TASS 2006: Indiana University-Bloomington

General Evaluation by Tutors

This summer has proven to be one of excitement, exploration, intellectual growth, and unexpected challenges. However, without each of these experiences and emotions neither the students nor the tutors would have been able to leave this program believing that it was a summer well spent. In approaching an overall evaluation of TASS 2006, Emily and I decided to section off this unforgettable experience in three sections: the seminar, extracurricular activities, and finally the community life.

Seminar


The girls spent three hours a day (9am-12noon), five days a week, for six weeks in seminar. Needless to say, this was an aspect that greatly contributed to shaping our community and the development of the program throughout the summer.

             Seminar was held, primarily, as a lecture-based class. A few times throughout the seminar (specifically toward the end, after Emily and I brought up some concerns that the students had concerning the format of class) the girls participated in organized debates, pre-planned and impromptu oral presentations, as well as a Congressional hearing simulation. There were two professors ([DELETED]) Professor [DELETED] conducted most of the lectures and Professor [DELETED] would contribute her perspective and or challenges to the students in class as she saw necessary. Overall the student’s reactions to this format were more obvious after the half way mark of the program. The reactions were: boredom, disengagement, a feeling of a lack of application to the seminar topic [African American Youth and Civic Engagement,] and disinterest in reading the assigned material. Even those students who were most participatory in class expressed the sentiments mentioned above. Specifically concerning the assigned reading, a lot of the students stop reading because they felt that the class lecture replaced the need to read and there was really no check and balance of having read (minus the times in which the girls had to lead a class discussion and create guiding questions, this was done within the first two weeks of the program.) The girls expressed a lot of satisfaction with class activities that allowed them to participate more as well as have more of a role or “say” in what went on in class, for instance” brining in song lyrics to analyze, small group discussions and presentations, and organized debates. In addition the students generally expressed an appreciation for what was taught in class, mainly the deep analyses of several U.S. founding documents, as well as the professor’s emphasis on how to make an argument and efficiently support that argument in a paper or in conversation.


The assignments for seminar were another aspect that caused the girls anxiety, but in a way that made them push themselves and strive for excellence. The students were assigned three reaction papers (of three to four pages each), two research papers (of ten pages each,) thirty minute class presentation with discussion questions pertaining to the assigned reading, and last but not least they’re final assignment was the planning and conducting of a Town Hall meeting that was to be a community discussion on a topic of their choice. These assignment, as I mentioned previously, initially made the students feel overwhelmed, however Emily and I saw a lot of growth not only in their writing skills by the end of the program but also in their maturity and time management skills. In addition these assignments forced them to read selected material critically and analytically. The girls felt a sense of accomplishment and improved confidence in their writing ability as well as their ability to improve their writing. The assignments also served as a good practice for oral skill improvement. The students were required to meet with the professors one to three days before the due date of each research paper in order to ask questions and review outlines with the professors, this element of the assignments gave the girls a good experience with communicating with professors. The girls also had to meet with us concerning their papers a minimum of three times (once for each ten page research paper, and once for either of the reaction papers) this afforded us and the professors with a personal, individualized rubric or measurement for each student concerning their progress and growth as a writer. The girls expressed a lot of interest and appreciation for being able to have such one on one attention concerning their writing, despite being a little intimidated by the professors and frustrated that they wouldn’t assign grades.


The Town Hall meeting was an experience and an event in and of itself, and deserves at least a paragraph of mentioning. In preparation for the Town Hall meeting the students began meeting once a week, and by the last two weeks of the program they were meeting twice a week as a group in addition to the two or three times that they might meet with the smaller groups that they chose to organize in order to delegate all the work for the meeting. The large group meetings, twice a week lasted for at least in hour and a half to two hours, however the decisions made were very necessary and were done so in a very democratic way, in which the girls voted and re-voted, talked about compromise and were able to reach a consensus on issues. Such issues included: what the topic question should be (How does the media influence the way in which African Americans perceive and attain the American Dream?) who should be the facilitator, what the format of the meeting should be, and even how the tables should be arranged the day of the meeting. This final project really solidified the necessity for the girls to work as a community and to deal with personal and interpersonal issues that might affect their work environment. Emily and I were more than proud at the end product of the long process that the students went through to bring the Town Hall meeting into fruition. They were aware that they were able to build skills in organizing, public speaking, researching, field study (as they conducted a survey of the people on IU’s campus), and how to engage people outside of your comfort zone. The students really stepped up to the challenge of this assignment, and were excited about the end product as well, they put a lot of time and care into the assignment and I think that showed through. There was a slight miscommunication between the students and the professors on what a town hall meeting should look like, more specifically how it should be ran. The girls witnessed a town hall meeting at the Indiana Black Expo, as well as through a video of Ted Koppel’s interview with Nelson Mandela when he came to New York (as was suggested by the professors) and they interpreted these examples in the creation of their format for the meeting. The professors and the students were able to come up with a feasible compromise that didn’t damage all the work the girls had put into the meeting and still satisfied both of the professor’s vision of the meeting.

Seminar was an important and challenging aspect of the program that influenced the girl’s attitude toward the program as a whole. A lot of the students were disappointed in the way in which class was ran, and they felt like the civic engagement aspect was not as effectively addressed specifically toward African American youth. However they were appreciative and excited about all that they had learned. All of the students expressed an interest in how they could use their knowledge, and how the experiences they had would shape the rest of their lives.

Extracurricular Activities


One of the strengths of the TASS program is that the students are able to learn time management, which in our personal opinion, is one of the keys to success in college and is often an obstacle for college freshman to overcome. The students are not only expected to stay on top of their work in seminar but they also have obligations to community activities as well. The first night of the program, Emily and I facilitated the girls choosing a socio-cultural committee who would be in charge of planning and finding out about social and cultural events happening on campus and the surrounding area that the community or individuals could take part in. The socio-cultural committee planned such events as our Fourth of July dinner and fireworks, and our Girls Night “In” during the last night of the program. The committee was also aware of and advertised events like a free showing of the Wizard of Oz at the downtown theatre in walking distance from campus (Buskirk-Chumley Theatre,) screenings of films such as “Brick” and the “Lost City.”  The community service committee, also chosen the first night of the program, played an instrumental role in the community activities as well. In this portion of the evaluation we will highlight a few of the activities that the girls had the opportunity to engage in.


The Indiana Black Expo in Indianapolis is an annual event that last about two weeks in July. We chose to take the girls to the Expo, during the last two days (Saturday and Sunday) as a seminar field trip and a fun activity for them beyond the walls of IU’s campus and Bloomington (an issue/complaint that came up a lot with the girls.) During these two days (we rented a car for the weekend and drove there and back each day, it wasn’t an overnight trip,) the girls were exposed to a lot of interesting and informative sights. The expo showcased local and non local artist, musicians, and entertainers. The girls were able to go to art galleries, a health fair, a teen forum, a fashion show, a free outdoor concert, a celebrity basketball game, visit local vendors, taste a lot of different types of food, and learn the history of Indiana, and Indiana University. It made for an extremely long couple of days but the girls appreciated it.


The community service committee from the beginning tried to find a service project that they could work on throughout the summer, more than once. However, the availability of these types of service projects considering the location and their age was scarce; in addition the girls had a lot of time commitments to seminar related activities. As a result they chose to volunteer at an annual event sponsored by a local children’s interactive museum called WonderLab. “Bubblefest” is an activity for children of all ages to have fun with bubbles as well as teach the science and art of bubble making. The girls spent an entire Saturday at the event, which took them two city buses to get to, and the staff of WonderLab were extremely grateful for all their help (they even made an appreciation plaque for the girls with all their names on it.)


As our final hoorah, the girls choose to take a trip to Lake Monroe. We rented a van and drove down to the beach and rented canoes and row boats for several hours, played water games in the lake, and had a picnic. The girls enjoyed the freedom and the outdoor weather as well as learning how to navigate in the water. After the lake, showering and dinner we all went to the IMU for midnight bowling and the girls really bonded despite the high tensions during the day at the lake. The next day, still part of our final hoorah, we saw the Al Gore film on Global Warming: “An Inconvenient Truth,” then went out to dinner at an Italian restaurant downtown. These last events helped to smooth over several issues going on within the community and created a space in which the girls could honestly talk about problems they were having with other people in the group.


The last, last event of the program was the Friday night before everyone left, the group chose to have a Girls Night “In,” (clearly a unique event of  the all girl dynamic this year, as were a lot of things that happened this summer.) During our night “In” the girls made TASS T-shirts with iron-on decals, fabric markers, and puffy paint. We ordered pizza, watched movies and listened to music. This was also a good time to collect the girl’s meal cards and keys, have them fill out the TASS survey, say their final goodbyes, and we gave them “keep in touch” sheets with everyone’s contact information on it (including the tutors.) 


In addition to these activities planned by the socio-cultural and community service committees, Emily and I also arranged for guest speakers. We arranged for two speakers during the first two weeks of the program to talk to the girls first about sexual assault and harassment and sexuality. It was a good idea to have someone outside of the community talk with the girls about these topics, because they have experience with how to present information to teenagers, and it also gave the girls a chance to ask questions of the “experts.” Emily and I also offered up ourselves if the girls had any further questions, which they did. The speaker on Sexual Harassment works in the CAPS office on the fourth floor of the IU Health Center, and her name is [DELETED]. The speaker on Sexuality works in the Health and Wellness Education office also on the fourth floor of the IU Health Center and her name is [DELETED]. Another reason why these talks were so helpful to the students was, in our opinion, due to the all-female space that allowed the students to feel very comfortable and free from having to put up a “front” for any male participants.

Community Life


While there were increasing amounts of interpersonal conflicts and community disruptions as the summer progressed, overall we feel that the girls formed and maintained an intimate, respectful, and active community quite impressively over their six weeks at IU. We also believe that this was largely due to the all-female aspect of this TASS, which lowered the students’ guards and made them less inhibited to share with one another, goof around, and generally be themselves.


The sincere efforts of the students to build a community began the first night at our initial town hall meeting, when they all seemed to understand, perhaps a few grudgingly so, that to live together as a group of 15 people for six weeks requires care, effort, enthusiasm… and meetings. They set up ground rules for themselves, such as keeping a buddy system, making sure everyone is awake for seminar, roommate etiquette, keeping all forms of mutual respect, and keeping us I informed of problems, issues, and when going out alone. Many seemed to be going out of their way to make others feel included, which continued at least through the first couple of weeks, before different friend groups become more grounded. But throughout the summer, we would repeatedly be pleasantly surprised to see various people hanging out with others that they normally didn’t.

For the first week, we asked each student to prepare a 5-minute “mini-pubspeak” about themselves, loosely interpreted, as both a get-to-know-you and practice pubspeak activity, and the two of us did similar introductions halfway through theirs. Each night two girls presented, and the quite sincere speeches included a self-exploring poem, chronological autobiographies, portraits of family members who influenced them, and personal stories – sad, tragic, humorous, uplifting, and overall very deep and emotional. The first nights of introductions set the tone as to the seriousness of most the speeches, but all for the better, because those who wanted to open up felt comfortable doing so, and others shared more light-hearted stories and experiences. These evenings greatly colored the community for the rest of the summer, as most of the girls sincerely made themselves vulnerable and transparent in certain aspects during their talks, and the rest of the girls in the “audience” showed maturity, compassion, respect, trust, and empathy. The speeches were often about 15 minutes long, and the ensuing conversations lasted anywhere from 15 to 45 minutes. These speeches made all fifteen of us feel close to one another, and in a way, responsible for each other’s well being. The girls expressed appreciation for having these speeches, and were all very interested in one another’s stories. As mentioned, we think that the all-female nature of the program greatly facilitated this compassion and openness. All of the girls were dealing with, or had dealt with, very heavy issues in their lives that are difficult for adults to handle, and shared many of these. From the get-go, we knew that this TASS was going to be a very meaningful experience for them and a chance for many to (re)define themselves and grow outside of their normal routines, and comfort zones, which it proved to be.


The two of us agreed beforehand that we would mandate a weekly town hall meeting for the community, so at our first one, the girls picked a weekly time and day to have these. The weekly meetings were very useful, mostly productive, and learning experiences. At each meeting, the girls chose a facilitator and note taker for the next one, and each note taker was required to post the notes on our hall bulletin boards within a few days. They decided to make a suggestion box as well, and at each meeting we read from it. The suggestion box was not used extensively, but very helpful when it was used, and later on in the program, provided a way for the students to anonymously discuss community social problems. Each meeting had a set framework and order, and this kept nearly all of them to an hour or less. The meetings gave the girls a chance to vent and handle these and other problems and frustrations, plan community activities, announce events going on at IU or in Bloomington; gave the socio-cultural and community service committees a chance to form (at our first meeting) and then to communicate and plan with the rest of the group; and gave us a forum to address all sorts of issues and communicate important information. They really stepped up to the  task with the town hall meetings; they were generally on time and engaged in every meeting, and as a community functioned better than many that we have been a part of. Granted, there were surely times when some would fall asleep, have side conversations or fool around, talk over one another, or just appear quite disengaged and tired of being there, but in our opinion, this was really at a minimum considering the demand of the program.


We highly recommend the weekly meeting format, for the reasons above, as well as the experience in community building, facilitation, responsibility, time management, and direct democracy. In the beginning, the weekly meeting, and concepts of effective facilitation, communication, discussion, and decision-making seemed onerous for many of them, but also the only logical way to live as a community. We witnessed them learn over six weeks how to make these meetings effective, smooth, and democratic. Between these meetings and the meetings to plan their final public Town Hall meeting presentation, every student had a chance to facilitate and learn how to handle a community of fifteen people. The meetings provided a safe space to discuss and argue issues as a group, which is useful in itself, and which we also saw heighten their debating and listening skills. The meetings were an effective way to practice a sort of “civic engagement,” that they were discussing in seminar, and showed the importance of and work involved in democratic communities.


The PubSpeaks were another strong aspect of the program, sparking much lively and sometimes heated conversation and debate. We asked two students to sign up for slots two nights a week starting in the third week, after we gave ours in the second week. Overall they understood and executed the PubSpeaks well. Each presented a 10-15 minute speech on all sorts of topics, striking an impressive balance between addressing huge global issues but speaking specifically and using evidence. The intellectual group discourse never lasted under two hours (including both speakers), and often lasted longer, and this also gave the presenters an opportunity to facilitate group discussion. Someone would always ask a question if it seemed like no one else would, but most often hands would shoot up as soon as the presenter was finished.


As mentioned, the group demonstrated much compassion, respect, and maturity early on, and it was a good couple of weeks before any sort of clique-ish behavior developed, but as expected, it did. As a group, there were few if any issues in the first two weeks, and slowly they began to have more and more problems with one another as the weeks went on, with issues coming to a head once exactly halfway through (much due to some homesickness as well), and again at the end of the fifth week.

To begin, we highly recommend a different set-up for the dorm than we had. We were split up in the dorm on two sides that were only accessible to one another through the first floor. Torrie lived on one side and Emily on the other, both on the second floor, with 6 girls on the third floor of Torrie’s side and seven girls on the third floor of Emily’s side. Because we had curfews and “in-your-suite” times, they naturally got closer to each other according to sides, and we think this is one of the roots of the biggest issues we dealt with, despite our efforts to discourage separate-side mentalities, and despite the fact that they usually ate as a whole group on their own accord. Three girls on one side became very close early on, and what started as a friendship among them soon developed into a more exclusive relationship. We think this would have happened and they would have been close regardless of the “sides” issue, but it was definitely exacerbated by the split dorm. They never went anywhere without one another, and sometimes hesitated on decisions if they hadn’t all been consulted. They never directly expressed that they did not want to hang out with anywhere else, but slowly made that the norm, so that in the fifth week, when they asked others to go places with them, the others felt condescended to and didn’t want to be done any favors. Another root of the division occurred in the third week or so, when two of the three embarrassed another girl in front of a boy, without malicious intent, but had just pushed their sarcasm and playing around too far for her. In the past been she had been close to them as well, but this experience really pushed her to hang out with the other girls, who were the girls on the other side of the dorm. The two girls tried to make amends with her, but she was too frustrated at the time to deal with it, and so it festered and led to further assumptions and hard feelings on both sides. The three girls slowly came to feel excluded by the rest of the group, or at least that they weren’t liked, and so further excluded themselves, and they began to silently put blame on one another and assume ill-will, when in reality, there was little hard feelings towards anyone else in the first place, and so the division led to more division.

Other incidents occurred between and among the two sides, similar in terms of being caused by assuming that the others had ill intentions, avoiding spending time together, minor mob mentalities, getting sick of one another, and allegiances and loyalties to friends. There were some petty arguments and hostilities between some of the girls that always started small but grew because of talking behind each other’s backs and the like. All in all, we felt this type of behavior was pretty standard high school sophomore behavior, was fairly unavoidable, and was actually less intense, destructive, or hurtful than in either of our TASP and TASS experiences.

This issue, and some other interpersonal issues that we were observing, came to a head at a planning meeting for their final Town Hall Meeting, at the end of the third week, when these issues were clearly shading their conduct in the meeting. We ended the meeting after they kept hitting walls and set up another time. The Black Expo was the next 2 days, which went smoothly considering the problems, but did lead to some conflicts becoming directly apparent. For the weekly town hall meeting the next day, we asked every student to write down issues that they thought needed to be addressed, anonymously in the suggestion box, and we led the meeting, using their thoughts as the basis for the discussion about dealing with interpersonal conflicts. Among much else, and more specifics, we discussed mutual respect and trust, the importance of addressing issues as they come up so that they don’t develop into uglier problems, and everyone agreed by consensus that when someone is bothered/disrespected/hurt by someone or something, she should address the person, or come to one of us, and deal with the issue inside of bottling it in, which they said they knew they had been doing, and with negative consequences. Part of the mutual respect discussion was about being receptive when someone comes with an issue. The week went well after this, they said they had a load off of their shoulders, some asked us to mediate a few discussions, and they took seriously their initiative to address each other, resolving many of the problems that were growing.

Later, at the beginning of the sixth week, the three girls who were a sort of clique came to us to tell us how they felt and they wanted to do something about it. They decided, after we left it up to them but taking some of our advice, to talk with what came to be every other girl, either individually or in groups. While not everyone came out best friends in the end, their discussions cleared the air, took a weight off of everyone’s shoulders, de-tensed group gatherings, and made the final Town Hall meeting planning meetings friendly and efficient.

Throughout the program, the girls felt comfortable coming to us with problems, worries, questions, and all sorts of other inquiries. We had an excellent rapport, generally mutual respect, and our treating them as adults as much as possible was returned with general mature behavior. We had many heated discussions at all sorts of moments, and while often, and earlier on more so, when we voiced an opinion most of the group would change their minds and agree with us because of our age, education, and authority positions, we addressed this issue and overall we felt comfortable challenging them, engaging them, and voicing our opinions in meetings without having it be the last word. We ate most meals with them, as a whole group or with smaller groups, and we all enjoyed spending time together. When we did need to use our authority, it was respected and they knew there was logical reasoning behind it. By the end, we felt we were truly tutors, friends, facilitators, mentors, teachers, and sometimes, mothers, to thirteen students.

Overall, the compassion and community started out very high, and while it was not maintained at that level, it did continue throughout the six weeks. The girls very maturely discussed the issues they were having with one another and the group, which is a lot for high school students, in our opinion. In fact, we believe their growth in dealing with these issues, operating as a community, and coping with problems was one of the most beneficial aspects of this program. There was little, if anything, in terms of problems with one another, that went unsaid in a safe, respectful space. We strongly emphasized these community values from the start, and they took them seriously, and internalized them. We facilitated much of the resolution, but the girls often initiated it themselves, and nearly always dealt with it themselves, in effective and mature ways. While we had hoped they would take similar initiative in expressing some of their frustrations in seminar, they stepped up to the challenge of a very demanding summer in all regards, had a lot of fun, and learned more than most would think is possible in six weeks.
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