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Abstract: This dissertation studies the impact of popular education approaches on the lives of fifty homeless and formerly homeless women who
participated in the Adult Learners Program at a shelter located in one of Boston's poorest neighborhoods. Data were collected between
January 1995 and June 1998. The guiding research questions are: How do poor women interpret the value of education? What !
poverty-related barriers interfere with their participation in popular education classes? How do the principles and practices of popular
education build a sense of community and collective social action?

This ethnographic study utilizes multiple research methods to illustrate how popular education approaches make it possible for poor women
to become empowered individually and collectively. Popular education is a methodology of teaching and learning through dialogue that directly
links curriculum content to people's lived experience. It's roots are in critical social theory and the work of Paulo Freire. This research shows
that poor women place a high value on education. They believe that a high school diploma will provide access to better economic opportunities
and they struggle to complete their formal education within the context of homelessness and family violence.

It is argued that popular education's potential to build community is strengthened by the Adult Learners Program's participatory organization
and the support services. it offers to homeless families. Further, it is argued that popular education had a positive impact on the women's
lives, as evidenced by: the women's increased levels of participation in their children's education; the women's participation in efforts to help
other poor women in the community; the women's reported increase in self-confidence and group esteem; and, the women becoming stronger
advocates for their basic legal rights related to welfare, housing, health, and education.

The research data suggest that the 1995 Massachusetts welfare reform legislation poses a significant barrier to adult literacy for welfare
recipients. It is argued that limiting access to education through "work-first" welfare retform policies reproduces social inequalities. This
dissertation about homeless women and popular education provides strong evidence in support of the social, political, and economic benefits
of popular education programs for the poor.
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