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Island professor finds mission in connecting with the world

By Eileen M. Daly

When Jamestowner Jill Harri-
son talks about the importance of
experiential, hands-on learning,
she’s not just spouting empty rhet-
oric. Harrison, an assistant profes-
sor of sociology at Rhode Island
College, spends her time and en-
ergy living that belief.

She recently returned from Ec-
uador, a country she visits several
times a year.

“I really wanted to get back
to Latin America,” Harrison said,
adding that she lived in Bogota,
Colombia, while working with the
Organization of American States
in Washington and earning her
master’s degree. As part of her
work in Ecuador, Harrison said
she has been conducting research
in a women’s prison there, as well
as helping to develop cottage in-
dustries, such as the production of
recyclable shopping bags.

A needs assessment conducted
at the women’s prison uncovered
a dire need for medical care, Har-
rison said. Now, through a partner-
ship with the Brown University
AIDS program and the Rhode Is-
land College nursing program, a
conference will be held in Quito,
Ecuador in March, 2010, to look
at ways to address this need, she
said.

“They may be a developing na-
tion, but they are not so different
from us, and in fact, we can learn
a lot from the way other cultures
and peoples handle adversity,” she
said.

Outside the classroom

Harrison began traveling dur-
ing her high school and college
years to Latin America, Europe,
and Africa, she said.

“I found that I learned a lot
more that way than I did sitting in
a classroom,” she said. “I feel that
we need to connect to the outside
world. It’s important to get out and
see how we are all connected.”

Harrison’s numerous sociol-
ogy degrees include a bachelor’s
degree from Wells College, a mas-
ter’s degree from George Mason
University and a Ph.D. from the
University of New Hampshire.

Harrison, who grew up in ru-
ral Maine, said she discovered the
importance of getting out and con-
necting with the larger world early
on. Now that she is a teacher, she
said, she has taken to bringing her
students along for the ride.

“I make my students go out and
do things: Go out on a ride-along
with the police, talk with inmates
at the ACI or go into a developing
country,” Harrison said. “It’s the
cornerstone of how I see my soci-
ology degrees working for me.”

Harrison said she believes ex-
posure to new people, environ-
ments and ideas will serve to in-
crease understanding and decrease
ignorance.

“It’s an adventure getting out
there. I am a life-long learner and
I want my students to be life-long
learners. This kind of learning and
exposure leads to a well-devel-
oped student body that is able to

embrace diversity and difference,”
she said.

Harrison is teaching a two-week
course in Quito, Ecuador, where
students will have the opportunity
to engage in study and volunteer
work — or “service learning.” Stu-
dents will also have the opportu-
nity to take classes at two local
universities there, she said.

“Students can take the two-
week course in a mixed class with
our students and theirs at FLACSO
University or they can participate
in longer-term study (a semester
or a year) at the Catholic Univer-
sity in Quito,” Harrison said. Even
students who do not speak Spanish
or do not speak Spanish well can
participate, she said.

“We match our students up
with their students who want to
learn to speak English better,” she
said. “We will also be offering an
intense Spanish-speaking course
on medical terminology that will
be beneficial to nursing and medi-
cal students. There will be a lot
of different opportunities for stu-
dent participation and student
exchange. For example, students
studying in Quito may attend a
morning class and then work in the
afternoon with women on parole
or with a non-profit organization
that supports the children of incar-
cerated parents. Medical students
may have the opportunity to work
in clinical settings in public health
clinics, including the women’s
prison,” she said.

Harrison said that many of

these programs are in their initial
stages, although she said she is
hopeful they will continue to grow
and offer opportunities for connec-
tion and learning for students from
both countries.

.. I am a life-long
learner and 1 want
my students to be life-
long learners.

‘Energizing’ work

Harrison is delighted to be liv-
ing in Jamestown and describes
both where she lives and the place
she works as “a gem.”

“Rhode Island College has been
very supportive of the programs I
am trying to develop. The vice
president for academic affairs, Dr.
Ron Pitt, and the new president,
Dr. Nancy Carriuolo, have been
extremely supportive. Rhode Is-
land College is a small school, so I
can go to them and say, ‘What do
you think about doing this or that,’
or I can send an e-mail and hear
back from them the same day,” she
said.

In terms of financing such pro-
grams, Harrison said she is not un-
aware of the potential for criticism.
Those that feel developing new
programs during such a fiscally
constricted market is irresponsible
may be reassured to know that as
of yet, no costs have been incurred
to start these programs. In fact, it
is much cheaper for students once

there: $15 a day will provide stu-
dents with a private room, three
meals a day and laundry service;
therefore, the programs are either
cost-neutral or may even generate
some income for the college, Har-
rison said.

She also said that much of the
start-up costs are provided through
small grants and scholarships. Stu-
dents can use the college’s study
abroad office and apply for schol-
arships through the Shinn Fund.
Harrison has also written some
small grants herself, which have
supported her travel and start-up
costs.

“Students from other schools
can also come through Rhode Is-
land College to easily benefit from
these programs,” she said.

Though Harrison said she be-
lieves in “going out and connect-
ing,” with people from all over
the world, that doesn’t mean she
neglects those in need right in her
own back yard. For the past three
years, Harrison said she has co-
ordinated a meditation group for
inmates at the Adult Correctional
Institutions.

“It is a weekly program where
we bring in community volunteers.
About 30 or so inmates participate
and receive time off for their par-
ticipation,” she said. As part of that
program, Harrison said, she writes
letters to the parole board and par-
ticipates in other efforts directed at
rehabilitation.

“This work energizes me in a
unique way,” she said.
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11 COURT STREET 63 HOWLAND STREET

$965,000

Delightful 3,300 sq. ft., three-bedroom Cape on 1.09 acres
in private location has some water views, a contemporary
flair, open floor plan,vaulted living room with fireplace,
first floor master bedroom and an in-ground pool.

SHOREBY HILL CLASSIC
UNDER CONTRACT

Charming 2,232 sq. ft., 3-4 bedroom home on 1/4 acre has
a living room, formal dining room, kitchen that opens to a
sun-filled family room and a second floor studio/ fourth
bedroom with a separate, private entrance.

WATERFRONT BUILDING SITE

SOLD ¢ $1,050,000

Warm and charming, this lovely, 2,474 sq. ft. home circa
1918 sits on .80 acre in a quiet Shoreby Hill location.
Classic architectural details, 3-fireplaces, 5-bedrooms and
3 1/2 baths are complemented by a terrace, two-car garage

Gorgeous sunrises, moonrises and Newport Bridge views are
yours from this .57 acre waterfront lot with about 65 ft. of
beach frontage on the East Passage. The vacant land has a
freestanding garage, new well and approved 4-bedroom

5 FRIGATE STREET
$339,000
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On .48 acre with beautiful gardens, this quaint two-bed-
room home is a short stroll to Sunset Beach and has a
wrap front porch, large deck off the living room, cathedral
ceilings, a wonderful loft area, ductless whole house air
conditioning, a wood-burning stove and, a new roof.

DARLING DAVIT COTTAGE
UNDER CONTRACT
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Set on .40 acres, with lovely landscaping and gardens, this
attractive 1,400 sq ft, two-bedroom,two-bath home has
an open floor plan, cathedral ceilings, maple floors, wrap

porch and a three-bedroom ISDS. $375,000

and mature landscaping. $1,295,000 ISDS. Unique chance to build your dream house.
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