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“How do we define poverty?  How does poverty affect people’s lives?  What are the causes of poverty?  How can we effectively address poverty and its associated problems?”  None of these questions can be answered in twenty-five words or less, or even in a single semester course, yet they emerged from hours of deliberation to become the central themes of the first year course, Myths and Realities of Poverty in America.   Our mutual interests in social justice and previous service-learning collaborations brought us together to create and co-teach this course.  As the college’s director of civic leadership development and a professor of social work, Antonino Scarpati brought understanding of how social service systems function or fail to meet the needs of their most vulnerable members.  Antonino’s extensive work administering course-based and co-curricular service learning programs provided additional theoretical and practical insights to course development.  Stuart Carroll’s expertise as a professor of elementary education, with a focus on urban schools, offered valuable perspectives into the ways that education both is and isn’t “the answer” to poverty.   

This course was conceived as a First Seminar, designed to involve entering students in an intellectually challenging exploration of a topic in a small, seminar-style class as a requirement of the college’s Liberal Learning curriculum.  Although initially open to any first year student, enrollment in our “poverty” seminar has been subsequently reserved for Bonner Community Scholars.  The course functions as the academic foundation for this comprehensive civic leadership development program administered through the TCNJ Bonner Center for Civic and Community Engagement.   Bonner Community Scholars receive full tuition remission for completing 280 hours of community service and leadership training each year.  Most students work with non-profit agencies serving low-income communities in the nearby capital city of Trenton, New Jersey.

TCNJ has a long-standing commitment to preparing students for active citizenship and civic leadership.  In 1995 the college implemented a comprehensive First Year Experience program that involves all first-year students in an introductory, co-curricular civic engagement experience Students also have multiple opportunities to engage in community service through student organizations and a variety of courses that include community-based learning or research.   More recently, the Bonner Center for Civic and Community Engagement was created to coordinate service learning and community outreach initiatives at TCNJ.  Prior to the development of this course, however, the college did not have any history of sponsoring alternative break programs, which are an excellent model for immersion in service learning.  We hoped to inspire a tradition of student-led alternative break projects by designing our own as a required component of the course.

We began by visiting James Madison University to learn more about its highly acclaimed alternate break program.  We were particularly impressed by their emphasis on student involvement in planning and implementing these intensive immersion experiences.  We decided to require an alternate spring break project in our course to intensify student learning and to empower participants to create a culture of service immersion experiences in the future.  Given our focus on poverty, our desire for maximum student involvement, and our inexperience with alternative break programs, we decided to partner with Habitat for Humanity’s Collegiate Challenge program, in collaboration with our student HFH chapter.  Habitat’s national infrastructure effectively supports such projects.  In addition, our partnership with the campus chapter allowed us to involve upper-class student leaders as peer mentors and role models to first year students.  

We aspired to make the course highly informative and rigorous, given the one semester time frame and the nature of the students we would be teaching.  In discussing poverty with students in the past we have been struck by their strong commitment to the myth of meritocracy, the idea that if you are good enough and work hard enough you can succeed in spite of any obstacle.  Students who hold this belief tend to blame the poor for their own misfortune and to situate individual’s failures in the personal rather than the ecological sphere. They subscribe to the stereotype that poverty is principally an urban phenomenon connected to substance abuse or multi-generational dysfunction.  Many feel that the poor will always be with us and question the efficacy of efforts to change political and social contexts.  This said, most of our students are kind-hearted and magnanimous, and believe that those who have should help those who have not.  In fact, they embrace the myth of noblesse oblige, the idea that philanthropy can eliminate the most miserable effects of poverty.  Our presumptions about our prospective students led us to frame the course in terms of these myths and misconceptions, which we hoped to make problematic for them.

We selected texts with a strong narrative voice to encourage our students to respond emotionally and intellectually, and enable them to draw connections to their civic engagement experiences.  We believe strongly in the power of personal stories to open students’ minds and hearts to the complex human realities of poverty, and to ground their analysis of broader political and social issues.

We began the course with Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed, a contemporary and accessible account of the author’s “undercover” experiences in the low-wage sector.  Ehrenreich is highly effective at challenging the myth that America’s working poor are deficient.  She demonstrates that even an industrious, hard-working white woman may not be able to make ends meet in a wide variety of suburban, urban, and rural settings.  She also challenges the notion that charity can bridge the gap, as her experiences with social service and governmental agencies are uniformly frustrating, bureaucratic, and ultimately fruitless.  On the whole, students find the book convincing and are moved by it.  Amanda’s reflection is typical:

One thing in the course that really affected me was the book Nickel and

Dimed. I had never thought about all the people who work for low wages 

and how they subsidize the lives of the rest of us.  Now I am very careful 

not  to  make  extra  work  for  hotel  staff  and  I always leave good tips.

Like many other students, Amanda increased her empathy for the working poor and developed some sense of the economics of class, but in the end her conclusions and proposed solutions were personal rather than systemic.

Newman’s No Shame in My Game, our second course text, also explores the challenges faced by admirable individuals in the low wage sector, and was selected to push students beyond the personal.  Newman has a strong belief in the potential of work to help people emerge from poverty.  She rebuts the idea that government is incapable of helping the poor and suggests a number of public policy options that could support poor people in finding employment and obtaining adequate incomes.

When coupled with activities that make Newman’s ideas explicit our students are able to understand public policy solutions such as the idea of the living wage. One successful activity requires students to research how much it would cost a family of four to live in Trenton.  Students in small groups determine a family’s essential needs and then research actual costs for housing, food, clothing, transportation, health care, etc.  Once their estimates are shared in class, the instructors lead a discussion comparing their figures to the federal poverty line and the minimum wage.  Students are shocked at the impossibility of a family surviving with one member earning the minimum wage.  We have discovered, however, that without intense exercises of this kind, we cannot expect first year students to process texts with dense public policy content.

Kozol’s Amazing Grace and Sapphire’s Push directly challenge the notion of America as a meritocracy.  Both intimately portray the experiences of children who are born into traumatic circumstances, only to receive far too little support from social institutions.  To some degree both texts share a faith in education as an almost miraculous solution to poverty, but they enlighten students about the inadequacy of our educational system in preparing the poor for self-sufficient participation in society.  These two texts also share an ability to evoke strong emotional responses and promote conceptual change.

For example, Amazing Grace offered Bryan a window through which he perceived poverty as more than a purely material phenomenon.  Despite growing up in a predominantly white and middle class suburb in New Jersey, Bryan has struggled with personal and family challenges throughout his life.  This led him to identify with two African-American boys who live in the poverty-stricken, Bronx, New York neighborhood profiled by Kozol.  Bryan wrote:

I was immediately drawn to Anthony and Cliffe because I recognized something in their struggles that I saw in myself…I see that in order to heal and thrive, children need more than food and a warm bed, they need healthy stimulation, a concerned teacher, a proud father, a compassionate mother, and an understanding friend.  They need people to love and to be loved by.

We do have a caution for instructors considering the aforementioned texts.  They are emotionally raw and disturbing.  Push in particular, features profane language and graphic descriptions of sexual abuse that are shocking to many students.  Teachers must be sensitive to individual student responses and inform the class about available counseling services.  Also, in whole class discussions it can be challenging to move students beyond their affective reactions.  

We have used several other texts and supplemental readings to prepare students for community engaged learning.  Prior to involving our mostly white students in service experiences in mostly black and Hispanic Trenton, we address the question of white privilege, using articles such as McIntosh’s The Invisible Knapsack, and MunWah’s film, The Color of Fear.  When our entire class participated in the Habitat for Humanity trip to Eastern Kentucky we used Buck’s Worked to the Bone, an economic and social history of one Kentucky county, and we viewed the film Harlan County, USA, with its disturbing depictions of life in rural Appalachia.  Since the course has been designated exclusively for Bonner Community Scholars, we have included additional readings that explore the meaning of service and its potential dangers, including Coles’ Community Service Work and Illich’s To Hell with Good Intentions, among others.  This is necessary to address students’ dysfunctional tendency to see themselves as rescuers; it is vital that they approach service work with humility and awareness of its inherent limitations.  Leanne’s observation indicates movement toward more sophisticated understanding:

I meet people everyday at the Trenton Area Soup Kitchen who have the will and desire to rise out of poverty, but there is so much working against them that won’t be solved in their lifetime.  One of the students I tutor stands out in my mind.  Armando has a high school diploma, a rare commodity in Trenton, as well as a job at Shoprite.  He is 23 years old and still learning fractions. His goal is to attend community college and get a better job.  But I worry that even if he reaches his goal, will a good paying job be waiting for him?

We have devised pedagogy to maximize student engagement in class discussions about the texts.  Students sign up to lead discussion of specific questions and devise a plan for leading small groups in exploring the topic. All students are expected to come with notes and ideas to contribute, but the discussion leader has primary responsibility for ensuring that a purposeful conversation occurs.  The papers that group leaders produce include their initial responses to assigned questions, their plans for guiding others in discussion, and a final analysis of what actually occurred in the group.  This shared teaching model compels leaders to consider questions more deeply and engages other students more fully, as they are less likely to disappoint a peer than a professor. The small group structure enables the professor to learn more about student thinking through observation and “eavesdropping.” 

Group leaders are instructed to refer to additional written texts to support their arguments in their discussion analysis papers.  They also are expected view their community service work as an experiential text, which they are, expected to critically analyze.  In his paper on Push, Bryan shared the details of his encounter with Coffee, a woman he tutored at the Trenton Area Soup Kitchen:

Coffee comes from a broken home, much like Precious’ home in Push. She was abused as a child; stabbed and shot several times by her mother.  That’s all she told me, but I assume she’s endured more physical and mental abuse since then.  I taught Coffee how to do algebra one day.  Her face lit up when I told her that she was learning algebra. It was as if I brought her into the ranks of the formally educated. Coffee felt like she had graduated from Harvard! I could see why Precious’ teacher believed that education was the key to success.

The culminating assignment is a reflective essay examining the central themes and questions of the course in the context of community service work and course texts.  This comprehensive paper includes personal reflection and critical examination of their personal responses to their work with community agencies. They must also propose solutions to poverty-related problems based on everything they have studied and experienced. Students are encouraged to describe and analyze interactions with agency clients and community members, especially those that seem to confirm or confound their previous beliefs about poverty.  

These papers indicate that the vast majority of students complete the semester with a deep commitment to service and to helping to alleviate poverty, but only a minority come to see poverty as a systemic problem that must be addressed through personal, social, and political action. Michael made the following observations about his experience at the Crisis Ministry in Trenton:

The work that the Crisis Ministry does is an important step towards the alleviation of poverty, but it seems as though we are still losing ground. Every month many of the same clients return in the same condition they were the month before.  The system is analogous to kidney dialysis. It treats some of the symptoms, but does nothing to solve the actual problems. Without creating enough well-paying jobs that can adequately cover the cost of food, housing and health care, our society cannot expect to significantly reduce poverty.

As a required curricular component for the Bonner Community Scholars, the course has served its purpose of providing an intellectual foundation for students’ community service work.  In their writing assignments and course evaluations, students describe the course as a valuable orientation experience.  They report that the course helped them to better understand the mission and services of their social service agencies.  They also indicate increased comprehension of the complex problems faced by agency clients, and a deeper understanding of how agency staff are challenged to help their clients move toward greater self-sufficiency. Finally, as we have already mentioned, the course has inspired some students to realize the need for fundamental policy changes to adequately address poverty in America.  They have begun to appreciate how research, networking and advocacy can be coordinated with direct practice.   

Conclusions and Insights

We recognize that we have set an ambitious agenda for our course, but we remain confident in our pedagogical method.  We believe that engaging students with powerful texts, immersing them in service learning, and guiding them in thoughtful personal reflection enables them to examine critically these provocative questions.  Our experience has shown us, however, that teaching this topic is more challenging and complex than we had imagined and we still view the course as a work in progress.  

On the whole we believe the course has been successful in achieving its desired ends.  By the end of the semester students are more critical of their initial beliefs and are more aware of the ways in which these ideas have been socially constructed.  Most students have continued involvement with poverty-related issues and many have taken additional courses that deal with these.  For example, two students from the initial cohort are now the leaders of the most active service organizations on campus, Habitat for Humanity and Circle K.  Nearly all are involved in some form of volunteer community service.  In addition, alternate spring break trips have become a part of the TCNJ culture, coordinated through the campus HFH chapter during winter, spring and summer breaks since the first iteration of the course was taught.

The course provides Bonner Community Scholars direct experience with conditions of poverty and with opportunities to explore their interactions with people different from themselves.  Most of our students are white and middle to upper-middle class, and hold the values of the dominant culture in America.  Both the course and their community service experiences in urban Trenton serve to broaden their thinking about race, class, and power.  Students generally responded to this challenge with enthusiasm, As Leanne revealed: 

I have spent the majority of my life surrounded by people who look and act just like me.  My hometown is predominantly white and middle class and I have never been able to understand or work with people of other races or socioeconomic classes.  I knew putting myself in such situations would be uncomfortable, but would change something about me that desperately needed changing.

We have begun to re-examine some aspects of the course as it has evolved to focus on the Bonner Community Scholars.   For example, we have had to question our attention to rural poverty.  Given that students’ service learning activities occur almost exclusively in urban environments, they are by and large more engaged by studying poverty-related issues that connect directly with their community work.  Also, the course no longer includes a week-long, alternative break experience to rural Kentucky, owing to the college’s decision to schedule all First Seminars in the fall semester.  Although we believe it is desirable to educate students broadly about the nature of poverty in America, a number of pressing social problems more closely related to urban poverty have emerged as more relevant to this course.  In fact, students have expressed interest in learning more about issues, such as gang violence, that connect more directly with their community service.  Consequently, we are now considering replacing Buck’s Worked to the Bone, with its emphasis on the history of poverty in Kentucky, with a text addressing the pervasive problem of gangs, especially in the inner city.   Faculty designing a course on poverty are advised to carefully consider the scope of the topic and how effectively course texts will illuminate service learning and vice versa.

We still struggle to grasp how best to teach such an inherently political topic as poverty to first year students.  Most of our students to seem be apolitical, not so much in the sense that they don’t vote or have party affiliations, but in their limited awareness of political or social influences on the lives of individuals, especially the poor.  We made honest efforts to assist our students to think more politically, exposing them to liberal, conservative, and socialist approaches to various issues, but found that their prior knowledge of such ideologies was so lacking that we doubted our effectiveness in conveying this information.  At the outset their understandings of the left-right political continuum seemed to be caricatures, primarily based on partial information from a mass media that specialize in simplistic interpretation.  We have had a difficult time filling in the gaps in one-semester and caution designers of single semester courses about the complexity of this challenge.  Matt, a student from our first class, offers a touching illustration of how students may complete the course with a commitment to service, but little sense of broader social issues.

The course made me feel better about doing little things to help. It made me feel that I can actually accomplish something without having to change the entire world. It's a gift to be able to make small changes in people's lives.

In recent semesters we have fine-tuned the course and have noted encouraging trends toward deeper political engagement among students.  The Bonner Community Scholars are more inclined toward activism and some have taken initiative on behalf of their community agencies.  For example, students serving the Mercer County Child Care Center gathered petitions and wrote letters to local legislators after learning that funding for the center’s services to low-income families may be severely cut.    

We also have been challenged to represent conservative perspectives in a fair way.   We intentionally exposed students to traditionally conservative beliefs about the relative prosperity of most of America’s poor, as compared to the poor in other places and times.  We discussed possible risks of significantly raising the minimum wage and noted some benefits that corporate giants such as Wal-Mart may provide to our poorest citizens.  However, our own biases as social deconstructionists inevitably emerged and at times we weren’t able to do justice to other points of view. 

Another problem for us lays in the interdisciplinary nature of the First Seminar program.  A full consideration of poverty must draw on insights from the disciplines of economics, political science, sociology, history, psychology, philosophy, social work, education, and possibly others.  Indeed, there were moments when we wondered whether we were in over our heads.  We have tried to address this concern by familiarizing ourselves with literature from a wide range of disciplines and by inviting guest lecturers with expertise in selected areas.  

The complexity of this topic, and our desire to teach it in a way that transforms students’ thinking and lives, make it difficult to achieve our goals in a single course.  Since the Bonner Community Scholars are committed to extensive participation in community service throughout their college years, we believe they should continue their exploration of poverty and its associated harmful affects as part of their civic leadership development.   As they are immersed in different disciplines it is possible they won’t take additional courses that touch on poverty related issues, unless expectations for continued academic connections to their community work are established.  Efforts are underway to develop a set of minor study programs, such as one focused on leadership for the public good, that Bonner Community Scholars will be required to complete.  Advanced study is essential if our students are expected to apply the lessons they learned in this course.  
We urge that faculty designing an introductory poverty course imbed intensive community work to actualize student learning and promote activism.  In doing so faculty must take the lead in developing mutually-beneficial partnerships with agencies that provide direct service learning experiences for students in communities challenged by poverty.  Agency staff that supervises students on site should be oriented about the course and its learning objectives, just as faculty and students need to be adequately trained about the agency’s mission, clients and service delivery.  Requiring students to participate in a service learning immersion experience, such as an alternative break, can be a powerful means to advance student learning.  However, planning and executing a successful project is labor-intensive for faculty and students.  Faculty contemplating this type of class assignment are encouraged to consult resources such as Breakaway (www.alternativebreaks.org) or work with an organization that has an established program, such Habitat for Humanity’s Collegiate Challenge (www.habitat.org/ccyp/col_chal).

As a final recommendation, we advocate using a questions-based approach to guide students in examining poverty and its affects on the lives of individuals and communities.   We have found this methodology to be particularly effective in promoting students’ critical thinking, as they learn that determining the most appropriate questions is the first step toward finding workable solutions to multifarious problems.  Anchoring the course around central questions promotes active student engagement and discourages students from relying on the instructors to reveal the myths and realities of poverty in America. 
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