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Site Visit Report – February 12-13, 2008

Sr. Suzanne Sims, OSU

“They didn’t tell me what I didn’t know.

They showed me what I could learn.”

-DeNeuville Student

Origins

DeNeuville Learning Center (DLC) celebrates its tenth anniversary on April 13, 2008. It began after the Sisters of the Good Shepherd, Province of Mid-North America, decided to close their DeNeuville Academy on August 8, 1997, after more than 33 years of service as a boarding school for high school girls. The Learning Center began in a local parish at first and in 2007 moved again into a one floor renovated space that it currently occupies. The renovation of the interior of the current building was accomplished in great part with the assistance of the Assisi Foundation. The director of the Assisi Foundation serves on the Board of House of the Good Shepherd of Memphis, the governing board serving DeNeuville and the Casa Maria Del Pueblo Vecino, a domestic abuse shelter. Sister Lakshmie Napagoda is the Program Director of DeNeuville Learning Center.

Vision

The vision of DeNeuville Learning Center is that all women will have the dignity, self-worth, skills, and opportunity to achieve their potential and help one another.

Mission

The mission of DeNeuville Learning Center is to guide women in learning the skills needed to make positive choices for themselves and their family.

Organizational Values

The strategic plan of the DeNeuville Learning Center states that the guiding values are:

· Christian love, hope and peace are at the heart of all that is the DLC.

· We value education as a means to reach one’s full potential and as an important tool in making positive changes.

· We celebrate the diversity represented in the participants, staff, and volunteers.

· We believe that the programs provided by the DLC promote justice and peace in our community.

· We strive to meet all those who enter our doors with compassion and hope for reconciliation.

· We value each person we serve and the unique set of needs, desires, dreams, and goals that they bring to our table.

Governance

The DLC and the Casa Maria del Pueblo Vencino are governed according to the Restated By-Laws (Copy) established by the Sisters of the Good Shepherd through one Board of Directors of the House of the Good Shepherd of Memphis. Since 2003 the Board currently consists of nine directors including two Sisters of the Good Shepherd. The two programs deal with similar issues on behalf of women. The Board currently has a Strategic Plan for 2003-2006 (Copy) that is a work in progress. 

Curriculum

DeNeuville Learning Center accomplishes its mission chiefly through education, counseling, and promoting ways to enhance one’s self worth and dignity. The Center offers classes in computer technology, GED (in English or Spanish), English as a Second Language (three levels of difficulty), business skills, parenting, and arts and crafts, such as sewing and quilting. Additional services include childcare, transportation, and emergency needs. Classes are typically held Monday through Thursday with a three-hour session in the morning and another in the evening.

The DLC basically operates on the Memphis City Schools calendar with the semester beginning this year on January 7. The schedule includes a spring break and two weeks off at the end of May. The Center also operates during the summer from the second week of June through the second week of August. In summer the day care for children includes those age 5-12 or 13.

Population Served

This current semester DeNeuville Learning Center serves approximately 100 women from diverse countries, cultures, and backgrounds. Students learn about DLC primarily from other students, from their churches, from the newsletter or webpage. To begin the program, inquirers are asked to make an appointment with the Director and to bring any test results with them from other GED programs. In 2007 there were 17 graduates of the GED program. The students take from six months up to two years to complete the program, depending on their individual situation and work schedules. Some graduates return to the Center as staff or volunteers.

Staffing

Sister Lakshmie is the full time Program Director for DLC. The staff is composed of about 75% professional volunteers who assist the Sisters of the Good Shepherd in carrying out its mission at DeNeuville Learning Center. Most of the instructors hold a bachelor’s or a master’s degree in their field of study. Volunteer turnover is frequent. Sr. Lakshmie states that the goal is the same for paid staff and volunteers: “to provide a positive spirit and a sense of belonging to all the students.” A Handbook for Employees and a Handbook for Volunteers, as well as a Volunteer Application Form are provided in the supporting materials.

Annual Budget

The fiscal year budget for 2008 is approximately $208,458. A copy of the current budget is available in the collected supporting materials.

Development and Communications

Current sources of funding include grants, fundraising activities and events (golf tournament and gala auction), individual and corporate donations and student support. Sr. Lakshmie, board members, students, volunteers and friends of DeNeuville Learning Center contribute to the development efforts. DLC does not receive United Way funding nor federal and state monies. Some support also comes from Catholic Churches, the Salvation Army, women’s groups, the Knights of Columbus and the St. Vincent de Paul Society.

Volunteers helped in recent years to collate a DeNeuville Cookbook, took them to speak at churches and to make sales. According to Sr. Lakshmie, the cookbook has successfully helped to raise awareness and funding with three printings. Periodic yard sales also contribute to volunteer funding efforts.

Malcolm is a regular staff member who edits an in house quarterly newsletter, The DeNeuville Message, to keep the public informed and involved in the Center. A copy of the newsletter is available in the supporting materials. The Center’s mailing list consists of approximately 600 names, mostly Memphis residents, with over 100 email addresses. A web site is maintained by Malcolm and helps to communicate the mission and success of DeNeuville Learning Center.

Methodology

During the two-day period of visitation, there was ample opportunity for me to learn about the DeNeuville Learning Center from a variety of classroom observations and individual interviews arranged for me by Sr. Lakshmie. The staff generously allowed me entry into their classes during the instructional sessions conducted in the morning and during the evening. 

The personal interviews conducted on February 12 and 13, 2008 included:

Director – Sr. Lakshmie (2 interviews)

Board Chair – Linda Heinztman

Instructors – Malcolm – mostly GED


         John – Social Studies


         Elaine – Math


         Jonelle – ESL, including Rosetta Stone computer lab

Students – Roneisha


      Pat

Each of these private interview sessions lasted for approximately one hour. Interview questions for the director, board member, staff, and students were provided in advance so that each could prepare for the respective session. Copies of interview questions are available in the supporting materials.

Coalition for the Homeless

In addition to the observations and interviews of DLC personnel, Sr. Lakshmie hosted a Memphis interagency directors’ group and invited me to attend. This “Coalition for the Homeless” consists of leaders from a variety of service providers and meets monthly since March 2007 to share needs and to determine common goals. They are currently searching for a focus as they get to know each other. Sr. Nadine, SCN, director of the Assisi Foundation convenes the group to help determine needs and prevent duplication of services. Sr. Maureen Griner, OSU, and Ursuline Associate Judy Gray represented the Dorothy Day House during this meeting. 

Other agency representatives attending this meeting included: “Dress for Success” professional women’s group, “Hope Works, Inc.” for the chronically unemployed, “Health Clinic” for working uninsured persons, “Sophia’s House” for homeless and addicted women with children age ten and below, “Synergy Treatment Center”, a 30-day program for basic employment skills, including the GED, “Magdalene House”, a unit of Fissell Farms where the women make products at their skill level and sell them, the “United Methodist Neighborhood Center” with a Refugee Economic Resource Program (REAP) and other support programs mostly for native African adults and children living in Memphis, a “Workers Striving for Excellence” program for job readiness, life skills classes, summer camps for children and year round college and job applications assistance.  
Findings

Board of Directors

According to the Board President, DLC provides a valuable service to poor women and their children in Memphis. DeNeuville is unique because this service is more personal that other centers for GED and ESL. It provides a learning environment and schedule that relates to most adult women. The small classes provide a supportive cohort of learners as well as individual attention to learning needs. She became involved as a result of a church bulletin announcement asking for an instructor to help teach women how to write resumes and prepare for a job interview. Linda has been involved for over two years and has been deeply involved in the planning process. She recognizes the challenges to the Board to have more members, more active members, and to continue the development of the Board on behalf of DeNeuville Learning Center.

Students

The two students for interviewing were selected by Sr. Lakshmie and provided with a set of interview questions several days in advance of the visit.  

One student (Roneisha) was ordered by the court to enroll in school and complete her GED by 2010. She found DeNeuville Learning Center on the Internet and made an appointment. After taking the GED practice test, she enrolled in several subjects after three years since her eleventh grade enrollment. Roneisha has learned more than math and English. Her writing has improved and she takes a weekly business class to help her prepare for a job. The anger management class has helped her understand herself better and to think before she reacts.

Roneisha has some family support but Sr. Lakshmie and others at DLC have helped her. She knows that people at DLC really care about her and want her to succeed. Everyone is respectful of each other and they are helping her get a job that will get her out of a “dangerous lifestyle” as an exotic dancer. DLC staff do not judge people but help the students have a positive motivation and energy. DLC has a good reputation and there is “no excuse for walking out of here not prepared” according to Roneisha. The day care center, the clothes closet, and the clean and practical surroundings at DLC, as well as the great teachers, are all assets for women as they learn. Roneisha hopes to become a medical office assistant and work with medical records in the future.

Pat is the other student who allowed me an interview. Pat is an adult student who had a job as a real estate receptionist but needed computer skills to retain that position. A colleague told her about DLC and Pat made an appointment. She already had her GED so she was able to enroll in several computer classes. She has completed basic typing, Microsoft Word and is enrolled now in an Excel class. Pat hopes to complete the computer skills she needs to go back to the receptionist’s or another customer service position within another year. She attends DLC classes two days per week.

Pat feels she is where she needs to be at the DLC. She finds the staff members are “very giving, concerned and will assist you in anyway that they can.” Being a student at DLC has helped Pat to become “a more positive and patient person.” She has custody of four young nephews and DLC has helped her to set new personal goals to meet this challenge. DLC has also helped her to take some time for her own learning and to receive counseling.

Faculty

The four faculty persons interviewed have been with DLC for at least four years and one for ten years; they are either retired or semi-retired. All of them came to DLC and stay because they find it meaningful, have a desire to help others and love to teach. These teachers see the other staff members as sympathetic and dedicated to the students. They find that the students are generally self-motivated to learn and attend regularly, even though some are sent to DLC by the court system. Each student has a goal and works to achieve it.

The faculty shared that they have found great satisfaction in their work with these students. Some carry a lot of sadness in and seem broken, struggling day to day and the learning helps give them hope for a better life. Illegal immigration is a problem. One faculty member reflects on the great prejudice they experience and the common humanity that is recognized at DLC. At DLC, everyone is treated the same as long as they are learning and meeting their goals. 

When asked what is the greatest part of working at DLC, the faculty responded with the satisfaction of seeing the students pass the test and overcome obstacles in their lives. One staff person says that DLC gives the students a positive experience that helps many of them to break out of generational abuse situations. Another sees this ministry as a way of living out the social Gospel. Another says that the students teach him so much about faith, optimism, and motivation.

Among the faculty opinions about what could be better at DLC, they’d like to see DLC better known, better funded, and doing more follow up with graduates. One person stated the need for more sets of books to be available for the students. One said that she’d like to see the students be equipped to overcome more of life’s obstacles.

When asked how this ministry “fits” with the faculty member’s personal faith journey, several responses related to the values of service to others, self-growth opportunity, interaction with a diverse community of people, and a way to work on civil rights, peace and justice, applying the Gospel. One staff member related that for her this work is a way of “paying it forward” to be a help to others. She is able to do that now because others have helped her during life’s difficult times.

Conclusion

DeNeuville Learning Center gathers a diverse of community of persons in an educational environment that is both affordable and positive. It provides a needed service to its students and a meaningful outlet of service and employment to its staff. DLC is, theoretically and in real terms, one of those “points of light” that former President H.W. George Bush highlighted during his tenure. In light of the other agencies available in the city of Memphis to care for the educational needs of the homeless and other poor women with children, DLC provides a unique Christian environment for women to complete their educational goals related to future higher learning and/or work opportunities.

Acknowledgment

Sister Lakshmie, staff and students at DeNeuville Learning Center form a significant and hospitable community of learning for women in inner city Memphis. Sister Lakshmie is a quiet but effective Christian presence whose personal and professional commitment to DLC students and staff are indisputably gracious. 

I am truly grateful for all of the time, the materials, and the personal sharing during the interview times. The staff members and students made me feel most welcome as I moved so freely about to observe and to interact with them. 

If DLC did not exist in Memphis, some group who advocate for women and their education and women in poverty would have to open a DLC. Thankfully, that is not an issue. It serves as an excellent model for possible similar ministries to poor women in other areas of the country. The mission and vision of DeNeuville Learning Center are meaningful responses to women and their families who are serious about doing their part to create a new cycle of living through learning that moves more people out of poverty.
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