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Loss Of Funding Curbs Services At Computer Lab

The Philadelphia Housing Authority’s
computer lab at West Park Apartments
will have to cut its hours of operation
dramatically unless a new funding
source is found.

The lab, part of PHAs Neighborhood
Networks program, has been serving
low-income families with a federal
grant, but those funds dried up as of
October 26™. The site is used by both
adults and children and features group
and individual instruction in com-
puter literacy.

An estimated 30 to 40 children and 10

adults use the lab each day, with oper-
ating hours between 1 and 8 PM. Chil-
dren also receive help with their
homework while waiting to use the lab,
which has 12 computers.

Rylanda Wilson, who oversees grants
for PHA, says it costs $12,500 a month
to run the lab. PHA has some funding
for the lab through the ROSS grant
program, which provides funds for job
training and services to help residents
of public housing. But that money rep-
resents only 25% of what the center
costs to operate.

Children also receive help with their homework while waiting to use the com-
puter lab at West Park. MET Instructor Jerome Grant shown here says the lab
helps students to improve their study habits and grades.

Without replacement funding or a
tremendous volunteer effort, adults
and children who use the lab will have
much less access to it.

Andrea Foster, the resident council
president at West Park, says the lab is
open to everyone in the surrounding
community, not just public housing
residents. She says working parents are
assured that their kids are in a safe en-
vironment while working at the com-
puter lab.

“They come straight from school to
here” Foster says. “The parents know
they’re here after school doing their
homework in a supervised environ-
ment. They’re not allowed to go on the
computers until their homework is
complete. At 5 oclock, they leave from
here and go home”

Theresa Wright, a former Certified
Nursing Assistant who lives in West
Philadelphia, comes to the lab to learn
new skills. She was injured on the job
and will not be able to go back to work.
She likes the hours that the lab sets
aside for adults only and doesn't feel
overwhelmed, pushed or pressured.

“I love it. Its a new world. When
youre going through sickness and
you're pretty much shut off, you need

Ken Dunkley, a computer instructor from MET, and Theresa Wright share a
light moment during an individual lesson at the computer lab at West Park.
Dunkley says people work harder and learn more when theyre having fun while

learning.

something to refresh you and bring
you back”

Perhaps Ken Dunkley, one of the in-
structors from MET, sums it up best.

“When you have fun and you're learn-
ing, that's when you want to come back
day after day”

PHA contracts with MET to run the
lab. Brenda Mitchell, the president and
CEO of the company, says the training
gives kids the confidence they need to
succeed in school and in life. She’s
reaching out to find new funding

sources for the lab, but it’s not easy.
There are many organizations compet-
ing for funding dollars.

For the short term, Mitchell would be
glad if she could round up another
$1,000 a month to sustain an adequate
level of service for children, the group
most in need of training (and help with
their homework).

Rylanda Wilson of PHA remains
hopeful that the computer lab can re-
main open full-time. “Td be delighted
if more than one foundation would as-
sist us”
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