SOUTH BRONX ENGAGEMENT EXPERIENCE
Fall 2008

Instructor: William G. Thompson


Phone: 419 494 8878

Office hours: By appointment


email: wthomp@bgnet.bgsu.edu
Office: UCF Center, 313 Thurstin


Credit Hours: (3)

Description:

Over Fall Break each year, participants in the South Bronx Engagement Experience travel to New York City to immerse in the culture and social reality of the South Bronx. They live on 140th Street at the heart of an African American and Puerto Rican community that exemplifies urban poverty and social action in the United States. During the engagement experience, participants gain awareness of problems in the American economic, educational, penitentiary, and social systems that have created poverty and social inequities in the South Bronx. Participants visit numerous community organizations engaged in nonviolent community change. They participate in grassroots projects aimed at addressing issues and improving conditions in the community and engage with community members. By interacting directly with South Bronx community members in a service-learning context, participants come to a new understanding of both poverty and community-based change. 

Texts, Readings and Materials:

Participants will be provided with the “South Bronx Textbook,” a compilation of readings and articles selected by the instructor that address urban poverty and social issues, their proposed solutions, and community organizing theories. 

Course Topics:

Urban Society: This course focuses on poverty and social issues in urban settings. Before traveling to the South Bronx, participants read a variety of articles about urban poverty and social issues, which are discussed at weekly meetings. In the South Bronx, participants interact with community members and organizations that explain issues in the community, including addiction, incarceration, unstable family structures, education, housing, and employment. In discussions with community members and in class reflections, participants exercise critical thinking skills to examine the underlying causes of the issues prevalent among low-income urban American communities. These discussions include analysis of the long-term effects of historical segregation and other inequitable public policies and examination of current policies and systems that perpetuate urban poverty and social issues. 
Community Organization: This course introduces participants to the theories and methods of community organization utilized in urban communities to enact change. Before traveling to New York, participants read about and discuss proposed solutions to urban poverty that involve community members in efforts to improve their neighborhoods. In the South Bronx, participants engage with community members and organizations that exemplify the use of community organization as a support structure for individuals and as a methodology for improving communities. By interacting with community members and participating in grassroots projects at community organizations, participants learn both the theories behind community organization and the processes by which community organization creates change. As community develops among participants and community members, participants learn the role of community organization in enabling members to voice their concerns and improve their neighborhoods. 

Personal and Social Responsibility: As participants learn about urban poverty and social issues, they develop relationships with community members and share experiences with them. In this reciprocal process, participants confront stereotypes, develop communication skills and compare their own values and experiences to those of community members in the South Bronx. In class reflections, participants also examine the value preferences and assumptions of American culture. As a class and in individual assessment projects, participants critically analyze systemic issues and explore how nonviolent grassroots community organization may be applied to address these issues in a variety of communities. 
Participant Learning Outcomes:

Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others: Intercultural Awareness and Ability
· Demonstrate understanding of the culture, history, and contemporary social, political and economic systems of the South Bronx community. 

· Demonstrate improved communication skills, demonstrating an increased confidence and ability to interact with individuals from different races, classes, and experiential bases.  

Social Responsibility: Contextual Critical Thinking Skills
· Demonstrate ability to integrate knowledge, indicating connections between class readings, discussions and experiences they have in the South Bronx. 

· Demonstrate willingness to question and examine systemic sources of problems in low-income urban communities like the South Bronx. 

· Demonstrate ability to utilize critical thinking skills in-context, applying observation and analysis to issues in the South Bronx to suggest possible causes and solutions and to evaluate the effectiveness of current strategies to address issues. 

· Demonstrate critical thinking about values across communities and cultures, analyzing their own values, those of their culture and community, and those of the South Bronx community. 

· Demonstrate critical thinking about themselves as members of many different communities.

Personal Responsibility and Growth 

· Demonstrate ability to incorporate the diverse experiential learning opportunities in the South Bronx into a coherent narrative about what they have learned. 

· Demonstrate self-presentation, writing, and/or creative skills in the final reflective project.

· Demonstrate collaboration and leadership skills by engaging in service-learning projects in the South Bronx and by working with other participants to develop final reflective projects. 

Assessing the Participant Learning Outcomes:

Participants will be evaluated on the following criteria:

1. Participation and engagement throughout the engagement experience.
2. Final project. 

Part 1: Photographic Journal: Participants will choose ten photographs from the engagement experience and write a one-page reflection for each. The reflection will include:

a. why the participant chose the picture, 

b. what it represents about what the participant learned in the South Bronx,

c. and how he or she has grown, changed, or been affected by what is depicted in the photograph. 
The participant will conclude the photographic journal by answering the following two questions on one or more pages:

a. What have you learned from the engagement experience (as displayed in your photographs) that applies to what you are studying at BGSU?

b. How does what you have learned apply to your future plans?

Part 2: Participants will choose ONE of the following:

REFLECTIVE ART SHOW: 
a. Participants who choose the art show will meet once a week (8-10 hours minimum throughout the semester) to create artwork that depicts what they learned in the South Bronx. 
b. As they develop their artwork, participants are encouraged to reflect about the ways individuals and communities can engage in nonviolent grassroots organizing to produce social change and improve the lives of community members. 
c. Each participant will create an artist’s statement that explains how their artwork addresses their learning. 

d. Each participant will help create a group artwork.

REFLECTIVE PAPER:

a. Participants who choose the reflective paper will develop a paper that analyzes, evaluates, compares and contrasts methods employed by community organizations in the South Bronx to bring about nonviolent grassroots change. It will also include a section proposing how nonviolent grassroots change could be used to address community issues in Bowling Green. This paper will be a minimum of 8 pages.

b. This paper can be written either individually or with a group. 

3. At the end of the semester, participants will present their artwork or paper in a public setting, sharing their learning and conclusions with other BGSU students and community members. 
Course Requirements:
1) Attend all class sessions before the engagement experience.  

2) Read the assigned readings for each class session.

3) Participate in community reflections.

Community reflections are commonly in a talking circle format, a traditional Navajo practice in which each community member is given time to share his or her thoughts and reactions to recent experiences. Other community members are expected to remain silent while an individual is speaking. This reflective process develops both self-expression and listening skills among community member, deepening community bonds and interpersonal understanding. 

4) Complete the final project and other assessment pieces. 

Sample Schedule:
The following itinerary is a tentative list of activities included in the South Bronx Engagement Experience. This schedule is subject to change before and throughout the engagement experience.
August-October: Before the engagement experience in the Bronx, participants will meet with the instructor once a week for one hour and forty minutes.  The day the class meets will be determined by participants’ schedules. During these weeks, participants will examine themselves, their learning styles and their assumptions about urban poverty and social issues.  The class will also explore institutional racism, poverty, educational and penitentiary systems, globalization, social justice, activism, and the media. 
During the engagement experience:
· Participants will stay in St. Peter’s Church, where they interact with South Bronx community members and engage in group reflective activities each evening.
· The engagement experience may include visits to:

· the Point Community Development Corporation, a community organization “dedicated to youth development” and “the arts, local enterprise, responsible ecology, and self-investment in the Hunts Point community.” (http://www.thepoint.org/). 
· the Mercy Center, “a community center for women and their families… offering programs and services that empower women to reach their full potential and become agents of change in their families and communities.” (http://www.mercycenterbronx.org/) 
· Mothers on the Move, “a social justice community organization… organizing to build a just society where there is equal economic, social and political opportunity for all.” They are especially focused on educational equality. (http://www.mothersonthemove.org/) 
· Exodus Transitional Community, “a fellowship of formerly incarcerated individuals that helps people coming out of prison build stable lives and fully reintegrate into society.” (http://www.etcny.org/)
· Saint Ann’s Harm Reduction Center, a community organization “committed to reducing the spread of Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) among injecting drug users and non-injecting drug users, their partners and family members… [and] minimizing the potential for harm associated with unsafe drug use and unprotected sex.” (http://www.idealist.org/en/org/88746-328) 
· Mud/Bone, “a creative community of professional artists working in various performance related disciplines [who] produce… art for a diverse urban audience, nurture professional artists of color and invite people of all colors, ages, backgrounds and levels of experience to come together to learn, practice and create artwork that they can share with others.” (http://www.mudbone.org/ ) 
· SoBro, an “economic development corporation” that “improves the quality of life in the South Bronx by generating business growth and creating effective economic, housing, educational and career programs for youth and adults.” (http://www.sobro.org/) 
· Community Partners Commission Association, a non-profit organization whose mission is to “develop organization and community resident partnerships and create strategies to provide quality affordable housing, access to life enhancing social resources, education and employment for target population that include the elderly, low-income individuals/families and those at risk of homelessness.” (http://communitypartners-now.com/) 
· the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in Manhattan.
· Participants may engage in the following service-learning opportunities: 
· Volunteer with the Mercy Center’s After-School Program, providing homework help to local children and directing and participating in an art project with them.
· Volunteer at the Point’s After-School Program, engaging local youth in different activities related to the arts. 
· Work in several community gardens, learning about the community garden movement and the importance of fertile green spaces in urban areas.
· Participants also explore a variety of communities in New York City, learning about the city’s diverse cultures, social settings, and economic inequalities firsthand.
October-January: After the engagement experience, participants will meet once a week to work on artwork or a paper and to continue reflection about the engagement experience. 
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