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What’s Up?! 
Humanizing Homelessness 

By Abra Lipton 

“If I can just help one per-

son, it’s fine, it makes sense 

to me, I had a purpose in 

this world,” in one of my last 

interviews here at ACC, 

James, a man who was re-

leased from jail just two 

weeks before I spoke to him, 

said this to me. He wants to 

tell his story, in hopes that 

someone will hear it and 

avoid the path his life took 

towards incarceration, 

drugs, and homelessness. I’ve heard many other people within Amherst’s 

community express this to me before in interviews and in everyday con-

versation. In a society immersed in consumer culture and self-absorption, 

many of us still feel this way—I feel this way. 

In the summer of 2016, I spent most of my days in ACC’s office. I went 

well above my required 12 hours a week, sometimes coming in every day. 

I was a new intern and I found my place and sense of purpose within the 

organization quickly. After I helped publish my first edition of our news-

letter, I spoke to a man at the weekly community breakfast at the UUSA 

above ACC’s office. He told me about the importance of the work I was 

doing, then, to my surprise, had me sign a copy of the newsletter for him. 

At the time, it seemed comical to me, I doubted that he’d keep the copy 

for long. Who knew if he even had a place to keep it? Reflecting upon it 

later, I realized that what I was doing was more important than I could 

have ever imagined. I was helping to give a voice to a group of people who 

seemed to be invisible. I was shining a light on an issue that we all are 

faced with every day, around every street corner, but are still blind to. 

I don’t know exactly how many people read our newsletter every month, 

but we do email it to over 1,000 people and hand out even more physical 

copies most months. However, I do know that the articles I write have a 

big impact on the people we work with. Being able to listen to someone’s 

story is a special thing and I know many of the people I have interviewed 

were grateful for the opportunity to share their experiences. 

1 Edited & written by Abra Lipton with contributions from O. Bailey, S. Boon, L. Frank, H. Jin, N. Scott, L. White, and G. Zarkadas. 

Amherst Community Connections 
121 North Pleasant Street, Amherst, MA 
“To empower, advocate for, and assist those in need.” 

 

What is it like to be on the in-

side? Learn more on June 14th 

with our participant, James! 

What’s New?! 

Wednesday, 6/7, 10-11:30 
am @ ACC office, The Most 
Memorable Camping 
Trips! Pete and Sophie Rogers 

Wednesday, 6/14, 10-11:30 
am @ ACC office, Life Within 
a Jail Cell, James Theriaelt  

Wednesday, 6/21, 10-11:30 
am @ ACC office, Life After 
Life, Richard Martin and John 
Deschemes 

Tuesday, 6/27, 9-10:30 am 
@ ACC office, Working 
Things Out: A Workshop, 
Richard Martin, Center for 
Transforming Relationships 
(sign up necessary) 

Wednesday, 6/28, 10-11:30 
am @ ACC office, Positive 
Psychology, Lori & Mark 
Tuominen, UMass 

Abra, pictured right, with her horse Libby. 
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We tend to talk about homelessness without talking to 

people who are homeless. In fact, every story I had the 

chance to listen to and write about was individual, yet 

somehow, we clump “the homeless” together without 

taking their distinct stories into account. More than 

being important for the people we work with, it’s im-

portant for everyone in the community to read these 

stories. To get a glimpse of someone else’s life is an 

important treasure, especially when that person has 

experienced struggles that you may be fortunate 

enough never to experience. Realizing that when hav-

ing conversations about homelessness, we’re talking 

about real people is an important part of coming up 

with realistic options to ending homelessness. 

We need to give a face, a name, a voice to these peo-

ple—to humanize homelessness—and come together through our community. We can only ignore and crimi-

nalize the panhandlers and people sleeping in our doorways for so long—talk to them, listen to them. Allow 

these kind, smart, and hardworking individuals to inspire you, as they have done for me. 

This is my last issue of What’s Up?! and I will miss the people who inspire me daily—my coworkers and the 
participants here at ACC—dearly. I hope to continue writing in the future, hopefully for a purpose as im-
portant and inspiring as this newsletter has been to me. 

▪▪▪ 

A New Challenge 
By Gabe Zakardas 

My favorite part of interning at ACC has been the experience I was 

able to gather from working individually with participants. Estab-

lishing on-going professional relationships with participants has 

taught me a lot. It has been an amazing experience learning how to 

work with the strengths of the participants I work with in order to 

work towards their goals. Additionally, it has been a great experi-

ence being able to work with and learn from the ACC staff. Namely, 

Hwei-Ling, Lillian, and Priya have each taught me so much in their 

own way. I have learned concrete skills such as doing intake notes 

with clients, applying for federal benefits, searching for affordable 

housing, and writing resumes/cover letters for folks. However, I 

have also learned a lot less-tangible skills as well. For instance, I 

have learned how to listen, offer advice, and challenge/empower 

participants to take a degree of action into their own hands. 

What I found most challenging was learning how to challenge par-

ticipants. For instance, as a part of the Frequent Flyer program, I 

found it particularly difficult to challenge clients to work harder for 

their points. Other times I found it difficult to empower people to 

take action for themselves. For me, it seems intuitive to be as help-

ful as possible in any circumstance. However, I have had to learn 

that sometimes you need to withhold a degree of help in order to 

get the participant to be empowered to take action. This was also true in regards to our bus pass policy. It 

seemed intuitive to make it as easy as possible to get bus passes via the frequent flyer program for homeless 

Abra, pictured left, with a participant last summer. 

Gabe, pictured left, with Nora, who he 

works with weekly. 
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New Adventures at ACC  
By Elizabeth Woods 

Throughout my semester working at ACC I have enjoyed working on 

the Valley Gives fundraiser. I have never been a part of a large fund-

raising campaign before, so I feel that I have learned a lot from this ex-

perience and will be able to use my new knowledge in the future. I 

think interns at ACC are trusted with a lot of responsibility, which al-

lows for more growth and learning. My writing skills have improved 

from framing our campaign through various stories and explanations 

of why homelessness needs to be ended in Amherst.  

On top of Valley Gives, I also enjoy doing publicity for events at ACC 

and making flyers. Flyer design is a great way to explore your creativity 

and have some fun with the work. I liked having lighter tasks like this 

on top of the more difficult and long term work of the fundraiser. Hav-

ing new tasks everyday made working at ACC more exciting because 

you are constantly learning how to do new things and getting variation 

in your days. I generally enjoy being active so having variation at work 

made this internship interesting for me. 

While I have enjoyed the work I have done at ACC, there have certainly 

been challenges in learning how to tackle tasks that are new to me. For 

example, planning a publicity timeline for Valley Gives was unexplored 

territory for me, so I had to learn quickly and find out how to do the 

job effectively. The fast paced environment at ACC means you have to 

be able to adapt quickly and maintain some flexibility. Though some tasks were challenging, I learned a lot 

and can take my new skills with me to my next stage in life. 

I have learned a lot about how a non-profit is run from this internship, and hope to follow a career in the field 

of non-profit or NGO management. My role at ACC was more behind the scenes, rather than working directly 

with clients. As someone with a big-picture mindset, I think the organizational side of working at a place like 

ACC is a good fit for me. I gained new knowledge about poverty and homelessness from this internship as well 

as from writing my Senior Thesis on welfare policies in the U.S. With insight from both the internship and 

thesis, I hope to do more work combating poverty and inequality. I enjoyed doing research that related to the 

work that ACC does because I could connect what I read to real examples. Based on these experiences, I plan 

to follow a career that includes organizational work and research with the goal of reducing poverty. 

participants. However, Hwei-Ling showed me that it is sometimes important to make these rewards more 

challenging to receive. 

This internship has impacted my career choice insofar as it has given me invaluable experience in the social 
service industry. As of now I am split between going to grad school for social work or nursing. Coming in to 
this internship I was planning on attending an MSW program soon after graduation. However, I am now 
strongly considering a career in nursing as well, more specifically: psychiatric mental-health nursing. I will be 
applying for jobs in the summer and have been talking to the director of a non-profit school for Autistic chil-
dren in eastern MA. I feel as though this would be a good way for me to gain more experience through work-
ing with a new demographic of folks. Working with individuals with mental disabilities is something I feel 
would be a great experience to help further orient myself to a career in psychiatric mental-health nursing. I 
will likely work for a year, and then apply to graduate programs in the fall of 2018. Ultimately, my time at 
ACC has resulted me firming up my decision to pursue a helping career, and has pushed me in ways that I 
greatly appreciate. 

▪▪▪ 

Elizabeth, pictured, giving a talk an 

welfare in the US. 



Case Work Connections 
By  Lauren White 

Interning at Amherst Community Connections has truly been a wonderful and eye-opening experience. I was 

grateful enough to be able to work on several projects and create many articles for the website and Facebook 

page. My favorite part about interning at ACC is by far attending the community breakfast and Incubator Meet-

ings each Wednesday. When I worked in the office, participants were often more sheltered and did not open up 

as much about their personal lives, but at the breakfast, they were often chattier and livelier. I was able to get a 

better sense of who they really are in this environment. The Incubator Meetings also allowed for a more per-

sonal environment where people shared their likes, dislikes, and personal problems. 

My favorite project was creating the fundraising letter for this spring. I had never done something like that be-

fore and I was glad I got the experience to do so. I enjoyed reading fundraising letters from the past and adapt-

ing it to my own style as well as incorporating stories from participants that I had a personal relationship to.  
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Looking Back and Ahead 
By  Lily Frank 

I have learned a lot in the past school year while interning at Am-

herst Community Connections. Gaining experience working with our 

participants has been invaluable to me in developing skills and in 

considering my long-term career goals. I have learned a lot and 

gained a better understanding of the various issues that affect people 

experiencing poverty and homelessness. Learning more about these 

issues has helped me be more able to effectively help the people that 

I work with here. I have also learned from listening to the stories and 

insights of our participants. I think that the most important thing 

that I have learned at ACC this year is that most problems don’t have 

quick and simple solutions, particularly the ones that our partici-

pants face. 

Some people know what they want early on and have clear goals for 

their career and their lives. Me… not so much—I’ve been pretty inde-

cisive. Figuring out my career aspirations has been a slow journey. 

As I approach the end of my internship at ACC and my graduation, it 

has become clearer to me that I want to pursue social work in the fu-

ture. I have considered many different career options over the past 

few years, and social work is the only thing that has remained a con-

stant option. Interning at ACC has been instrumental in coming to this conclusion because it took the idea of 

being a social worker and made it concrete. I want to work for a few years and gain more experience before I 

apply to graduate programs in social work, but I’m fairly certain that this is the path that I want to pursue. 

The most challenging thing about this internship is something that I mentioned earlier, that there aren’t quick 

solutions. It’s frustrating that it takes so much time to achieve goals like finding people housing, especially 

when people are reliant on shelters during that time. Many people who come to ACC are in extremely difficult 

circumstances, and even though they need things to change immediately that often can’t happen. One positive 

thing that I have gained from this challenge is watching how resilient people are. It has been empowering to 

watch people try to work towards their goals despite their frustrations and challenges. The challenges that I 

have faced in the past year at ACC have helped to make it a better experience because the challenges have 

made it more fulfilling, and because it is during challenges that we experience the most growth. 

▪▪▪ 

Lily, pictured right, working with a par-

ticipant on a job search. 
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During my time at ACC I was also given the opportunity 

to research an organization called Soldier On. I re-

searched the organization in depth and made several calls 

to local officials in an attempt to one day have a meeting 

about potentially getting veteran housing in Amherst. It 

was frustrating when I would call and leave messages for 

people and they would not return my calls. While I under-

stand that they have many other things to do in a day, it 

would have been nice to speak to them more directly 

about an issue that persists in our community. 

Before interning at Amherst Community Connections, I 

had no idea what it was like to work in the human services 

field. I had experience engaging with people who use 

SNAP benefits, but I had no prior experience with people 

who were homeless or had mental health issues. This in-

ternship experience made me see that it takes a lot of persistence and hard work to be in this field. I am still 

deciding if this field is the right career choice for me, but I would not change anything about the experiences I 

have gained over the past few months. 

▪▪▪ 

Lauren, pictured far right, with a participant and 

Nelson Roman, Holyoke city councilor (center). 

Lightening the Load 
By  Sam Boon 

My favorite part of interning at ACC has probably been 

my time spent at Jones Library. At Jones Library, my 

job is more or less equivalent to an information/help 

desk. If someone comes looking for housing, shelter, 

healthcare—or as is often the case: resume and help 

with job applications.  Since people are free to stop by 

at their leisure, it is usually less chaotic than the morn-

ing routine at ACC. Even still, I’m able to help 2-3 peo-

ple a day, which is slightly more than I can personally 

help during case management on a given Friday morn-

ing—in which traffic is much heavier, but, many tal-

ented caseworkers are there to lighten the load. 

Libraries generally have a pleasant atmosphere mak-

ing for a nice place to get work done. Some days are 

slow, but even then, I’m usually able to spend time 

working on individual research projects for ACC—so 

it’s rarely unproductive. However, I can’t necessarily say it’s always as pleasant for those who are in need of 

assistance. I’ve heard multiple stories about abusive landlords, previous incarceration, and failing health. 

Though these stories aren’t endemic to the library themselves, it’s still a grim tale. I hope that it’s at least 

somewhat cathartic for them to get these stories off their chest. 

On the opposite side, the hardest project for me this semester was undertaking research to find public housing 

policies in Germany. Prior to undertaking the project, I had finished a similar project with the United States, 

in which the outline was exactly the same: to give an overview of the most prominent forms of public housing 

in the country. When compiling data on the United States, I had a lot of resources to choose from—the H.U.D. 

webpage, the UMass library, etc. When finding resources for Germany, I was heavily restricted by the lan-

guage barrier. Because of this, I found 2 reliable sources with about half as much information. Policies that 

Sam, pictured left, doing casework with a participant. 



Grounded in Reality 
By Owen Bailey 

Interning at Amherst Community Connections has taught me 

valuable skills and lessons while giving me insight as to what 

sort of work I may want to be doing. My favorite project that I 

have worked on has been my research on the incarceration sys-

tem, especially my interview with James. I’ve thoroughly en-

joyed investigating and writing about the issue. It is a satisfying 

process to start with an idea, solidify it with data, and subse-

quently format it for readers to get your point across. On top of 

that, it is an important issue that I am very interested in—

making it that much more rewarding to work on. During the 

project I found that speaking to James was my favorite part. The 

human side of issues like these often gets lost in the numbers, 

and James’ story was a perfect way to ground it in reality. He 

has an incredible desire to be free for once in his life, and his 

friendliness made it that much more interesting to hear his sto-

ry.  

My work with Hannah on the Restoring Dignity project was 

probably the most challenging thing I worked on. In the early 

stages, there was a lot of outreach to fraternities and different 

organizations on campus for assistance fundraising. Most of the time my emails were left without response, 

and when they did get a response it was rarely positive. It was somewhat frustrating because it was mostly out 

of my hands, all I could do was send emails and texts and be sure to follow up. There was not much I could do 

to actively fundraise, putting me in a a position of feeling powerless. However, as the project progressed, Han-

nah got some positive responses to our pleas for fundraising, we started the necklace sale, and it became easi-

er to assist in the project and the feeling of powerlessness dispersed.  

My time at ACC has impacted my thoughts on possible career paths, but not in the way one might expect. The 

internship is a great environment for producing social workers and other people suited for similar professions. 

However, the part I most enjoyed was the process of investigative research and designing research for con-

sumer consumption. The publication of the newsletter and writing the articles that it entails is something that 

captured my attention. I intend on majoring in journalism, and hopefully continuing to do similar work 

throughout my career. Working at ACC helped me develop many skills and identify what sort of work I enjoy 

and would like to pursue. It has overall been an incredibly beneficial experience for me, and is work that I am 

proud and happy to be doing.  

seemed unclear like “Wohngeld” and “Sozialhilfe” would take multiple searches for information, and little 

would be returned that didn’t further confound things. 

When thinking about future career choices, ACC has given me direction by virtue of work experience. I know 

that I’d like to do something that feels fulfilling (I’d also like to be in a touring rock band as well—but that’s 

beside the point). Poverty is an institutional problem with a multitude of factors and it’s nearly impossible to 

solve as one person. Someone who is looking for a job and housing without access to transportation, clean 

clothes, and other amenities that are often taken for granted, is going to have difficulties, even if they’re the 

most hardworking person in the world. Sadly, they will almost never appear that way to potential employers. 

Being able to make an impact, whether big or small, is important. Instead of an innocuous career that feels 

meaningless to me, I know I want to do something more efficacious—and for furthering this ambition, I can 

thank ACC. 

▪▪▪ 

Owen, pictured, credits ACC with helping him 

to choose a career path 
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Experiences to Last a Lifetime 
By Hannah Jin 

Interning this past semester at ACC has been an incredible 

experience of learning, doing new things, and receiving differ-

ent perspectives that I have never been exposed to before. The 

wide range of projects and tasks that I was assigned to during 

my time here have been both challenging and exciting, and 

through them, I was able to gain so much more knowledge. 

My main project while I was interning was starting up the Re-

storing Dignity for Homeless Women. Period. fundraiser pro-

ject. This project was not only my favorite project, but it was 

also my most challenging one. This was my favorite because 

most my time was spent investing in just this project and ad-

vocating for underrepresented people is something that I am 

passionate about. Before even coming into intern at ACC, I 

was aware of the significant population of people who are 

homeless in the Amherst area, however, through jump start-

ing this project and doing more research, it sparked even 

more of a passion to help those in need of such resources, especially the women within this population. On the 

other hand, the Restoring Dignity project was also my most challenging because of the nature of how fund-

raising is. There were times when I was discouraged at the fact that there weren’t enough funds coming in, no 

one was donating to the fundraiser, or when I wasn’t receiving responses from campus organizations for col-

laboration. Although I was passionate about the cause, it was hard for me to be the one in charge of everything 

to do with this project and to make sure that it was successful. But even with this said, I really did enjoy being 

a part of this fundraiser campaign and it was a rewarding experience for me to know that I played a part in 

helping women who are homeless and are in need in my community. 

Interning at ACC has also impacted my future goals and 

career choice. I have always wanted to work for a non-

profit organization in one way or another and having 

that first-hand experience at ACC has shown me both 

the feelings of fulfillment and struggles while working 

for a non-profit— otherwise known as reality. I now un-

derstand the workings of how a non-profit operates and 

although there are many challenges, it gets me excited to 

continue with that dream and passion to work for one in 

the future. ACC has shown me and helped me to pin 

point what exactly I am interested in and how I can use 

my interests in so many different aspects. I was able to 

use my interests for health/public health along with my 

passions for film and photography towards my various 

projects at this non-profit organization. I now realize 

that I am fully capable of utilizing all my talents and pas-

sions when working in an organization like ACC in the future. Working with ACC has also helped me to culti-

vate an even deeper desire for advocacy and public policy. While briefly working on a research project on 

helping to create legislature or policy for the right to shelter for individuals, I was also able to use my skills 

and prior experience with working in the State Government office towards this research. I realize now that 

there are so many areas of work that interest me and that I can use these aspects towards working for organi-

zations like ACC. Non-profits are more than just advocating for the specific cause, but also requires so much 

more work behind the scenes. Overall, interning at ACC has been beneficial for me and has enlarged my goals 

and aspirations for my future career.  

Hannah, pictured right, with Sam, a local jewelry mak-

er and collaborator on Restoring Dignity. 

Hannah, pictured, enjoys photography in her 

spare time. 
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Reflecting on a Wonderful Term 
By Natalie Scott 

Joining the team this term as a new volunteer I had no idea what a 

fun, challenging, and eye-opening experience ACC would provide to 

me. Whenever I step in through those doors there is a new task to 

complete or a new hurdle to overcome and when it is time to wrap-up 

I am proud to say that ACC always leaves the community in a better 

place even if it was just helping one individual that day. Hwei-ling 

Greeney, the executive director, works tirelessly while maintaining 

strong personal connections, not only to the community members, 

but also her interns making everyone feel welcome. The some of the 

tasks that ACC has given me have been more challenging than others, 

but all have provided me a chance to participate actively in my com-

munity. 

My favorite part of volunteering at ACC has been the opportunity to 

work individually with community members in assisting with their 

case work. One woman in particular stands out to me as being unwa-

vering in her courage and determined to push past her chronic home-

lessness. The time spent working together included filling out and mailing housing applications, doing job 

searches, working on resumes, but also getting know each other on a much more personal and meaningful 

level. I have been fortunate enough to work with her as she has put an incredible amount of trust into my 

hands and allowed herself to be vulnerable and share her story.   

Some of the projects handed to me were more challenging than others, including the research aspect. My re-

search on advocating for the shelter of homeless individuals in Amherst for this upcoming summer has been 

the most challenging. The most difficult part of this task was the time crunch and working with the town of 

Amherst. Trying to establish an immediate plan that encompasses the needs of the homeless population while 

adhering to the town’s restrictions has been a challenge.  

ACC is truly a fast-paced and fluid environment, their goals shift on a daily basis in order to meet the needs of 

the community. My position here has solidified my career choices in working with individuals in need. I aspire 

to work in environments that always challenge me and help me learn more about myself and others. As a Pub-

lic Health and Spanish major I hope to provide assistance to a large variety of people with diverse needs. 

▪▪▪ 

Interested in an Internship? 
ACC recognizes the importance of internships among students and recent 

graduates in the five-college area. The goal of our internship program is to 

promote and foster advocacy efforts among Amherst's college-aged popu-

lation. Through our internship program, ACC has produced an environ-

ment that cultivates creativity and skills-based learning in a hands-on en-

vironment. Interns can work directly with our participants through case 

work or work behind the scene on web design, social media, fundraising, 

grant research, and running a non-profit. Or you can dabble in both! We 

love to have a wide variety of interns with a wide variety of interests and 

career goals! 

Apply on our website at http://

www.amherstcommunityconnections.net/internship-program/ or email 

us at ACCinAmherst@gmail.com. 

Natalie, pictured, worked on our Restor-

ing Dignity fundraiser this semester. 
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ACC’s Office Hours 
• ACC's mission is to empower, advocate for 

and assist those in need. We strive to 

provide help with issues affecting indi-

viduals’ abilities to lead a stable and 

productive life. 

• Monday—Friday: 8:30-noon walk ins; 

noon—5 by appointment at ACC’s office 

• Contact us at (413) 345-0737 

• Located in the Amherst Unitarian Meet-

inghouse, use the Kellogg Ave entrance. 

• 121 North Pleasant Street, P.O. Box 141, 

Amherst, MA 01004 


