Panel 6

Suzanne MacAvoy

Fairfield University

Homelessness:  Causes and Consequences

Homelessness:  Causes and Consequences is a 3 credit, team taught seminar with required weekly field experiences in an agency that serves people who are homeless and/or marginally housed. Some time is allotted at the beginning of each class for reflection and sharing of responses from the field experiences or elsewhere.  Ignatian and service learning pedagogy emphasize an action-reflection-action model that is incorporated into the course.

COURSE OVERVIEW -

Course content falls roughly into 6 sections:  What is homelessness; Who is homeless; Origins of homelessness; Ideological underpinnings i.e. ethical, spiritual, faith, justice; Impact of homelessness; and Interventions.  Guest speakers include an economics professor, a formerly homeless person, a staff person from one of our field placements, and a person who is working for systemic structural change.  These speakers enrich and add depth to content in selected areas.  Students write weekly critical reflection papers, submit a weekly journal and do a final team project that relates to the course content and possibly, their field placement. The content of this course challenges commonly held assumptions about American culture, politics, and social policies that the students have grown up with in their homes and schools.  This causes some discomfort on their part and the reflection both in class and through journaling helps students to work through some of these issues. Students course evaluations consistently cite field experiences as the best part of the course.

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT:

Creating a comfortable classroom environment is important in a course such as this.  Efforts are made at the beginning of the course, to help everyone learn a little about each other and why we are taking/teaching the course.  Faculty foster a relaxed classroom atmosphere be providing snacks, setting the room up in a circular format and learning and using each others names.   Students are made aware that each of the faculty also spends time over the semester with people who are poor and/or homeless.  The egalitarian nature of this learning environment becomes evident as faculty share their struggles and experiences in the reflection period.  This openness makes it easier for students to also share their struggles with the class.  Most students gradually become very comfortable with each other.  Sharing can be quite personal and moving at times.  Throughout the course, faculty use a variety of teaching strategies to engage students in their learning and facilitate participation.
FIELD EXPERIENCES:

Field experiences are essential for the transformational learning that we strive to achieve in this course.  Most students have never interacted with poor or homeless people and many are apprehensive about doing so.  Because of students’ hesitancy and fears, two experiences of preparing and serving a meal at a shelter are included within the first several weeks of class.  All participate and faculty model interacting with the guests and eating with them, and encourage more reticent students to do the same.  This has been very effective in helping students become more comfortable with beginning their field experiences.  Acknowledging, in the course orientation, the challenge of what students are asked to do, has resulted in their being more willing to discuss their concerns and fears. 

Most site placements are in Bridgeport, the largest and poorest city in CT, which is contiguous with Fairfield.  Potential sites are identified and visited by course faculty and a meeting is held with the Director and/or the volunteer coordinator. The course content and purpose is explained and the requirements of the field experience described.  Faculty and agency personnel discuss and agree upon the activities students will engage in while at the site.  Faculty strive to meet the learning needs of the students as well as identified needs of the agency.   A course syllabus is given to the site director and volunteer coordinator.  

It is essential that a site be willing to provide students the opportunity to interact directly with the clients they serve, so that they get to know them and hear their stories.   The personal relationships that result are critical to breaking down conscious or subconscious barriers and prejudices.  Examples of activities in which students participate include preparing and serving meals, working in food pantries, helping with resume writing and job search, assisting with childcare, and teaching classes on health, nutrition, and parenting.  Some sites request students with some competence in Spanish, particularly if agency staff are not bilingual.  

Students select the site and population they prefer working with and collaborate with faculty and agency personnel to identify knowledge and skills they have that would benefit the clients served.   It usually takes several weeks and much back and forth communication among faculty, students and agency personnel to finalize placements.

Maintaining relationships with the agencies is critical for a successful student experience.  Each faculty member ordinarily monitors no more than 2 sites.  Faculty meet with or talk with the volunteer coordinator several times before the semester starts, to work out options for student experience.  Once the course begins, faculty speak with the volunteer coordinator at least weekly to work out the details of each student’s experience.  We try to distribute the students fairly evenly among the agencies.  The volunteer coordinator is contacted every 1-2 weeks in the beginning of the semester, and every 3-4 weeks towards the end of the semester.  Student responses and attendance are monitored through in-class reflections and journals.  It is important to identify and respond to problems as soon as they arise.  Faculty minimize the amount of work required of agency personnel.  They are not required to keep logs of student attendance or evaluate student behaviors.   At the end of the semester, field experiences are evaluated by agency personnel and any suggestions or changes are incorporated into planning for the next semester.  Students evaluate their site placement as part of the final course evaluation.  Once an agency has become a “regular” the process of maintaining the agency relationship is less labor intensive.


The relationship between the students and the people at the agencies is reciprocal.  Some of the comments of agency personnel that illustrate the responses of their clients and staff to the students’ involvement, follows:


1. The nursing student who became the coach for M____ at the end of her pregnancy, and stayed with her during and after her delivery, was wonderful.  She was such a help and support for M_____.  She continued to help her try to find day care for her infant and toddler.  She really learned about the challenges that face a single homeless mother.  M___ was very grateful for her assistance and support.


2. The guests still talk about C_____ and how much they benefited from her teaching about nutrition.  The fact that she waited until she had established a relationship with them, and asked them what they would like to learn, made all the difference.  The guests felt like she was working with them, not just giving them what she thought they needed.


3. The mothers really have developed a relationship with J____.  The fact that she sits down on the floor and plays with the kids, and talks to them in Spanish has made them feel like she’s interested in their lives.  The students do not stand apart and act better than our guests and they see that.

ASSIGNMENTS:

Course assignments are designed to facilitate students’ critical engagement with the content they are learning both within and outside the classroom.  Students frequently encounter resistance from their families for taking this course.  This often becomes evident when students do the Interview assignment during the first week of the course.  Each student interviews family and friends about homelessness.  The interviews are discussed in class.  This opens the door for students to continue to bring up responses of family and friends in the reflection time or in the journals. Gradually students become more confident in their interactions as their theoretical and experiential knowledge base expands and deepens.

Students write insight cards at the end of each class.  Their comment can be an insight, a question, a thought.  The cards are submitted at the end of class and returned at the next class.  Faculty write comments to clarify points, advance thinking or help move a student to deeper level of reflection.  Weekly critical reflection papers are required.   Students are asked to discuss an idea, insight, or topic from the weekly readings that is new to them or that they are seeing in a new way.  There is an expectation that these papers will demonstrate integration of field experiences with theoretical material.  A team project is the final evaluation mechanism for the course.  Students work in teams of 3-5, based upon their site placement.  The projects will either raise awareness about the issue of homelessness or contribute to efforts to effect structural change and/or reduce social inequity, depending upon an identified need at the field placement.  Several topic ideas are included in the syllabus or students can identify a project of their own.  All projects must be approved by faculty and/or agency personnel.  Projects are presented to the class at the end of the semester.  

One very positive learning experience that was begun last year is the Poverty Exercises.  These Exercises were developed by one of the staff at one of our sites.  Their purpose is to try to help students and/or volunteers who have had little or no experience with privation or poverty, to understand its reality and the “culture” of the people with whom they will be working.  There are six Exercises; each student does three.  The Exercises extend over a three week period of time and take place before arrangements for the field experiences are completed.  This assignment is a good experiential introduction and provides insight into the reality of the lives of the poor and/or homeless in our society. Students include responses to the Exercises in their journals.  Towards the end of the semester there is an in-class reflection, discussion and evaluation of the Exercises, facilitated by the agency staff person who developed them.  The response to this assignment was overwhelmingly positive this last year so it will continue to be a part of the course.

EDUCATION FOR JUSTICE:

Using Ignatian and Service Learning pedagogy is crucial in helping students become more critical thinkers and more responsible citizens. Faculty strive to help students link theory from readings to site experiences in order to deepen their experiential learning.  Seeing these connections lived out in the lives of the persons with whom they are working is an important dimension of their growth in critical and analytical thinking and awareness of structural injustice.  The reflection time at the beginning of each class, the journals and written comments on the insight cards and critical reflection papers are the primary means used to help the students integrate what they are learning into their world view and advance from resistance, anger and guilt to a charity that does justice and a commitment to personal responsibility to work for and/or support justice and the common good.  This gradual transformation helps to produce the graduate we strive for in Jesuit education; one who is becoming a man or woman for and with others.  The student comments that follow illustrate some of their responses to various assignments and some of the transformations that occur as a result of this course.

STUDENT COMMENTS:

“Charity vs justice is something we talked a lot about in Mexico (Arrupe Volunteer International Immersion experience) therefore it was cool to see the lightbulbs go off in a few peoples heads who finally understood that justice is the thing that truly initiates change.”

“I think from today’s discussion I learned how it’s very easy to confuse charity and justice.  While charity is of course important; it more often acts as the band-aid solution while justice is the (hopefully) permanent change.  As our exercise demonstrated, it is much more difficulty to figure out ways to work towards justice because it involves the active process of stepping outside one’s comfort zone.  While it’s easy to drop some money into a jar, it requires much more courage to go to a meeting or speak out.” (The class exercise was for each student to identify one thing they could do in the next week to promote social justice.)

“I definitely believe that charity and donating money is important in helping the problem of homelessness.  But after taking this course and becoming even more educated on the numerous components to homelessness, I believe I will now have a more active voice for structural change and speak out for the homeless.”

“Discussing how we felt during the experiencing poverty exercises was helpful.  It’s nice to know that others were nervous of how people perceived them and also that I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t strong enough to last the entire week. “

“I was impressed by a few of the comments made today.  B___ spoke about need vs want and how he was able to get by on the $10/week only because of the generosity of his roommates.  He made it very clear by then drawing a parallel to the homeless when he said they need help too.  This reinforced for me the necessity of helping.”

“We finished the class with a discussion about what our responsibility is now and I believe the answer is education.  We must educate our family, friends, and others about what we have learned and encourage them to take this class and get involved.”

“One of the things that I really enjoyed about this class is how everyone let go of their guard and reflected on what they were really experiencing during the weeks of ‘experiencing poverty’. “

“Today’s class discussion on the poverty journals helped to articulate the difficulties everyone in the class had with the assignments.  It helped to realize the changes that have occurred within all of us over this semester.”

“I find it amazing that the people who live in poverty and are homeless survive with having to involuntarily do all the poverty exercises at once for more than one week!  Looking back at the experience, I have found it more of a learning experience than I had thought.” 

“Street Lawyer was a great book.  It really showed how an affluent man with lots of money can give it all up after a life-threatening experience.  He removes his blinders and starts seeing the things that have been in front of him for so many years.  He is a courageous man or better yet, a brave man for following his heart and not money.  In his case he moves from riches to rags.”

“I would like to comment on Street Lawyer and the conversation we had today about conversion.  I think Michael’s transformation was clear to him at times.  Honestly, I thought at certain times it was so vivid that I was surprised he continued down the same road.  For example Mordecai would warn Michael to run to his car or leave the office with another person.  Michael saw all this and still said ‘yes’.”

“I like the Vincent de Paul picture that we looked at during the beginning of class today.  The facial expression and hand contact show not only how much we can give to the poor but also how much we can get in return for our work with the poor.”

“I don’t think I can ever walk by a homeless person on the streets ever again without at least acknowledging them or lending a helpful hand.”

“When L_____ mentioned the working poor at the end of class, I realized that I didn’t consider them on par with the homeless, mostly because I used to live in poverty.  She made me realize that just because I escaped, doesn’t mean that other people can, and they deserve as much attention as the homeless.” 

“I think this class was one transformation that has happened in my life.  Now that I look back on this class and the people I have met both in here and at my site, I realize that this life is not hopeless.  People really do care.  This class has opened my eyes and I think has broken down a lot of my prejudices against the “white or wealthy people”.  Now I realize I was ridiculous to categorize all the wealthy and people who weren’t black or Hispanic.  I feel like somehow this class has lifted a ton of bricks off my shoulders!”

“I just want to thank you for everything this semester.  I really came into this class skeptical, but in the end I came out a changed person.  You guys really made me aware of the things that I have always seen but chose to ignore.”

“This semester was great.  I really had never taken a class like PJ 125 and I’m so glad I did.  It really should be a requirement for every Fairfield student to graduate.  Thank you.”

