self-determination, and respect for all life, aspects that I believe will become essential in the future job market. There are currently many other community development programs being undertaken by various entities, and only through commitment, respect for human rights, unity and goal-orientation do such programs prosper.
Reference List
Greenberger, S., and McNaughton, M., 2019. The Community Engagement Portfolio: Documenting Faculty Community Engagement. Journal of Scholarly Engagement, 2(1).

Matthew, R., 2016. COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT: BEHAVIORAL STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE THE QUALITY OF PARTICIPATORY PARTNERSHIPS. Journal of Community Psychology, 45(1), pp.117-127.

