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Survivors of the syse 
by Vicky Steinitz and Ann Withorn 
THE DUDLEY LIBRARY is right in Roxbury's Dudley Square, next to the police 
station, across the street from the Urban League of Boston-in the heart of 
Boston's black community. Once a week throughout the fall of 1997, the li- 
brary's big meeting room was home to one of the most powerful teaching/ 
learning experiences of our lives: a "community class" entitled "ReClaiming 
Rights." 

As the "teachers" of this class, we didn't 
anticipate all that occurred, even though we 
spent hours planning and maintained a gen- 
eral vision of how to proceed. What kept 
driving us to take risks and act more like 
circus ringmasters than professors, was 
that-as people long concerned about wel- 
fare rights and poverty-we knew we 
needed to do something different. 

Since 1995, Massachusetts' welfare re- 
form, especially its two-year time limit, 
work requirements and discouragement of 
education and training, had forced us to 
channel our fury into ever greater activism. 
As professors and activists we attended 
meetings, demonstrations and speak-outs, 
conducted research, documented abuses 
and did training. We taught about the policy 
issues in large classes and small seminars. 
Increasingly, however, we saw meetings 
and classes deteriorate into demoralizing 
sessions reiterating how bad things are and 
how difficult it is to make any meaningful 
change. So we were up for something that 
encouraged new ways of organizing and 
teaching, that combined our longstanding 
roles as university teachers of public policy 
with our emerging roles as organizers. 

In this spirit we planned a course that 
would bring students and community peo- 
ple together, in a setting accessible to all, to 
learn about welfare and poverty organizing 
by strategizing and planning together. We 
put out a course description and distributed 
a flyer in the community that announced: 

RECLAIMING RIGHTS: A COMMUNITY CLASS 

GIVING FOLKS A CHANCE TO WORK TO- 

GETHER TO UNDERSTAND TODAY'S WAR ON 

THE POOR AND TO BEGIN ORGANIZING TO 

END POVERTY INSTEAD: 

This Fall, anyone concerned about the 
issues facing low income communi- 
ties is welcome to take part in a spe- 
cial learning opportunity. Every 
Thursday at Noon there will be afree 
class in the Dudley Library that will 
give folks a chance to talk with each 
other, learn together and explore pos- 
sible new pathways within the daily 
and long term struggle for economic 
justice. 

The class will interweave talk 
about personal experiences with dis- 
cussion about the effects of new wel- 
fare, immigration and housing "re- 
forms." An overall goal will be to 
evaluate old, and imagine new, strate- 
gies and tactics for building a stronger 
movement against poverty. An impor- 
tant part will be three open forums 
where group members and commu- 
nity leaders engage with each other in 
creative ways about what it means to 
reclaim rights. These sessions will be 
open to people who canl't make a 
weekly commitment. 

We got ready for the first class by meet- 
ing in the summer to "prepare" the thirteen 
preregistered University of Massachusetts 
students (aimost all of them women who 
had been or were currently on welfare 
themselves) for the experience, to get their 
ideas and to help them see that a major part 
of what they would learn in the class would 

be how to make it a successful organizing 
experience for everyone else. The syllabus' 
weekly topics indicated that we would go 
from an understanding of participants' ex- 
periences with poverty, through an exami- 
nation of differing ways to imagine and 
achieve change, to the development of 
more focused organizing activities. 

We gathered articles, handouts and 
other materials that (with the help of a small 
university "community service" grant) we 
copied for free weekly distribution to all 
participants. Pictures, posters, poems and 
songs and other materials were assembled 
with the aim of generating new responses 
to poverty and to organizing. We scoured 
our lists of community activist contacts and 
called people to come to the class either as 
regular participants or to share their experi- 
ences, not as "expert" lecturers but as par- 
ticipants for a day of thinking and planning 
together. 

At the first session, a group of around 
forty strangers from very diverse back- 
grounds showed up. Some came because 
they saw a sign in the library, others were 
Harvard University professors interested in 
popular education. We introduced our- 
selves to each other by selecting pictures 
(of women, children, people in action or or- 
ganizing) that moved us in some way and 
then talking with others who selected the 
same picture. (The two of us set our pattern 
by participating as fully as possible; we 
tried to avoid academic distance and act 
more as leaders who were also group mem- 
bers.) Then we talked as a whole class 
about poverty and what it means to live 
with it. Small groups created skits to illus- 
trate typical "situations" imposed by wel- 
fare refonn: abuse in the grocery line when 
a welfare EBT card won't work and your 
English is poor; frustration when kids' 
needs conflict with work and financial ne- 
cessities; dismay when battered sisters ex- 
pect you to care for their kids too. The dra- 
mas moved us to laughter, tears and hard 
thinking. 

A week later, Ann presented a poem 
constructed from words we had come up 
with in our initial session. The words of our 
collective poem became themes for the fall. 
In skits, songs, drawings and discussions 
our ever-changing group tried to handle the 
specific ways in which "Poverty creates 
situations that make us! scared...iso- 
lated...frightened...embarrassed...and left 
out/ fulll of confulsion, stress, despair and 
denial..." One class member, a former Sal- 
vadoran refugee turned welfare rights ac- 
tivist, reminded us that this was serious, 
thiat ";you can die for change." Her commit- 
ment to fighting in the face of real adversity 
helped us all agree that the purpose of the 
class was held within the last line of our 
poem: "Anger, hope and love must rise to- 
gether." 

N S THE WEEKS WENT BY the group ex- 
Aplored new ways to reclaim eco- 

nomic and human rights, by learn- 
ing about and analyzing the organizing 
strategies that were going on around Bos- 
ton and nationally. We broke into sub- 
groups: one to provide information and ad- 

vice about welfare reforn in shelters; one 
to help us use the arts in our class; and one 
to teach each class member how to be a 
"buddy" to welfare recipients either in the 
(constantly growing) class or in their 
neighborhoods. Each week, members of 
the group sought the confidence and skills 
to support each other in returning to the 
dreaded welfare office, in claiming rights 
to appeal against unfair treatment. 

The group of present and former recipi- 
ents, as well as other participants who 
worked in local service agencies, together 
presented, then helped the whole class dis- 
cuss, skits about meetings with case work- 
ers or about organizing efforts. They collec- 
tively wrote up instructions on how to be a 
buddy: "The [welfare] recipient is most ef- 
fective when she is open and trying hard to 
be cooperative. The buddy can be tougher: 
be a witness; ask the hard questions; take 
notes; ask to see the regulation-keep ask- 
ing, get a copy. For both, though, the best 
first strategy is kill them with kindness..." 

The two of us-along with many of the 
more activist members in the class-also 
knew that people needed more than bud- 
dies, that figuring out how to build a 
broader movement was a crucial goal for 
us. So, interspersed with regular class ses- 
sions, the whole class helped stage more 
public sessions. To these we invited people 
who could contribute more of what we 
came to feel we needed most: more history 
and greater creativity. 

At a "Passing the Torch" session, 1960s 
anti-poverty activists-some famous, most 
just ordinary people-talked about what it 
had felt like to be part of a movement. We 

asked everyone present (about titty people) 
to introduce themselves with a brief mem- 
ory of 1968. Two women who grew up in 
Roxbury talked about joining the Black 
Panthers as teenagers. A child care organ- 
izer from Colombia remembered her farm- 
worker father coming in from the fields 
weeping because Martin Luther King had 
been killed. Some younger members hadn't 
been born then, others were too busy hav- 
ing babies to take much notice. Across gen- 
erations and cultures, we sang movement 
songs, shared stories and strategies, and 
traded ideas about how to rebuild a move- 
ment. 

Our "This Little Light of Mine" class 
brought poets, street artists, dramatists, 
photographers and singers together to help 
us find creative energy for organizing. In- 
spired by their work, we sang, made up 
more skits and danced. One spontaneously 
generated skit featured bored teenagers be- 
coming motivated to do something about 
global poverty when their athletic shoes 
and soccer balls began speaking to them in 
the voices of the women and children who 
had made them in sweatshops. Another 
group made up a dancing, singing skit 
about fighting back against welfare reform 
to the tune of popular songs, beginning 
with "Help" and ending with "I think I can 
fly." We took time out to discuss how crea- 
tivity led to 'joyful action" to counteract 
the increasing misery of welfare reform, of 
jobs that don't work and men who aren't re- 
liable. We found deepening inspiration in 
the words of our initial theme poem: "dis- 
ruption is contagious...the people's voice 
will be heard..." 

DARTMOUTHlI CO LLEFGE 
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The final event of the Fall was a "com- 
munity bazaar" where class participants 
were invited back along with community 
leaders with whom we wanted to share our 
experiences. While the Jeopardy theme 
music played to remind us of the ticking 
clock of welfare eligibility time limits, over 
seventy people ate, acted, sang and com- 
mitted themselves to continuing on beyond 
the official end of what had truly become a 
''community class."' We pledged to support 
a Women of Strength buddy group in the 
Dudley area and to help groups around the 
state leam to use their own dramatic energy 
as a means both to bear the pain of learning 
about the daily costs of poverty and to 
imagine change. 

Since then not all we hoped for has hap- 
pened, but a group of about eight partici- 
pants from the "ReClaiming Rights" group 
have presented interactive workshops at 
several conferences. We have been invited 
to do workshops to help religious and lay 
groups "act out" the situations that make 
poverty so crazy-making today. We use 
some of the props, scenarios, instructions 
for "buddies" and organizing hints gener- 
ated by the class, and we try to keep figur- 
ing out new ways to keep the spirit alive in 
the tough fight against the cruelties of wel- 
fare reform. 

L OOKING BACK, WE SEE that a "commu- 
nity class" like this can spark activ- 
ism and bring new energy to move- 

ment building. It is possible, but a chal- 
lenge, to create a space where university 
and community folk, diverse in age, race, 
ethnicity, class background and life experi- 
ence, can participate fully and contribute as 
equals. 

The fact that almost all of us were 
women helped. The presence of powerful 
women among us-women who had con- 
fronted male authority again and 
again-taught those who were emerging 
from years of subordination that it was pos- 
sible to be strong and not only survive, but 
thrive. And in learning together, we discov- 
ered unknown strengths within each of us. 
Shy women spoke and led songs. Profes- 
sionals learned the bonds that grow from 
being silly together, from playing difficult 
teenagers in the "situations" we so often 
acted out as an equalizing tool for under- 
standing the barriers facing organizers. 
Within a feminist setfing where all agreed 
that much of women's suffering was in- 
flicted by men, the one regular male partici- 
pant even managed to succeed, as the coor- 
dinating "artist" for our group-produced 
sculpture and as the cook for the bazaar. 

The physical move out of the university 
was critical. We searched for a space acces- 
sible to the university but definitely owned 
by the community, a place where we could 
experiment and not be bound by usual 
classroom expectations. After being invited 
into the library, we had to prove we could 
contribute to the community; since the li- 
brary was also seeking more connections to 
the community, our weekly happening 
eventually met its goals too. 

From the start, we knew we had to relin- 
quish our traditional faculty control. While 
we spent an amazing amount of time planl- 
ning each session, we never knew exactly 
who would show up, with what agendas. As 
organizers, we wanted to incorporate new 
people; this sometimes meant abanldoning 
particular plans anld figuring out how to 
support someone seeking immediate help. 
A new participant might arrive in class too 
upset to strategize because the welfare de- 
partment was cutting her off the rolls due to 
her absence from her workfare 'job" when 
her kids were sick. The group would have 
to find a class member to go with her to the 
office the next morning, and also find a way 
to turn a role play, in which she and her 
newfound "buddy" handled the appeal, into 

an exercise on tactics for linking advocacy 
with organizing. 

We also realized from the beginning that 
too much talk would sink us. If we were to 
have any hope of engaging everyone, we 
had to draw on experiential and expressive 
teaching methods. Our very first session 
confirmed the power of improvised skits, 
when students who had seemed too shy and 
insecure to speak left us all in stitches as 
they played officious welfare workers and 
pesky kids. Everyone participated with 
gusto, and this initial success bolstered our 
instincts to teach organizing not as a ra- 
tional science, but as a life-affirming com- 
mitment to hope. 

With a hunch that most information we 
were looking for was somewhere in the 
room, we relied on brainstorming as an al- 
temative to massive background reading, 
lectures, or "problem-solving." We would 
form small groups to try to come up with 
slogans and media images for a campaign 
against time limits, for example. Then eve- 
ryone would walk around the room, look- 
ing at the assembled images and hearing 
each group present its ideas. Finally, to- 
gether we would name the commonalities 
we saw, speculate about how the slogans 
interconnected and suggest new places for 
organizing-like standing on street corners 
where the traffic is always backed up to 
hand out flyers about "time running out." 

Ann transformed the images and slo- 
gans from each week's brainstormings into 
a readable teaching document for the next 
class. Seeing our words come to life was 
confirming for all. It linked those who ini- 
tially felt intimidated to others who were 
seemingly more articulate, because everyo- 
ne's words contributed. Capturing our 
shared wisdom in these documents proved 
to be important both in moving our intellec- 
tual project forward and in building the 
group's esprit, our sense of being part of an 
exciting process that was going some- 
where. We "sold" these documents-really 
proposals for how to handle different as- 
pects of organizing, with titles like "Come 
on, Girls: Let's Talk, Let's Act" (on how to 
move beyond complaining) or "Counting 
our Blessings" (on how to recognize differ- 
ing kinds of strengths)-to guests at the fi- 
nal community bazaar, in exchange for 
gold-wrapped chocolate coins, giving us all 
the pride of authorship. 

What we had wanted was to find a 
more energizing way to organize, and we 
succeeded. People came to be informed, 
or entertained, but then returned because 
they felt connected and supported. Half in 
jest, we coined the term "organic organiz- 
ing" to describe a process whereby our 
analysis grew in many unexpected but ul- 
timately understandable directions, as 
links between personal pain, social prob- 
lems, strategies, tactics and visions were 
explored. As one thought sparked an- 
other, one group of women made connec- 
tions with another and, finally, a whole 
new world of possibilities seemed worth 
trying. 

In our first class someone described a 
cartoon: as a group of wolves bays at the 
moon, one wolf asks another, "Are we 
making an} impact?" One of our members 
cautioned us then to remember that the im- 
pact we know in our hearts that we make 
"may not be what they say it is." We in- 
cluded this exchange in our poem, and it 
remains our final lesson from the class. 
For the two of us, and we think for many 
others who participated in "ReClaiming 
Rights," the impact of all the work and en- 
ergy was profound, if not "measurable." 
Even though the unacceptable cruelty of 
welfare reform has yet to be abolished, 
"ReClaiming Rights" gave us strength to 
keep organizing, a model for more en- 
gaged teaching and a surge of new energy 
for carrying on the struggle. 

Close to home 
A conversation with Rhonda Williams 
Rhonda Williams is an economist who 
teaches at the University ofMaryland Col- 
lege Park campus. Since 1997 she has 
been teaching "Public Policy and the 
Black Community," using a format that 
stresses student initiative, teamwork and 
research that goes beyond the library to 
understand the real-world problems fac- 
ing African American communities today. 
We began by asking about who takes the 
course. 

Rhonda Williams: This course is one of 
our required introductory courses for 
Afro-American studies majors, our intro- 
ductory policy course. It also satisfies 
some of our various distribution and gen- 
eral education requirements, so we get 
students from other majors as well. We 
get quite a cross-section of students. 

WROB: Are they primarily African 
Americans? 

RW: About 75 percent are native-born 
African Americans. At the University of 
Maryland we have in the last five years 
seen an increasing percentage of African 
immigrants and their children, first- and 
second-generation immigrants. About fif- 
teen percent of the class are from this 
population, the new African Americans. 
About ten percent are white or Asian or 
Latino. 

Overall, the black students are quite a 
heterogeneous group. Because of where 
we are, we have a lot of first-generation 
college students. We have students whose 
parents are from union families, others 
who are second-, fourth-, fifth-generation 
attendees at college. Even though they've 
all been designated African Americans, 
and the native-born students have the 
shared experience of being designated 
"black" and having to figure out how to 
respond to that in their lifetimes, within 
that larger group there is considerable 
heterogeneity. What these kids do share 
is that they've all come of age in the past 
twenty years. They have formed their po- 
litical and social consciousness in a very 
different historical moment than I did. 

WROB: One of the interesting features 
of the course is the way you structure it to 
emphasize teamwork and to make stu- 
dents work with each other, for each 
other. How does that work? 

RW: I went into it with a definite experi- 
mental intent, and I really had no idea 
how well it would work. Each semester, I 
divide the students into ten teams. Each 
team has six people, and they are divided 
into an oral group and a written group. 
The oral group is in charge of preparing 
the team's class presentation-though 
they also have to do written papers. The 
written group is in charge of preparing a 
reading packet to accompany the class 
presentation; they have to include several 
short papers and an annotated bibliog- 
raphy on their topic, make sixty copies 
and hand them out to the whole class 
ahead of time. If your class presents on 
Thursday, you hand out your readings 
that Tuesday. 

In general, I have been very pleased 
with the result. Of course, I can't assume 
that students are going to cover the mate- 
rial in the depth that I think it should be 
covered, so I assign additional reading to 
get to the points that I want to make sure 
we address in the class, but otherwise I 

give the students pretty free range. The 
process goes quite smoothly, and the stu- 
dents report that they like it and they're 
learning a lot. Some of them complain 
that they would like to hear more from 
me and less from their peers, but I tell 
them, "Perhaps so, but this is part of ac- 
tive learning and there is a lot of research 
that suggests this approach is valuable. 
There are significant diminishing returns 
to me standing up in front of you day af- 
ter day after day, and when your class- 
mates are presenting material you listen 
to it in a different way." 

The students are also much more crea- 
tive than I am. They do skits, they do 
game shows, they do plays, they do 
multi-media presentations, they make 
videos, they bring in music, and I encour- 
age multiple methods of conveying and 
addressing the information. And I think 
that makes it a little more interesting and 
a little more fun. 

WROB: Can you give us examples of 
one or two presentations that were par- 
ticularly creative? 

RW: Last semester, team seven, whose 
topic was welfare reform in the state of 
Maryland, visited some welfare agencies, 
where they talked to people, watched 
some client/government worker interac- 
tions, interviewed some social workers 
and case workers. Then they did a skit in 
which some of them played the role of 
case workers and administrators, others 
played the role of welfare clients and 
their families. They tracked a young 
woman and her child through her day: 
trying to negotiate work, take a night 
course, negotiate child care and transpor- 
tation. They constructed two different 
case workers: one was more sympathetic 
to her efforts and one was more harshly 
critical and viewed her as not making any 
substantive efforts to take hold of her 
life. 

Wihen they do these skits they have to 
write the script out: I repeat to them 
again and again that it is wonderful to do 
a dramatic presentation, but they must 
convey the issues in the script. This script 
addressed policy issues, what's changed, 
the kind of racist and sexist stereotypes 
welfare clients confront, and so on. These 
skits usually last twenty-five or thirty 
minutes, and then we discuss them for 
the remaining half-hour. That's when we 
can bring in other issues that they haven't 
addressed fully, and I get a chance to cor- 
rect them if they get some of their factual 
material wrong, or challenge them when 
their interpretation is off-base. Their 
classmates really enjoy it, and if they 
have done the readings the same team 
has prepared, they are ready to struggle 
with them about the various issues. That 
skit was one of my favorites. 

This year, I had a group of students 
whose topic was educational reform in 
the state of Maryland. They used a hilari- 
ously effective talk show format, where 
the participants were Janet Jackson, 
Maya Angelou and me. One of them 
played me-which I took as a sign of 
great love, because generally you don't 
mock people to their face unless you feel 
somewhat comfortable with them. Their 
topic was the end of desegregation in 
Prince George's County. TDhe main Uni- 
versity of Maryland campus is in Prince 
George's County, which was the only 
county subjected to state-ordered busing 
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