Spotlight On: Miriam’s House
Diversity and anti-racism: lessons for every day
By Alyssa Sickle, Catholic Volunteer Network Executive Assistant

Catholic Volunteer Network member program Miriam’s House, located in Washington, DC, is a residence for homeless women living with AIDS. Over the last few years, Executive Director Carol Marsh and other staff members have teamed with consultants to confront issues of racism and diversity at Miriam’s House and determine how they can better address these topics in their community. Their work and training have been extensive, and they try to encourage other organizations to consider these important matters, knowing that there is always learning and growing to be done.

Carol believes that racism is a sub-set of diversity (along with ageism, sexism, homophobia, etc.). The diversity work at Miriam’s House focuses on many of these “isms” and Carol has noticed that racism is the topic that can raise the most anger, hurt, and misunderstanding. “I also have seen that racism must be directly and by itself named and challenged – it is deeply and sub-consciously embedded in our minds and in the structures of our society,” Carol comments. 

The studies on diversity and racism have allowed Miriam’s House to develop procedures within the operations of their program to assist them in being mindful of these themes. They have developed a peer feedback process, a staff grievance procedure, and other meetings and documents to guide their work. Carol says that while there is always growth that can be done, these procedures help foster “an atmosphere of empowerment for staff in knowing that their voices are important…and make formal our aspirations around being able to have difficult conversations, which help us work better together, which means we are better serving the residents.”

Not only is it important for staff to be aware of these themes, but the residents they work with have expressed interest in the trainings and workshops for confronting racism. Carol believes that it is important for the residents to know that the staff takes these topics seriously. The diversity trainings have helped the Miriam’s House staff and volunteers “become more aware of the ways that the residents’ different backgrounds might affect their world view and their behavior – just as ours are affected by our own backgrounds,” Carol notes. “We have a growing ability to step back, remember our training, and put a behavior or situation into perspective. This is not only better for the residents; it makes our work more effective and less stressful.”

Carol and the Miriam’s House full-time staff attempt to bring their volunteers and interns up to speed on their diversity work and how Miriam’s House is changing as a result. Carol acknowledges that it is difficult to teach four years’ worth of lessons to a group or individual that will only be in the organization for a year or less. In an effort to incorporate this year’s group of interns into the diversity work of Miriam’s House, Carol has made available their “Challenging Racism and Celebrating Diversity” document which outlines Miriam’s House in a way that other organizations can use for themselves. (Click here to read the document.) Additionally, Carol participates regularly with the weekly intern support and training meetings, which allows her to “raise racism and diversity discussions as they come up organically in our conversations. At staff meetings, we encourage one another to name and discuss racism and diversity issues when we perceive them.” 

Of course, Carol feels that she has not only grown professionally, but perhaps more importantly, she sees the effects that these studies have had on her personal views. She reflects, “The most important work has been and continues to be the work I do within myself: being honest about the quality and effect of my interactions with others; learning to be more open to hearing information or feedback that will help me change and grow; and allowing my narrow view of the world and what is ‘normal’ to be expanded by others’ views. Our consultants taught us from the beginning that diversity is an every day, on-going thing and not something that is taken care of by one workshop or even three years of workshops. This is a change in awareness, a shift in world-view, a new approach to each relationship. It is about being open, receptive and aware.”

 

