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For Immediate Release

Northern Kentucky University Master’s Students Head Back to High School.
When students in NKU’s Master of Social Work started their fall term they were surprised – they returned to the high school classroom! No, they didn’t get demoted. The fifteen MSW students and their faculty are part of the innovative Dixie Mentorship program at Dixie Heights High School in Kenton County Kentucky.
“A parent of a student at Dixie Heights, Benita Rubio, noticed that there was a rapid increase in homeless students at that school,” MSW program director Dr. Holly Riffe explained. “She mentioned it to her colleague, Jan Ising, the McKinney Vinto Homeless outreach coordinator.” Jan and Benita along with  NKU’s MSW and the Dixie Heights High School faculties began to brainstorm about how NKU might help in a way that could be beneficial to both the NKU student and the students of Kenton County. The Dixie Mentorship program was born. 
Classes for the second year students in the MSW program are held at Dixie Heights High School. In addition to taking classes the MSW students are assigned a Dixie Heights High School student who had been identified as “at risk.” The MSW students are to offer a “listening ear” and provide direction to help the Dixie Height student to overcome barriers toward completing their education.
When the mentorship program was started no-one knew just how far-reaching it would be. The NKU master’s students quickly became aware if issues their mentees were facing that the high school administration wasn’t aware of.  
One MSW student recalls, “At our first meeting my mentee he told me that he was living out of a duffle bag in the woods near the football stadium. I was a little shocked but when I reported it to the administration, they found him a place to live.”  
Acquiring practical, first-hand experience with adolescents from diverse background is a part of the MSW program.  An MSW student observed, “I grew up poor. But it was painfully obvious to me that my mentee’s cultural identity was significantly different from my own. Their family life circle is unlike anyone I have met before. It is as if they are from another planet or world.” However, while initially challenging, this experience enabled the MSW students to refine and enhance social work engagement skills related to working with children and adolescents. As another student pointed out, “I have also been forced to be aware of my own limits regarding my knowledge of things like drug use, as well as my responsibility to not clinically evaluate or judge the mentee.”
“Social workers rarely get to experience the inner workings of their clients’ environment,” said Ms. Ising. “These interns are exposed to a variety of experiences and opportunities to work with students, but also to work with our staff, learning the behind-the-scenes issues of serving at-risk students. This is a real world experience.” 
The NKU graduate students are getting a firsthand look at the problems at-risk students face on a daily basis such as lack of housing or eviction, food, and medical attention. “Interesting insights have emerged.” said Ms. Ising. “The at-risk students respond positively to the interns for at least two reasons: 1) one-on-one contact focuses on the at-risk student's specific needs and concerns: and 2) the interns are young adults, in tune with children and youth.”
The MSW students were trained in a cutting-edge technique called “photovoice”, which gives at-risk children and adolescents the opportunity to communicate through photographs. As one Dixie High School student stated, “I don’t believe that my opinion is valued and respected. No-one really listens to me when I speak. But these pictures tell the story for me.” Despite the fact that many students needed motivation to take the photographs and several even lost the cameras, all of them completed the project successfully and will share the images with Dixie Heights administration during a gallery forum in the spring semester.
The MSW faculty faced challenges as well. “We didn’t quite know what might happen since our classes are in the evening and Dixie students are there in the daytime. So there was some faith involved. We didn’t know who our mentees would be and what challenges they were facing. But we had a curriculum in place that the MSW students needed to cover. Fortunately we are blessed to have brilliant and risk-taking faculty, Drs. Willie Elliott, an expert in mentoring, and Dana Harley, an expert in Photovoice, who agreed to take the challenge and develop courses that were flexible enough to support the MSW student and the mentorship program.” said Dr. Riffe. 
One of the participating graduate students noted, “I honestly believe that people are capable of accomplishing anything if they want it enough and are willing to work hard to achieve it.  I also recognize there are obstacles along the way and helping others remove those obstacles is why I am committed to social work. What I haven’t been privy to is the cold hard actual gritty process that someone goes through to get there.” 
Dr. Dana Harley, one of the founders of the program agrees, strongly believing that “doing this kind of work for a living (social work) requires a passion to work with young people and a keen understanding of the perspective of others.”
According to the National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and Youth (NAEHCY), homelessness among school-age children is on the rise, with 39% of US school districts reporting more homeless students in the first six months of the 2009-2010 school year than the entire previous year.[footnoteRef:1]  Programs like the Dixie Mentorship will hopefully make a difference. The MSW students in the program will have the opportunity to directly address Dixie administrator and influence future policy making and support systems at the school.  The firsthand information the MSW students gain from their mentees can change the way the schools address the problem.   [1:  A Critical Moment: Child & Youth Homelessness in Our Nation's Schools NAEHCY 2010
] 

The fifteen graduate students will mentor the fifteen Dixie Heights High School student for the entire year. 
The MSW program at NKU hopes to involve other schools where student homelessness is an issue.  The MSW follows an innovative teaching style, focused primarily in application-based approaches to learning and case studies. This mentorship program is a perfect fit for the mission and purpose of NKU’s MSW as well as reflecting NKU’s commitment to community partnerships and civic engagement.
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About NKU

Northern Kentucky University is a growing metropolitan university of more than 16,000 students served by nearly 2,400 faculty and staff on a thriving suburban campus near Cincinnati. To find more information about NKU, check out http://www.nku.edu. 
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