Empty Bowls—Full Disclosure

   The creation of tangible symbols to highlight the presence of hunger along the Shoreline was coupled with an extensive educational component that revealed to the students of Westbrook Middle School how many among us are faced with food insecurity.  A semester long project launched by faculty members and PTSO volunteers drove home the message that their part of Connecticut may be a vacation destination and beautiful natural treasure, but, behind the scenes, many of their neighbors and friends are struggling to meet their most basic needs.

   WMS students were introduced to the “Empty Bowls” project that is designed to bring awareness about this issue, along with providing an opportunity to perform meaningful community service.  Three faculty members, Liz Egan, Tammy Overchuck, and Monica Selmont were the core of the educational team that provided information about local needs for students to evaluate .  Various activities were developed to investigate the statistics that help shape the issue and the effects these challenges have on all community members.  PTSO volunteers were the initiators of community outreach that informed the general public about the critical problems surrounding food insecurity, lack of affordable housing, and transportation.

   Mrs. Egan, the WMS Art teacher, was the primary catalyst in the production of glazed soup bowls made by students, teachers, and members of the school community over the course of four months.  Many glazing parties were held that brought folks together not only to make their artistic bowls, but to examine the basic needs issues so pressing for many along the shore.

   The United Way recently released the results of their ALICE (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) Report for the state.  This report measures the poverty rate, affordable housing availability, hunger issues, child care options, and transportation by county and by town.  Westbrook has a relatively low poverty rate of 3%, but when the ALICE statistics are factored in (31% in Westbrook), a full 34% of residents are challenged to sustain their basic needs on a full time basis.  These are neighbors who work and live paycheck to paycheck at best.  Westbrook has the second highest ranking in the county.  Only Middletown residents face greater difficulties and only by a mere 2% more.

   An “Empty Bowls Soup Dinner” was held on January 29th to conclude the project.  The event was a sellout with over 250 people filling the WMS cafeteria to sample a wide range of soups donated by fourteen local restaurants.  The Friends of the Westbrook Public Library not only hosted a glazing event, they provided critical financial support that allowed the proceeds of the dinner to be fully donated to the Shoreline Soup Kitchen and Pantries and to End Hunger CT!  Both organizations received $1,500.

   PTSO Co-Chairs, Mary Ann Clark, Jennifer Baron, and Dawn Hendrixson were the prime movers in mobilizing the overwhelming community involvement in the project.  They solicited the sponsors, conducted the community outreach, and devoted countless hours to bring this terrific community service project into fruition.  The Co-Chairs organized an informational speakers’ forum at the dinner to drive home the severity of the problem and the best ways for individual citizens and groups to help eliminate it.  Their vision and commitment to bring to light the plight hundreds of individuals in that region face daily raised awareness among students, the school community, and municipal leaders.  

