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Abstract: The goal of this project is to develop a program for unhoused individuals in Northampton, MA
focused on community organizing and skill building. As part of a co-design model, this program will
bring community stakeholders together to solve issues of poverty collaboratively.

Organization + My Role: Manna Community Kitchen and Center is a nonprofit in Northampton, MA
that has been serving over 1,000 meals weekly to unhoused and food insecure individuals. Located at St.
John’s Episcopal Church, Manna’s mission has been to foster community and peace with local unhoused
individuals through meals between volunteers, members of the clergy and recipients. In response to the
grueling New England Winter and the pandemic in February 2021, Manna opened a community center in
the basement of the church. The space has showers, laundry, a clothing rack and a quiet room for resting.
Over the past 10 months this center has been widely used and has become a haven for individuals who
have nowhere to go during the day. In November, the City of Northampton appointed Manna as the
interim location for the City’s ongoing Resilience Hub project. The Resilience Hub will be an umbrella
center for social service resources, including Manna and other organizations that specialize in mental
health, harm reduction, food insecurity, housing and sexual health.

I started volunteering at Manna in April of 2021. As a student of architecture I am interested in
co-design, a process that prioritizes collaborative decision making with community members as opposed
to a traditional top-down approach. I am currently working closely with Smith College’s chaplain and
trained social worker, Reverend Matilda Rose Cantwell, on an independent study to understand how
psychosocial sensitivity in co-design practice can create spatial equity in neighborhood and public space
planning. As part of this study, I teach weekly writing workshops at Manna to give individuals a safe
space for expression and to build skills in thinking and group sharing. My proposal for Projects for Peace
builds off of this workshop.

Proposed Goals: The goal of this project is to support a group of 10 Manna participants in gaining
important life skills and introduce them to the opportunities of co-design. This will lead to increased self
confidence and efficacy. My project will embody themes of reciprocity, agency and co-design through
networking, skill building, and service. Something one of my supervisors, KB McConnell, reiterates is,
“Many individuals who come to Manna have been taught to only strive for the necessities. I want to instill
a sense of agency where they know they can shoot higher and look past the idea of ‘beggars can't be
choosers’.” An overarching theme of this project is thinking beyond the necessities, providing individuals
with skills and ambition to ask what’s next for them. This project is broken into two parts: the first, skill
building workshops and the second, design charrettes. Together, these pieces inform each other for
individual development and collaborative organizing. I acknowledge that I am not licensed to work with
vulnerable individuals. I am cautious about my positionality and only conduct my interactions when my
supervisors, KB McConnell and Jess Tilley, are present. We have debriefings after each volunteer session
so I can ask questions, get feedback and address issues. I also have weekly meetings with Reverend
Matilda Rose Cantwell, who supervises the curriculum planning and advises me on methods of interaction
and peer support. Both forms of supervision ensure that I am learning the best practices to protect the
individuals I work with.



Proposed Objectives:
Skill Building Workshops. (June-July) I will hold weekly workshops that will cover topics of resume
and cover letter writing, public speaking and research, as well as finding future jobs and education. With
KB McConnell and Jess Tilley, we’ve identified that these skills are the most needed by individuals who
come to the center. The public speaking and research workshops will focus on the specific issues brought
up in the design charrettes and be supplemented with outside readings. For example, if an issue from the
charrette is lack of public bathrooms, we’d research case studies about other cities to inform an argument.
We’ll compile this information into a book to give to stakeholders in the second workshop. Through the
writing group, I’ve already built trust with the individuals I work with and have grown my teaching
abilities around their needs. We will be using laptops and cameras for workshops and charrettes which,
after they end, will become part of Manna and be managed by the staff there, the same way the center’s
current technology (1 laptop and a printer) are managed.

Design Charrettes. (June 6th, August 5th) Commonly used in architectural projects, charrettes are
community engagement workshops that pose questions related to space, and ask individuals to think
creatively, collaboratively and often visually. I will hold a charrette at the beginning of the project and one
at the end at Manna. In the Spring, I’ll recruit three individuals and all staff from Manna, three other staff
members from other organizations, two individuals from the city of Northampton involved in city council
and/or city planning, three local business owners and three Smith College staff to be part of these two
events. I recognize the individuals listed have different positionalities, and this is important as co-design
functions on empathic listening and communication about shared values between different people. Smith
College, specifically, has a large cultural and financial presence in the city, and inviting individuals from
the college will facilitate discussion on its responsibility to city issues. During the first event, mixed
groups of individuals will be sent to a public space in Northampton to conduct a site analysis, take
photographs and question how it could be improved in terms of amenities and accessibility. Then, all the
groups will come back to Manna to discuss and put together visual presentations with photos and
drawings of what they found, ideas for improvements and how each group of stakeholders might
contribute to that change. We will compile a list of these issues and ideas to be used in the workshops.
The second charrette will use the deliverables from the research workshops, and we’d open a dialogue
between stakeholders on potential solutions for public space in Northampton broadly, using the specific
site analyses as cases. I’ve already spoken with stakeholders from Cathedral in the Night (another service
provider), the City Council and researchers on local poverty, who have all expressed interest in
collaborating on this issue. I will use the Spring to collect ideas from these specific stakeholders and
individuals at Manna to craft the charrette, as part of the co-design model. In my architecture studios with
Professor Reid Bertone-Johnson, I have conducted multiple stakeholder engagement processes and have
acquired inclusive tools for working with groups.

Sustained Impact: At the end of the summer these initiatives won’t end. I will be continuing at Smith
through the end of 2022, and will be able to use that time to transition the model. The Jandon Center for
Community Engagement at Smith College is currently in the process of collaborating with the Resilience
Hub to create future partnerships between students and the city. The Center has committed to integrating
my work into unfolding work with the Resilience Hub. This project also stresses the power of Projects for
Peace in one’s local community. It can grow with the college, and can morph into classroom education for
generations of students to come.




