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Introduction:


Our class, Spirit of Change, spent the winter term semester exploring the question: “How can communities be developed so that all children and families have a pathway toward prosperity?”  This booklet explores many of our thoughts and suggestions, both personal and those we would recommend in specific areas of the community. We used contemplation of our own experiences, readings, interviews, research, discussions, and engagement with local non-profits to inform our thinking. We explored practices, programs, and policies. 


Many specific recommendations are included in the sector analysis sections. Overall, our class felt that the four main ways for Addison County to promote prosperity for all who live here were:

1. Addressing varied needs for affordable transportation, perhaps through creation of a transportation council similar to the recently formed hunger council. We recognize the great work being done by ACTR and hope the issue becomes imbedded in a wider community consciousness.

2. Addressing the underlying causes of homelessness. We recognize the great work being done by many organizations in providing emergency, transitional, and low cost shelter and would love to see an even more integrated approach to meeting the comprehensive needs of individuals and families so that they do not become homeless in the first place.

3. Increasing the funding available for childcare. We recognize the early childhood years as critical in the lives of children and our communities. We hope to see wise investments of political will and the new Race to the Top grant, so that eventually all children will have access to high quality early learning experiences.

4. Streamlining the permitting process. As we examined employment opportunities in the county, we would love to see an expansion of jobs paying good salaries and providing good benefits. Over the years Vermont has developed a complicated system of permits required to create new businesses (both private and non-profit). We believe a streamlined process would be of great benefit.
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Agriculture and Food Security 

Overview; The Importance of Agriculture in Vermont:

Agriculture has historically played a fundamental role in rural Vermont life, and similarly Addison County.  Not only is it a crucial pillar of the Vermont economy, it is intrinsically bound to the cultural identity of the state. This is exemplified in the annual Addison County Fair and Field Days event, which is Vermont’s largest agricultural fair and includes a parade, live entertainment, Vermont local produce, and pony and ox pulling. Farming has shifted drastically in the state of Vermont from the 1800’s. Sheep farming used to be an elemental source of income for farmers in Vermont, however the 1840’s saw the decline of sheep farming, due to competition, economic conditions, and was rapidly replaced by dairy farming. Despite high dairy farming profits in 2008, in 2009 the national recession saw the milk price collapse; dairy farming in Vermont took a huge blow, with producers receiving the same price for milk as they did in 1979. From 2000 to 2012, the number of dairy farms in Vermont has consistently decreased. The year 2012 saw it dropping to under 1000, with the state estimate at 995.
 If one considers the number of dairy farms that stood in 1965 was 6,000, this is a significant decline. It is estimated that there are currently 148 dairy farms in Addison County 
 with Vermont ranking 16th nationally in milk production, producing 2.3 billion pounds of milk annually. 

Education and Agriculture:

Vermont is renowned as a national leader in the Farm to School programming and many states have replicated Vermont’s model in their adoption of the program. In 2013 The Vermont Agency of Agriculture announced that it had $75,000 available in funding for Vermont schools interested in the program. The Farm to School program helps develop a close connection between the classroom environment and local farms. In doing so, the program helps promote the notion of sustainability, as well as providing nutritionally beneficial food for children. Since the creation of the Vermont Farm to School grant program, it has awarded 62 schools throughout Vermont with funds to support the introduction of local foods into classrooms, and school dining halls. Middlebury College also attempts to promote this connection between local produce and feeding the college community.  In providing dining hall food, Middlebury uses 20% of the dining food budget to purchase foods grown or produced in Vermont, and a total of 32% of the budget sourcing foods from a 250 mile radius of Middlebury.

Migrant agricultural workers in Addison County:
With a need to cut labour costs, and a shortage of responsible workers, many Addison County farmers have turned to the employment of migrant workers to meet their labour requirements.  It is estimated there are 500 migrant farm workers working on dairy farms in Addison County.  The Addison County Farm Worker Coalition supports many migrant workers that can be found on dairy farms across the county by concentrating on issues of health, education and identity. The coalition also created the Amistad project which aims to provide vital transportation for migrant workers within the county.  Life is extremely challenging for migrant workers in Vermont, who endure inflexible, demanding work and face a constant threat of deportation. They also deal with issues of invisibility, which has prompted the creation of migrant worker art, which can be illustrated in various exhibitions held by the Vermont Folk life Center in Middlebury.  

Organizations and networks:

ACORN, or the Addison county relocalization network was founded in 2005 and is responsible for many projects which focus on sustainability in farming and the environment, and the support of local communities. The network is responsible for two major Farm to School initiatives, Stone Soup Summit and the ACORN Farm to School Entrepreneur Awards. ACORN also releases an annual publication which provides people in Addison County with information on local produce. The  2013 ‘Addison County Guide to Local Food and Farms’ includes information on nearby farms and food suppliers ;  50% of the proceeds benefit ACORN programs supporting local farmers and consumers. 
NOFA, or the Northeast Organic Farming Association of Vermont, offers many programs supporting farming in Vermont, one being ‘Advocacy for Agriculture’ in which the Association works with other national and regional groups on agricultural issues and policies-these groups include  the National Organic Coalition and the NOFA Interstate Council. The association also has a program called ‘The Apprentice & Farm Worker Program’, which focuses on individuals interested in working on farms, and provides them with opportunities to do so. Other groups committed to the growth and viability of agriculture are the VAAFM, or the Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food and Markets and the WLEB, or the Working Lands Enterprise Board in Vermont. In 2013, the WLEB announced the availability of over $1 million in grant funds for investment into farm, food systems, forestry, and forest products enterprises.
Threats facing farming in Addison County:

There are currently several factors threatening the future of farming in Addison county, and similarly Vermont. Farming in Vermont has become an extremely expensive business; the price for building, land, and cows is higher than ever, with costs often exceeding $7,000 per cow. 
 Therefore the easiest way to facilitate the continuation of a farming business is through inheritance, and with more young adults pursuing higher education and moving out of the state, this becomes difficult. Additionally industrialization and modernization within farming has had a negative impact on smaller family farms within the state. Furthermore, land that would have in the past been utilized for farming is now instead being seized up by the housing industry, which has a demand for land and can generate huge profits. Resultantly, running a farm in Addison County has become both economically and physically strenuous in the current climate.  

Food Security:

Current Conditions:

For many families economically struggling in the state of Vermont, each day is “a financial juggling act, where sometimes the food ball gets dropped.” Today, more than one in ten Vermont residents struggle to maintain consistent accessibility to adequate food.
 Vermont ranks the third highest in food insecurity rates among the New England area, and 20th in the nation overall.
 Between 2010 and 2012 the food insecure in Vermont consisted of 25,000 children under the age of 18.
 This is roughly 21% of all children in the state of Vermont. Hunger places children at greater risk for illness and nutritional deficiencies. In fact, 32% percent of Vermonters of all ages already cannot afford nutritious food.
 In recent years food assistance programs have been increasing across the state in order to meet an increasing number of food insecure homes. Between the years 1999 to 2001, an average of 9.1% of Vermont households were food insecure. From 2009 to 2011, however, the number of food insecure households jumped to 12.8%.
 Vermont has a unique set of significant contributing factors to hunger including: lack of transportation, rural setting, and limited incomes.

Assistance Programs:

As prices for gas, food, and other necessities continue to increase more families are forced into hunger.  The Federal Government fortunately does provide assistance to struggling individuals. One federal food program serving about 55% of infants and 40% of children under the age of five in Vermont is the Vermont Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children.
  The WIC program is a nutrition program whose goal is to help mothers and children eat well and be educated about nutrition. Although most WIC approved products are sourced outside of Vermont, some are sourced within the state including milk, cheese and other dairy. 

WIC participants and other residents of Vermont can also receive assistance from the Vermont Foodbank. In Vermont, emergency food assistance programs receive an average of about 8,200 individuals every week.
 According to the Farm to Plate Strategic Plan, of the participants in the Vermont Foodbank network organizations:

· 42% must choose between paying for food and paying for utilities or heating fuel

· 23% must choose between food and medicine or medical care

· 34% must choose between food and paying their rent or mortgage
About 31,000 people, 5% of Vermont’s population visited a food pantry or meal site over the course of 2008.
 

Another program helping food insecure families and individuals in Vermont is the Supplemental Nutrition Access Program (SNAP, formerly the Food Stamp program). Through SNAP, or 3SquaresVT as it is known in Vermont, one in eight Vermont residents benefit from the program. These benefits, received monthly on electronic debit cards, can be used to buy a variety of products including meats, produce, dairy, plants, cold food, and even seeds. The benefits, however, cannot be used to purchase any hot food or nonfood items. 

Community Food Councils:

As food security continues to become a challenge for more families and individuals, many communities have begun making efforts to form self-sustaining programs. These groups aim to create food plans and incorporate policies that will systematically tackle the community’s food insecurity at a more individualized level, rather than relying solely on federal fixes. Examples of these food councils include the Addison County Relocalization Network (ACORN), Rutland Regional Planning Commission, Central Vermont Food Council, Waterbury-Duxbury Food Council, Burlington Food Council, and Upper Valley Food Council. Food councils bring change through gathering stakeholders throughout the community and analyzing the current food system. To be effective some councils look to integrate the problems they’ve identified into community projects and government policies. An example of this success has been the Burlington Food Council’s triumphant launch of various influential community food security projects. Among their projects have been a community food security assessment and the Burlington School Food Project.

Community Program Initiatives:


Along with Food Councils, three major food security programs have sprang up in Vermont. Farm to School programs, community gardens, and regional food centers have attempted to maximize self-reliance and food accessibility for communities all across Vermont. 

Farm to School programs source local food to schools and aim to provide education opportunities in health, nutrition and agriculture. Through the farm to school program nutritionally healthy foods are not only provided to students, including those children in food insecure homes, but students also learn an array of practices to grow and prepare their own food. In the Northeast Kingdom Green Mountain Farm-to-School organizes the efforts of 21 schools; Upper Valley Farm to School coordinates the program in 9 schools throughout the Upper Valley Region of Vermont and New Hampshire. Throughout Vermont, a total of more than 75 farm to school programs have been established through Vermont Food Education Every Day (VT-FEED). 

Community gardens also serve as great opportunities for people to grow food for themselves and other members of their community. Across Vermont there are more than 180 community gardens in neighborhood, school and shared community land. 

Although fewer in quantity, there are a significant number of regional food centers in Vermont. In total there are eight regional food centers: Intervale Center; Vital Communities Valley Food and Farm; Rutland Area Farm and Food Link; Local Agricultural Community Exchange; Post Oil Solutions and Great Falls Food Hub; Food Works at Two Rivers Center; Center for an Agricultural Economy (Greater Hardwick Area); and Addison County Relocalization Network (ACORN). Among other tasks, the regional food centers of Vermont focus on efforts to support local farmers as well as advocating for healthy Vermont communities.

Culture and Communications: Overview

Culture and communications are rich in Addison County and the two go hand in hand. It is impossible to discuss all of the culture and communications that exist in the area, so we narrowed our analysis to five general categories: Town/Government, College, Business, Church, and Media. In the following sections we will discuss in brief some of the strengths and weaknesses of each sector, specifically keeping in mind how the culture and communications in these areas may or may not support young (and/or struggling) families in Addison County. 

Town/Government

· Parks and Recreation

· Middlebury, Vergennes and Bristol all have thriving parks and recreation departments that offer a variety of sports and activities from soccer, to circus to animal tracking. Although the departments offer $50 of financial aid per quarter for all kids who qualify for free and reduced lunch
, many of the “fancier” programs such as dance and circus cost over $100, leaving them still quite expensive for people who qualify for financial aid. On the other hand, sports such as soccer and basketball tend to cost under $40/session. This price discrepancy likely creates socioeconomic divides in who enrolls for which classes, and may interfere with a child’s ability to take the class he/she wishes to take. If financial aid came as a percentage of the class fee (such as 70% or 80%), then children from financially struggling families may get more opportunities while the overall amount the department spends on financial aid may not increase all that much.  
· Town Libraries 

· Town libraries such as the Ilsley in Middlebury
 are great places to find both culture and communications. In addition to carrying loads of resources, the libraries host many events and activities for kids and adults, and also provide links to free online classes. Furthermore, smaller town libraries are spread throughout the county. However, despite that many of these small libraries do have computers, the libraries have limited hours and often do not have more than one computer. This makes it difficult for working parents who may need internet access. If each town had a 24 hour access computer with internet, something that was locked so that it could not be stolen, this would make the internet more accessible to struggling families. 

College/Town Connection

· Sister-to-Sister

· Sister-to-Sister is a national mentorship program for middle school girls. The program brings together college student mentors with young women from all over Addison County and creates a safe and encouraging environment for young women to try new activities (such as art, dance, martial arts and music) and talk about body image, self-esteem and identity.   

· DREAM 

· DREAM (Directing through Research, Education, Adventure, and Mentoring) is a Vermont non-profit focused on building strong and supportive community between college students and children/families from affordable housing neighborhoods. Each Friday, DREAM hosts an activity in which local kids and Middlebury College student mentors come together for a fun few hours to play games, engage with one another and just be friends. Through building community, DREAM aims to empower kids ages 4 to 15 and help them “achieve their dreams.” 
· Community Friends 

· Perhaps the most well known town/college program on Middlebury campus, Community Friends pairs Middlebury College student mentors with kids from Addison County. Community Friends establishes one-on-one mentee/mentor relationships and pairs get together once a week to spend time doing activities on or off campus and getting to know each other. Community Friends is a great opportunity to foster a personal connection with a friend from the college.
· Analysis
· All three of the college outreach programs discussed above have been largely successful for both Middlebury students and community members. However, the number of college students engaged in the town/college relationship compared to the number of students on campus is disproportionately low. The more students who are willing to invest time into programs such as those above or developing other town/college connections, the more the surrounding community will benefit from the abounding energy and diversity that Middlebury students have to offer. 
Local Businesses
Addison County has a vast number of businesses and restaurants that serve as gathering places for the community, but because most underprivileged families in the area cannot afford to eat out or spend money on frivolous activities like movie-going, these businesses often fail to attract customers from all demographics. Recently, especially, prices in many local businesses have inflated due to an inflow of wealthy tourists and new residents moving to the area from New York and Boston. In Middlebury, there is now a huge disparity between restaurant costs and the cost of buying items at a grocery store, even if unhealthy microwave-meals.
 Would-be community gathering spaces are simply not available to the underprivileged.

Carol’s Hungry Mind Café
 in Middlebury holds free and fun-filled Murder Mystery Party-Potlucks for students and town residents and serves as a popular gathering place for members of the Middlebury community, including several clubs that use the downstairs section of the café for meetings. On their website, the business states: “We try to introduce people to one another. We call it the Carol's Connection.” However, most of the community outreach efforts of local businesses in Middlebury are directed at bridging the gap between college students and the community, not bridging the socioeconomic gap within the community itself. Similarly, most restaurant sales and business discounts are marketed more to students rather than underprivileged locals, for whom discounted prices remain unaffordable. 

What is problematic about this lack of access to local businesses that serve as gathering places is that members of the community are also prevented from accessing the county’s most-used form of communication – bulletin boards. From Carol’s Hungry Mind Café to Pratt’s Store in Bridport, most local businesses have bulletin boards where other businesses, churches, school groups, and others advertise community events. Lack of access to embracing local businesses not only excludes underprivileged families from these community gathering sites, but also this vital forum. 

Obviously, we cannot demand that businesses in the county lower their prices or give out greater and more-frequent discounts to underprivileged locals. While it would be excellent if well-off businesses took this step, many local businesses are small businesses with unstable income, and we want them to stay economically successful so that they may provide underprivileged youths with job opportunities. Instead, we suggest that more local restaurants and businesses open up seating areas for guests unable to purchase items from the menu. If Carol’s Hungry Mind Café encouraged locals to use and hang out in the perpetually un-crowded basement space, then they would take on an even greater role in the community without their business being impacted economically. There are easy and creative ways that businesses in our community can embrace the underprivileged without wasting precious income.

Churches

Even with religious practice declining in Vermont, faith-based communities remain an integral part of Addison County’s cultural community. However, many of the congregations have ageing populations and therefore primarily provide support to the underprivileged elderly constituents in their congregation. Nevertheless, churches continue to play a huge role in the lives of underprivileged young families through their many and varied outreach programs:

· Food Shelves

· While the Middlebury Congregational Church
 is most well known for hosting community suppers, most local churches in Addison County have food shelves on hand for the needy. However, many of these food shelves are severely under-utilized, with some churches even admitting to throwing away donated cans that had sat on their shelf for years. We believe that access to and use of food shelves can be improved in three ways. Firstly, because most of the poor in Addison County live in rural areas, we should have churches throughout the county work together to coordinate community suppers on a rotation throughout the county rather than just hosting them in Middlebury, where few can access the meals. Secondly, there needs to be better advertisement for the food shelves at other local churches – right now these resources are only known about by members of thee congregations even while being officially open to all. Finally, there continues to be a stigma against taking handouts from churches, which could be avoided if community suppers were held at off-site locations. 

· Emergency Housing

· Many local churches such as the Memorial Baptist Church
 in Middlebury open their facilities to underprivileged families during the winter for use as an emergency overnight shelter. However, because this is under advertised, it is also an extremely underused resource for the community. This has the potential to be a vital way that churches may help underprivileged youths, especially those running away from home due to domestic violence or other problems, if marketed correctly.

· Events

· Many churches in the area throw free events open to all members of the community, not just constituents. For example, the Middlebury Methodist Church
 hosts an After Dark Music Series where live bands play for the community and families can hang out in a warm, fun environment. However, because the church committee, all of older generations, selects such bands to play, these concerts are often unattended by younger locals less interested in folk or acoustic music. 

Media

· Addison Independent

· The Addison Independent is the largest newspaper for the county, distributing about 8,000 copies per day. The paper provides some articles free online, often articles they feel will empower people and motivate them to take action. 

· MCTV

· As do all community TV programs across Vermont, MCTV provides free equipment and training upon request, and provides the opportunity for individuals to broadcast their own personal show. Despite providing valuable material on community events, it is unlikely that MCTV broadcasts are getting to the younger generation. 

· Analysis

· The Addy Indy, MCTV, bulletin boards and a number of other presses do a good job covering local stories and advertising events. However, nowadays we (especially the younger generations) are turning more and more to social media as a way of communicating and learning about what’s going on around us. Addison County would highly benefit from some attention to creating (and promoting existing) social media groups on Facebook, Front Porch Forum, LinkedIn, etc.

Education in Addison County
Early Childcare (birth to age 6): 
As a whole, Vermont has a higher average percentage of children enrolled in public preschool than the nation (45% compared to 22%). However, this is still less than half of the children in the state receiving early childcare, which is inadequate, as the early years are crucial for a child’s healthy development. [1]
Childcare centers in Vermont are rated by STARS (The STep Ahead Recognition System), which measures the safety and health of the centers. [2] There are 57 STARS rated childcare providers in Addison County, including the Addison County Parent/Child Center, College Street Children’s Center, and Mary Johnson Children’s Center. This high number presents a fair number of opportunities for Addison County families to receive child care nearby. Yet, the discrepancies between the centers are large, and thus it is difficult for many families to find a quality center that is right for their children. Further, many of these centers can only serve a limited number of children, so the reach isn’t very large. [3]
There are a large number of home day care centers, where families take care of a smaller number of children in a more personal setting. These centers are nice for families who want to place their children in a more intimate setting with fewer children, yet it is difficult to hold these centers accountable for health and safety standards, as some are not STARS certified. [4]
Public K-12:
There are 25 public schools, mostly elementary level, in the six school districts of Addison County. Each has a different mission and environment, but they all unite under Vermont’s Common Core State Standards of education.[5]
Elementary
Each of Addison County’s six school districts includes at least one elementary school, and often more, which later feed into larger and more spread out middle and high schools. The public elementary schools are Bridport Central, Cornwall Elementary, Mary Hogan Elementary, Ripton Elementary, Salisbury Community, Shoreham Elementary, Weybridge Elementary, Orwell Village School (which provides K-12 education), Granville Elementary, Hancock Elementary, Addison Central, Ferrisburgh Central, Vergennes Elementary, Bristol Elementary, Lincoln Community, Monkton Central, Beeman Elementary, Robinson Elementary, Neshobe Elementary, Leicester Central, and Whiting Elementary Schools.[6]
The high number of elementary schools means they are small with limited resources, two features that lead to both support and criticism. For example, the Bridport School District Annual Report of 2011-12 asserts, “We in Bridport are so fortunate to have an engaged community.”[7] The Weybridge School District Annual Report 2011-12 similarly promoted the importance of their strong community, but also estimated an enrollment of 40 for the 2012-13 school year. Because of their small numbers, there is only one classroom for Kindergarten-Grade 2, one for Grades 3/4, and two for Grades 5/6.[8] The school on its website names its multi-grade classrooms as a tradition, but a CNN article about Weybridge School brings up concerns: only one kindergartner entered the school in 2011, and its small numbers requires an investment of $18,000 per student (the national average is under $10,000). Joy Dobson, the K-2 teacher, says there are benefits and drawbacks: “It’s challenging with so few children because the range of ideas is not as broad. When you ask a question, the life experiences are limited in a small group so one answer doesn’t naturally lead to more questions and a thought process that grows. On the other hand, every child gets listened to and has room for his voice to grow and his or her confidence to develop.”[9]  
However, the school has gone through a lot of change in numbers, a natural outcome of small communities when a little movement of people greatly affects how many children might attend Weybridge School. Kimberly Waterman, a resident of Weybridge, started her son Jack at the school when he was part of its largest-ever class of 25.[10] Public schools in Addison County are given the authority to make decisions about how they form classes: for example, Mary Hogan limits its class size to around 15, Waterman mentions, choosing to divide children into different classes while Weybridge prefers all kids of the same age level to be together.
Jack Waterman felt very anxious every day at Weybridge due to his large class and the more rigid structure of learning that public schools tend to have, and two weeks before beginning second grade, told his mother he did not want to return. However, his sister switched from the private Bridge School to Weybridge in fourth grade because she wanted more structure in the classroom. Public elementary school options in Addison County are good, but might not be right for all children.
Middle and High School
        
Middlebury Union Middle School and High School are separate, while Mt. Abraham Union High School and Vergennes Middle/High School combine grades 7-12. Parents can choose to send their child to a different school than the district they reside in; some opt in to Mt. Abe to utilize the Pathways program, in which students take charge of their education and focus on their personal interests.[11] Other parents choose Middlebury Union because it is thought of less “rough” than Mt. Abe, according to Waterman. Current Middlebury College student John Lower attended Mt. Abe, and named some of its benefits as one of the largest public schools in the state: “more competitive varsity sports, larger and more organized school activities, like school dances and prom, larger friend groups, and a stronger connection with the surrounding community and ‘feeder’ elementary schools.”[12] However, he shares Waterman’s view of its “roughness,” stating that a number of lower- and middle-class students were disinterested in school, and many dropped out or did not attend college. “This has mutually affected the school in a negative way by lowering its academic reputation and depriving Mt. Abe of needed grants from the state because of below-average NECAP scores and other standardized academic evaluations,” Lower says. However, he was able to find the challenge he needed, and adds that in addition to the Pathways program, Mt. Abe offers differential learning through college courses at the University of Vermont, Middlebury College, or the Community College of Vermont, as well as technical classes at the Patricia A. Hannaford Career Center.
Private
Private schools in Addison County include independent K-6 Bridge School and Aurora School, K-8 Red Cedar School, and 7-9 The North Branch School, and Catholic pre-K-6 St. Mary’s School. Most of these schools set themselves apart from the public school options by highlighting their small sizes (for example, Aurora School has 28 students), focus on experiential or student-driven learning, and good facilities and educational opportunities.[13]
Parents choose private schools because they feel that the public school options are lacking something or might not be the best fit for their child. Kimberly Waterman chose the Bridge School for her son Jack because Aurora seemed too small, they are not Catholic (so didn’t choose St. Mary’s), and Red Cedar is in Bristol (Waterman believes in the importance of building local community). She and other parents who chose Bridge were not happy with the behavior or culture seen in public schools; the school celebrates childhood and does not encourage kids to grow up too quickly.
Homeschooling
        
Homeschooling is not uncommon in Addison County. Vermont requires only that parents declare their intention to homeschool but do not need to ask permission, and homeschooled Vermonters numbered at 2363 in 2011-12 (a rise from 2002, while public school enrollment fell during the same 10-year period).[14] Waterman is currently homeschooling Jack because he did not feel challenged at Middlebury Union Middle School and begged to get away from other students who didn’t care about school or experimented with drugs.
Higher Education:
One of the higher education options in Addison County is the Community College of Vermont (CCV), which is a 2-year public community college. The CCV has 12 centers throughout the state, including one in downtown Middlebury. CCV is open to everyone, and provides students who have high school degrees with a college education, offering 20 different degree options. While financial aid is available to its students, CCV may still be hard to afford for many families, as in-state students must pay $232/credit, and out-of-state students pay $464/credit. CCV provides a great opportunity for students to make their first step towards transferring to a four-year college if they decide that is the right path for them. 
The second opportunity for higher education in Addison County is Middlebury College. Esteemed as one of the best liberal arts colleges in the country, Middlebury provides fantastic resources and education to its students. Due to its high costs, many are prevented from attending this college, although the school does offer good financial aid packages to students who need it, and are willing to negotiate with families to a certain extent. Further, Middlebury offers the option for adults to audit some classes, and there is a program that allows staff members to take classes and get a Middlebury diploma. While the school works with the town of Middlebury and Addison County on some fronts, many in the community fear that the school will grow too large and engulf many aspects of the area into the institution. An initiative that demonstrates the possibility for the college to make a positive impact on the community is Middlebury FoodWorks, a project that works on making healthy, fresh food available to more families in the rural areas of Addison County. It also educates students about food equity and justice. We would like to see more initiatives similar to this one, so that the college and the community may from a symbiotic relationship. 
Adult Education: 
“Vermont Adult Learning (VAL) provides adults with essential skills education to further their educational, employment and personal goals in order to expand their options and capabilities in the family, community and workplace”. At the Vermont Adult Learning center, adults may get their high school diploma or GED, as the center offers free tutoring in reading, writing, math, and computer skills. The VAL is a supportive and accommodating program, and they state “the inherent worth of each individual is valued. Respect for self and others is the basis for relationships among all VAL staff, partners and participants.” This environment is one that many find beneficial in steering them towards success, and it serves a large number of people in the Addison County Area. [14]
The Patricia Hannaford Career Center is a non-profit provider of adult education and literacy to Vermont people aged 16 and older. The Hannaford Career Center has 10 learning work centers, and one of these is in Middlebury, where there are classes offered at the Middlebury Union High School.  They offer 10 technical programs, which are divided into Academies (Argriculture, Arts & Humanities, Business & Services, Science, Technology, Engineering & Math) and 6 foundational programs. [15]
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Employment and Training 
Employment
There are a wide variety of employment opportunities in Vermont and Addison County. The largest industries by size, according to the Vermont Department of Labor, are Education & Health Services, Manufacturing (which includes computer & electronic products, food, etc.), and Leisure & Hospitality. Though these industries are the largest and are expected to provide relatively stable jobs in the near future, there are not the industries with the largest projected growth between now and 2020. These growth industries are in Warehousing & Storage; Social Assistance; Professional, Scientific & Technical Services; and Real Estate Financial Services.[1] As a result, educational institutions should focus on providing the labor market with teachers, social workers, economists and financial services experts, computer scientists, electrical engineers, and civil engineers.
Unemployment

After a sharp spike in the wake of the financial crisis of 2008, the unemployment rate has dropped steadily since 2009 both nationally and locally. Vermont has maintained a historically low unemployment rate relative to national averages, and Addison County has even better numbers than Vermont state averages. Data on the average 2013 unemployment rate does include data from December 2013. With an unemployment rate of just above 4.0% that the Vermont Department of Labor projects to continue to decrease, the county appears to be in strong economic shape. [2]
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Data retrieved from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, Vermont Department of Labor and the U.S. Department of Labor [2, 3]

Wages
Government and goods-producing companies in the private sector pay competitive and very livable average wages. In 2012, the mean annual wage $50,144 for approximately 152,000 jobs.[2] Average compensation in the service industries is significantly lower, at closer to $35,000 annually for just over 315,000 jobs. In aggregate, the mean annual wage in 2012 in the state of Vermont was $38,781. While not exceptionally high, these compensation levels appear to be more than sufficient in households with two income-earners. However, we were not able to find data on the distribution of household income or job wages. As a result, is impossible to say with certainty whether adequate opportunities exist for poorly-educated Addison County residents to earn a living wage.
Nevertheless, according to a report from the US Census Bureau conducted in 2011, Vermont’s median household income was $52,776, which ranked 20th best among the 50 US States.[4] Moreover Vermont experienced the fastest rate of growth and the largest one-year reduction in poverty rate of any state.
Middlebury College
Middlebury College is a private liberal arts college located in Middlebury, Vermont. Founded in 1800, it is one of the oldest liberal arts colleges in the United States. Middlebury strives to educate its “students in the tradition of the liberal arts, which embodies a method of discourse as well as a group of disciplines” and expects its “graduates to be thoughtful and ethical leaders able to meet the challenges of informed citizenship both in their communities and as world citizens.”[5] Middlebury plays an extremely important role in Addison County, as it offers many job opportunities; however, only a small portion of the community attends the college.
Community College of Vermont in Middlebury
The Community College of Vermont is “Vermont’s second largest college, serving over 7,000 students each semester.”[6] The CCV has twelve locations around Vermont, one of which is in the town of Middlebury. The CCV has the lowest cost of any college in Vermont so that anyone who seeks a college education can have one. It also offers extensive online learning options so that students do not have to travel far from their communities to access twenty degree and six certificate programs, workforce, secondary and continuing education opportunities, and academic and veterans support services.
Along with academic courses, the Community College of Vermont provides additional support services to ensure that its students are successful. For example, it offers different academic services that guide students during the learning process. Some of these academic services include learning centers to promote independent learning and tutoring, an online tutoring program called “eTutoring” so that people can be tutored from home, and a coordinator or advisor that helps set long and short term goals and recommend different programs that seem to be a good fit. The CCV also offers career services that lead its students on a successful career path. It begins with self-assessment, a process that helps identify the students’ values and interests. Then, the student can start to discover opportunities and weigh the different options in order to make informed decisions. The career services also help in other aspects, such as building a professional image, assisting in writing a resume and cover letter, suggesting opportunities for internships, and providing a career connection website with alumni of the college.
With its affordable cost, its online accessibility, and its incredible support system, the Community College of Vermont has been able to guide its students to successful employment.
Patricia A. Hannaford Career Center
The Hannaford Career Center “provides high quality technical workplace and continuing educational opportunities for the secondary and adult learners of Addison County.”[7] The majority of the students come from Middlebury Union High School, Mount Abraham Union High School, Vergennes Union High School, and others from private schools and homeschooled students. The aim of the career center is to provide the education necessary for high school and adult students that have an interest in a specific career path. The HCC offers technical programs in: the Addison Repertory Theater, Architecture and Engineering Design, Automotive Technology, Culinary Arts, Design and Illustration, Diesel Power Technology, Forestry and Natural Resources, Green Building, Human Services, Industrial Design & Fabrication, Medical Professions, Sustainable Agriculture. Another important service that the Hannaford Career Center offers is their adult education; the HCC offers many different adult education programs, such as its Health Career Academy, its Butcher and Meat Cutter Academy, its Transportation Academy, its Information Technology Academy, its Daytime Technical Programs. As illustrated by the diagram below, the majority of the students in 2013 have graduated from the automotive, design and illustration, and health programs. Approximately 60% of the Center’s students now go on to post-secondary education after graduation.[8]
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Vermont Small Business Development Center
“VtSBDC provides no-cost, confidential business advising and low-cost training services to Vermont entrepreneurs starting or growing their own businesses.”[9] VtSBDC was established in 1992 and have served of 17,500 clients and provided training to over 22,000 people.[10] At no cost, its business advisors help these small businesses with one-on-one, confidential sessions about many different areas of the business, such as start-up planning or long-term growth strategies. VtSBDC also provides training for skills that one might need for a successful business. For specific fields, it also offers state-wide programs. This center strives to guide small companies and entrepreneurs to success.
Recommendations
As evidenced by a variety of educational institutions and low unemployment rates, Addison County is currently doing a very effective job of preparing its citizens for the labor market. As economic conditions continue to improve nationally, we expect that the favorable labor market conditions will continue to improve locally. We see areas of growth in social services, real estate financial services, and information processes; therefore, the vocational institutions, such as the Hannaford Career Center, should put a large emphasis on training for positions in these fields. 
We see another area of improvement in the accessibility of these vocational programs. While the cost of attending these institutions is low, it is still expensive to many. Additionally, citizens of Addison County often lack the transportation required to attend the classes. Therefore, lowering the cost to education and training and expanding their online programs will increase the accessibility to the community. 


[1] (2014, January 15). “Vermont Long-Term Industry Projections.” Vermont Department of Labor. Retrieved from http://www.vtlmi.info/indproj2020.pdf.
[2] (2014, January 15). Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) Data, Vermont Department of Labor. Retrieved from http://www.vtlmi.info/detftp.htm#laus.
[3] (2014, January 15). Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) Data, United States Department of Labor. Retrieved from http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNS14000000 
[4] (2014, January 18). Vermont Business Magazine. Retrieved from http://www.vermontbiz.com/news/september/vermont-ranks-20th-household-income-fastest-growth 
[5] (2014, January 28). Middlebury College. Retrieved from www.middlebury.edu.
[6] (2014, January 28). Community College of Vermont. Retrieved from http://ccv.edu/.
[7] Whelan, Opaque and Jackson. (2014, January 28). Patricia A. Career Center. Retrieved from http://www.hannafordcareercenter.org/.
[8] Whelan, Opaque and Jackson. (2014, January 28). Patricia A. Career Center. Retrieved from http://www.hannafordcareercenter.org/.
[9] (2014, January 28). Vermont Small Business Development Center. Retrieved from http://www.vtsbdc.org.
[10] (2014, January 28). Vermont Small Business Development Center. Retrieved from http://www.vtsbdc.org.
Housing and Transportation
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In Addison County, two main sectors that Vermonters are constantly struggling with are affordable and accessible housing and transportation. Providing affordable housing for low-income families has been particularly arduous over the last decade as the median household income continues to fall short of the income needed to procure median priced housing.
 Although successful efforts have been to close the gap, it still remains a significant problem. In Addison County in particular, Vermont Housing Data reveals that 33.5% of homeowners and 48.9% of renters spend 30% or more of their household income on housing, while 11.1% of homeowners and 25.9% of renters spend at least 50% of their household income on housing costs alone.
 Over the last decade, the median income has stayed relatively the same. However, the cost of renting and purchasing homes has for the most part continued to increase. As the chart to the bottom left illustrates, the median price of single-family home primary residences sold in the last ten years has grown by nearly $68,000. Similarly, the second table displays an increase in rental prices for 2 bedroom units in Addison County by almost $500 dollars over last decade.
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Along with a number of other factors, the growth of housing and rentals costs has resulted in a profound escalation in demand for affordable housing. More and more individuals and families are looking for financial assistance and turning towards state and non-profit organizations for support. Groups such as the Addison County Community Trust (ACCT) and the Vermont Affordable Housing Coalition, along with a number of other local groups and volunteers, are working hard to make strides in providing better access to more affordable and sustainable homes. 
The number of homeless people in Vermont has increased since 2012, however the number of “unsheltered” homeless has decreased. It is clear that efforts are being made to deal with homelessness after the fact. However, in the coming years, the state government is looking towards organizations like the ACCT and the VAHC to directly address problems with affordable housing and higher levels of homelessness. Outreach programs are targeting the influx of refugees and immigrants into the region, as well families with parents struggling with addictions, as these are two groups that are having particular difficulty finding affordable housing. The following sections of this report will divulge further into issues surrounding those groups.


Along with housing, transportation is a major issue for low-income families in the Addison County area. Affordable transportation is necessary for individuals who do not access to their own automobiles to get to and from work. Because of the significant amount of rural area in Vermont, many people are forced to travel long distances to get to their jobs, and some spend a significant portion of their income simply on transportation.  The mean travel time to work for employees in Vermont is 21.8 minutes and 23.9 minutes in Addison County.
 In Addison County, the dominating solution to affordable transportation has been ACTR, or Addison County Transit Resources. Established in 1992, ACTR seeks to generate a network of community transportation alternatives for the people of Addison County.
 More information on the ACTR and the way it works is provided at the end of this section.

Housing Options for Refugee and Immigrant Populations
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Over the past decade, Vermont’s refugee and immigrant population has skyrocketed. The successful Vermont Refugee Resettlement Program (VRRP), a subsidiary of the U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, has accommodated surges in the Bhutanese (over 1,000 refugees), Somali Bantu (600 refugees), and Congoese (200 refugees) communities, in addition to smaller refugee groups from 30 other countries
. Furthermore, an estimated 2,000 immigrant laborers from Central America and the Caribbean have flooded the state’s agricultural heartland in Addison County to fill farmhand positions on orchards and dairies
. These demographic trends have noticeably changed the makeup of the Addison County community, encouraging new initiatives like the New Neighbors Victim Outreach Project
 to ensure just treatment of these populations and advocate for community building strategies that incorporate diversity.


Housing remains one of the most challenging issues facing refugees and immigrants in Vermont. The VRRP uses a considerable amount of its federal dollars to provide refugees with their first homes; however, due to limited availabilities, refugees often must find cramped housing with members of their community
. Smaller non-profits, such as the Somali Bantu Community Association of Vermont, Inc. and the Association of Africans Living in Vermont help to provide additional access to translation and social services, yet their ability to provide housing is limited
. However, many refugees are able to become successful residents, homeowners, and occasionally even landowners; stories from the Bhutanese community in particular tell of families practicing extreme frugality to afford their first home and to expand their properties to help other refugees
. As these refugee communities push south into Addison County, local non-profits will have to expand their services and outreach.

For the immigrant labor population, obtaining safe, suitable housing is a employer generosity. Many of these workers are here illegally, forcing them to live on farms far away from the public view in order to avoid detection. The result is that many are sequestered to cold, unsanitary makeshift shelters on the farms themselves, with little to no access to transportation or other affordable housing.
 Reports indicate that police have encountered a growing number of farms that fail to provide sufficient housing for immigrant laborers, leading to stiff penalties, deportation, and dwindling trust between farmers and workers.

Addiction and Housing in Vermont

According to the National Health Survey, Addison County’s rates of substance abuse rank in the lowest quartile among counties in Vermont.
 NHS also claims that Vermont as a whole is typical in its profile of substance abuse, which affects about 9% of the population every year.
 These claims, however, are based on self-reported data. The many residents in particularly rural areas of Vermont who do not have phones or internet connection—and thus would not be represented in the study—are some of the most likely to become addicts. Surveys of high school students might fail to capture teenaged users, as most drop out of school before they start using.
What is clear is that opiate abuse constitutes an enormous and growing concern in Addison County and Vermont as a whole. Governor Peter Shumlin devoted his entire 2014 State of the State Message to the state’s opiate problem, paying particular attention to rising rates of heroin abuse. Since 2000, the number of Vermonters seeking treatment for opiate addiction shot up 770%.
 Heroin overdose deaths increased 100% from 2012 to 2013.
 While 18 to 25 year-olds report more opiate use than any other demographic, users were represented among every age group surveyed.

Homelessness and Addiction

Substance abuse and homelessness often go hand in hand. Addiction stands out not only as a major factor in an individual’s becoming homeless, but in keeping an individual homeless as well. Firstly, people with addictions are often unable to hold down a job. This may be especially true of opiate users, because by nature of the drug, there are very few “high-functioning” opiate addicts. In addition, a serious opiate habit is an enormous financial drain. Oxycontin users, for example, may spend hundreds of dollars a day to feed their addiction.
 Drug users can also be evicted from subsidized housing, and often lack the support systems that would enable them to overcome homelessness. In 2003, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration estimated that more than 60% of homeless people nationally are dependent on alcohol or drugs, with younger generations more likely to have drug addictions.
 According to a survey of mayors of 25 major cities, substance abuse stands out as the top cause of homelessness for single people, and a common cause of homelessness for families as well.

Addiction and Eligibility for Vermont Social Services

In Addison County, addiction rarely disqualifies an individual from social programs. In fact, people with addictions are often given priority. Vermont state law allocates assistance to individuals in the most need, rather than to those who would give the best return to society on the investment.
 Therefore, a homeless person with an addiction will receive assistance before an individual who has a steady job and has fallen behind on his mortgage payment.
 Because addiction is recognized as a disease, people with addictions qualify for disability benefits, so long as they are enrolled in some type of treatment program. There are two certified addiction treatment centers in Addison County, both located in Middlebury: Turning Point Center of Addison County, and Counseling Services of Addison County. People who receive treatment at Counseling Services of Addison County automatically rise to the top of the waiting list for housing subsidies. Through one of three drug courts in the state, addicts charged with drug-related crimes are sometimes able to opt for treatment over incarceration. Only several hundred people to date have participated in this program.
 Vermont spends well over $100 million annually incarcerating people for drug-related crimes.
 
People with addictions may be excluded from emergency housing when they are intoxicated. Warming shelters do not admit intoxicated people, but will make alternate arrangements, often providing motel vouchers. Most longer-term emergency housing will evict residents for bringing drugs or alcohol onto the premises.

Transportation

In Addison County the main system of public transportation is run by the Addison County Transit Resources (ACTR.) According to the ACTR Brochure ACTR is a: “A 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. ACTR’s funding is on average an 80/20 mix of public (state and federal grants) and private money. ACTR relies upon the generous support of individuals, businesses, towns and philanthropic organizations to provide the local match required to draw down these grants. Every $1 donated to ACTR, unlocks $4 of federal money.”
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ACTR operates 3 in-county routes (Middlebury Shuttle, Tri-town Shuttle, and Snow Bowl Shuttle) and 3 out-of-county routes (Rutland Connector, 116 Commuter, and Burlington LINK) as of 2012. In the 2012 annual ACTR report, ACTR had provided 172,395 rides in the fiscal year, which showed a 10.6% increase from the rides ACTR provided in 2011.
 In 2012 the annual Budget had been 2.1 million dollars and the staff had consisted of 29 people. ACTR also earned 6 awards, held 3 panels, and received recognition in 3 trade journals.
  

ACTR provides people of Addison County and surrounding areas with options for free transportation if they are eligible.  The Operating Expenses/Program pie chart shows that 54.1% of operation cost is a result of Medicaid & Reach Up expenses and Elder & Persons with Disability expenses. 
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Here are the Brochure definitions of the different types of services ACTR provides to communities of need:  “Free for Addison County residents age 60 or older and/or have a disability, as described in the Federal 1991 ADA. Eligibility must be approved by one of our partner agencies: Champlain Valley Agency on Aging, Counseling Service of Addison County or Addison County Home Health & Hospice. Services can include rides to: meal-sites, medical, and social or employment- related appointments. According to Nadine Barnicle, “ACTR strides to support the aging at home movement because it is much healthy for elderly people to home at home.”  

Free service for all Medicaid-eligible residents of Addison County who do not have access to a vehicle and need a medical transport. To be eligible, a person must be enrolled in the traditional Medicaid program or in the Primary Care Plus managed care program. 

Free for eligible residents in partnership with the Vermont Department of Families And Children. Services include transportation for employment-related activities, childcare and other self-improvement activities. 

Free transportation program to eligible residents through a partnership with the Vermont Association for the Blind and Visually Impaired (VABVI). Services include transporting residents to medical, social or employment-related appointments and other services or activities. Drivers announce all stops on the shuttle bus routes and a large print schedule in PDF format is also available. 

Fee-based service available for people not eligible for any other ride. Rides are often paid for by a third party, such as an insurance company, school or employer. Call 211 for information on finding a third party to help pay for a ride.

	Ben Kinney Harris

Camano Island, Washington

History and Political Science Double Major   

Vermont Folklife Center
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My name is Ben Kinney Harris and I am a current junior at Middlebury College. I grew up just outside of Seattle in a rural community roughly the size of Middlebury, but attended high school in a wealthy Seattle suburb across the street from Microsoft’s headquarters. Growing up in a culturally diverse but socioeconomically homogenous area, many members of my family were worried that I would not appreciate matters of social justice growing up, and thus encouraged me to travel abroad as much as possible during high school. 

Starting in ninth grade, I spent all of my high school summers doing community service and teaching sustainability in rural Nicaragua, an experience that has greatly affected my perceptions of wealth and socioeconomics within the United States. One of the greatest but most frustrating lessons I learned while in Nicaragua is that change can be extremely difficult to incite among the underprivileged unless there is a great ambition to change and an optimism that such change is possible. In Nicaragua, where brutal dictatorial regimes have systematically mistreated citizens for generations and poverty has remained widespread for as long as anyone can remember, there is a widespread complacency with plastic garbage everywhere, malnutrition, vacant parents, and skipped education. It’s next to impossible to change these values among the adult population and turn pessimists into optimists. However, if through education, we can harness the ambition and optimism inherent in youth, then almost any social change is possible for the next generation.

I also believe that empathetic community is extremely important to fostering change, as if we do not understand those who we wish to help, we cannot hope to help them. Poverty alleviation, therefore, needs to be a partnership to which communication and mutual understanding is vital. For this reason, I chose to volunteer at the Vermont Folklife Center in Middlebury, an organization that promotes greater understanding between visitors and underrepresented groups of the New England community. There is a great deal of diversity in any place, but it is often invisible to the average person. The VFLC’s mission is to give these invisible groups a voice to tell their story, an extremely noble goal. 

On campus, I am president of the Middlebury College Republicans, and as a Republican, I find that I have different views from many regarding poverty alleviation. However, I think that as long as we work from a position of empathy, compassion, and optimism, democrats and republicans can, and must, work together to alleviate poverty in our country. I hope to play a larger role in these bipartisan efforts after graduating from Middlebury College
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Craig Thompson

New York, New York

Economics and Mathematical Sciences Double Major

Addison County Transit Resource (ACTR)
My name is Craig Thompson and I am a 23 year-old senior at Middlebury. I am very much a quantitative thinker, and feel that my studies in economics, mathematics and computer science have all served to enhance my ability to think through social justice issues. At Middlebury, two courses that have significantly influenced my understanding of social justice in the U.S. are both J-Term classes: “Spirit of Change” and “Public Policy & The Urban Underclass.” My interest in finance and economics have been vital in helping me frame the issues raised in these two classes, but nowhere else could I have gained the insight I have into the urgent social issues that the U.S. faces today. 

I was born and raised in New York City, but I love exploring Vermont. Last spring, four of my closest friends and I visited every brewery in the state. I am also an avid skier and enjoy hiking. I enjoy getting to know people and having a good time, but I am also a very highly motivated and meticulous, detail-oriented worker. Growing up, my parents always placed a large emphasis on the importance of volunteer work and public service. In addition to occasionally volunteering at a local soup kitchen, I spent a summer as a volunteer camp counselor at a local Boys’ Club of New York and even interned for U.S. Senator Chuck Schumer in New York.

Before I started at Middlebury, I spent four months living abroad in the Dominican Republic and have also spent time in various parts of Brazil, Mexico, and Costa Rica. My study abroad experiences have been instrumental in shaping my perceptions of global wealth inequality. In the Dominican Republic in particular I spent extensive time coaching baseball at a local ball field and teaching English as a second language to young adults looking for an edge in the job market. That experience was particularly valuable to me because, as someone who had only attended elite private schools in New York City, I was finally able to appreciate how tremendously the quality of my educational opportunities differed from what is widely available.

I was absolutely blown away by the quality of the two non-profit organizations I was able to interact with this month: the Addison County Transit Resource (ACTR) and the Parent/Child Center in Addition County. Both are heavily dependent on Federal and State funding for operations, which is a major area of concern given the recent dysfunction in Washington, D.C., but both leverage a keen understanding of the needs of the community they serve and smart, engaged management to create an impact on the community.

I highly recommend reading is American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass. From a sociologic, economic, or anthropologic perspective Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton’s work studying the effect of spatial isolation and social and economic networks on fostering pervasive intergenerational poverty is truly groundbreaking. Moreover, it is extremely thought provoking, and drastically changed the way I thought about poverty in the U.S.

My hope for the future is that through greater income redistribution through a higher, more equitable progressive income tax we are able to ensure that all U.S. Americans have a reasonable opportunity to achieve not just a living wage, but also a wage that provides room for saving and wealth creation. As the flow of money moves more towards enterprise profits and away from nominal wages, it is vital that even low-paying jobs provide workers with access to benefit from the company’s profitability.
Erin Reid

San Anselmo, California

Sociology Major, Education Studies Minor

College Street Children’s Center 
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My name is Erin Reid, and I’m a sophomore at Middlebury College. Although I had no idea what Sociology was before I came to Middlebury, I am now majoring in it and can’t picture any other discipline I could like more. I love being able to analyze the systems that work within our society and the world at large. I feel empowered by this kind of thought, as I’m constantly able to analyze and pick apart how I fit within these systems and ideologies that I’m studying in the classroom. 

This interest has been brewing inside of me for most of my life. Because of my multicultural background and the way that I was raised, throughout my life I’ve been exposed to many differing opinions and types of people. After I moved to California from Chicago, IL, where I was born, I stepped into a world that I could tell was different from the one I had been a part of in Chicago. While I was only 7 ½ when my family moved to the Bay Area, I was very conscious of the fact that race played a large role in who I was, and I thought about it frequently. This consciousness often led me into discussions of identity politics and injustice as I grew older, and I became more passionate about things like the Civil Rights Movement when I took my first history courses in school.

Perhaps my first awakening that led me to believe I wanted to become an activist came in the summer after my 8th grade year. I had first started working as a counselor at a program called Beyond Borders, and there I learned about the power of being engaged in social issues. The camp was formed for kids in 3rd-5th grades to have conversations about identity early on, and it drew students from extremely varying backgrounds and perspectives. There were some wealthy students, but many lived below the poverty line. We taught classes in the arts of wide-ranging media, and had special events that showcased the work the students were doing at the camp to discover their voices. Much of the program focused on allowing the campers to express themselves and communicate their unique experiences with the world. Working amidst the other counselors at Beyond Borders, who were all inspiring and fairly radical, I learned that making a difference in a community was not only the most important thing I could direct my life towards, but it was also cool. It felt like the only thing I ever wanted to do.

Right now I’m working with the College Street Children’s Center, and am reminded of how much I love working with kids, whose creative and malleable minds are infinitely interesting to me. Even through just hanging around with 2 and 3 year olds, I feel like I learn more and more about how to engage with the world more fully.   

My thoughts on poverty are hard to condense—I’m not sure what I think about how it arises or how we can best alleviate it. My opinion on this matter seems to shift too frequently before I can form any theories that I’ll stick with. For the moment, I believe that much of where poverty comes from is the system of capitalism that is in place. As the mentality of making as much money as possible permeates every facet of our world, our society continues to care less about the people it exploits. Further, capitalism at its base is a system that is reliant upon exploiting workers. One concrete example I can think of is how the outsourcing of jobs to other countries has devastated our industry in cities like Detroit and Camden, where poverty reigns supreme, and many are left jobless. Because our industries seek cheap labor, we sacrifice the livelihood of workers in our own nation. In order to solve poverty based on this theory, everything needs to change. It would require nothing short of a revolution. On a much smaller scale, I believe that supporting families and children is the best way to address poverty in a realistic way. I really believe that education is the key, and if we allow children equal access to quality education, while meeting their basic human needs, we will be better suited to form an equitable society. 

I recommend Michelle Alexander’s book The New Jim Crow. It opened my eyes to how the prison system in the U.S. works to oppress massive groups of people. It is a book that highlights wide scale injustice in a moving and compelling way, and has helped me see the U.S. in a different way than I had previously.
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My name is Klarizsa Padilla and I’m a freshman in the Middlebury Class of 2017. I grew up in a northern suburb of Chicago. Despite being a suburb Waukegan was one of the many lower income suburban neighborhoods. I am truly grateful for my upbringing there however because I gained a tremendous amount of perspective on poverty. 
In the city of Waukegan about 1 in 5 kids under the age of 18 live below the poverty line. Only a few minutes away however are some of the wealthiest suburbs in the country where the median income per household is well above $200,000. 

As a high school student I was enrolled at Cristo Rey St. Martin- a private school for low-income high school students- where I was required to work at a business one day a week that would in turn fund my private school education. Not surprisingly many businesses were located in very wealthy towns. Growing up and working in the suburbs I gained a really strong sense of two very different ways of living.

Personally my parents struggled to guide my seven siblings and me through an insensitive world. My character and career goals are imprinted with the self-determination and sacrifice I’ve witnessed. Having grown up amidst society’s low expectations, my parents’ role model persistence and hard work truly helped me stay motivated throughout my education. As low-income students my sisters, brothers and I have always been expected to repeat the cycle of low-income homes, to bad schools, to poor jobs and repeat. But I always wanted to rise above these expectations, so my siblings could know that with persistence and hard work, against all the negativity and judgments people may have of them, they can succeed. Through financial and academic challenges, I have realized the value of an education, thus I exert all I can in an effort to pursue it. 

While at Middlebury, I hope to continue my involvement in community outreach programs--as well as study abroad--to better understand the needs of low-income students globally. I truly believe that no one’s future should be predetermined by where and to whom they were born to. My family’s social disadvantages have not only driven me to pursue higher education but also to become an advocate. Like other’s who know the pain of public alienation, I hope to inspire students who feel trapped in “an unchangeable situation” to do their best in school and pursue their dreams. Though inspiration is essential, even more fundamental is to fill the gap of why so many minorities, both social and economic minorities, are never in a position to apply for colleges. My ultimate goal is to impact, not only my culture, but also the culture of schooling. 
My father would tell me when I was younger “mi hijita de lo perdido saca lo que puedas (essentially, make the best of a bad situation).” My parents weren’t blind to the faulty education system and violence of our city. They talked of the powers knowledge had and the places you could go with determination. Like many others who have passed through overcrowded, poorly funded public schools, could tell you determination is the easy part. The difficulties lie within the opportunity to gain essential skills and knowledge- to truly acquire an understanding of content rather than being passed through years in school. 
Now in first year at Middlebury College I reflect on the small private school, serving deserving students of limited means and educational options, I attended in high school. I truly believe that Cristo Rey St. Martin changed so many lives and can change so many more. In the future I hope to provide reform of education, especially in the fundamental primary schools.

I would like to do this through- upon fulfilling my goals of becoming a computer engineer- having the capacity of viewing schooling as a whole through a scientific perspective: critically, through back solving, and application. My career goals are not related to engineering in terms of providing disadvantaged students with fancy electronic gadgets-for the most valuable thing a disadvantage student can be provided with is a good teacher- to inspire. The engineering profession, however, is so powerful in terms of education because deals with physics and mathematics: structures, shapes, strengths, pressures, but in great importance is -rates of change. Rates of change deal greatly with designing and constructing a structure correctly and efficiently. However, these “structures” do not have to solely be buildings, but can also be communities. 
In order to better address highly concentrated communities of poverty we must first look at the schools. The effectiveness of a school in educating, graduating and getting students through college often reflects the unemployment and poverty rates in an area. For this reason it is truly saddening to me that funding resources are looked at as pools for saving only the students that “still can be saved.” Honestly, we should be investing in the children that ARE behind, the ones we dismiss so early on in their lives when we put them on low academic tracks, the ones who don’t have support at home. Not every parent will have access to parenting classes whether because they don’t have time, are not in an area where they are accessible, are scared, or even because they are slightly above the income gap (if federally funded). But every kid WILL be attending school! The skill set one needs to be successful is NEVER to late to teach. I personally would like to see more investment in schools. I don’t know what grades are most important to invest in because they are all important! In each grade with a great teacher who believes in them, resources at school and some to take home, and real world application and practice of fundamental child skills, all kids can be successful.


A child can be “saved” at any age and what usually “saves them” is the belief that they haven’t been given up on. They often say one’s expectations for themselves are products of other’s expectations of them. If I were a policy maker I would fund as much as I could into public school reform, particularly those in low-income areas. No child or adult for that matter is incapable of success. But honestly, I would advocate hard for uniform funding in all schools. Disparities in quality of education by income are just too high! Equal opportunity, and chances to escape poverty, begins with equal quality education.


One book I believe speaks to the need of education reform is Whatever It Takes by Paul Tough. This book is a narrative of an effort to transform education, which would consequently transform a Harlem community. The dramatic relationship between stakeholders, the visionary Geoffrey Canada, and the Harlem residents is told through the profile of Geoffrey Canada’s continuously developing education model. Canada believes kids in poverty have as much right to quality education as anyone else and personally took it upon himself to create a cradle to college pipeline to give all kids in Harlem a opportunity towards prosperity. It is insightful and overall a great, great book!
My name is Maggie Hadley and I am a Junior Feb majoring in mathematics at Middlebury College. I began to form my understanding of poverty in early childhood, and it continues to change and expand to this day. My family lives in a suburb of Philadelphia with high-achieving public schools and extremely low rates of crime and poverty. After public middle school, I attended Westtown School, a boarding school in Westtown Pennsylvania. An hour away from my school and half an hour away from my hometown is the city of Philadelphia, which has a high school graduation rate of about 60%, and more murders per capita than any other US city. The dismal situation in Philadelphia, however, did not shape my original perspective on poverty.

In the 80’s, my parents spent two years in Ghana with Techno-Serve, an aid organization that addresses poverty in developing countries through improvements to infrastructure. When I was young, we talked about poverty a lot in my house, but it was a specific kind of poverty that could be easily understood by young children. By the time I was ten, I had visited several developing countries in Central America, where poverty was very visible and very extreme. These trips and the dialogue in my home influenced my view of poverty enormously. Until I was ten or eleven I simplistically believed poverty was something that happened in other places, far away, and was primarily an issue of lack of resources; we could eradicate it entirely by giving the poor food, shelter, money, and jobs. 

It wasn’t until later that I began to understand poverty as a deeply rooted social issue. As a young teenager, I developed a better sense of the type of poverty in my own backyard, just a train-ride away from my home. I had a few opportunities to observe the terrible school system in Philadelphia, and became more attuned to the growing national debate about education reform, and these experiences led me to conclude, still rather simplistically, that almost all inequality stemmed from inequality in education. 

Then, following my junior year of high school, I moved to Monteverde, Costa Rica to study Spanish. My experiences at a local high school reinforced my belief that low-quality education hugely contributed to poverty, but my relationships with locals taught me more practically about the ways in which poverty can limit potential and pass fluidly from generation to generation. 

In the summer of 2013, I interned at the Public Interest Law Center of Philadelphia, a non-profit that uses high-impact legal strategies to combat poverty and inequality. That fall, I had the opportunity to write up several “success stories” for MoMobile, an evidence-based home-visiting program in Philadelphia. These experiences taught me that intervention is often futile, and that even the smallest of changes often require a huge amount of funds, effort, determination, and strategy. This semester I worked with HOPE, a wonderful direct-service wraparound agency that offers everything from help with mortgage payments for struggling homeowners to cell phone minutes for the homeless. Before learning about HOPE, I had not realized how individualized social services could be, and how much autonomy an organization could have. I think there are pros and cons to both the evidence-based programs that strictly follow a model and the personalized services that do whatever they can for each individual.

I am a firm believer in early intervention. Intervening during early childhood, or even younger, is the most effective and economically sound way to combat poverty. In order to support development in young children, however, we also need to invest in healthier parents and communities. The work that HOPE did seemed a little to me like cleaning up after a flood. It offered much-needed treatment of the symptoms of poverty, but not of the cause. In my opinion, home-visiting and education services for new mothers, as well as assistance programs like WIC, are the best investments. To anyone who is interested in learning more about the home-visiting model, I would recommend reading Josephine Baker’s autobiography, Fighting for Life, which describes the birth of early intervention services in the 20th century. 
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Naomi Smith

West Yorkshire, England

American and Canadian Lit, History and Culture

Community Suppers

I am a junior exchange student from England, who is currently spending a year abroad at Middlebury College as part of my degree in American and Canadian Literature, History and Culture. I have a passion for travel and learning from other cultures and environments.

I grew up in a small town in West Yorkshire, an area with a strong history of textile industry and mining. Neither of my parents went to college, and my family has strong working class roots, with my granddad being a miner, my grandma working long hours in the textile mills and my dad joining the navy at a young age. Coming from a working class area, I feel privileged to have had the opportunities I have done; I also feel extremely lucky to have incredible parents and family, which have provided me with a supportive network growing up.  It is this privilege and gratitude that has shaped my desire to help those who are in less fortunate circumstances.  In the area I grew up, there are a lot of people who were left financially devastated after the zealous Thatcherism of the eighties, which destroyed working class communities that were centred on mining.  My community aptly exemplifies the class warfare that so often permeates not only British society, but also America. The stigmatization of the working class in my community has strongly contoured my interest in social justice both locally and internationally. 

For my jterm class ‘Spirit of Change,’ I have been volunteering at the congregational church, prepping and serving community suppers on a Friday evening. I feel groups such as this one are extremely important not only in offering assistance to those in need, but also in establishing a strong sense of community. Community is something that I feel is essential in the fight against poverty. Prior to taking this jterm course I had a strong interest in social justice work, however I feel the course has clarified many issues for me and helped me gain a clearer perspective of poverty within the context of the local community of Addison County. It is easy to dismiss the idea of poverty coming to the extremely privileged community of Middlebury College, however it is only once you start opening your eyes a little, you begin to see the invisible strains on the local community and their struggles with issues of healthcare, housing, food and accessibility. 

 I am hoping to continue my work with the community suppers after the end of jterm. Due to my interest in art, I am also hoping to contact the Vermont Folklife Center in the future about the possibility of volunteering.  I think artwork can provide a fundamental platform, which can be used to facilitate discussions around a variety of social issues. Art has the ability to engage a wide variety of people, and in doing so challenge people’s perceptions of issues, such as poverty. 

The question of how should we eliminate poverty, is a complex one. I feel that poverty is so closely bound with the system of capitalism, and that while a capitalistic structure exists, there will always be people within society who find themselves being exploited. Obviously dismantling the system of capitalism isn’t exactly an easy feat, and I think that the ideals of capitalism are so entrenched with what it means to be ‘American’ that this country will always be a capitalist nation. Therefore the question should be rather, how do we alleviate poverty? I think primarily it is about providing those in need with support, resources and skills, so that they can become self sufficient. A problem with modern society is that we so often delve straight into a struggling community, attempt to ‘fix it’ and then leave. This strategy is not beneficial for anyone involved. I strongly believe that instead time should be spent providing communities in need with skills that they can utilize on their own in order to become self sufficient. 

Though centred on the demonization of the British working class, I would urge anyone with an interest in the potency of class warfare to read the book Chavs by Owen Jones.  I would also highly recommend the work of spoken word poet Andrea Gibson, who in her poetry considers a variety of social issues. Her selection of poems Pole Dancing to Gospel Hymns has a poignant poem called ‘Blue Blanket’, which explores inequality between the sexes and prevalence of rape culture, an excerpt of which I have included below.

She was whole before that night.

Believed in heaven before that night,

and she’s not the only one.

She knows she won’t be the only one.

She’s not asking what you’re gonna tell your daughter.

She’s asking what you’re gonna teach

your son.
-‘Blue Blanket,’ by Andrea Gibson
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Nora Kelly
Boston, Massachusetts

Majoring in Political Science

College St. Children’s Center

My name is Nora Kelly and I am currently a junior at Middlebury College, majoring in Political Science.  I am from Boston Massachusetts and grew up living in a number of suburbs just south of the city. Throughout my life, I have always had a strong interest in fundraising and volunteering.  My passion for non-profit work stems from a history of working with young kids as well as my travels to South Africa this past fall.  This J-term I have had the amazing opportunity of taking Cheryl Mitchell’s Spirit of Change class.  Over the past four weeks, this class has given me the chance to continue my interest in volunteering as well as working with kids at the College Street Children’s Center.  It has also allowed me to extend my understanding of the various issues involving poverty in Addison County and to further engage with Middlebury community.  

The experience that has most profoundly shaped by perspective of social justice was my study abroad in Cape Town, South Africa this past fall.  While I was there I volunteered through an organization known as SHAWCO, or Student’s Health and Welfare Centers Organization.  Each Friday afternoon, I got on a bus and drove just outside the city to a township known as Mannenberg.  As with every township in South Africa, poverty plays an extreme role in every day life and children do not have access to the proper facilities to improve their education and development. SHAWCO provides volunteers who come and work at various schools within the townships, seeking to enhance their communication skills and to provide a safe learning environment for children who suffer from immense poverty.   Almost every week, I worked with young kids not yet in grade school.  We engaged in a number of activities that involved communication improvement and played games that emphasized collaboration and teamwork.  Some of these activities included sports, arts and crafts, dancing, and reading.  The opportunity to work with these young children was simply life changing. The kids that I worked with all had an siginificiant desire to participate and were always willing to accept their own vulnerability.  They are extremely friendly and despite their circumstances, they embrace every opportunity to prosper. I think as children who are exposed to such levels of poverty and even violence in the townships, they rarely take things for granted.  Most of the people who live in these townships were born into poverty and have lived in there their entire lives.  Volunteering in Mannenberg taught me a substantial amount about poverty in itself and how incredibly difficult it is to overcome.

Working at College Street Children’s Center has been an unbelievable experience.  I have been able to work with a number of kids between the ages of 2 and 3.  As a volunteer, I play with the kids, reading, doing arts and crafts, and developing communication skills.  I’ve learned a lot about working with young children.  They are a wonderful group of kids, and I feel like I have gained a better understanding of how they think.  As a new volunteer, it definitely took time for my relationship to develop with kids who are so young.  Eventually, they attain a level of trust with you and put themselves out there.

In Spirit of Change, I have learned a lot about poverty, its causes, solutions and the many controversial issues surrounding it.  I think that I still can’t completely distinguish a specific reason for why it occurs, as I believe there are an abundance of sources for its existence.  But I think that the predominant reason for its prevalence in America particularly, is because of the way our economic system works.  In a nation that runs on the system of capitalism that we do, competition and egocentricity outshine communal success.  The system also creates a distribution of income that substantially favors the minority elite.  As a result, the majority population competes for whatever is left and a significant amount of people are exploited and subject to poverty.  I am not sure if there is a clear solution for change.  I don’t think it’s possible to get rid of the system that we have, and I don’t necessarily think that we should, as America is one of the wealthiest countries in the world.  But I believe there has to be some sort of amendment to it.  I think the solution is to start small- start with creating a stronger awareness for the problems our economic system creates, particularly childhood poverty.  The first step is getting more people involved and establishing more community engagement.  It’s delicate issue and I don’t think there is a clear-cut solution.  But we need to make some sort of change.

Of all the books I read this J-term, I would highly recommend Parker Palmer’s Let Your Life Speak. He gives an inspiring account of his journey to discover his true calling in life and thoughtfully discloses possible pathways for readers to find purpose and meaning in our own lives.  Without getting too philosophical, he uses his own struggles and successes to share his insight on overcoming limits and expectations to unveil one’s authentic vocation.  His book is relatable and relevant and I would encourage anyone to read it.
“Poverty is not an accident.  Like slavery and apartheid, it is man-made and can be removed by the actions of human beings.”  - Nelson Mandela
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Parker Ziegler

Northampton, MA

Arabic and Geography Double Major

H.O.P.E. – Helping Overcome Poverty’s Effects
Growing up in Northampton, MA, very much a child of those loving and forgiving streets, I had the opportunity to see the strange juxtaposition of extreme wealth and extreme poverty. Every block had two or three panhandlers begging as suburban tourists strolled by with tinted sunglasses and disaffection. In the grass alleyway next to the Urban Outfitters downtown (where jeans go for $60 a pair) homeless “townies” would set up tents and makeshift mattresses for the summer nights. Every café would leave their leftovers on the counter at the end of the night with a sign that said, “For the homeless ONLY.” I consider myself blessed to have grown up aware of both sides of the privilege and poverty spectrum, and to have gained stories, laughs, and friends from the many characters I met “out there.” They have given me the humility to live mindfully, respectfully, and consciously in this world.

However, understanding poverty as a tangible, visible, and malicious entity can be difficult in communities where it is not visible. This is particularly true of a landscape like Addison County, where geography plays a significant role in keeping marginalized populations out of the public view. We don’t see the homeless or the disabled or the immigrant in downtown Middlebury or “on the hill”; for this reason, we paint the town as the idyllic Vermont community—a church, a college, green fields and even greener mountains. Perhaps we imagine that poverty might exist in this community, but the inability to see poverty promotes the perspective that it simply does not “happen” here. But it does.

My time at H.O.P.E. – Helping Overcome Poverty’s Effects has been particularly influential in learning to recognize the many faces and disguises poverty can take. In my conversations with the staff at H.O.P.E., I developed a detailed understanding of the diversity of problems that contribute to keeping the impoverished in poverty, from mental illness to addiction to abusive outsiders to a simple desire for that lifestyle. I also became aware of how inefficient certain non-profit systems can be, particularly those that focus on “empire building” rather than supporting unmet communal needs; this changed my entire perspective on the ethics of non-profit work. Finally, participating in the organization’s follow-up phone call project showed me directly just how challenging, defeating, and uniquely rewarding non-profit work can be. It is a system built on too few dollars, too much hardship, and an incredible surplus of passion and optimism.

Reflecting on my personal opinions on poverty, its causes, its effects, and its solutions, I find that this course has infused my thinking with both a greater consciousness and a greater sense of confusion. Spirit of Change introduced me to certain principles I now strongly believe in: assistance models that emphasize community empowerment and self-sustainability, greater investment in early childhood/ infant education, and the importance of mindfulness and reflective thinking to social change. At the same time, the discussions we have undertaken have also complicated my thinking by alerting me to certain issues of social justice work that I had not considered: culturally appropriate and sensitive assistance, the ethics of volunteering, and the structural influences that divide the world into the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor. I certainly have no elegant solution to domestic poverty or to its effects. I do believe, however, that any viable solution will have to acknowledge the interrelations that make poverty such a complex and persistent entity. Systemic oppression, economic inequality, racially-charged and gender-biased behavioral theories, and unequal opportunities to obtain skills will all have to be addressed, comprehensively, in the solutions that we do propose. There are talented, motivated, and inspiring individuals in the field of non-profit work—it’s time we find governmental, economic, social, and educational systems that match them.

For those particularly interested in the intersections of poverty and the American educational system, I strongly recommend watching the documentary Waiting for Superman, directed by Davis Guggenheim (An Inconvenient Truth). The film focuses on the broken state of American public schools while also highlighting the recent successes of alternative educational systems like magnet and charter schools. Focus is placed on systemic problems like tracking, tenure for underperforming teachers in public schools, and the inertia of national teachers’ unions. Waiting for Superman also draws attention to a shocking reality—that for those kids destined for “drop-out factories” across America, the chances for success are determined long before they enter the classroom.
The Day Poetry Died

On the day poetry died I slept in and ate cereal.
Drenched myself in the coffee-soaked morning, dripping,

Slogging myself sugary through pressed pants and pre-determined dance

Steps, left the door open and unhinged, and forgot to tie my shoelaces.

I tripped harder than ever before.

The early twilight had been undressing, pretending pretty
With the whimpering and the low light and the solitude

Of our nightwalk shattered.

I remember the last dance that creature had given, tears staining bowling shoes

Found in a tin-roofed shed a long time ago. In love.

O the way our heels clicked in delight like we hadn’t known it, like I

Hadn’t known you or had time to rue myself in the privacy of my mind, 

Or bedroom, like that feeling you get sleeping sweaty in a desert coma,

Eating cactus roasted over the stars as fire, not complaining

About the spines or the death of taste.

On the day poetry died I wept staring at a dusty wooden bookcase

Asking why we listen to poets if nobody gives a fuck?

Asking why we scream on pages if our ears dry up when the ink does?

Asking why we give words the cathartic power of F O R G E T,

Make them the prophet we are all trying to follow.
When I held a funeral in the backyard, nobody came.

We, and by that I mean my thoughts and I, played Gil Scott-Heron

Because it was winter, and we had heard people did these things.

And we dug in the frozen, unflinching earth like we were scared,

But not enough to breath like the deceased. Like it mattered.

On the day poetry died, I didn’t feel a thing.

Because even in the transcendent phosphorescence of the afterglow

And the slow burn that followed,

The house still stood, along with the café,

And the TV was still blaring on inside.

The Day Poetry Died is a piece I wrote this summer inspired by Gil Scott-Heron’s “Winter in America”. The song, as Scott-Heron describes it in the live recording, symbolizes the “frozen aspirations” of post-Civil Rights America, a theme that relates closely to the systemic poverty and economic limitations that continue to hinder social mobility and empowerment in our country today. My poem is a commentary on the importance of the arts and personal reflection in finding catharsis even in the most desperate situations, a practice that seems to be losing favor in the technological age. As we strive to discover and create solutions to our most pressing social ills, we must necessarily search inward for our personal responsibilities in affecting change. The Day Poetry Died is a requiem, an ironic wake-up call to the dawning of a new social age—the reflective age.
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My name is Rachel Kinney, and I’m a sophomore Feb at Middlebury College. I recently declared as an anthropology major, and would like to double major or minor in Spanish as well. I am from Minnesota, where I grew up spending a lot of my time skiing, reading, and volunteering. From a young age, my decisions have been driven by asking myself, “how can I help others?” 

I became interested in other cultures and people, reading UNICEF’s Children Just Like Me, making friends of all types, visiting museums, and generally seeking knowledge about the larger world. It wasn’t long before I discovered that a lot of the world was suffering, and it devastated me to think about all the problems that existed. So I became a young activist, volunteering in a variety of ways and learning as much as I could about what was going on. Along the way I also met and read about a number of inspirational leaders who have showed me the endless possibilities in doing good. I learned lessons not only from the Nelson Mandelas and Susan B. Anthonys of the world but also, and especially, from my family, teachers, bosses, and friends.  It made me feel less hopeless to know that I could effect change, as small as my contributions might be, and to begin thinking about larger changes I might be able to create in the future. 

I began working with children because I love the innocent and yet extraordinarily truthful way they view the world. I have spent hundreds and probably thousands of hours playing, singing, reading, and talking to kids. I’ve been a babysitter, a volunteer at the Minnesota Children’s Museum, a bilingual preschool, and an orphanage in Guatemala, and a summer camp counselor at two camps. I have learned through all my work that kids are given very unequal chances in life. Luck determines whether you will grow up rich, with what you need to live comfortably, or impoverished. This is reprehensible to me, that poverty is entirely thrust upon children through no choice of their own. Oftentimes no one does much to alleviate it and even somehow find a way to blame the child, punishing him or her with fewer and worse opportunities. I believe our best chance in alleviating poverty comes from a directed focus on our youngest, because of the huge returns on investment in children. It would be the most effective and efficient way of halting the cycle. 

After high school, I spent three months in Guatemala working in an orphanage. This experience shaped my view of poverty more than anything else I have ever experienced, and I can name those three months as the most influential in my life in shaping my hopes and dreams for the future. I witnessed extreme, oppressive poverty every day, but within that I saw hope and love. I believe that in going to the core of human emotions that can drive change, we can work towards a more equal future. I’m trying to stay focused on what I learned there now that I’m far away in safe, stable Vermont by taking courses (Sociocultural Anthropology, Spirit of Change), volunteering, going on a MAlt trip to the Dominican Republic, and planning summer experiences related to working with poverty. For this course, I have been working with the Vermont Folk Life Center, researching cultures of different groups in Vermont such as the 1972 Burundian refugees. It has reinforced my vision of the world as a place full of difference and inequality, but with the shared values of love, caring, and helpfulness binding us together. There is much to be done about the discrimination and oppression many people experience, but progress is being made every day by determined individuals and the inspiration they create.
I’ve been inspired by a number of books and films on the subject and about inequality in general: Madeline Kunin’s The New Feminist Agenda and Paul Tough’s Whatever it Takes for this Spirit of Change course, the documentary Waiting for Superman, photodocumentary books Material World and Hungry Planet by Peter Menzel, a variety of books by the Dalai Lama, and Thich Nhat Hanh’s Peace is Every Step. I suggest all of them wholeheartedly, but also believe personal experiences are the most influential force to define one’s view of the world and give them a clear idea of where they might fit in to social change.
Rosalie Wright-Lapin
Cornwall, Vermont

Sociology Major, Spanish Minor

Parent/Child Center & Community Suppers
I am junior sociology/anthropology major at Middlebury College and I grew up Cornwall, Vermont. I attended public school up until college, when I went to Skidmore for a year before transferring to Middlebury. In studying sociology/anthropology I am especially interested in community development with an awareness in environmental and social justice. 
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My passion for social justice, volunteering and service-learning began in high school when I participated in a service-learning trip to Honduras through a rotary club program called Hands to Honduras. There, my group helped supply materials and build a school for an impoverished community. What has stayed with me and struck me most about this experience was the fact that in my one week there I learned much more from the locals than they could have ever learned from me. When we arrived at the worksite in the morning the community members were already there building, and when we left they were still working. They were the ones who showed us how to mix the cement, lay the brick and build a structure. Without the immense dedication of the local community our volunteering and money would have been useless. But having worked as team and listened to one another, I left Honduras a week later with a school standing where there hadn’t been one before. As I continue thinking about social justice, I carry with me the importance of listening and learning from local communities, and recognizing that they can be expert facilitators when given the support needed.

A few years later, as a sophomore at Middlebury College I participated in a service-learning trip to the Dominican Republic through the Mariposa DR Foundation, a non-profit dedicated to empowering young women through education. Again, this trip showed me the power of learning from and listening to the local community. The spark that many of the young women had was inspiring and hopeful. 

My life-changing experiences abroad led me to take classes around issues of privilege, poverty and social justice. Of these, some of the most powerful and inspiring have been Ecofeminism, Women and the Environment, Social Entrepreneurship in the Liberal Arts, and now Sprit of Change with Cheryl Mitchell. 

Although I have recently begun to do some social justice work in Addison County around the fracked-gas pipeline, Cheryl’s class has been powerful in motivating me to work here within my local community. Working at the Parent/Child Center and the community suppers has been a joy as I get to work with a range of ages from six months to 80 years. The sense of community and positive, compassionate environment in both settings makes them empowering places to work. However, the Parent/Child Center model has truly shown me what difference it can make when young children from birth are given the care, love and education they need. 

As I think of social justice (and climate justice) on both a local and global level, the state and model of our global economy concerns me most. I struggle to see a socially just world reliant on capitalism, a system in which individuals gain through exploiting others (and the environment). Furthermore, this ever fierce mentality of “progress” and “getting ahead” that is embedded in the structure often prohibits us from slowing down, living intentionally and thinking about our community as a whole. Although I have no answer for ending poverty or creating worldwide social justice, I believe that enacting stricter global economic policy is a first step. 

One book that has developed my way of thinking around climate justice is Carolyn Merchant’s Earthcare: Women and the Environment. This book beautifully weaves together mythology, history and our contemporary world to create a picture of destruction followed by the value and potential of what she calls “partnership ethics.”  
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My name is Ruben Guzman and I am from Sanger, California. I am the son of two field workers and I understand the importance of transportation to and from work. For many years my father would pay 20-30 a day for transportation to and from work. Even now, I have family members who still pay these high prices because they need to find a way to go to work. I became interested in this working with ACTR because I felt as if I could learn skills from this internship that I could then use when I move back to Sanger California after graduating from Middlebury College. 

My experience as a native Spanish speaker and translator and as an Economics major has provided me with the tools essential for being an ACTR Intern. The tools I acquired as a Spanish speaker and translator and as an Economics Major include full proficiency in speaking, writing, and reading Spanish, and organizational skills, interpersonal skills, time management skills, and situational analysis skills. 

I developed excellent quantitative skills that are useful for this position from my course work in economics. I have worked on many assignments and presentations that require a precise analysis of data and information. I believe my quantitative skills can be useful because the ACTR internship position require a wide range of skills that most likely include time management, critical thinking skills, complex problem solving skills, and decision-making skills.   

I am both invested in the personal success of the ACTR’s work with migrant workers and skilled to help develop and execute the program to the fullest of my abilities. 

I think that ACTR’s interest in the migrant community aligns with ACTR’s mission goal to help facilitate the growth of Addison County’s community. I think that I am interested in helping the migrant community empower itself and create their own change. One way I can help this community empower itself is by listening to their needs and connecting them to resources like ACTR. 

After working with ACTR and the JUNTOS organization at Middlebury, I have been able to help start the process of locating Migrant workers. After locating the housing of migrant workers, I think that we need to ask what this community needs from ACTR. After listening to their needs, ACTR can then analyze whether ACTR can economically help them meet their needs. 

My work with ACTR and work in Spirit of Change has helped me understand my way of seeing social justice and social change. I think the best way to cause change is to help the community find a reason to want to sustain their change. I think I can capable of helping communities in different ways but in the end I need to realize that I cannot do everything and I do have value as a connection and listener. 

Personal Statement

Whitney Fletcher

International Politics and Economics Major
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Community Suppers Volunteer


I am currently a senior at Middlebury College, majoring in International Politics and Economics with a focus in Western Europe, specifically Italy. I enjoy being active and giving back to the community through volunteering. I grew up in Wayland, Massachusetts with an amazing and loving family. I am the oldest of four and strive to be a good role model for my younger siblings. 


I attended a public high school in Wayland, which, for a Middlebury student, is somewhat rare. I loved my experience in Wayland. My education both in and out of the classroom was incredible, and I hope that all public educations can be just as inspiring as mine was. When I came to Middlebury, I began volunteering for the Page One Literacy Program. Every week I went to the elementary school in town and read with the children. I wanted to share my education with them; I believe that all children deserve a meaningful and fun education. 


From then on, I have tried to channel my energy into volunteering to make sure that others can share my happiness and optimism. While I have been volunteering at the community suppers at the Congregational Church in Middlebury, I have done exactly that. I have learned, however, that I am not the only one. The community suppers are not simply about the food; it is a time when people come together and enjoy each other’s company. 

This class has taught me that often times social justice is simply about one’s attitude. When people volunteer, they cannot just run through the motions; they must channel their own energy into what they are doing. Giving people hope and optimism can drastically change their outlook on difficult situations. That is not to say, however, that this can alleviate poverty; it is not that easy, but I believe that lifting people’s spirits is something that everyone can do and that can make an incredible difference in people’s lives. 

I recently watched the film, Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom. It was an unbelievably moving film that showed me just how powerful ideas and attitudes can be. Nelson Mandela gave people hope and power by speaking for what he believed in; he gave hope and optimism that led to the end of the apartheid. Although the United States today does not face similar segregation, there are still many problems with our society. Social justice can be achieved, I believe, by continuing to reach out to people in need and give them hope.  
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Nelson Mandela, 1918-2013
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