Students role-play lessons in poverty
By Wendi C. Thomas (Contact), Memphis Commercial Appeal
Sunday, September 28, 2008 
PERRYVILLE, Ark. -- As it grew dark Friday night, the dinner had barely begun over a wood stove, despite the attempts of dozens of people from Thailand, Appalachia, a refugee camp, foreign urban slums and Guatemala.
Or, more accurately, Central High students playing the role of people from places where poverty rules.
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We were at Heifer Ranch, about a three-hour drive from Memphis and worlds away.
If you do not want to see how unequally the world's resources are distributed, do not come to this ranch.
If at every turn, you do not want be reminded that four-fifths of the world lives in poverty, stay away.
But if you dare to be confronted, maybe convicted, by the affluence that most Americans enjoy, Heifer Ranch -- with its lack of indoor plumbing and paucity of potable water -- is for you.
The 1,200-acre working ranch provides a hands-on experience in how most of the world lives.
Central High teacher Hardy Thames, who brought half of his AP Government and Facing History students here, could lecture for years and never convey what these students learned in an overnight trip.
After several thoughtful exercises and a litany of statistics -- did you know that North America has 5 percent of the world's population but represents 32 percent of the world's private consumption? -- the experience began in earnest with a lottery.
It's not unlike the lottery of birth, where you are thrust into a family of many resources, few or none at all.
The lottery began with seven students who were brought to the front of Guatemala's barn.
Each was handed a small water balloon and an apron with a pocket in front. They were the pregnant mothers, Heifer Ranch volunteers announced, and each village's family would have one.
At some point during the night, each mother would deliver her balloon baby and if it were to break and "die," the entire family must sit for 20 minutes and mourn the loss of life.
At this, the students laughed -- a few of the moms were teenage boys.
But the mood quickly turned serious as the village assignments were handed out, villages we'd toured earlier in the day.
More than one student bowed his or her head in prayer.
Everyone wanted to live in Guatemala.
Compared to the dirty floors of the urban slums, or the refugee camp with its blue tarp, Guatemala, with bunk beds with mattresses, a closet, an indoor stove, a front door, and a drinking water pump right outside -- it might as well have been The Peabody.
But only a few people were lucky enough to get Guatemala and the rest grabbed their belongings and grumbled, headed for their new home for the night.
This planet has enough grain to provide each of the world's 6.6 billion people a plentiful 3,500 calories a day, Lindsay Kuehn of Heifer Ranch told the students.
"If there's enough food for everyone, why does hunger exist?" she asked.
The "why" became clear as each "village" got its basket of resources. Unequal resources.
Those assigned to the refugee camp got nothing. Appalachia had all the wood, but not enough food. Some had matches, others didn't. Some had pots, others didn't. Only Guatemala had water for cooking.
My village, in Thailand, had 11 family members, a lot of rice, a few eggs, several onions -- and we lived in raised huts, one of which was raised above the family's chickens.
We also owned two pigs and had a garden -- so by global standards, we were doing pretty well.
A Thai leader quickly emerged -- senior Warren Knowles, 17.
His idea: All the nations would pool their resources so everyone would have enough. "Why don't we just steal the wood?" someone in the family asked. "No!" a chorus quickly exclaimed.
Thailand would invite the refugees to dinner, even though they had nothing to give.
Sounded good, until the four students who made up the Zambian family decided they preferred self-sufficiency. So they said no to the grand global cookout, took their resources and walked back up a hill to their brick hut.
Peeved that Zambia had backed out of what they thought was a done trade agreement, a few of the Thais did exactly what moments earlier they'd rejected as unethical and immoral.
With the promise of dinner later, they bribed a few refugees to steal all of Zambia's "resources" (carrots, potatoes and cooking oil) while Thai family members distracted the Zambians with the pretense of diplomatic talks.
Zambia, understandably, was furious and vowed revenge, and not everyone was in agreement with the rash decision to rob Zambia.
"I'm for world peace," said Artice Carter, 17, a senior living in the Thai village. "I'm so idealistic -- let's just go be nice! ... But that's not how the world words."
Hajie Sesay, 17, gamely (lamely?) tried to explain: "We're forcing them to be involved. If they don't have any food, they'll be involved."
Zaphora Clark-Garcia, 17, a senior, announced that Zambia had declared war on Thailand. Uh-oh.
I was there as a chaperone, and we adults could either be the family's elder or a 2-year-old. Either way, we were instructed to allow the students to work out the situation themselves.
Still, I couldn't help but wonder what Zambia revenge might look -- or feel -- like.
Trinishia Lawson, 16, a junior, was Thailand's pregnant mother. She observed all the drama around her, as representatives from various villages came to Thailand, having heard of Warren's plan for a group meal.
"I'm already thinking differently," she said, standing on the steps to the Thai hut, patting her balloon baby. "I'm grateful for my bed, a real roof, real windows."
About 30 minutes before the sun set, Knowles began a fire and women from various countries began chopping up the vegetables.
Everyone was annoyed by the glacial pace of the food preparation; there were many generals but few soldiers, and even one of the chaperones, an elder previously sworn to stay silent, couldn't help but give the cooks advice -- boil the water before you put in the rice.
What seemed like a lifetime later (but was probably just two hours or so) a barely edible dinner was served, including the saddest hot water cornbread ever made.
Teacher Thames -- now called Timmy by the students -- had adopted the persona of a 2-year-old, and often wandered off and had to be fetched from the field. He knocked over someone's cup. And kicked dirt into a fledging fire. (Overheard: "Timmy needs a spanking.")
Frustrated, some of the refugees had gone off to make their own fire with donated wood and scrambled some eggs they'd been given. (Overheard as a group struggled to start a fire: "I wish I'd stayed in Girl Scouts a little longer.")
Even with the semi-collaboration of resources, most got very little to eat and many got nothing at all.
In less than three hours, 40 teens had managed to recreate global geopolitics with all its messiness, including the undeniable desire for revenge -- which came in the form of two Zambians rushing the Thailand hut at 4 a.m., banging pots and plates. (And this even though the Zambians had been taken plates of food as a peace offering, food they refused to eat.)
Betrayal and hunger will make you do some crazy things.
Saturday morning, students emerged from their meager sleeping quarters, sobered by the lack of food and sluggish from the lack of sleep.
But there was work to be done, and Heifer Ranch volunteers quickly turned each family toward the morning chores for their village.
In Thailand, that meant weeding the garden where arugula grew. And replacing the soiled straw with clean straw in the chickens' coop, a chore Kristi Wilson and Zacarius Walker, both 16 and in the 11th grade, quickly agreed to do, even though they squealed as the chickens came close.
Zaphora, a team player if ever there were one, took the smelliest chore -- cleaning one of the composting toilets.
And then, she took another -- taking bucketsful of pig slurry and dumping some into a compost heap in the garden and others into a nearby sorghum field.
Several others took turns trying to hose the pigs' waste out of the cage and into a drain, which was attached to a huge black tank where the waste turns into methane gas used to power a stove in Thailand. (This is an example of "appropriate technology," in Heifer Ranch lingo, the kind of device that can help a village in a developing nation become self-sufficient.)
What causes hunger around the world, as the drowsy students saw in the debriefing exercise Saturday morning, were the same things that caused their hunger in their overnight experience: mismanagement of resources, unequal distribution of resources, poor communication, corruption, selfishness.
This is what Thames wanted his students to live -- how difficult life is for so many of our global neighbors. And he wants them to consider the difference they can make, even as teens, with the choices they make.
The solutions came fast -- like shopping locally. Eating less meat. Supporting fair trade products. Planting community gardens.
And electing leaders who care about global hunger and poverty -- a topic that didn't come up in Friday night's presidential debate.
"This will be very memorable," said Artice, as she climbed up a trail toward Guatemala's village as the experience drew to a close. "I have never been so thankful for indoor plumbing."
Contact Wendi C. Thomas at (901) 529-5896 or e-mail thomasw@commercialappeal.com.
On the web 
Go to rooma02.com to help sponsor Thames' next trip, in late October, to Heifer Ranch, to learn more about his students' Freedom Writers' project or to get in touch with him.
Learn more about Heifer Ranch at heifer.org.
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