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For Immediate Release: March  20th, 2012 

 

                            THE FOURTH ANNUAL POVERTY CHALLENGE 

                           250 Students and Volunteers Gather to Explore the Reality of Local Poverty 

 

 

Next Wednesday, March 28th will see a remarkable gathering at McArthur College here in Kingston.  

Coordinated by The Poverty Challenge Working Group, this dramatic exercise will require high school  

students to walk a mile in the shoes of their most vulnerable neighbors. 
 

“High school students are often more aware of and concerned about poverty in developing countries 
than in our own community,” said organizer and retired teacher Judi Wyatt. “This experiential event 
will address this. It will be both educational and memorable.” 

 

What’s it like to try to find affordable housing in a city that has Ontario’s most expensive apartments?  
How can your baby get taken away from you because welfare doesn’t provide you with enough money 

for proper housing? How does it feel when you have to quit school and take a low paying, dead-end job,  

because you cannot live on what Ontario Works provides and get an education to improve your lot in 

life? 

 

These are among the questions that The Poverty Challenge’s organizers have gathered by interviewing  
local people about their real-life experiences. They also form the basis of the roles that students from  

every Kingston high school will play at this free event as they move from simulations of a food bank  

and a welfare office to a housing centre and payday loan operator. 

 

“We’ve developed a unique, interactive learning experience based on what we learned from Kingston’s  
real poverty experts,” said educator Craig Stevens. “We hope that both students and our volunteers will  
come away with a fresh appreciation of the problems faced by low income Kingstonians – and a new  

determination to do something about the shameful situation they face every day.” 

 

This complex volunteer effort has been organized by a committee of current and retired educators and 

social justice advocates. It is supported by funding and assistance from the Algonquin and Lakeshore 

Catholic District School Board, the Limestone District School Board, Queen’s University, the Sisters of 
Providence and the United Way. 

 

Past video and photographic records of The Poverty Challenge can be seen on the event’s website,   
www.thepovertychallenge.org. The website also provides links to local agencies, volunteer 

opportunities, as well as opportunities to link with students from other schools. 

 

For further information, contact Martha Rudden (613.547.2012),  

Jamie Swift (613.542-8292) or Judi Wyatt (613.634.3370). 
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Who? 
 

 

Poverty Challenge Working Group  
 

The volunteer organizers of The Poverty Challenge are a diverse group of local educators  

(both active and retired) and social  justice advocates. For the last four years, they have 

worked together to develop and offer The Poverty Challenge to high school students from 

across the region. 

 

Poverty Experts 
 

The most integral members of The Poverty Challenge are the Poverty Experts. These local 

men and women courageously share their stories and meet with the students who attend the 

challenge. It is no cliché to say that this would not be possible without their ongoing 

involvement.  

 

To the organizers, one of the signs that the event is successful is that all of the Poverty 

Experts have been willing to return year after year. For them, it can be an empowering 

event, being able to share their knowledge and experience, and have people recognize the 

challenges they have faced, and the resilience and courage it takes to live with less on a 

daily basis. 

 

Volunteers 
 

At the conference there will be over one hundred local volunteers who will assist in the 

facilitation of the day. Many volunteers will work directly with students, helping them 

throughout the challenge. Other volunteers will play the role of local agency representatives. 

 

Students 
 

Students have been invited from every high school in the Kingston area. Students will be  

travelling from as far as Trenton and Belleville. 

 

Sponsors and Supporters 
 

The Algonquin & Lakeshore Catholic District School Board, the Limestone District School 

Board, Queen’s Faculty of Education, the Sisters of Providence of St. Vincent de Paul, Sodexho 
and the United Way are all tremendous supporters of this event. Without their assistance, we 

would be unable to mount The Poverty Challenge. 

www.thepovertychallenge.org 
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   What? 
 

The Challenge: Students will gather in the  

morning and will be introduced to a guest  

speaker who is a young woman living in  

poverty in Kingston. The students will then  

break into groups and engage in activities  

that challenge their stereotypes around those  

living in poverty.  

 

One activity is called Wealth Squares, where 

groups of the ten students are given 5 sheets 

of  newspaper, and told to position them- 

selves as a group to represent what they think 

is the distribution of wealth in Canada. For example, if   

participants think wealth is distributed evenly across the  

country, they would have two students on each sheet of paper.  

Once the students have what they think is a realistic  

distribution, their group facilitator repositions them, using  

current statistics, to help them see the true distribution of  

wealth in Canada. This visual metaphor can be a powerful  

experience for students, as one of them lies across a number  

of sheets, representing the high-wealth proportion, while the  

other participants scramble to stay on the remaining squares. 

 

Students and their teachers will then be provided with roles  

that are based on the real life experiences of our poverty experts. 

Students and teachers, in role, will attempt  to navigate the  

system (with the help of our many volunteers) and try to fulfill tasks (such as finding legal 

aid to regain custody of a child in CAS care). After each attempt at navigating the system 

students will regroup and discuss their experiences. Facilitators and volunteers will be on 

hand to assist students in coming to terms with the difficulties of experiencing the reality of 

poverty in Kingston.  
 

In the afternoon, students and volunteers will have an opportunity to gather in small groups 

separately and explore solutions to the problems within systems they encountered in the 

morning activities. An opportunity will be given for students and volunteers to solidify their 

proposals in the larger group. These proposals will be forwarded on to policy makers in 

different levels of government. 

 

All of these activities are based on an experiential learning model. The role-plays are 

inherently emotional. Throughout the day there will be many opportunities for students to 

debrief, comment, and share their experiences with each other and with professional 

educators.  
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When? 

 
The Poverty Challenge 
 

The Poverty Challenge 2012 will take place on Wednesday, March 28th from 8 a.m. to  

3:30 p.m. The condensed schedule for student participants that day is: 

 

8 a.m.   Registration begins 

8:45 a.m.  Keynote address 

9:00 a.m. 1st Facilitated sessions (Wealth Squares, Describe the Poor, Role Distrib.) 

9:50 a.m. Round 1 of The Challenge 

10:20 a.m. End of Round 1, facilitated check-in 

10:30 a.m. Round 2 of The Challenge 

11:05 a.m. 2nd Facilitated session 

11:30 a.m. Lunch 

Noon  3rd Facilitated session, including “the big reveal” 

1:00 p.m. Think tank activities and final facilitated sessions 

2:30 p.m. Sharing of think tank results and inspiring wrap-up 

 

Good times for media to attend would be: during the 1st facilitated sessions, where there are 

some good visuals (Wealth Squares and Describe the Poor); during the actual Challenge, to 

see students and volunteers in action; lunchtime, when students might have time to talk; or 

during the think tank activities.  

 

The Online Toolkit 
 

While we had hoped to have the manual ready for publication in the fall of 2011, the 

complexity of the event, and all the paperwork involved in it forced us to extend that 

deadline. We are now hoping to have it ready by the end of June 2012. Just to give you an 

idea how complex it is, the Appendix alone is 172 pages long! 
 

Where? 
 

The Challenge 
 

With the generous assistance of Queen’s University,  
for the fourth year, the Poverty Challenge 2012 will  

take place at Duncan McArthur Hall on Union Street,  

west of Sir John A. McDonald. The venue is perfect for  

the Challenge as it is a maze of hallways and corridors,  

simulating the maze that is our social services network  

system. 
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Why?  
 

In the beginning 
 

In the spring of 2008 a small group of educators and social justice advocates got together 

with the notion that the Kingston Community Roundtable on Poverty Reduction should 

develop a learning experience for local high school students to engage them in the issue of 

local poverty. The committee quickly realized that an experiential model would be the best 

approach and the initial concept of the Poverty Challenge was born.  

 

That small group became a large group by the fall of 2008, and work began to develop a 

learning experience for teens that would literally show them what it was like to live in 

poverty in Kingston. We were inspired by the Social Issues Networking Group's 'Poverty 

Challenge,' used in the 2006 municipal election campaign to highlight the challenges of 

poverty in Kingston.  Through the generosity of local citizens who are experiencing poverty, 

the story of poverty in Kingston came alive.  

 

Thousands of volunteer hours and overwhelming community support finally culminated in 

the first Youth Poverty Challenge of 2009. 

 

The First Three Conferences 
 

Our first three Poverty Challenges in Kingston were unmitigated successes. Students came 

from every high school in the area and walked in the shoes of those in their community that 

struggle with so much less. Students were overwhelmed by the experience. It took no time at 

all for them to identify with the roles they were playing and every student felt the frustration 

that the system can induce. Students’ stereotypes of those living in poverty were revised by 
their experiences.  

 

It was a learning experience for all involved as many of our volunteers commented that they 

had no idea how difficult it was to navigate our social systems. 

 

Our most proud endorsement of the challenge is that all of the poverty experts that were 

involved wanted to participate again. This was truly an uplifting and enlightening 

experience for everyone involved. 

← During the role-play, 

ridiculous but realistic 

amounts of paperwork 

featured heavily for students 

trying to navigate through 

“the system”. 
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Photos courtesy of 

Christine Ross, 

Sisters of Providence of  

St. Vincent de Paul 

Students line up to voice their 

thoughts at the Speakers’ Corner  



 

Be sure to visit our  website (www.thepovertychallenge.org).  

A do-it-yourself Poverty Challenge Toolkit will soon be posted online 

for other agencies and groups to use to create their own Poverty 

Challenges. 

For more info about the conference, contact: 

 

Martha Rudden  - admin@klandskills.ca  (613) 547-2012 

Jamie Swift  - jswift6@sympatico.ca (613) 544-4525 x 144 

Judi Wyatt -  dwyatt@cogeco.ca (613) 634-3370 
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Our Electronic Presence 



Sponsors and Supporters 
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