Good Practice Guides – Working with the Salvation Army - 4
Working with homeless people
Before you begin to develop a relationship with The Salvation Army, it’s useful to know more about their prospective learners. Here’s a quick guide:

· Salvation Army hostels and residential centres provide accommodation, food, support and advice, mostly to homeless people. (Although some people have a roof over their head, they’re still classified as ‘homeless’ because they are living in temporary accommodation.) 

· Some hostels have defined areas where people can live with a certain amount of independence and practise skills they’ll need if they’re to survive outside the hostel’s protection – like budgeting and cooking.

· Some residents work alongside a key social worker; others take part in a resettlement course, which includes:

· accepting that moving accommodation is a major life change and learning how to cope with it

· information on the social security benefits available to them

· like skills (cooking, cleaning, decorating, repairs etc)

· budgeting

· life in the community (libraries, clinics, Jobcentres, etc) and relationships (neighbours, making friends, coping with loneliness)

Key characteristics

· Residents and users of drop-in centres come from all backgrounds and all age groups. Some have hit hard times through family problems such as divorce; alcohol and drug abuse are issues for many. 

· One person may be there as a result of redundancy from work; another may be an ex-offender with a history of violence.

· The client group is never static: some people stay only a few days; others, who find it more difficult to solve their problems, stay permanently.

· These learners typically have a short attention span: they may concentrate for just ten minutes, then disappear. You need to have a ‘softly, softly’ approach, gaining their confidence and interest gradually.

· Many feel edgy - sitting and chatting with them in the canteen over a cup of tea will help put them at ease.

· Some may try and take advantage of you – be aware of pickpockets, for example. And guard your laptops!

· You’re likely to find that you’re never sure who’s going to turn up or for how long. You’ll need a ‘laid back’ approach.

Useful publication:

The LSDA (Learning and Skills Development Agency) has published a really useful report, ‘Crossing the Threshold’, which offers guidelines on providing learning opportunities for homeless people. It’s based on a successful arts-based learning programme developed by The City Literary Institute and homelessness agencies in central London. There are helpful case studies and a range of topics, from building partnerships, to encouraging learners to take part and progress, and recording achievement. You read the report (or download a pdf) at: www.lsda.org.uk 
The other good practice guides in this series tell you more about:

Why Work Together?, Useful Background, Opportunities for learndirect, Getting Started and Key Tips from learndirect projects already running with The Salvation Army.
‘Although many hostel residents have poor literacy and numeracy skills, you’ll also have some surprises. One man in his 50s, for example, is very well-educated and already has a degree. His life went pear-shaped and he’s living in a Salvation Army hostel. But he’s now doing a learndirect Networking course. In contrast, there’s a teenager here who’s been abused all his life. I found it really upsetting at first but now I’ll be sad when this project comes to an end.’


Nicky Tabern, learndirect, St Helen’s College 
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