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1Getting Ahead: What It’s All About

Getting Ahead: What It’s All About

Overview
People who are struggling to make ends meet, 
who are living in unstable and stressful situations, 
and who are in poverty must be included in any 
program or initiative that involves them in any way. 
Getting Ahead can help those who typically do not 
have a voice gain a seat at planning and decision-
making tables.

People in unstable environments, such as poverty, 
are frequently driven by the need to solve concrete, 
immediate problems. So they have little time left 
over in their day for the abstract. Therefore, Getting 
Ahead must be relevant, respectful, challenging, 
safe, and empowering.

Over the years, studies have documented Getting 
Ahead to be a transformative experience for 
both participants (known as investigators) and 
facilitators. At the base of this is the concept of co-
investigation—where investigator and facilitator 
learn together. In Getting Ahead, facilitators do not 
come at their work as the “sage on the stage” but as 
the “guide on the side.”

When the concept of co-investigation is extended to 
sponsors and Bridges groups, they also will become 
open to the stories, knowledge, and insights of the 
investigators. Graduates and facilitators will tell you 
that co-investigations create a learning experience 
like few others.

Further, the topics of poverty, prosperity, and com-
munity sustainability are so compelling that you as 
facilitator will likely be challenged to expand your 
exploration of the topics and add to your reading 
list. This is not a scripted curriculum; it requires 
additional and deeper learning on the part of the 
facilitator.

If we agree on the philosophy—the set of 
underlying concepts and principles—it will allow 
us to be flexible yet consistent in how we present 
the information.
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2 Facilitator Notes for Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World

Philosophy of Getting Ahead
Philosophies are often very involved and complex. 
In a way, ours is too, but it helps to state the case 
in as few words as possible, to boil it down to its 
essential ideas. Our philosophy starts with the way 
we understand the situation.

Poverty and unstable situations can trap people 
in the “tyranny of the moment,” making it very 
difficult to attend to abstract information or plan 
for the future—the very things needed to stabilize 
one’s environment and build adequate resources 
and financial assets. There are many causes of 
poverty, some having to do with the choices of the 
individual, but most stemming from community 
conditions, exploitation, and political/economic 
structures. The philosophy must take all of this into 
account.

We need an accurate perception of how poverty 
impacts individuals and communities and an 
understanding of economic realities as a starting 
point both for reasoning and for developing plans for 
transition. Using mental models for comprehension 
and reasoning, people can move from the concrete 
to the abstract. Analyzing research on the causes 
of poverty prepares us to develop comprehensive 
solutions at the community level. Using Ruby 
Payne’s description of the resources necessary for 
a full life and her insights into the hidden rules of 
economic class, people can evaluate themselves, 
choose behaviors, and make plans to stabilize their 
environments and build resources for a better life. 
The community also must provide services, support, 
and meaningful opportunities over the long term. 
In partnership with people from middle class and 
wealth, individuals in poverty can solve community 
and systemic problems that contribute to poverty.

We will be sharing this philosophy with the partici-
pants so they will understand what is being done in 
Getting Ahead—and so they can monitor their own 
progress as we move through the workbook.

What follows is an expanded explanation of the 
philosophy. What appears in bold-face type is also 
in the Getting Ahead workbook in Module 2. The 
writers named in parentheses contributed to the 
author’s understanding of the principles. Their 
works can be found in the Bibliography of the 
Getting Ahead workbook.

 ● Living in chronically unstable conditions or in 
persistent poverty can make it hard for people 
to change. Poverty traps people in the tyranny 
of the moment where concrete problems 
demand immediate concrete solutions. The 
investigators will complete “Mental Models 
of Poverty” and “My Life Now” that describe 
concrete living experiences that drive people 
into the tyranny of the moment and can rob 
them of their future stories.

Principle: Instability in daily life focuses attention 
on concrete issues, all of which doesn’t leave 
much time for abstract pursuits (Payne, Freire, 
Feuerstein, Galeano).

Principle: Mental models help people learn 
quickly and without over-reliance on language 
(Payne, Freire, Feuerstein, Sapolsky, Mattaini).

 ● People in poverty are problem solvers. People 
in poverty solve immediate, concrete problems 
every day using reactive problem-solving skills 
and relationships.

Principle: An accurate perception of people 
in poverty is that they are problem solvers, 
as opposed to the prevailing perception that 
defines them as needy and deficient (McKnight, 
Pransky, Henderson).

 ● Abstract thinking can free investigators from 
the tyranny of the moment and allow them to 
separate themselves from their problems, to 
detach and become objective, to analyze their 
situations, to learn new information, to make 
their own arguments for change, and to do 
proactive planning.

Principle: The Getting Ahead Theory of Change 
(Farson, Freire, Miller & Rollnick, Taylor-Ide & 
Taylor, DeVol).

 ● When people in poverty investigate the 
multiple causes of poverty, they learn that 
poverty is caused by more than the choices of 
the individual. 

Principle: The research identifies many causes 
of poverty; therefore, there must be a wide array 
of strategies to counteract and reduce poverty 
(O’Connor, Brouwer, Gans).
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3Getting Ahead: What It’s All About

Principle: The process of change is enhanced 
if people can separate the problem from 
themselves (Freedman & Combs).

 ● It’s important to learn how poverty impacts 
individuals. So … learning about the hidden 
rules of economic class, resources, and language 
issues is crucial to doing a critical analysis of the 
situation.  

Principle: Payne’s hidden rules of economic 
class are a unique, analytical category regarding 
economic issues. Other categories include 
race, gender, ethnicity, age, disability, sexual 
orientation, and immigration status. The hidden 
rules can be used to navigate new environments, 
resolve conflicts, and build relationships of 
mutual respect and social capital (Payne).

 ● Doing a “Self-Assessment of Resources” and 
an “Assessment of Community Resources” 
will help individuals make plans for economic 
stability for themselves and their communities. 

Principle: Ultimately, the work of assessing and 
planning for all aspects of one’s life lies with the 
individual (Freire, Andreas, Faulkner, Freedman 
& Combs, Miller & Rollnick).

 ● The information in Getting Ahead, the 
discussions around the table, and the Theory 
of Change will help investigators break out of 
the tyranny of the moment and develop a new 
future story for themselves. 

Principle: People in poverty can be trusted 
to make good use of accurate information 
presented in a meaningful way by facilitators 
who offer a relationship of mutual respect 
and act as co-investigators (Freire, Sapolsky, 
McKnight, Pransky, Farson).

Principle: Individuals must generate their 
own motivation and plans for change (Miller 
& Rollnick). Getting Ahead is an agenda-free 
learning experience where no one will tell an 
individual what to do. 

Principle: Mental models can be used to help 
people living in poverty move from the concrete 
to the abstract in order to find new, yet concrete, 
solutions (Freire, Harrison & Huntington, Payne).

 ● Using the investigations conducted by the 
group, individuals will be able to make plans 
to build resources. 

Principle: When investigators use Payne’s defini-
tions of hidden rules and resources, they will be 
able to develop plans to build their own internal 
and external assets (Payne).

 ● Partnerships with the middle class and those 
in wealth will build crucial social capital. 

Principle: Bridging social capital is closely linked 
to success in life. Building a network of diverse 
people with whom investigators can have rela-
tionships of mutual respect is something inves-
tigators can do fairly quickly (Fussell, Putnam).

Principle: Individuals who are in the process of 
developing their own economic security need 
support to stabilize situations during transitions 
(Payne, Putnam).

 ● The impact of poverty on institutions and com-
munities is similar to its impact on individuals. 
Developing strategies that also address poverty 
at the institutional and community levels will 
give communities a comprehensive approach.

Principle: Institutions and communities that 
experience instability and have low resources are 
often pressed into the tyranny of the moment, 
just as individuals are. The responses of the 
leaders often are to give up abstract thinking in 
order to solve immediate, concrete problems by 
using reactive strategies and to give up the long 
view in exchange for “short-termism” (DeVol).

Principle: A partnership among all three eco-
nomic classes is needed to bring about econom-
ic stability (Phillips).© H
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4 Facilitator Notes for Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World

History
When I was the executive director of an outpatient 
treatment center for alcoholics and drug addicts, I 
read Ruby Payne’s groundbreaking A Framework 
for Understanding Poverty. I saw immediately that 
my agency was operating on middle-class norms 
that weren’t working well for our clients. Most 
of our clients were living in poverty or very near 
to it. As a result of the Framework principles, we 
changed four things:

 ● The orientation we provided clients

 ● The design of our adolescent treatment 
program

 ● The referral process with partner 
organizations

 ● Our educational approaches

When Ruby learned what we were doing, she 
asked me and Terie Dreussi-Smith (who was the 
prevention coordinator for our agency) to write a 
book for communities. Bridges Out of Poverty was 
first published in 1999. Terie and I (and now many 
others) have been doing workshops on that book 
ever since.

Individuals and organizations began using our 
work to rethink the way they were interacting with 
people in poverty. Some organizations changed 
policies, procedures, and programs in order to alter 
their culture and outcomes. But we were doing 
what middle-class people do so often: We were 
talking about, at, and for people in poverty, but very 
seldom were we listening to them.

I wanted to know what people in poverty thought 
about our book, and I wanted to know if the 
information in it would help in some way. Gloria 
Parsisson, who worked in Mount Vernon, Ohio, 
helped recruit people to meet with me. Getting 
Ahead grew out of the meetings I had with three 
groups of people over two years. While there was 
no formal process to our work, the conversations 
and investigations fell into the patterns that I ended 
up formalizing in, first, the workbook Getting Ahead 
in a Just-Gettin’-By World—and later the workshop 
called Getting Ahead.

During the development of Getting Ahead and 
since then I’ve often thought that the middle class 
in this country generally behaves toward people in 
poverty in much the same way as the missionaries 
in India behaved toward the Indian employees of 
the missionary hospital and schools. I was raised 
in a mission where my father was a surgeon and 
my mother a nurse. Despite the stated goal of the 
mission to do so, the missionaries did not turn over 
leadership roles to the Indians until they left. Their 
many debates on the subject are documented in 
the minutes of their quarterly meetings. The Indian 
leaders didn’t always behave in ways that met their 
approval, and the missionaries simply couldn’t find 
it within themselves to turn over the power to them.

As a child I was aware that something wasn’t 
right. I grew up running in and out of the homes 
of my Indian friends whose parents worked at the 
mission. Because I knew Hindi I understood the 
adults as they talked about their work. You might 
say I was hearing their “worldview.” The Indians’ 
view of mission business and personalities was 
very different from the missionaries’ view.

I realize now that I saw the worldview of the 
Indians as the more accurate of the two. Growing 
up I processed this as colonialism, white privilege, 
racism, and missionary zeal. But one concept that 
really captures the similarity between that long-
ago mission and the Indians on the one hand and 
the U.S. middle class and people in poverty on 
the other is rankism. Rankism is when a person 
or group can tell another person or group to do 
something and expect them to do it. In the military, 
rankism appears to come with the territory, but in 
civilian life it doesn’t work as well. It will come as 
no surprise that rankism includes the belief that 
the input of the individual or group is seldom 
necessary. 

That belief and rankism in general dismisses people 
in poverty. It fails to recognize the information that 
people in poverty have about the conditions and 
impact of poverty that is needed by planners. It 
disregards the gifts, talents, skills, and wisdom of 
people who could be part of the solution. And it 
has led to countless programs whose purpose is to 
get people in poverty “to behave.” The message is 

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



5Getting Ahead: What It’s All About

“be good workers, good students, good parents, or 
good clients.” 

The understanding of rankism and its negative 
impact on our communities didn’t come into my 
consciousness fully formed. I wish it had, but I’m 
grateful for the experiences and people who have 
schooled me along the way. Now I see that rankism 
is one of the key barriers we have to overcome in 
order to work effectively on the issues of poverty 
and sustainability. The work of overcoming rankism 
must be done by people in all classes.

In the foreword to Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 
1970), Richard Shaull writes:

There is no such thing as a neutral educational 
process. Education either functions as an 
instrument that is used to facilitate the 
integrations of the younger generation into 

the logic of the present system and bring 
about conformity to it, or it becomes “the 
practice of freedom,” the means by which 
men and women deal critically and creatively 
with reality and discover how to participate 
in the transformation of their world. (p. 16)

One reason typical efforts to reduce poverty have 
not worked is that they failed to talk about and 
examine the realities of the impact that poverty has 
on people. Instead, they went straight to teaching 
the logic of the present system through classes in 
literacy, financial knowledge, job-seeking skills, 
workplace skills, and the like. Getting Ahead is 
unique in that it deals with the realities of a political/
economic system that contributes to poverty and 
trusts the investigators to analyze their situation, to 
solve problems, and to transform their world.
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6 Facilitator Notes for Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World

Description: The Kitchen-Table 
Learning Experience
Picture in your mind a group of people sitting 
around a table. They are leaning forward, listening 
to one person talk and then another. They might 
be in a community center, library, church, school, 
or agency. On the table are their Getting Ahead 
workbooks, chart paper, a dictionary or two, a 
calculator, and lots of colored markers. On the walls 
are several mental models drawn on chart paper, 
evidence of the group’s work. On a table nearby are 
drinks and food and, from a room across the hall, 
come the sounds of their children who are being 
looked after by a volunteer. You have to watch for 
a while before you pick out who is facilitating the 
group. This is the typical “kitchen table” experience 
shared by GA investigators.

The group meets 16 times, then has a graduation 
celebration. The group meets once or twice 
a week for 2½ hours each time. It’s a “closed 
group,” meaning all members start Getting Ahead 
together, and they stay together until the work is 
done. At some point during those 16 sessions, 
each of the members will have done investigations 
into a topic raised in GA and reported back to the 
group. This could be interviews with neighbors, an 
online search, a meeting with the head of a local 
organization, or a visit to the library.

To create this scene you need to know these things 
about Getting Ahead:

Meeting space: Conduct Getting Ahead sessions in 
a safe, agenda-free, and respectful setting. Some 
buildings represent power and authority. They may 
hold bad memories and evoke negative feelings. 
Having Getting Ahead where a caseworker may 
peer in the window to check on attendance isn’t 
a good idea either. Exceptions to this are prisons 
and jails. Ideally, investigators from drug courts 
and domestic violence shelters can attend Getting 
Ahead meetings in community settings with people 
from other referral sources. If not, perhaps people 
from the community can be invited to GA at courts 
or shelters.

The best solution is to have several sites for 
Getting Ahead where several organizations can 
send referrals. That provides diversity and is more 
cost-effective than each organization running an 
agency-only Getting Ahead.

Group size: Years of experience tells us that the 
group size should be between 8 and 12, but no 
fewer than 6 and no more than 12. We’ve learned 
that about half of the learning in Getting Ahead 
comes from the content, and half comes from the 
discussions. Too few people will limit the variety of 
ideas and input; too many limits the opportunity 
for everyone to be heard. The closer the group size 
is to 12 the better. 

Recruiting: Getting Ahead is for just about anyone 
who is living in an unstable environment and/or 
is living in poverty. In Appendix 1 you will find 
an orientation document that can be used when 
interviewing potential investigators. It describes the 
program and gives them something to take home. 

During the recruiting and selection process 
outlined in the orientation document, you will 
meet with and select the investigators for Getting 
Ahead. Orient them to Getting Ahead using the 
Introduction in the GA workbook.

When the group you’ve selected meets for the first 
time, you’ll be working on Module 1 in the GA 
workbook. You’ll do introductions, take the lead 
in developing group rules, and move to the first 
activity, all in the first 30 minutes.

“The things I have learned in this 
course are not everyday lessons. They 
are not common sense. The average 
person has no idea about the world we 
live in. Now I am teaching my children 
so they don’t experience what I went 
through. Once you know, you know, 
and you can never see the world the 
same way again.”

–Tanavia Hodges, College Student
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7Getting Ahead: What It’s All About

Extremely Unstable 
Environments

Daily life disrupted by violence, illness, 
addiction, disabilities, and/or 

unstable community conditions. 
Highly affected by generational 

poverty. Stabilizing the environment 
and building resources may take a very 

long time.

Here are some points to consider when recruiting:

1. The more diversity in the group the better. 
Recruit men and women, old people and 
young, individuals of different races, and most 
importantly invite people who are experiencing 
the different levels of poverty and instability.

2. Some people will be attracted to GA because 
investigators are paid for their work (GA run in 
prisons and drug courts would be exceptions). 
This means that sponsors cannot be sure of the 
potential investigator’s motivation. Are they 
coming for the money and little else? Happily, 
motivation for attending GA is seldom an issue 
because GA is for people who are not motivated, 
as well as those who are. It’s where people often 
find their motivation.

3. Don’t use coercion. Forcing someone to attend 
GA is not consistent with the premise that 
people in poverty are problem solvers, partners, 
and people with vital information.

4. Some people aren’t ready for GA and should be 
encouraged to consider GA another time. They 
include:

a. People whose lives are so unstable that 
they cannot hope to attend every session

b. Those who have drinking, drug, or mental 
health problems that would interfere with 
their participation

c. Those who would frequently disrupt the 
work of the group

5. Married couples: Experience tells us that the 
best strategy is to have a married couple attend 
different groups. Even the happiest couple 
needs some space to be individuals, to speak 
freely, and not have to worry what their spouse 
might think. In GA we talk about giving up 
relationships for achievement. Sometimes this 
might apply to the couple, and it would make 
for very awkward moments for everyone.

6. The continuum below illustrates the range of 
people who become investigators. On the left 
side are those who are living in very unstable 
conditions and may be in generational and 
persistent poverty. At the other end of the 
continuum are people who may be in near 
poverty or situational poverty. Their resources 
may be higher, and their situations may be 
relatively stable.

7. Experience tells us that recruiting people with 
similar situations has drawbacks. For example, 
if the group is made up entirely of people with 

Continuum of Those Who Take Part in Getting Ahead

Unstable 
Environments

Daily life can be stabilized 
enough with supports to 

attend weekly or bi-weekly 
workshops. People in 

generational and situational 
poverty. Building resources 

may take a long time.

Fairly Stable 
Environments

Daily life can be organized fairly 
easily. May be able to build 

resources rather quickly. Some 
people in situational poverty.

 1                   2                       3                      4                    5
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