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Educating the Whole Person: Materials
from Our Mini Course
Instructor Reflections

Dr. Michelle Hayford

I’ve long wanted to work with the Reentry Center of Montgomery County, and this seemed like
the perfect marriage of content and purpose to bring to them. I reached out to Jamie Gee,
Manager at the Reentry Center, and proposed the opportunity to work together, bringing UD
students interested in exploring vocation together with Reentry Center Academy participants
who are doing the same, under very different circumstances. The examination of vocation, and
our life’s purpose, is a human endeavor that all of us must grapple with over the course of our
lives. How we model for UD students the exploration of life’s purpose as an ongoing
discernment process that never ends, is critical to their appreciation for honoring their vocational
journey. Having faculty negotiate a community partnership that elicits new vocational directions
and interests for their own teaching and research is a productive way to model commitment to
vocation in real time. Additionally, having UD students explore vocational themes in community
with Reentry Center Academy participants enables them to see both the universality of human
experiences of social responsibility and spirituality, in addition to understanding their relative
privilege as citizens who have not been ensnared by the prison industrial complex. The use of
applied theatre methods to aid this exploration enhanced the empathic experience of this
collaboration.

Dr. Megan Donelson

As an instructor who was curious about community engaged pedagogy but not sure where to
begin, I jumped at the chance to learn how to build community partnerships with institutional
support and guidance. I was lucky to be paired with a colleague who had already established a
relationship with a community partner and had a clear idea of how both the students and the
community partner could benefit; I had the good fortune to learn how complex this work is, how
time consuming, and how personally invested faculty must be, without having to start the
process from square one.

Ethical collaboration requires clear communication about the needs, goals, and resources both
parties bring to the table. This allows for creative thinking about how to build a mutually
beneficial relationship. In our case, we were able to help the Reentry Center create marketing
materials they can use to help showcase the work they are doing for the community. Our
students had the honor of being entrusted with the participants’ personal stories and
perspectives as they reflected on the transition from incarceration to rejoining public life. In our
own class time, students reflected on how their experiences may have been vastly different from



those of the RCAA participants, but their challenges are quite similar: finding their identities as
they seek a place in the world, working to live in alignment with their values, and seeking out
ways to use their gifts to serve others.

Teaching Activities

Applied Theatre
We utilized applied theatre explorations in imagery theatre and theatre of the oppressed tableau
and characterization after participating in workshops with the Reentry Center Academy
participants in order to process and debrief those experiences. Image theatre has students
sculpt their peers into a physical shape to depict a scene that exemplifies an idea or a moment
from a personal reflection that we heard. Theatre of the oppressed exercises have student
directors similarly shape their peers into a still image tableau and then give those characters
voice to hear the interior monologue of any individual character in the scene. It was helpful in
debriefing the personal stories that were shared at the Reentry Center, to physicalize and depict
those stories theatrically, literally putting ourselves into characters and relationships to better
empathize with those experiences.

Some selected photos of these activities can be found here.

Required Readings
The course also had the following required readings to prepare for and contextualize our
experience in the workshops at the Reentry Center with Academy participants, all of which
resulted in robust reflection and discussion in class:

"Service Learning and Community Based Learning"

"The Vocation of Advocacy: Enacting a More Just World"

"Overturning for the Common Good: Membership and Mutuality in a World of Markets and
Meritocracy"

"Queer Vocation and the UnCommon Good"

Creative Writing
As part of the reflective activities on our final class day, students composed blackout poetry
(description and history of this genre can be found here). Source texts were provided, including
criminal justice and legal textbooks, sections of Ohio State Code pertaining to prisons and
criminal justice, and several statements of human rights by international organizations. Students
used these texts to create their own blackout poems – a few examples are shared below.

https://photos.app.goo.gl/MtcFyt22hSo4ddzs7
https://www.thehistoryofblackoutpoetry.org/
















Student Reflections

Arabella Loera
When I began this class, I had no idea what to expect. Based on the description, I knew there
would be some theatre elements as we worked with formerly incarcerated members of our
community. I knew I had to keep an open mind. So, that's what I did. I came to class each week
open to learning and being engaged. This course inspired me from beginning to end and I am
sad that it is coming to an end.

My experience was different from week to week, which kept it exciting. We started off by
discussing the common good (and the uncommon good), vocation, and advocacy. These are all
aspects of my life that I put a lot of focus on and really enjoy talking about. In my mind, these
individual aspects fit together like pieces of a puzzle. We all have to work together to achieve
the common good for everyone. I consider my vocation to be just that. I have always felt called
to serve others. My future career as a lawyer is dedicated to the care and concern I feel for
people being treated justly in every aspect of life. That is where advocacy comes in. It's the way
I will use my voice and actions to serve all people. This course has been a good reminder of our
responsibility to lift those around us up. It has refueled my fire.

Toward the end of the course, I was especially moved during our sessions at the reentry center.
Throughout the various topics discussed with the returning citizens, anyone in the room could
feel the shift. It is sort of hard to describe, but you could feel it when different people were
struggling during a certain part of the session or when they were excited. All of these feelings
were overwhelming, yet very impactful to me as a student. What I will leave this reflection with is
my words for returning citizens everywhere because I have no idea where I would be if I never
heard or don’t often hear these words:

You got this. I have been inspired by you. I believe in you. I am rooting for you. I love you.

Aija Cason
In this class I learned so much about myself and other people as well. We learned lots about
social justice and vocation. Before this mini course I didn’t really think about the hardships and
struggles of people that are reentering the world from prison. During our visits to the re-entry
center , it truly opened my eyes to all different kinds of people and to not judge people because
you don’t know what they have been through. It gave me a chance to feel empathy for these
new people I was meeting and listening to them and their stories. I will never judge someone
that has been to prison again. This mini course was so eye opening for me because to be frank
I have never talked to someone that had been to prison so hearing their opinions were and the
stories of what they have been through as well. I also realized that there are so many more
ways to get involved in Dayton’s community and also help people in the social justice system. At
the beginning of this course when I first learned what we would be doing in this course I was
very hesitant if I belonged in this class but I have enjoyed this course and learned a lot as well.
The class really forced me to do things out of my comfort zone and I’m thankful for that.



Jada Gee
No person can be completely “whole”; we need each other to fill in the missing pieces. These
missing pieces can include a lack of experience, knowledge, and understanding. Without these
pieces, no one knows the world’s full story nor how it would function with someone of a different
caste. One might be biologically human, but personhood is internal. Taking this minicourse is a
step toward getting those pieces back.

This minicourse was more than a take-your-child-to-work day. It was a group of people diverse
in thought trying to collect understanding - to tap in and find another piece of themselves for the
common good. I had some understanding of the Office of Re-entry, but I thought it was more of
a factory, trying to fix people so they are consumable for the world. Then I realized that we are
all broken. We are all in need of repair, nurturing, and healing. I have become more of a person
by fully immersing myself in this experience and connecting these stories.

Anna Kopsick
This mini-course and its related field experiences have been the highlights of my semester. This
course covered a variety of topics related to vocation and social justice, and each meeting
sparked deep discussion and introspection. Our trips to the ReEntry Center allowed us to see
the words in our readings come to live, and gave great context for some of the conversations we
had had. I know that for me, this was an incredibly impactful experience. It's no secret that UD
students often remain in the UD bubble, and are have difficulties breaking out into the Dayton
community. Empathy is one of the more important traits a person can have, and I believe that
this mini-course has deeply improved my empathetic skills. Though I do a lot of work in my
personal life to remove implicit biases, I am not perfect. Interacting with the diverse population
that works with the ReEntry Center has shown me how important it is to reach out to others, and
that creating positive systemic change is one of the most important issues in our world today. I
do not have all of the answers, and I will never pretend that I do. It would be incredibly
inappropriate for me to enter a space and assume that I know what's wrong, and that I have all
the solutions to fix it. Rather, this mini-course has encouraged in all of us a more asset-based
perspective: rather than thinking that we are the solution, we need to look at the assets that
already exist and are doing work in our community, and extend our skills and resources to
where they say we should go. Engaging in this experience with UD peers, faculty, and staff has
reinforced the beauty of empathetic response, and reminded me of how we are called to pursue
the common good in all aspects of life, especially those that we do not directly experience. By
engaging with people who have different beliefs and experiences than us, we are able to have a
more global mindset, and make our pursuing of the common good more authentic and
representative.

Catherine Forrest
On the tail end of this class, I find myself reflecting on the art of advocacy as the simplest of
rituals, as common, vital and rhythmic as breathing. In this liminal space of higher education, it
is all too tempting to fortify the limits, to fashion an echo chamber, to build with ideologies and



buttress with endless syllables that would fail any stress test beyond the hyperbaric limits of the
system we create. We forget how to breathe the same air as the oppressed and convince
ourselves that our high pressure chamber where the voice of advocacy is born.

If we left this space, we might realize we are wheezing, whispering brittle platitudes. We forgot
how to roar, to raise up other voices that build with painful memories and buttress with hope of
something better.

We might remember how to be thankful that we are still alive. We might see us in them and
them in us and us together, and remember that we need each other. We might find that our
integrity can only grow, our ideologies can only improve, our syllables can be filled with more
meaning.

We might find that we can move between worlds, with breath in our lungs, with the voice of
advocacy as simple, as common, as vital as the air we breathe.

Caroline Herling
Empathy was an essential pillar in the manner in which I was raised. I particular moment in my
empathetic development took place when I was 17 years old and a popular classmate (who I did
not get along with) was murdered in a robbery attempt gone wrong. I was suddenly in a position
where I could not relate directly to what my peers were experiencing, but I could understand
their pain without directly experiencing it myself.

Additionally, after taking an intro to community arts seminar course in the fall of 2022, I met
several artists who have worked within the prison system doing art therapy. So, the potential of
working with incarcerated or formerly incarcerated folks was suddenly on my radar prior to
taking UDI 115 02. As a storyteller myself, I know firsthand that the first step to reaching
proficiency in storytelling is by listening– a lot and listening well. Walking into the Reentry
Center, I wasn’t sure what to expect, which in a way, made it easier to go into the experience
without any previously conspired expectations.

The reentering citizens’ stories certainly did not disappoint. There was one moment– one story–
that struck me in particular. Mickey Jr., after his father spoke of his religious life, opened up
about how deeply his social life had to change in order to escape the cycle of incarceration. In
order to do so, he had to break off a best friendship of over 15 years. Personally, I have never
been in a position where I’ve had to break off and grieve relationships built over the majority of
my life, but I can understand the pain and grief that comes along with losing someone by
choice– and this is where empathy plays in.

Empathy is essential, in my opinion, for genuine human connection. There is immense beauty
in the bravery that empowers one’s willingness to be vulnerable enough to open up to another in
an open accepting way. I think, in order to honor one’s vulnerability– empathy is the only
mindset to carry. I think this is a major reason why I was able to go into my experience with the



reentry center without any expectations and ready to listen. Half of being empathetic and
emotionally open to receive the experience of others is to really listen. In doing so, while
listening to Mickey’s experience, I could feel the pain and betrayal he expressed through his
voice and words about the immense loss he’s experienced along with his hope for the future in
his ability to build himself back up. Moreover, in my opinion, being empathetic is the only way to
truly live.
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