
Public Participation in Action 
 
This academic year is the start of my seventh year as an instructor of Urban Planning at Ball 
State University, in Muncie, Ind.  Before that, I was a practitioner of landscape architecture and 
urban planning at several interdisciplinary firms around the Indianapolis metro area starting in 
2004 and in the New York City metro before that.  My undergraduate degree is from the 
landscape architecture department at Ball State, and I received a master’s of science in natural 
resources, with a specialization in ecological planning from the University of Vermont.  
Reflecting on my career so far, the main lesson I’ve learned is to never underestimate people.  
Within that overall lesson, two key realizations have emerged: race and income are not always 
inhibitors of progress, and if plans “sit on a shelf” it’s very likely the planner’s fault.  
 
I am very lucky that my position at Ball State allows me to remain a practitioner.  As a contract 
faculty member, my appointment as an instructor must be renewed every year by the 
department chair, but I am not required to do scholarship (tenure-track and tenured faculty are 
required to do teaching, service, and scholarship, while I am only required to do the first two 
because I teach full time.  Those who are required to do scholarship generally teach three-
fourths of the time and dedicate the remaining fourth to the pursuit of research).  And because 
of the culture of our department, from its inception, teaching a class or studio can be based 
solely around a real project for a real client: formerly referred to as “service-learning” or 
“experiential-learning.”   
 
These days at Ball State, courses with a outside clients are commonly referred to as “immersive 
learning” or more recently, “entrepreneurial learning.”  For the past few years we’ve even had 
a whole department on campus dedicated to facilitating and supporting faculty and students 
who want to run immersive learning projects or community clients who want to find a 
faculty/student team to help them with a project.  It’s very cool to see students all over campus 
getting to learn their profession by actually doing a project just like they will in the real world 
someday but with the support and guidance of a faculty member.  It’s even cooler to be the 
faculty member working with a student/client team to create something meaningful and 
tangible. 
 
In July 2010, a group of Muncie citizen-planners released the Muncie Action Plan (MAP), a 
“strategic guide” to help residents organize and enact positive changes in their communities 
and neighborhoods.  Over 2,200 Muncie residents participated in the public meetings that 
shaped the MAP, which, as planners, we know is a really great number of participants (Source, 
pg. iii).  The MAP directed neighborhoods to form associations, if they didn’t exist already, and 
start planning for what they wanted.  As you might imagine, no neighborhood jumped on that.  
They had no resources except a bit of people-power, and certainly not any financial resources 
worth noting.  The local metropolitan planning office was understaffed, underfunded and did 
not have the resources to assist with the efforts.  How would “regular people” know where to 
start?  That is where the Department of Urban Planning came in. 
 

http://muncieactionplan.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/MAP_Report_FINAL.pdf


Over the summer of 2011, then-department Chair Michael Burayidi got connected with the 
Whitely Community Council (WCC), the oldest and largest neighborhood association in Muncie.  
The WCC has operated almost continuously since the 1960s and regularly sees 50 or more 
people attend their monthly neighborhood meetings.  Michael asked Meagan Tuttle (who has 
since gone on to practice in State College, PA, and Burlington, VT,) and me to co-teach the PLAN 
302 Neighborhood Studio with the WCC as our client.  Whitely would get the first action plan in 
Muncie under the umbrella of MAP. 
 
We could not have asked for a better client for our first try at teaching PLAN 302.  Our primary 
contacts from the WCC were three residents who are incredibly committed to the betterment 
of Whitely, Muncie, Indiana, and all sorts of groups for which they volunteer.  Because of their 
enthusiasm and support, not only did our neighborhood action plan for Whitely end up 
successful, but I decided to keep in touch with all clients of the 302 studio in the future to see 
how well our plans worked out for them.  Whitely provided the start of the qualitative data I’ve 
been collecting for seven years now.  Every year for five years, on the anniversary of when a 
client received their plan, I follow up with the primary contact to see which initiatives from the 
plan they have started and why, which they plan to start next and why, and if they think any 
ended up being inappropriate or something they’ll never end up taking on (I have yet to be told 
any of our initiatives were inappropriate or would never be started). 
 
We have since completed seven action plans for neighborhoods around Muncie and are in the 
middle of completing the eighth right now.  You can see the neighborhoods below in Figure 1.   
 

 
Figure 1 - Neighborhood clients.  Source: ArcMap. 

All these neighborhoods are amongst the oldest in the city, clustered more or less around 
downtown.  Generally, the neighborhoods have a lot of similarities in terms of demographics, 



although the outlier would be Riverside/Normal City.  That neighborhood is immediately east of 
campus and is mostly comprised of student renters and professor owners.  All the other 
neighborhoods tend to be where blue collar workers live in aging, although sometimes historic, 
homes.  Below are some breakdowns of interesting statistics from neighborhood to 
neighborhood, to help set the stage for our clients.  Table 1 below is the racial breakdown of 
the neighborhoods, with Muncie as a whole at the bottom, using the top two most commonly 
reported races: 
 
Table 1 – 2016 Race and Ethnicity.  Source: ESRI Community Analyst. 

 White alone Black alone 

Whitely 27.6% 63.1% 

South-Central 75.1% 16.4% 

Old West End 81.8% 10.8% 

Blaine/Southeast 84.1% 9.8% 

Industry 26.3% 68.1% 

Riverside/Normal City 91.8% 3.8% 

Thomas Park/Avondale 90.2% 5.6% 

East Central 73.5% 20.3% 

Muncie 85.9% 8.8% 

 
Clearly, our neighborhoods have a higher, or sometimes much higher, percentage of African-
Americans than the Muncie average. 
 
Table 2 shows the median household income for our client’s neighborhoods, in comparison to 
Muncie. 
 
Table 2 - 2016 Median Household Income.  Source: ESRI Community Analyst. 

 Median Household Income 

Whitely $20,424 

South-Central $26,245 

Old West End $21,634 

Blaine/Southeast $29,898 

Industry $22,654 

Riverside/Normal City $17,730 

Thomas Park/Avondale $23,720 

East Central $26,554 

Muncie $35,853 

 
Table 3 shows the five most common household income levels by neighborhood: 
 



Table 3 - 2016 Households by Income.  Source: ESRI Community Analyst. 

 <$15,000 $15,000 - 
$24,999 

$25,000 - 
$34,999 

$35,000 - 
$49,999 

$50,000 – 
$74,999 

Whitely 36.9% 20.2% 15.2% 12.0% 7.0% 

South-Central 28.1% 19.3% 15.3% 15.5% 13.0% 

Old West End 27.8% 29.0% 15.1% 12.9% 9.0% 

Blaine/Southeast 24.5% 16.3% 16.1% 14.1% 12.8% 

Industry 32.3% 21.4% 14.5% 11.6% 10.8% 

Riverside/Normal 
City 

42.0% 21.2% 15.0% 12.5% 4.9% 

Thomas 
Park/Avondale 

27.7% 24.4% 17.6% 12.7% 10.9% 

East Central 27.6% 19.1% 15.5% 15.9% 13.2% 

Muncie 20.6% 14.7% 13.5% 15.7% 16.5% 

 
Overall, Muncie residents have higher household incomes on average than our clients do. 
 
Table 4 shows the breakdown of owners v. renters per neighborhood: 
 
Table 4 - Owner v. Renter Occupied Units.  Source: ESRI Community Analyst. 

 Owners Renters 

Whitely 35% 65% 

South-Central 36% 64% 

Old West End 19% 81% 

Blaine/Southeast 60% 40% 

Industry 52% 48% 

Riverside/Normal City 19% 81% 

Thomas Park/Avondale 49% 51% 

East Central 42% 58% 

Muncie 57% 43% 

 
It’s not shocking that Muncie has a lot of renters, being a college town, nor that 
Riverside/Normal City would be the one neighborhood with more renters than owners, since 
that’s where a lot of Ball State students live.  But you can see that our clients’ neighborhoods 
have a higher portion of renters than the Muncie average. 
 
Why do I bring up these particular statistics?  Because over and over again, people assume the 
worst about 1) neighborhoods that aren’t almost entirely white, 2) lower income 
neighborhoods and 3) neighborhoods with a lot of renters.  This is not exclusive to Muncie, and 
probably not a surprise to any of you.  But working around the Muncie community for the past 
seven years, I have heard it time and again, in varying degrees of veiled and not veiled 
discrimination.  I have heard community “leaders” state that our clients are “just trying to put 



bread on the table” and therefore have no interest in parks, public art, social events and other 
non-necessities.  I have also heard those same leaders make sweeping assumptions about the 
level of crime in these neighborhoods and discuss how unsafe they are.  These leaders are not 
being benevolent in these generalizations: On the contrary, they are being quite patronizing, 
condescending and even racist when they make such statements.  They do not live in these 
neighborhoods, nor do they probably know many people who actually live in them or ever do 
anything in these areas but possibly drive through.  When community leaders have such 
negative and unfounded assumptions about residents, it makes it too easy for them to dismiss 
groups like neighborhood associations when they ask for help. 
 
The neighborhood action plans my students create follow the typical path a good planner 
would in most any planning process.  Most notably, they take care to research the history of the 
neighborhood, not only to get to know the residents and area first hand, but to report that 
information back to the residents and perhaps help instill more pride in their neighborhood.  
My students often find information residents who’ve lived in these areas for decades didn’t 
know, such as who their neighborhood is named after or that some streets are laid out in a loop 
because there was a horse track there in the 1800s.   
 
The students also spend time finding out demographic information using the census and ESRI 
Community Analyst, and by surveying the residents themselves.  Those statistics often help 
prove the necessity of an initiative, which the neighborhood association can show to a 
government official or use in a grant application to get assistance or resources.  Most 
importantly, the students gather all the initiatives requested by the residents and research 
every single one, finding case studies and making lists of action steps and resources: 
“everything short of doing it for them,” as I always tell the students.   
 
My experience in planning taught me that many plans sit on a shelf because really, all they 
consist of is analyses, and therefore should be more honestly called “studies.”  My students go 
to great effort to write plans with all the information residents will need to achieve every 
initiative, including priority levels, timelines, budget estimates, who the tasks should be 
assigned to, and much more.  It makes it far harder for community leaders to brush off requests 
when the neighborhood associations have the facts to support the changes they want and all 
the steps necessary to make them happen.  
 
Which returns me to my original thought: Never underestimate people.  Our client 
neighborhoods, who have often been dismissed by the city at large, are the poorest, most 
diverse and most transient in Muncie, but at the grassroots level they have done more for their 
residents than I would have dreamed possible. 



For example, our first client, Whitely, has a well-established Community Council with a large 
membership.  People from outside Whitely are shocked at how well organized the WCC is, how 
much the residents care about their neighborhood and all the great strides they make every 
year.  It is sad but true that people outside Whitely immediately assume nothing gets done 
there because the population is largely African-American (see Table 1), or many people live 

under the poverty line there 
(see Tables 2 and 3), or most 
households are renters (see 
Table 4).   
 
However, directly from 
initiatives in the action plan my 
students wrote for them, the 
WCC was able to apply for and 
receive a grant to install 
gateway signage around 
Whitely.  When we turned their 
plan over to them, the residents 
had voted for gateway signage 
as their number one priority 
initiative.  To myself, I thought 
it was really cool they voted for 
that, but it seemed to be the 
most expensive and logistically 

most difficult initiative of all.  The signs were installed 19 months after the plan was received 
(see Figure 2).  But many people in Muncie had no idea where the boundaries of Whitely were, 
even residents themselves.  The WCC wanted to bolster some pride in Whitely as well as help 
the impressions of outsiders.  When non-residents drive through the neighborhood now, they 
realize there are some really nice parts of Whitely because the gateway signage alerts them 
that they are actually in Whitely. 
 

Figure 2 - Whitely Gateway Signage.  Source: Facebook. 



Also from the Action Plan was an initiative to create and 
maintain a community tool shed, where residents could 
check out a hammer or drill much like they would a 
library book.  Many people in Whitely have the skills to 
repair and maintain their homes, as well as a desire to, 
but many tools are too expensive for them.  Residents 
asked my students to outline an initiative for a 
community tool shed in their plan, which they did, and 
the tool shed opened 22 months after the plan was 
received by the WCC (see Figure 3).  At that point, I felt I 
learned a great lesson to never underestimate anyone in 
Muncie and promised myself I’d remember that lesson 
in the future. 
 
Our third client was the Old West End Neighborhood 
Association (OWENA), representing another area of 
Muncie with very low household incomes and many 
more renters than owners (See Tables 2, 3 and 4).  Once 
again, initiatives I secretly thought would be far too 
expensive and logistically challenging to undertake were 
the first two tackled by the client: public art and pocket 
parks.  The OWENA was able to tackle high priority 

initiatives dealing with vacant 
properties by installing pocket 
parks, and in turn, putting public 
art in those pocket parks.  So, 
not only was it a two-fer, it was a 
three-fer!   
 
 
Clifton-Wallace Park was 
physically installed a year after 
we turned their action plan over 
to the OWENA, and a year after 
that it became a city park.  Two 
years after receiving the plan, 
the OWENA had the Community 
Circle park installed, which also 
houses a piece of public art 
created by a sculptor who lives 

in Old West End.  The action plan also led to a few every day but important initiatives getting 
done within a year or two of the plan’s completion: 1.8 miles of streets were paved, a bike lane 
was installed and three blighted homes were boarded up. 
 

Figure 3 - Toolshed Advertisement.  Source: 
Facebook. 

Figure 4 - Clifton-Wallace Park Dedication.  Source: Facebook. 



I’m sure outsiders would have assumed that public art wouldn’t be a priority to a neighborhood 
where homes were literally falling down, but the OWENA once again proved that residents 
should not be discounted.  It reinforced my belief that no one should assume a group of people 
can’t get things done just because they aren’t from an affluent area.   
 
 

Another impressive 
example of what 
residents can do is 
from our fourth 
client, the Blaine-
Southeast 
Neighborhood 
Association.  Blaine 
and Southeast are 
neighborhoods with 
more owners than 
renters, and in 
almost the exact 
same proportions as 
Muncie in general 
(see Table 3) but 
almost half of their 
households make 
less than $25,000 a 
year (see Table 2).  
The president of the 

neighborhood association, Clifford Clemmons, doesn’t even live in Blaine or Southeast!  He’s 
just a caring resident who wanted to help out his neighbors.  My students began an action plan 
for them in August 2014, when the school year started.  We were on field trip week in October 
when I got an email from Mr. Clemmons asking if we had any statistics on how many children 
lived in the neighborhoods, because he was applying for a grant to build a playground and 
needed those numbers.  Although I was in Nashville, TN, at the time with my students, I actually 
had their demographic research, recently completed, as a PDF on my phone.  I emailed it to the 
president, and he was able to put the missing information in his grant application and submit it 
before the deadline later that week.  The playground was actually funded before we turned 
over the plan to the neighborhood association, and the playground was finished within eight 
months (see Figure 5).  One of my students who had worked on the plan, Abigail Overton, 
actually returned to the neighborhood to help with site prep and installation of the equipment. 
 
These are three notable examples of projects neighborhoods completed using my students’ 
work, but there are many more.  As a community resident and an urban planner, I implore you 
as other community residents and urban planners to keep an open mind and expect great 
things of those whom you work with and for.  Don’t underestimate people.  Don’t assume you 

Figure 5 - Blaine Playground Dedication. Source: Facebook. 



know about people’s daily lives and dreams.  When you write a plan for a client, make it an 
actual “plan” and not just a “study,” and you might be pleasantly surprised when it never gets 
stuck on that proverbial shelf.  If you stay positive, it is such a reward when the best happens. 
 
You can read our completed plans at: 
Whitely Neighborhood Action Plan 
South-Central Neighborhood Action Plan 
Old West End Neighborhood Action Plan 
Industry Neighborhood Action Plan 
Blaine-Southeast Neighborhood Action Plan 
Riverside-Normal City Neighborhood Action Plan 
Thomas Park/Avondale Neighborhood Action Plan 
 
Lisa Dunaway, AICP, LEED AP 
Instructor of Urban Planning, Ball State University 
President, Sensible Ecology, LLC 
 
Author’s note:  I would like to thank Michael Burayidi, my friend and colleague, for his help with 
this blog post.  He’s been telling me for years I had a good story to tell, and I finally felt ready to 
tell it.   

https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/59079688/Whitely_Neighborhood_Action_Plan.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/59079688/SCNAP.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/59079688/SCNAP.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/59079688/OWENAP_final.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/59079688/OWENAP_final.pdf
https://industryactionplan.wordpress.com/
https://industryactionplan.wordpress.com/
https://blainesoutheastneighborhood.wordpress.com/
https://blainesoutheastneighborhood.wordpress.com/
https://riversidenormalcity.wordpress.com/
https://riversidenormalcity.wordpress.com/
https://thomasparkavondale.wordpress.com/
https://thomasparkavondale.wordpress.com/

