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Introduction: 

 I began volunteering at MainSpring Homeless Shelter in January.  I chose this site with 

the encouragement of my friend Ally, who had a really good experience at the site last semester. 

Ally was also planning on continuing to volunteer with the women’s group. I decided to go with 

her so we could take turns driving. I was also much more comfortable going with a friend who 

had some experience rather than jumping in by myself. The women’s group also fit perfectly into 

both of our schedules. We both had class until 5:00pm and then we would leave right after and 

arrive at about 5:30. From 5:30 to 6:15 we would talk with the women as well as watch TV. 

Sometimes we would do art projects. At 6:15 the women as well as the men would go outside for 

smoke break. Then at, 6:30 Laura, a Stonehill alum who is the director of the women’s group, 

would arrive and she would lead a supportive discussion for about an hour. Ally and I would 

leave at around 7:30. 

 The mission statement at MainSpring Shelter says, “At Father Bills & MainSpring, our 

mission is to help people obtain a home by giving temporary shelter and food, finding safe and 

affordable housing, and providing permanent housing with supportive services. Father Bills & 

MainSpring helps people who are homeless, or at risk of homelessness, to achieve self-

sufficiency.” MainSpring calls itself an emergency shelter with the goal of finding long term 

solutions. However, it seems that many of the guests have been there for a quite a long time. 

Many of them were there every time I volunteered at the shelter this semester. Some others 

seemed to stay sporadically. Those who were not consistent were not offered as many privileges 

in the shelter compared to those who were. One of the biggest privileges in the shelter was “same 

bed status”. This meant that the guests could sleep in the same room and on the same bed every 
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night. If a guest does not show up for intake, their bed is given to someone else. If they then 

show up again on another day, they are not assigned to the same bed again. Because some of the 

women were there for so long, same bed status was very important to them. I think that the 

economic recession as well as the problems in the housing market has required MainSpring to 

serve its guests for longer than an “emergency” time period. 

 Laura’s weekly women’s group takes place in the common room of the women’s dorm. 

The women’s dorm is set up very similarly to the suites at Stonehill with bedrooms and 

bathrooms surrounding a living room. The living room is full of couches and chairs.  During the 

women’s group all the couches and chairs were arranged in a circle around Laura. If there was 

room Ally and I would sit with the women on the couches. But if there was not enough room we 

would sit on the floor. Ally and I not only listened to the discussion in the women’s group, but 

also actively participated in it. Each week Laura would come up with a topic such as “What do 

you love about yourself”, and each woman would take turns answering the question. Laura and 

the others would then provide feedback. By also participating and answering Laura’s questions, 

Ally and I were seen like equals within the group. The women knew we were students and that 

the volunteering was part of a class. Each week Laura would introduce herself and talk about 

how the group started and what its purpose was. She would then tell the women that we were a 

part of the same class that got her started. Laura always made clear that the purpose of the group 

was not to find solutions to individual problems, but to work together as a whole to improve 

ourselves. 

I think that Laura’s goal was to get the women to be able to communicate with each other 

as well as with themselves. She always phrased her discussions to be very open ended and 
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personal. The women were always welcome to make positive comments on the other women’s 

answers, once each woman was done talking. This helped the women get to know each other, 

make friends and develop a support system. My ethnography will focus on the communication 

the women in the shelter had with each other, Laura, and the other volunteers and workers at the 

shelter, including myself and Ally. 

Theoretical Background

 There are many theories in the Seventh Edition of Em Griffin’s textbook, A First Look at 

Communication Theory, which can be applied to the communication dynamics observed during 

the women’s group at MainSpring. The first is the social penetration theory. Social penetration is 

the process of developing deeper intimacy with another person through mutual self disclosure 

and other forms of vulnerability (Griffin, 2009, 114). In other words, this theory says that when 

we meet someone new, we slowly reveal things in order to not make ourselves vulnerable. This 

theory becomes most apparent when there is a first time guest at the shelter. When the new 

guests don’t know Laura, they don’t know why she is there and what is expected of them in 

women’s group. Every week Laura introduces herself as if no one in the group knew who she 

was before. She holds nothing back while talking to the women, including telling them about her 

own experience with domestic violence and how she was able to get out of the situation. By 

telling these women about the worst times in her life, she hopes that they will not feel vulnerable 

about sharing the worst times of their own lives. The newer residents are often less likely to 

share personal details at their first meeting. This isn’t just because they don’t know Laura, but 

that they don’t know the other residents either. Laura has told the women many times, that all of 

them need to be able to depend on each other. They need to treat each other as peers and equals. 
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Because they are all living in the same place, they can pass on information to each other about 

where they can get help as well as who or what they should avoid. The women need to be able to 

get to know and trust each other. Laura’s group is an outlet for them to be able to communicate 

with each other. This helps them to get to know each other and not to feel so vulnerable. 

 The next theory I am going to examine in terms of how it applies to the communication 

dynamics at the shelter is Aristotle’s theory of Rhetoric. Rhetoric is usually seen in the form of 

one speaker trying to persuade the audience about something. It is not a form of interpersonal 

communication because the audience doesn’t respond back aside from the occasional clapping, 

cheering or booing. While Laura is the leader of the women’s group, she is not the sole speaker. 

After her introduction and explanation of that day’s discussion theme, everyone gets a chance to 

participate. However, it is important that during each person’s turn, the other women let her 

finish and don’t interrupt. It is not exactly a back and forth conversation. Each person has a turn 

and during their turn, they are like a rhetor and everyone else is the audience. But when each 

person is done, they are all invited to systematically comment on what the rhetor has said. The 

women seem to prefer this way of communicating. They do not want to be lectured at. They want 

to be able to have their say. On my very first day volunteering at the shelter, I saw how 

ineffective true rhetoric is at MainSpring. An administrator at the shelter came down to the 

women’s dorm to talk about problems that had been occurring in the women’s dorm. Her 

intention was to tell the women what the problems were and what the consequences would be if 

they happened again. She had no intention of this being a discussion. However, the women 

wanted to have a say about what was going on. They asked her if they could comment on what 

she was saying and she denied their request. The rest of my time that night then became a power 
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struggle between the women and this employee. They would not accept what she was saying 

without giving their input as well. They did not consider themselves to be beneath her, despite 

the fact that they were homeless. They wanted to communicate their ideas and she wanted to hear 

nothing of it. This turned into a huge argument particularly involving one woman. Ally and I left 

before everything panned out. However, we heard that this one woman was evicted because of 

this incident. This shows that in the end, no matter how much the residents desire to be equal 

with the employees, they are not. The employees have the final say. Another interesting thing 

about this incident is that because it happened on our first day at the shelter, one resident 

associates us with trouble. As soon as we arrive she will say something like, “Oh no, what 

happened this time?” Now I think she is joking when she says it, but it still shows that she makes 

that connection. 

 The third theory I will look at is Adaptive Structuration Theory. Everything at the shelter 

is structured the same way almost every day. The shelter operates completely on a routine 

schedule. Every resident knows exactly what is expected of them in order for them to reside at 

the shelter. They need to arrive at the shelter at the same time everyday for intake. Exceptions are 

only made when they are scheduled in advanced for reasons such as a job. After intake which 

involves a search of all possessions, dinner is served. After dinner the residents go to their dorms. 

They can sign up to do things like use the computer or meet with a counselor during this time. 

Then at 6:15, it’s smoke break. All smoke breaks are scheduled and there are no exceptions. 

After smoke break, women’s group takes place. I do not know what happens on the other days of 

the week. After women’s group is Alcoholics Anonymous. There is another smoke break which I 

believe is at 9:15. I would assume that bed time is shortly after that. All the residents have to be 
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up and have their chores done very early in the morning. Then they are served breakfast and 

must leave the shelter for the day. This structuration allows every resident to know exactly what 

to expect. I have noticed that with new residents, they often become very confused about 

women’s group because it is not something that happens every day. They may have been staying 

for the shelter for almost a week before Thursday night comes a long and something new 

happens. 

 The last theory I am going to examine is Muted Group Theory. This theory says that 

women are less dominant communicators compared to men. Our language and norms are geared 

toward and men which cause women to be muted and unable to express themselves. The entire 

point of women’s group is to counteract that. There is a reason that Laura’s group is open only to 

the women and not to the entire shelter. Women communicate and express themselves differently  

than men do. The women are also completely outnumbered at the shelter compared to the men. 

While this may be seen as a good thing because it means there are less homeless women in 

Brockton compared to homeless men, it also can make the plight of these women much harder. 

Laura’s group gives these women a chance to express themselves. In doing so they are also able 

to get to know each other. Ultimately, Laura’s group seeks to help the women find inspiration to 

improve their lives. She always says that “we are in transition”. We are always moving from one 

thing to another. By saying that this is a transition period, Laura is trying to give them a feeling 

of empowerment and hope. They can use this time at the shelter to figure out what to do next on 

the way to self sufficiency. Her group aims to give the women the confidence they need in order 

to not be a muted group. She wants them to think positively and see the positive things about 

themselves and their situations. It can be hard for them to see good things when their lives have 
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been so hard, but by requiring the women to think deep down and articulate positive ideas, the 

women who participate are no longer muted. 

Literature Review

 While looking at the research that other academics have conducted on homeless women, I 

found a lot of different information. Not everything that these researchers found correlated 

perfectly with my own experiences. However, the information I found was very interesting and I 

think is still relevant to my study of the communication dynamics of homeless women. 

 The first article I will look is entitled Women Living in a Homeless Shelter: Stress, 

Coping and Leisure. It was written in 2004 by Sandra Wolf Klitzing. Through her research 

Sandra Wolf Klitzing discovered that there are two major themes regarding stress in a homeless 

shelter: experiencing stress and coping with stress. She found that the majority of the women 

have been stressed out almost all of their lives and that the stress began early in their lives. 

Living in the shelter exasperates their stress because they are around many people who are also 

stressed out. Other aspects such as feeling a loss of independence and complying with rules were 

also found to be causes of stress.

 From my volunteer work at MainSpring, I think there are many people who are stressed 

out. They want to be living somewhere else and would do anything to get out of there. They also 

have to be careful to follow all the rules and regulations in order to not be evicted.  Laura’s 

women’s group attempts to help alleviate the stress these women’s are under. Negativity only 

exasperates stress. By having a positive discussion theme each week, these women can take a 

step away from all their problems and focus on the good things they have going for them. 
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Klitzing also found that diversionary activities such as watching TV can be used to alleviate 

stress. The women at MainSpring watch a lot of TV. During my time at the shelter, Family Feud 

is the most common show to watch. The women seem to enjoy figuring out the answers to the 

game show. Another diversionary activity Ally and I had them engage in were arts and crafts. 

One of our most successful projects involved decorating Easter eggs. One woman in particular, 

who is usually very quiet, really took this activity. It was the first time she ever really interacted 

with Ally and I. She usually just sat in the corner and read books, which is also a diversionary 

activity, but it was great to see her use another diversionary activity as well as interact with us 

and the other women in the shelter. 

 The second article I looked was called “Like a Prison!:”Homeless Women’s Narratives of 

Surviving Shelter. This article looked at homeless shelters as institutions similar to prisons or 

mental health facilities. The authors found that the women living in this shelter which they 

nicknamed “The Refuge” fell into three categories in terms of surviving the shelter as a total 

institution. The first category is submission or embracing the total institution. These are women 

that obeyed the rules, did not question the authority of the staff, stayed out of others’ business 

and appeared grateful for what they received. They might be labeled as “good”, “deserving” or 

“appropriate” clientele. When asked if they would change anything about the shelter, these 

women would answer that they liked everything exactly as it was. The next category is adaption 

or reframing the total institution. The women in this group reframed their identities in ways that 

allowed them to define for themselves where they fit within the hierarchy. Within this category 

are two subcategories: emphasizing spirituality and recreation of hierarchy. Those who 

emphasize spirituality embraced their faith and saw it as an “instructional guide” in accepting 
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and resolving their situations. Some of these women may see their situations as punishment for 

something they have done wrong or they might see it more positively as something they have to 

get through to become closer to God. There is a woman at MainSpring who calls herself 

“Reverend” and often quotes bible verses, but she also shows outward signs of schizophrenia, so 

it would be difficult to discern if this category applies to her. 

 The second subcategory, adaption through hierarchies, discerns the differences between 

being “homeless” and being “houseless”. A “homeless” person would be someone who entered 

the shelter because of a disability, perceived lack of judgment or poor decision making. Someone 

in this situation may be an alcoholic or suffer from mental illness. A “houseless” person would 

be seen as someone who entered the shelter due to bad luck such as losing a job or getting 

divorced. A houseless person would see their situation as temporary and free from personal 

blame, while a homeless person would be seen as having a long term problem that she is at least 

somewhat blameworthy for. This creates a hierarchy allowing the women to maintain a sense of 

pride by adapting to the idea that they are better than some of the other residents. 

The third subcategory is resistance or rejecting the total institution. These women make 

an effort to retain a sense of self within the shelter. They might feel closed in by all the rules and 

regulations that shelters have. Many of them find the way they are treated at the shelter to be 

infantilizing or demoralizing. These women feel that they should be able to complain about 

issues they have at the shelter. 

The next article is entitled Enabling Homeless Minority Women to Overcome 

Homelessness by Using a Life Management Enhancement Group Intervention. This article was 
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written in 2009 by Olivia G.M. Washington of Wayne State University’s College of Nursing/

Institute of Gerontology, David P. Moxley of University of Oklahoma’s School of Social Work 

and Jaquelyn Y. Taylor of University of Michigan’s School of Nursing. This article is a study that 

compares the effects of social intervention programs. Specifically, Life Management 

Enhancement (LME) group intervention is compared to non-LME group intervention. The study 

focused on older African American woman because they are the fasting growing homeless 

population. This can be due to the death of a spouse, divorce, or loss of jobs. So far, this is not 

something I have seen at MainSpring. All of the older women are white, while the younger 

women are many different races. The goal of the LME project is to help homeless women 

develop skills in building social relationships and increasing personal control over their lives. 

Achieving these goals could help the women overcome homelessness. These are also very 

similar to my perceived goals of Laura’s women’s group at MainSpring. The authors of the study  

concluded that instead of letting older homeless women to remain victims of their situation, they 

can be taught to strengthen their feelings of self control, increase satisfaction in their 

interpersonal relationships and take responsibility for their actions. It was also found that having 

quality interpersonal relationships might also cause the women to be more resilient to their 

situation both biologically and emotionally. This resilience helps them to face their life 

challenges. 

 The fourth article was also written in by Olivia G.M. Washington and David Moxley, 

along with Lois Garriot of Wayne State University School of Social Work and Jennifer P. Crystal 

of Wayne State University’s Counseling and Psychological Services. This 2009 article is entitled 

Building a responsive network of support and advocacy for older African American homeless 
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women through developmental action research. This article also focused on older African-

American homeless women. This article had two of the same authors as the previous article, and 

it was published in the same year. Because of these shared aspects, much of the information in 

both articles is extremely similar. This article also says that older (age 50+) African American 

women are the fastest growing population of homeless people. This increase in population was 

first discovered in the late 1990s. As noted earlier, this trend is not something that I have 

experienced at MainSpring. This article discusses a program called the Leaving Homeless 

Intervention Research Project, or LHIRP. The study addresses the barriers and personal issues 

that this population faces in overcoming homelessness. The paper also focuses on the benefits of 

action research and community based participatory research, which we have studied in class. In 

this project the researchers first formed partnerships with the women to help them cope and 

overcome their situations. Then the researchers use methods such as art to allow the women to 

express themselves and their feelings about their situation. The art projects I have taken part in 

have been a lot more superficial than this, mostly being themed around holidays and not focused 

on self expression. The authors of the study feel that participatory action research allows them to 

see multiple perspectives of the experienced phenomenon, in this case homelessness. The 

researchers also felt that involving the people they were studying was the most ethical way to go 

about the project, using the disability rights principle of “Nothing about us, without us.” 

 The study focused on two questions: 1) What were the social forces bringing older 

African American women into homelessness at midlife? 2) What was the nature of the lived 

experience of homelessness and what were the consequences of the homeless experience among 

the diversity of women that the investigators encountered?  The researchers came up with seven 
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concepts that helped them to understand the population they were studying. These concepts are: 

issues, complexity of issues, interactibility, hassles, distress, support, and transition effectiveness.  

From my experiences as a participant in the MainSpring women’s group, I find the assessment of 

support to be the most relevant to my project. In the LHIRP, the researchers assessed the support 

that participants received from social services providers, family members and kinship networks, 

internal sources, among the women themselves and their faith and spirituality resources. 

Ultimately, the goal of this study was to find effective strategies to get these women out of 

homelessness permanently. In terms of support, the study made a few conclusions that are 

relevant to my experiences. It found that mutual support from other women who are overcoming 

homelessness helped to motivate the women to reach self sufficiency. It also found that a 

supportive community may prevent the move back into homelessness. 

 The fifth article I will examine is called Invisible Mothers: Parenting by Homeless 

Women Separated from Their Children. It was written by Susan M. Barrow and Nicole D. 

Laborde. This study focuses on what the researchers call, “invisible mothers”, which they 

defined as homeless women separated from their minor children in shelters for single adults. This 

was a descriptive study in which the researchers documented stories of individual circumstances. 

The invisible mothers were interviewed about whether and how they maintain contact and 

parenting involvement while homeless and living apart from their children. They were also asked 

to describe their parenting goals and aspirations as well as barriers and supports that might affect 

their ability to achieve them. Along with the 20 mothers who were interviewed, 10 caregivers 

and 17 caseworkers were also interviewed. The study then went on to describe the life of a 

woman named Donna who had four children that were living with various relatives while Donna 

Gagliardi, 13



resided in a shelter. Donna was a drug user. Donna’s case manager said that Donna’s children 

motivate her to stay off drugs. This is something an invisible mother at MainSpring also said. 

She said that her son checks her arms for needle marks every time she sees him. This woman 

recently went through a detox program is going to enter another program in the hopes to keep her 

progress going. She hopes that eventually her son will trust her and stop looking for needle 

marks, but she has to earn that trust. 

 The researchers in this study found that even though women like Donna were living in 

the shelter without their children, they still continued to see parenting as a primary responsibility. 

There was a woman at MainSpring who I only saw at the shelter once. This was the day that 

Laura’s topic was “What do you love about yourself?” This woman automatically answered that 

she loved being a mom. Despite the fact that she was living in a homeless shelter and her 

children were in foster care, she still loved her role of being a mom and hoped that one day she 

could get her kids back. 

 The last article that I will be looking at is called The Pertinence of Partners: Examining 

Intersections Between Women’s Homelessness and Their Adult Relationships. It was written by 

Jennifer K. Wesely and James D. Wright This study used two different types of research 

methods. Interviews with 20 women residing in a women’s shelter were conducted. These 

interviews were extensive, about two hours long. The interviewees were paid $10 for their 

participation. The second research method involved a 6 person focus group at a shelter that 

housed victims of domestic violence. Through these interviews, the researchers were able to find 

that many of these women were abused by family members. Because of this, at a very young age 

these women turned to boyfriends to find love and acceptance. They often became pregnant and 

Gagliardi, 14



the cycle would start all over again. Other women in the study described what it was like to be 

homeless while being married. From my understanding, the shelters that these women were 

interviewed at housed only men. Since MainSpring houses both men and women, husbands and 

wives and boyfriends and girlfriends are able to reside in the same shelter. However, the men and 

women are separated into different dorms, even if they are married. They are able to interact with 

each other during meals and smoke break. They are also able to spend time with each other when 

they are not in the shelter during the day. However, since the types of shelters that were studied 

by Wesley and Wright, did not house men, I was not able to find an interview with a similar 

situation. At my second to last day volunteering, one of the women announced that she and her 

boyfriend (who also lived at MainSpring) were going to be placed in an apartment together. I 

think that type of situation would be very interesting to study since the couple entered into 

homelessness together and are moving out of it together. 

Methodology 

 This study was a mini-ethnography that was based on participant observation. At times I 

was rather quiet and just observed what was going on around me. At other times I would have 

conversations with the women. This usually happened while they watched TV. During women’s 

group, I participated when it was my turn to give input on the topic at hand, and the rest of the 

time I listened to what the other women had to say. I spent 20 hours at the shelter. I went ten 

times and stayed for two hours each time. While I helped out when needed such as making 

photocopies or pulling files, I spent the majority of my time on the couch in the women’s 

common room talking, observing, listening and participating in women’s group. I also went 

outside with them during smoke break. 
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Data Analysis

 For my ethnography, I did not focus on any one particular aspect of communication. 

Going in, I did not have a theory that I was trying to prove or disprove. I observed and focused 

on all kinds of things such as how the women communicated with each other, how they 

communicated with Laura, how they communicated with other staff members and how they 

communicated with me. By not focusing on any one thing, I think I was able to take in a lot of 

information and not limit myself. I wanted this experience to be as natural as possible. Though 

Laura tried to explain to the residents the purpose of our being there, I don’t think they realized 

that we were studying them and would be writing papers about them. I think they were more of 

the belief that everyone at Stonehill has to volunteer before graduation because it makes you a 

good person. Therefore, I didn’t want it to be like I was studying them. I didn’t want to lead a 

conversation to a certain topic because I was trying to get them to say something that would 

prove or disprove any of my own theories. 

 Every week while I was enrolled in Communication Theory class, I would have to 

volunteer at the shelter and then relate my experiences to theories from the textbook we used in 

class. I never read the textbook before I volunteered. I did not want to be looking for things that 

fit the criteria of different theories while I was volunteering. I think doing this would be getting 

in the way of the relationships I had with these women. Instead, I always volunteered not 

knowing what I would be required to write about for our next class section. After reading the 

chapters describing the various theories, I rarely ever had trouble connecting my experiences to 

these theories. Almost every time, I was able to connect the current week’s theories to my latest 

volunteering experience. Sometimes, a memory from a previous weeks experience would come 
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to mind and I would write about that as well. An example of this is that I related Paul 

Watzlawick’s Interactional View, which is the 13th chapter of our textbook, to a conversation I 

had during smoke break on my first day at the shelter. 

I did not take down field notes each week after I came back from the shelter. After getting 

back from the shelter, I would go straight to a dance class on Stonehill’s campus. However, I felt 

that my journals were detailed enough that I did not need field notes in order to write this final 

paper. But, if I had decided to focus on a specific aspect of communication as opposed to the 

communication dynamics of the women in the shelter as a whole, I think field notes might have 

been necessary. From going through my journals as well as recalling from memory, I am now 

going to write about and analyze some of the topics Laura brought up in women’s group and how 

the women responded to these questions. 

The first time I participated in women’s group, it was a few days before Valentine’s Day. 

Valentine’s Day is often seen as a day where we focus on someone else and tell that person how 

much we love them. Instead, Laura turned the tables on the women. She had them talk about 

what they loved about themselves instead. One women who was new to the shelter took to Laura 

and the group right away. In picking a characteristic that she loved about herself she said, 

“singularity”. By this she meant that she had confidence in herself and didn’t feel that she needed 

to change herself in order to please other people. Another resident said that she loved how far she 

had progressed in her weight loss goals and loved her new body. One resident was very 

uncomfortable with this topic. When she first heard what the topic of the discussion would be 

she said, “nothing”. When it was getting close to her turn she left the circle and went to the 

bathroom, coming back when her turn had passed. She later bragged about how she was able to 
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get out of it. I thought it was very sad that not only could she not think of anything that she loved 

herself, she wouldn’t even give the other women an opportunity to say what they loved about 

her. When other women couldn’t come up with anything, Laura let the rest of the group say what 

they loved about that person. But this woman seemed to be very down on herself and did not 

want praise. This is the same woman that associates Ally and I with “trouble”. 

Another topic that Laura had the women discuss during women’s group one day was, 

“How have you advocated for yourself?” In this discussion, the women talked about many 

different things. One person talked about getting away from friends who only brought her down. 

Similarly, another woman talked about staying away from her family because they were very 

discouraging. Many of the women talked about going into rehab or quitting smoking, drinking, 

drugs etc. One woman said that she had been to rehab “five billion times”. To this Laura 

responded, that she did not fail “five billion times”, she kept trying “five billion times”. Laura 

always puts a positive spin on anything the women say. In this conversation Laura talked a lot 

about herself. She told the women how she quit smoking by praying to Jesus every time she had 

a craving. She admitted this might not work for everyone, but encouraged the women to give it a 

try. She also said that she realized that she associated smoking cigarettes with drinking coffee 

and in order to quit smoking, she had to stop drinking coffee as well. She also told the story 

about how she was able to get out of her abusive marriage and how it was the best thing she had 

ever done in her life. While she has never been homeless, Laura was really able to relate to these 

women by describing the hardships of her own life. She was also able to inspire the women by 

telling them how she overcame those hardships. 
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The last women’s group discussion I am going to analyze happened this week, during my 

last volunteering session. This time, instead of each woman having a short turn in the group, 

Laura asked if one woman would volunteer to be focused on. The question was, “If you were 

offered one redo, to change anything you have done in your life, what would you do instead?” 

The woman who volunteered said that she wished she had never gone back to drugs after having 

a baby. Laura then asked her to go back to the situation in which she was first tempted by drugs 

after having her son. She described the whole situation of her best friend who was braiding her 

hair and told her she had drugs in her bag and asked her if she wanted some. The woman said 

yes. Laura asked her to create a script of what she would say instead. The woman said that she 

would ask her friend to leave the house and to get the drugs away from the baby. Laura 

suggested instead that she say something like, “You know I just had a baby and have been clean 

for 9 months, why would you ask me that?” This way it puts the blame entirely on the person 

offering the drugs. I thought this was a very interesting way to teach communication. Even 

though only one person actively participated in this meeting, I think it gave all the women food 

for thought. She told them that they should plan a script ahead of time for situations that they 

know will happen such as someone offering them drugs. She compared it to when you have a 

fight or argument with someone and after the fact you think of all these really effective lines you 

could have said. She encouraged them to come up with those lines now. 

Discussion

 The results of my study show specific examples of how the communication dynamics of 

homeless women fit the criteria of the various theories that Em Griffin writes about in his 

textbook. Just because these women may be considered to be of “lower class”, because of their 
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housing situation, does not mean that they are unable to communicate effectively with each other 

as well as with the staff and volunteers. Whether the theories had to do with organizational 

communication, rhetorical communication, interpersonal communication, gender and 

communication etc., I was able to relate the communication I observed in the women’s dorm to 

all of these topics. Whether they realize it or not, these women are able to think critically which 

was proven to me in Laura’s women’s group. What they had to say about themselves, and about 

their situations is very valuable in order to figure out ways to help them achieve self sufficiency. 

 However, it is also important to note that homelessness does not define them. They have 

many aspects to their personality and their lives that are also important. Many of them have 

families whom they love and care about. They also have friends both within and outside the 

shelter. They each have their own hobbies which I have observed them participate in during free 

time. This could include listening to music, reading books, knitting or playing cards. Some of 

them also have jobs that they go to during the day. Just as living in a house or a dorm is not my 

main characteristic, being homeless is not theirs. 

 I think this study was unique, because I went in without any assumptions about the 

communication dynamics or a specific idea of what I wanted to study. I used exactly what I was 

presented with in order to write this paper. By doing this, I feel that my paper is very unbiased 

because I have reported my observations exactly as they occurred. While this might not be 

considered normal for academic research, I think it was the best way for me to go about this 

study because I knew nothing about the lives of the homeless population beforehand. If I were to 

continue studying communication dynamics of homeless women, I may choose to focus on a 

more specific theme now that I have been able to study this topic in a very broad sense. 
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Self Reflection 

Despite the fact that when I started volunteering the shelter I was very nervous about 

what these women would be like and how they would react to me, overall it was not a bad 

experience at all. I learned a lot about what life is like day in and day out for homeless people. 

By studying their communication dynamics, I was able to see that they were not that much 

different than me. With the discussion prompts that Laura prepared, these women were able to 

participate in some really deep conversations. These conversations gave me the data I needed to 

complete my ethnography. I am not sure how this would have gone without Laura being there to 

prompt these discussions. Because she has been doing this for so many years, she knew what 

kinds of questions to ask in order to encourage discussion and self reflection. 

I’m not sure how much the women benefitted from me being there. I think they enjoyed 

the crafts and activities that we gave them to do since it was something different from their 

everyday life. However, I think I benefitted a lot more from than they learned from me. Because 

of their willingness to allow me to spend time with them and participate in their women’s group, 

I was able to complete my CBL project, which in turn has allowed me to graduate from college. 

Conclusion

 In conclusion, the communication dynamics of homeless women can be applied to any 

theory communication scholars come up with. By volunteering with these women in the place 

where they spent the majority of their time, I was able to observe how they communicate with all 

the people around them. Despite the fact that these women do not currently have a permanent 
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place to live, they are still human beings. They communicate just like any other person does, and 

whether or not they realize it, their communication dynamics are very much worth studying. 
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