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My Liberal Studies degree in Human Rights and Human Development has enabled me to grow as a professional and an individual in ways that never seemed possible.  I learned of the program while discussing graduate school interests with my former psychology adviser.  I was interested in working with racially and economically marginalized groups, but it seemed fruitless, if not immoral, to mend their mental wounds without addressing the battles of social inequality.  I switched to Liberal Studies as a means to use my knowledge in a more proactive and dynamic way.  This program has been truly freeing, it has enabled me to reflect on the broader application of my faith by exposing me to perspectives neglected by the mono-disciplinary approach.  It has provided more practical and enduring training than strictly professional programs.  Liberal studies courses have equipped me to be understanding in diverse settings and use effective reasoning skills in conflicting environments.  Gleaning the insights of diverse disciplines has trained me to weigh situations critically; I can move from specific problems to the broader social issues involved in a situation and vise versa.  My liberal education moves past a ‘liberal arts’ rudimentary understanding of many subjects.  I have learned holistic approaches to reaching social justice, my greatest passion, from experts in carefully selected upper level courses.  To elaborate, my education has focused on the study and treatment of the social, educational, physical, economic, legal, political, and psychological elements of poverty.  

Liberal Studies has not only provided great depth and breadth in the study of these issues, it has also freed me to go out and change them.  My summer practicum work in Honduras (LIB 491) and current internship at the Hispanic Center (SPA 399) have given me firsthand experience in the grassroots approach to poverty.  Nonprofit work is extremely demanding but also extremely necessary, especially for populations seldom represented in public policy.  My fieldwork experiences have taught me how to address issues such as cultural sensitivity, educational inequalities, nutrition, physical threats, fundraising, employment struggles, and much more.  While practical business and psychology techniques are useful for fundraising and serving clients in social agencies, my studies of poverty’s historical and political underpinnings drive me to imagine preventative policy that would eliminate the need for their programs to exist.

My courses in Marxism (LIB 400), Women, Culture, and Poverty (LIB 380), Gender & Economics (ECO 350), Family & Gender in the Developing World (SS 351) and Globalization & Employment (SOC 380) have indelibly shaped my perception of social inequality.  I understand labor policy, underpayment, and exploitation, as well as relevant philosophies such as Liberation Theology, Dependency Theory, Marxism, Modernization Theory, Hegelianism, and much more.  On a pragmatic level, LIB 380 exposed me to the ways in which even children are robbed of equal opportunity through discriminatory school funding and treatment of minorities.  The course exposed students to statistics, policy history, local programs, and telling narratives such as Nickel and Dimed, which in turn taught us the fallacy of the meritocracy and the reality of systematic racism in America.  My gender studies sub-focus taught me that inequality expands across all socioeconomic classes, from the outrageous pay-inequity of corporate women, as taught in ECO 350, to the dire privation of women in developing nations, as explored in SS 351.  

However, courses such as Counseling Theories (taken at Cornerstone University), Child Development (PSY 301), Learning (PSY 363), and an independent study of domestic violence among US Latinos (Cornerstone University) have already given me tools to empower people in such positions.  All of my psychology coursework has been important in developing a parenting class during my Hispanic Center internship.  The class will teach them how to manage conflicts, focus on the progress of their children, and strengthen familial relationships.  I also serve the gang-involved young men in our program, whom my education could benefit as well. My PSY 363 course has been helpful in thinking of ways to motivate the young men to study.  For instance, with my understanding of the competitive nature of male, adolescent peer groups, I could create a competition, which would reward the most hardworking and focused young men with an unknown incentive.  I would give them a small, desirable incentive midway through their session to keep them interested, and a larger incentive toward the end of the day.  I understand their need for this reward schedule through Psychopathology (PSY 303) and Physiological Psychology (PSY 430), which taught that former drug users typically seek exciting, instant gratification and may not respond to an incentive that only comes once per week. 

It is exciting to see all of my studies come together in one internship.  Many other problems faced by Hispanic Center clients have been addressed by courses in my Human Rights emphasis.  For example, my reports regarding the farmworkers’ movement, history, and legal protections have been useful for understanding the journey of many Latinos to the urban setting.  My work also benefits from my independent study of domestic violence in Latino communities, as many gang members have seen abuse in their homes.  The study connected me with local shelters, as well as victim exemptions in immigration law, which could be very helpful for mothers of gang members.  Also, LIB 380 introduced me to numerous local charities, to which I can refer current clients.  I am now familiar with many programs and protections that are available to workers and families, regardless immigration status; all that is needed is an advocate to speak up when their provisions are withheld.  

My highly interdisciplinary studies of human rights have provided me with a foundation of compassion and policy knowledge, while my emphasis in human development helps me to motivate people to do all that they can with situations that are not entirely their fault.  The Liberal Studies program has developed my critical and analytical mind so that I cannot oversimplify the causes of economic inequality.  During the Fall of 2008, Gender & Economics (ECO 350) challenged me with the prevalent Center-Right views of humanism and market theory; meanwhile, LIB 400 had me simultaneously reading Marx’s Das Kapital and critiques of political economy.  Classes like these have helped me challenge the status quo and re-think models that do not value the humans they depend on for their functioning.  Critical policy perspectives were also cultivated through courses such as Latin American Politics (PLS 284), Latinos: The Forging of Ethnic Identities (HST 315), and Employment and Globalization (SOC 380).  Their curricula revealed the responses of the US and foreign governing bodies to social injustice and ultimately, the ways in which they have perpetuated inequality.  This coursework, combined with my practicum in Honduras, has showed me the futility of written, yet un-enforced, policy and provided direction for my career path.  

My integral work in the classroom and on the field has led me to question the legitimacy of a purely research and policy centered approach to fighting poverty.  Though I expanded my studies away from psychology to focus on prevention, children in my fieldwork have cried out that their poverty is extreme, unmitigated, and unaffected by well-meaning writers whose prevention efforts have been corrupted.  They have fallen through the cracks with only a torn safety net to catch them.  My education in social problems and solutions has been so nuanced, instructive, and profound; it reveals that there is no simple solution to poverty and development.  Nonprofit professionals are needed in education, medicine, policy, and law, as well as nontraditional fields such as accounting and engineering.  The best lesson of my liberal studies program has been that a career in social change will always be a journey.  I once despaired, not knowing whether the best solution was in social work, psychology, law, or nonprofits.  Now I realize that solutions are complex and require the contribution of all professions.  The only choice that really counts is the choice to act and immerse oneself within poor communities rather than in luxury and self-indulgence.  Although educational successes have demonstrated that I have the mind and the skill for upper level research, I want to steward my talents to help in an area that is directly working with the poor, not simply trying to convince others to do so.  This decision is based both in my knowledge of systematic poverty and my conviction that awareness is worthless if not followed by action.  Liberal Studies has equipped me quite well for graduate studies in law or public administration, two professions which have the potential to actively restore justice to the poor.  

As a lawyer, my critical thinking and social studies background would serve as a foundation for practicing labor and international law.  My knowledge would counter the temptation to use such a profession to amass wealth; complacency is a choice that my informed conscience cannot choose.  I would fight the heinous labor conditions that disproportionately affect minorities of our nation and impoverished groups abroad.  I would seek justice for those who have been robbed, abused, and exploited in the workplace; I would facilitate public awareness of the effects of current trade policy. 

As a nonprofit administrator, I would be able to run effective grassroots initiatives which are similarly empowering for the poor.  I would focus on issues such as health, education, housing, and fair pay, because, like law, improvements in these areas empower people to climb out of poverty and positions of vulnerability.  

This career choice will become clearer in the year to come, as I do service work with AmeriCorps Vista and/or similar programs to which I am applying.  The confidence with which I can approach either graduate option is a product of the innovative, rigorous Liberal Studies program that I will always look back upon with fondness and gratitude.  

