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Before going in to work at the Providence House I had little to no idea of what I would be doing or what purpose the Providence House served.  I was soon to learn that the Providence House is a sort of halfway house for largely single parent empoverished families, although there are a few husband and wife couples with children.  The Providence House attempts to instruct its residents with life skills such as how to find a job and balance a checkbook and how to shop for a car.  The residents are required to attend classes and complete workshops and packets where they learn this information.  Also, the residents learn how to be a better parent and how to better provide for their children.  For those who do not already have a job, Providence House helps find its residents jobs as well as vehicles so that they can take themselves to and from work.  I believe the Providence House also helps its residents to find a new home once they are ready to graduate from the program.


As a volunteer at Providence House, I worked largely in the computer lab with Mrs. Gibbs.  The computer lab is where residents go to complete their life skills, get tutored, and attend some of their educational classes using the computers in the lab and other resources in the room.  As an aid to Mrs. Gibbs I helped residents on computer programs, as a tutor for varying subjects, and in various other ways.  I also graded life skills packets and TABE tests.


In grading the life skills packets, I encountered many interesting answers.  For instance the question was asked what three things about yourself would you like to improve upon?  The answer provided was simply that that particular resident did not believe they needed to change anything about themselves.  Another intersting answer was to the question of what should a man do who is being asked to do too much in his particular job?  The answer given was that the man should quit the job.  After having read this answer I told Mrs. Gibbs that this must surely be a joke and that this resident was only trying to have a little fun.  Mrs. Gibbs informed me that she knew this particular resident and that this woman actually believed her answer and that this was no joke.  From this and the grading of the TABE tests I realized that many of these men and women truly needed the help Providence House is there to provide.

The TABE test is a standardized test that all residents are required to take upon entering the Providence House program.  The test is designed to identify the resident’s education level on a 12 year scale, a 12.9 being a freshman in college and the highest possible score.  The test is broken down into six sections I believe, which are math and verbal and reading comprehension sections.  As part of my service, I graded these tests and was shocked and dismayed by many of the results.  Most of the tests I graded were not higher than ninth grade and many were around the 4th to 7th grade range.  Very few were in the upper high school range of 10-12.  In order to get a better idea of how the test actually was I took the test myself and although I was worried about the math sections because I am a history major and the use of calculators is forbidden, I received a 12.9 on every section of the test.  Granted I have an education that most people do not, but the fact that most of the residents received such low scores seems to be very indicative of the education that the people who enroll in the Providence House have received.  


When I was not in the computer lab helpe Mrs. Gibbs or a resident I was outside interacting with the many children whose parents are enrolled in the Providence House program.  Outside the building with the computer lab there is a nice playground and a decent size basketball court.  It was on the basketball court that I had my most memorable experience while working at the Providence House.  I was playing basketball with about 8 young children of whom almost all were no older than 8 years old.  I was basically just helping them shoot and making sure they each had their turn and no one got hurt.  While we were playing I asked two of the little girls who were the most animated what their names were and they both answerd Kiki.  Apparently they are good friends and ironically both have the same name.  After talking to these two little girls and helping them shoot the ball which was huge in their hands and picking them up so that they could better reach the hoop I immediately felt like a friend of theirs.  I have two nephews and one neice and although they hug me when they see me and talk to me when I see them, it took me a long time before they accepted me and were used to my presence.  These two little girls and many of the other children were extremely talkative and friendly to me and later on after I had gone back into the computer lab and the two Kikis had gone into the computer lab to be with their mothers, as I walked by one of the Kikis she grabbed my hand as if I was her best friend.  I was deeply touched by this and it became apparent that often when we think of people in poor situations we do not realize what their everyday lives must be like or that their humanness does not just go away.  If anything it seems to be emphasized.  I raised the question of why these two little girls would be so open with me when I was quite obviously a stranger and a big tall white stranger at that.  My mother informed me that the reason for their being so open might be attributed to their having little consistency in their lives and the fact that they likely encounter many strangers in their lives.

Although, I chose Providence House because I needed to complete my service learning and intercultural experience, I am grateful I ended up there for the experiences I had and the greater understanding of those less fortunate and in essence, homeless.  I will take what I have learned about the human condition and how even those less fortunate must conduct their lives and the culture of homelessness and attempt to have a more open mind about those I see on the streets and who are empoverished.  While I have always been a more sympathetic person to those less fortunate I believe now I have a better understanding of what some of these people are like and will in the future once I get settled attempt to find a similar place where I might be of some help to the homeless and/or empoverished.
