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Abstract:  Two tiny houses were constructed for the homeless at Dignity Village, Portland, 
Oregon, by Portland Community College students in two sustainability courses over 6 terms, 
using different approaches. By engaging the business community at large, various non-profits, 
parents of the students, and residents of the homeless village, the idea of community-based 
learning (CBL) was embraced by the instructor. CBL created an environment in which lack of 
experience and wide cultural variation were transformed into a cooperative community of 
inspiration. 
 
Keywords: tiny houses, homelessness, community-based learning 
  



Community-based learning: An Amazing tool used by college students to build tiny houses for the homeless 
	  

Journal of Sustainability Education  
   http://www.susted.org/ 
	  

 
Introduction 

The homeless: On any given night in the United States, 554,000 people are homeless 
(The Week Staff, 2018). This means these individuals do not have permanent shelter. The Native 
American population in Portland, Oregon, is 58,135, the ninth largest urban Indian population in 
the United States (NACMC, n.d.). Although only 2% of the overall homeless population in the 
U.S. is Native American (Statistic Brain, 2018), in 2003, 90,000 Native Americans were 
homeless in the United States (USCCR, 2003). “Urban Natives” often include some individuals 
that are the third generation of homeless in their family (Expert Panel, 2012). According to 
NoiseCat (2017), “Native men, women and children occupy the most severely overcrowded and 
rundown homes in the United States – but their plight is largely ignored.” 

It is possible that every city in the United States has a percentage of their population 
designated as homeless. A constant stream of new homeless persons is created as job 
opportunities diminish and affordable housing becomes scarce. Housing costs are at an all-time 
high with little attention being given to affordable housing (“Ending Homelessness,” 2016). No 
full-time employee earning minimum wages in the United States can afford a one-bedroom 
apartment (Reslock, 2016). Over 391,000 individuals are reported as sleeping in shelters, with 
more than 173,000 sleeping in their cars or outdoors (Reslock, 2016). Numbers vary dramatically 
depending upon year and agency doing the reporting. Drug and Alcohol (2011) reported 2 
million homeless in 2009. In Multnomah County, Oregon, which includes Portland, the location 
of this project almost 4,200 homeless are reported (Harbarber, 2017; Bolton, 2017). However, 
the large number that took advantage of extra shelter space provided this past winter in Portland 
might indicate that the numbers are much higher. Overall, homeless statistics underestimate the 
actual number of homeless due to students that couch-surf with friends, and families that share 
homes and apartments with one or more other families (“Ending Homelessness,” 2016; Elliott, 
2017).  

Most people shun the homeless thinking they are drug addicts or alcoholics, but only 
about one-third of all homeless have any substance abuse issues (Drug and Alcohol, 2011) 
indicating that common perceptions may not be appropriate. A recent survey (Brown, 2016) of 
the homeless in Portland, Oregon, found that they are our neighbors. When a person loses access 
to housing, they stay in the neighborhood; this is their home. That information should also 
change our overall perceptions of the homeless. Native Americans frequently do not have a 
specific neighborhood or community in urban settings (USICH, 2012). 

Tiny houses for the homeless: Cities across the country are attempting to address the issue 
by providing temporary shelters, often clustered together in villages. The City of Portland, 
Oregon calls its temporary 6 ft. x 8 ft. to as large as 8 ft. x 10 ft. structures sleeping pods. In most 
cities, current building codes do not allow homes smaller than 200 to 400 sq. ft. (Turner, 2017). 
The sleeping pod designation allows the structures to circumvent the local building codes 
(Elliott, 2017). They may or may not be adequately insulated. 

Dignity Village in Portland, Oregon, was founded in 2000, and is the longest running 
village of its kind, the nation’s first tiny house village for the homeless (Xie, 2017; Turner, 
2017). Many cities across the nation are building similar communities (Xie, 2017; Erickson, 
2015) (Table 1.)  The shelters are often constructed by volunteers and exhibit a wide range of 
quality. The sleeping pods at Dignity Village are 15-17 years old, and many are in need of repair 
or replacement.  
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Location Community name Reference 
Austin, TX Community First Xie, 2017 
Dallas, TX The Cottages at Hickory Crossing Xie, 2017 
Denver, CO Colorado Village Collaborative Wenzel, 2017 
Detroit, MI CASS Community Social Services  Xie, 2017 
Eugene, OR Opportunity Village Turner, 2017 
Langley, WA Tiny Houses in the Name of Christ  http://thincwhidbey.org 
Los Angeles, CA My Tiny House Project LA Xie, 2017 
Madison, WI Occupy Madison Village Mingoya, 2015; Erickson, 2015 
Nashville, TN Infinity Village Semuels, 2015; Xie, 2017 
Newfield, NY Second Wind Cottages Xie, 2017 
Olympia, WA Quixote Village Turner, 2017; Xie, 2017 
Portland, OR Dignity Village Xie, 2017 
Seattle, WA Othello Village Xie, 2017 
Syracuse, NY A Tiny Home for Good Xie, 2017 

Table 1. Tiny house community examples across the United States. 
 

An overall Portland, Oregon city plan includes the initial construction of sleeping pods 
with the intention of upgrading the structures to tiny houses in the future. The sleeping pods 
provide shelter, privacy, and a safe place to store personal belongings. They are clustered in 
villages with a community center that provides cooking and showering facilities. Most villages, 
at least in Portland, hire a service for portable toilets; some villages have at least one telephone 
and computer access. Some have readily available access to social programs to help the residents 
get re-established. Fully insulated tiny houses are usually larger than the sleeping pods and may 
contain a kitchen and or bathroom.  

Tiny Houses in General: Most city building codes make it illegal to site tiny houses due 
to three obstacles: the minimum size requirement of 200 to 400 sq. ft. (depending upon the city); 
the municipal water and sewer connection regulations; and the plumbing and heating 
requirements (Turner, 2017). However, an International Residential Code (IRC) has been put 
forward and it states: “Every dwelling unit shall have at least one habitable room that shall not 
have less than 70 square feet” (Turner 2017; “Minimum Sizes, 2017”). This action was 
specifically intended to provide the legal framework that cities and states can adopt, encouraging 
the legalization of the tiny house movement. The state of Maine has adopted a tiny house 
building code (Bayly, 2017), and the state of Oregon is in process of passing a building code for 
tiny houses (Friedman, 2017). Many are reluctant to pass the new bill in Oregon due to 
uncertainty in safety hazards. However, cities will be able to adopt stricter rules should they 
choose to do so. 

Many people attracted to tiny houses wish to return to a simpler or communal life. Others 
want to reduce their carbon footprint: tiny houses are built with sustainability in mind (Seaquist 
et al., 2016; Carlin, 2014). For example, a sustainable lifestyle may include the use of repurposed 
materials, and due to size of the tiny house, their energy requirements are greatly reduced. Some 
are interested in tiny houses for financial reasons (e.g., students and seniors) (Priesnitz, 2014; 
Seaquist et al., 2016). There are many reasons to promote this housing option.  

As the city of Portland is establishing guidelines for sleeping pods for the homeless, it has 
simultaneously expedited the change in regulations to allow anyone to reside in a tiny house. 
This will change the landscape of tiny home ownership and will slow the constant flow of 
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residents into the homeless situation. Legalizing tiny houses is a huge step towards ending 
homelessness, because even in areas of the country where employment is available, affordable 
housing may not be (Moreno, 2018). Tiny house communities can prevent those with jobs from 
entering the houseless category, and simultaneously provide a stepping stone out of 
homelessness. 

 
“My tiny house experience has been one of the best experiences of my life. After 
experiencing homelessness once myself, this sustainability class has given me 
skills to better help myself and those around me. Homeless is a stage of life. Not a 
person.” Student reflection, 2017 

 
Community-based Learning (CBL): Community and volunteers play a large role in the 

construction of the sleeping pods and tiny houses for the homeless. CBL is a means by which 
academic coursework can engage student learning through community engagement. It provides a 
framework that is mutually beneficial, embracing a variety of partnerships. Instructors and 
students engage with community groups to address community-identified needs, creating 
positive social change and a sense of civic agency (“What is Community-Based Learning,” n.d.). 
There are many names for CBL: “community science; participatory research and learning; social 
learning; sustainability learning; and community-based research” are just some of them 
(Thomsen, 2008). Service to the community is proving to be a very powerful pedagogy 
contributing to student learning through a vast number of possibilities (Zlotkowski & Duffy, 
2010). In describing the effectiveness of CBL, Zlotkowski and Duffy (2010) remark that 
“learning – deep learning, learning that matters, learning that lasts – is not something that 
instructors do to students or even that students do for themselves. Rather it is the product of 
action in a context shaped by goals, performance, feedback, time horizon, and community,” and 
is “an educational resource whose time has come.” 

Portland Community College (PCC) sustainability students and the author gained CBL 
experience by building planter-benches for a local community center. Students became familiar 
with the ReBuilding Center (see description under partnerships), and the idea that it is possible to 
just take on a project, even when participants have limited experience related to the project.  

 
“When I first walked into the sustainability class I thought it would be just like 
any other environmental science class. I was wrong.” (Student reflection, 2017) 
 

Once a community-based learning project has been embraced, instructors may feel that 
from that point forward students are let down if confined to their chairs in the classroom. There 
are many challenges to CBL; it is very labor intensive: planning; acquiring materials; revising 
plans and schedules; flexibly reorganizing in ways that allow for student creativity, etc. And yet 
the rewards from the enhanced experiences are heart-meltingly beyond words. The CBL design 
process is iterative. At least some planning is necessary before the course begins and a general 
plan laid out. But many changes should be expected throughout the course; adjustments will 
need to be made constantly; and then revisions are incorporated for subsequent terms or years 
(Marienau and Reed, 2008). Expecting the unexpected becomes routine on a weekly basis. CBL 
becomes an exploration of possibilities. The “benefits of CBL include enhanced academic 
achievement and self-esteem, improved decision-making skills, the development of a sense of 
civic responsibility, and advances in moral reasoning” (Lee et al., 2016). 
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“I learned that we don’t have to wait until we are experts before starting a project 
and working as a team is really enjoyable. We are better as a community!” 
(Student reflection, 2017). 
  
“The most important thing I walked away from this experience was how to 
effectively work in a large group of people.” (Student reflection, 2017). 
 

Bringing it all together: There is a growing interest in the construction of tiny houses for 
the homeless: from elementary school kids (Building Tiny Houses, 2017), to high school (Bray 
and Stevick, 2017) and college students (O’Donnell, 2016; Pope, 2016). Most references 
recommend that a well-defined plan is essential to any CBL project. In the author’s case an 
opportunity presented itself two days before the start of the term, 6 days before the first class. 
While it goes without saying that there are advantages to a well-thought out plan, the author can 
highly recommend the opposite. If none of the details are established, participants become even 
more engaged because they take ownership of the project for themselves. If a fully developed 
plan had been required, this opportunity would have been missed. There is something quite 
empowering that comes from jumping into a project and figuring it out as it progresses.  This 
project brought together Portland Community College students from two courses in 
sustainability (as well as some of their parents), businesses, non-profits, and the homeless 
community of Dignity Village in Portland, Oregon across 6 academic terms. Many of the 
students remarked that the experience was life changing. 

 
“I learned how to build a tiny house having no knowledge on construction. I made 
myself useful by grabbing a saw and cutting wood even though I was really 
scared. Someone had to do it. I started to trust my classmates … I had to have 
someone hold the wood for me. After that I felt like I can do anything.” (Student 
reflection, 2017). 

 
Partnerships 

Partnerships are essential in community-based learning projects. Partnerships are one of 
the main reasons for developing the project in the first place. The most important partnership 
occurs between the students themselves as they form teams, share knowledge, and teach each 
other what to do. In most terms, 3 or 4 students from a class of 24 had experience in 
construction. They became the trainers for everyone else. Often students just had to figure it out 
on their own. Very few of the participants really knew what they were doing. Innovation and 
cooperation were the most important qualities that students brought to the program.  For 
example, one student became frustrated when nails always became bent as he tried to hammer 
them into the wood. He could get them started, but then would hammer from an angle and cause 
the nail to bend. So, he formed a team with another student: he got the nails started, the other 
student finished them off. There is always more than one way to solve a problem. CBL provides 
an opportunity for individual creativity to be expressed. 

 
“Drills have always seemed scary to me because of the noise they make and how 
powerful they seem. The drilling also needed to be done at a height that caused 
me to get on a ladder, which was something else that I feared. After being trained 
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as a spotter, I became a bit more comfortable with standing high and drilling nails 
in. Thanks to a classmate who showed me this. There is no such thing as a ‘man’s 
job.’ The tiny house has helped me with feeling more independent and confident 
as a woman.” (Student reflection, 2017). 
 

We might not have started the project without the help of the parents of students. “My 
Dad is a carpenter,” and “Mine is an electrician!” Some parents just wanted to help physically, 
some financially. Their presence provided a grounding for the rest of the students. They brought 
their own tools, supplies and sometimes their co-workers. The tiny house projects became 
intergenerational projects. What is intergenerational learning? According to Corcoran and 
Hollingshead (2014), it represents “different generations and different age groups learning 
through shared experiences and training activities designed to develop academic knowledge and 
skills for addressing the challenges of sustainability.”  By working together, new solutions for a 
sustainable world will be discovered when we build on each other’s strengths. 

Architectural plans were necessary before the tiny house construction could begin. For 
the first year, the Tumbleweed XS house plans (~60 square feet) were investigated (Pope, 2016), 
but Dignity Village vetoed that idea due to the extreme small size. The architectural firm 
Communitecture (Lakeman, 2016) provided custom plans for an 8 ft. by 14 ft. tiny house that 
would meet the minimum size requirements for the Village. The second year, this was combined 
with the prefabricated methods described by an online designer, Michael Jansen (2009-2011).  

Portland is fortunate in that it has the ReBuilding Center. This amazing organization 
deconstructs buildings when they are being torn down and replaced by other construction 
projects. The materials recovered in the process are sold in the ReBuilding Center facility at 
significantly lower prices than what you would pay for new materials. The proceeds cover their 
expenses and funds projects for the homeless. The ReBuilding Center provided many of the 
required building supplies for free. This included most of the lumber, all the doors and windows, 
and miscellaneous other supplies (for example tile for the kitchen countertop). 

Many items still needed to be purchased and those were primarily acquired from Home 
Depot. Their Pro-desk supplied moral support and answers to millions of questions, and they 
gave a discount on all materials since it was a project for the homeless. If you are associated with 
a non-profit, they have a grant program for even larger projects, especially if veterans are the 
beneficiaries. Carpeting and wood flooring materials were provided by The Floor Depot. Paint 
for both inside and the exterior were purchased (with a discount) from MetroPaint (n.d.), a 
facility that takes latex paint from the local recycling center and remixes it to a standardized set 
of colors. The cost is substantially less than retail. And coffee was available from Starbucks for 
free, also on a weekly basis. Students had a $25 activity fee for the course, which was used for 
small items needed weekly. These funds also covered the expense of weekly snacks. Doing 
construction work for 4-5 hours burns many calories! Students that can’t normally afford 
breakfast can’t function in these demanding projects without adequate nourishment. It was 
important to provide healthy snacks for everyone to enjoy. 

The residents at Dignity Village were also invaluable. Two to three residents helped each 
week to keep the students on schedule, providing expertise, guidance through the process, and 
making sure village rules were adhered to. Many residents were knowledgeable construction 
workers, and others just wanted to help. When the residents interacted with the students, this 
changed students’ perception of the homeless. It was always a positive benefit. 
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Whatever expenses remained at the end of the term were covered by Portland 
Community College. The Associated Students of Portland Community College (ASPCC), The 
Green Initiative Fund (TGIF), and the Math and Sciences Department at Cascade campus 
covered these remaining expenses. If you wish to build a tiny house for yourself, the materials 
for an average tiny house are $10,000 to $15,000. Our houses cost approximately $3,000 each. 

Students and their families were ready, as were Dignity Village workers. Sources for 
supplies had been located (usually figured out and purchased just hours before they were 
needed). A place to build, plans, and extra financial support for the extras had been acquired. 
Now all that was needed was the determination to do it. There was plenty of that every term. 

 
Methods 

The goals and methods varied between the two years. The first year each week built on 
the previous weeks’ work. There was no way to determine how long it would take to build the 
house, so each week expressed what was possible that week. When the house was started the 
second year, it was expected that it would be easier; after all, the first house had provided 
experience. Surprisingly, it was just a new set of challenges! Thinking that experience would 
easily guide the project the second year may have been a hindrance! 

Each 10-week academic course was divided into two halves. One 5-week block was used 
for the 10 lectures. The other 5 weeks were spent building the tiny house, 4 hours per week (20 
hours per term). The houses required approximately 3 terms in order to complete each house. 
This included only the time doing construction and not any of the time required to plan for the 
week, acquire the necessary building materials, and get them transported to Dignity Village 
where the construction would take place. Luckily, the author owned a small truck that was in 
constant use. Some weeks the rental of a U-Haul sized truck was necessary (they also provided a 
discount). Occasionally, the U-Haul truck became a “dry-room” when painting was on the 
schedule, and the weather was not being cooperative. The second year, a storage container 
company (Suddath Corporation, 2017) donated the use of one of their containers for the year. 
This provided a way to move supplies around and much needed storage on-site at Dignity 
Village. It also became a dry space in which to work during the rainy season. This was an 
extremely beneficial addition to the procedure from the previous year. 

 
Year one 

All of the experiences for the first year have been described in great detail in “From 
Birdhouses to Tiny Houses: Courage Changes Everything” (Pope, 2016). The sustainability 
courses were composed of 4-hour classes. The last half-hour of lecture days was saved to 
continue to make plans for the construction periods. It took the first week on site just to build the 
foundational platform. Ideally this foundation is built from three 4 in. x 6 in. boards, 14 ft. long, 
and inserted into the metal brackets on cement pier blocks, creating a solid base about 17 in. 
from the ground (Figure 1). The sub-floor/foundation of the house was made from 2 in. by 6 in. 
lumber, covered with plywood on each side and filled with insulation. It was a joy to see 10 or 
15 students all hammering at once as they attached the plywood to this section of the tiny house. 
This platform was attached to the base and formed the foundation of the tiny house. Refer to 
Pope (2016) for the detailed description and all materials required. 
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Figure 1. Attaching the foundation to the base of the tiny house. 

“I can still see the look on everyone’s face staring at the floor we had just built. It 
was in that moment that the house became a true reality for us students. Here was 
a floor, and we built it.” (Student reflection, 2016). 
 

In week 2 the students learned how to do the framing (Keep it level, square, and straight. 
Measure twice!). The first-floor framing was completed the subsequent week. At this point the 
house began to take shape, and this added greatly to the excitement and enthusiasm of the 
students. Week 4, the loft floor was built, the second-floor framing completed, and the roof 
rafters cut. Week 5 it was important to get the house closed in before the winter break. Plywood 
was attached to the side walls all the way around and a giant blue tarp provided a roof and shelter 
from the wind and rain while students worked. That is as far as the project got the first term. 
When making plans and schedules, don’t forget to multiply by at least three or four. Everything 
takes much longer than you expect. 

In the winter term, the roof was put in place, and the windows installed. Luckily, an 
electrician–Dad was available to help with the electrical wiring. Most tiny house construction 
manuals do not describe how to do the electrical aspects due to the potential dangers involved. 
Minimal electrical directions are included in the tiny house book by the author (Pope, 2016) 
because “tiny-housers” (those building their own homes) and students thinking about doing the 
same need to have the basic instructions. Due to this project, many students were inspired to 
build their own tiny houses, or at least strive for a much smaller home for themselves.  

The electrical aspects were followed by the insulation which was installed in the ceiling 
and walls under the direction of a student’s father and his father’s co-worker. When these steps 
were completed, the same father–co-worker team provided instructions in dry wall installation 
and mudding. This job gave students a great sense of accomplishment and pleasure. Again, all 
details and specific materials necessary are described by Pope (2016). 

When the mudding was completely dry, the painting began. First the entire house was 
primed inside and out. This adds a mold-resistant layer (which is critical in tiny houses) and seals 
the drywall so that a single coat of paint is all that is needed. The electrician-drywall Dad said 
that in one project, he decided to skip the primer, thinking he would save time and just do two 
coats of interior paint. However, it took seven or eight coats of interior paint instead! Painting the 
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tiny house was a job loved by everyone. Basic instructions regarding “how to paint,” are 
recommended in order to preserve brushes for future projects. 

 

     
Figure 2. Left: Building a reclaimed broken-tile countertop for the kitchen.  
Right: A greywater system using native Oregon plants for the kitchen sink. 

 
Over the winter and spring terms, interior windows and door trim were completed and 

painted. A recycled, broken-tile countertop was also created (Figure 2, left). All the advanced 
systems were designed and implemented: custom-made light fixtures; a rainwater harvesting 
system (Figure 3); a greywater system (Figure 2, right). In the spring term, two other, pre-
existing tiny houses were repaired, adding new siding, roof, steps, and porches. 

 
 
 

Year Two 
Over the summer many tiny house projects for the homeless were implemented in 

Portland. Other colleges, non-profits, and architectural firms became involved in the design and 
construction of new tiny house villages for the homeless as well. When PCC students went to the 
ReBuilding Center to pull the lumber needed for the next tiny house, there was none. The 
ReBuilding Center could not de-construct houses fast enough to keep up with demand for the 
repurposed lumber. The first week was interesting, but became largely a tour of the ReBuilding 
Center facility. 
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Figure 3. Gravity-fed rainwater harvesting system. 

 
The lumber at the ReBuilding Center store is ready to use (de-nailed and sorted). They 

had plenty of wood, but it was at their secondary site and still needed to be de-nailed. So, week 
two was spent ridding the nails, screws, brads, etc., from the lumber and plywood that would be 
needed when construction of the tiny house began. Each board also had to be checked 
magnetically to make sure no metal fragments remained. Enough plywood was de-nailed for the 
exterior of the house (Figure 4, left) and just over one hundred 2 in. x 4 in. boards for the 
framing, plus enough 2 in. x 6 in. boards to build the roofing rafters and the foundation. 

This year it was decided to build the walls in sections in the nice, warm, dry workshop of 
the ReBuilding Center (Figure 4, right and Figure 5, left), and store the sections in a movable 
container (from Suddath) over the winter break. The sections would then be assembled quickly 
on site at Dignity Village. But by combining two tiny house plan versions, many details were 
overlooked. The Communitecture plans had studs placed at 16 in. on center (from the center of 
one board to the center of the next one). The Jansen plans had them 22.5 in. on center. Therefore, 
the Communitecture plans required 4 studs equidistantly spaced within a 4 ft. wall section, 
whereas the Jansen plans used 3 studs with just one in the middle of the 4 ft. wall section. 
Besides the fact that the Communitecture version was much sturdier, it also required the standard 
narrow width of insulation. The cost of the wider insulation for the Jansen walls would have 
doubled the insulation cost. So, the middle stud had to be removed from our sections and two 
studs appropriately placed, adding extra work and slowing the project further.  
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Figure 4. Left: De-nailing the plywood at the ReBuilding Center secondary site. Right: Building 
the wall sections in the workshop provided by the ReBuilding Center. 
 

“The modular system … was a great idea at first but was soon realized to be one 
that would not work. We could get each wall section squared individually but 
could not attach the walls to our floor and keep everything square. We ended up 
taking the plywood off the walls so that we could install them correctly, one wall 
at a time, keeping the entire house level and square. Again, with trial and error … 
we were able to install the walls. Once again, there was that look of awe and 
satisfaction in everyone’s faces.” (Student reflection, 2017). 

 
The entire fall term was spent de-nailing, transporting, panel-building, and storing the pre-built 
sections. The extra efforts were expected to pay off in the winter term; the panels already had the 
plywood attached. The sections should have gone up quickly. However – there is always a 
however – despite a serious attempt to keep everything square, the panels were not square 
enough. When the materials arrived at the construction site, all the plywood had to be removed 
so that the frame could be squared adequately, and then the plywood reattached (Figure 5, right). 
There are many systems of construction that do use pre-fabricated panels; however their factory 
conditions versus the just-learning-how-to-throw-a-hammer-conditions might have made a 
difference.  

Winter term, the students did their own deconstruction and reconstruction, and the house 
was still up and framed, including the roof, by the end of the winter term (Figure 6, left). During 
the spring term, the siding and drywall was completed, as well as all the painting. For this house, 
the future resident had requested an addition of decorative dragonflies to the exterior of the 
house. Several excited students engaged in the design of the artwork needed for this project 
(Figure 6, right). All of the tiny discarded scrap lumber from the ReBuilding Center was 
collected, painted, and glued to leftover scrap plywood to generate two wooden dragonfly 
sculptures to be mounted on the exterior of the tiny house. 
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Figure 5. Left: Wall sections were built in the ReBuilding Center workshop and then transported 
to Dignity Village for assembly. Right: The pre-fab wall sections were not square enough, and 
were disassembled and the framing completed without the plywood already attached. 

 

     
Figure 6. Left: The house was closed in by the end of winter term. Right: Small discarded pieces 
of wood were rescued from the workshop at the ReBuilding Center and used to create the 
wooden dragonfly mosaics requested by the future resident at Dignity Village. 

In the spring term, the dragonfly mosaics had to be completed, plus all the exterior and 
interior work (T-111 siding, the insulation and drywall), and the painting (Figure 7). The two 
terms in 2017 (winter and spring) were very cold and very wet, unlike the previous tiny house 
experience which was cool and windy with showers usually waiting until after construction was 
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done for the day. Not so this year. Students were often drenched to the skin. The first house was 
painted using conservative colors, with white interior walls and pale-yellow exterior walls. The 
second house was navy blue, with the dragonfly mosaics involving red and orange backgrounds 
behind lavender, metallic light blue, and green dragonflies. The interior was originally painted 
with a light green (selected by the future resident, then subsequently vetoed) requiring the  

 

     
Figure 7. Left: Completing the exterior of the second tiny house. Right: Repainting the interior.  

 
interior to be repainted white (Figure 7, right). It is best with small spaces to keep interiors very 
light in color to maintain a sense of openness. 
 

“Students who had never handled power tools or even held a hand tool, were 
measuring, cutting, hammering, drilling. It is ultimately rewarding to see 
classmates standing on a loft that we built, resting on walls that we built, attached 
to a floor we built.” (Student reflection, 2017). 
 

Three students worked off-site for three weeks, building a solid-wood single-piece 
countertop for the kitchen area. A single slab from a tree log was polished, finished, and custom-
fitted to the tiny house. It was stunning work, accomplished by one experienced, knowledgeable 
student and two trainees.  

The overall experience in building this tiny house was the same as for the first house, but 
the details were completely different. Some changes were by choice, others certainly were not.  

 
“By taking this class I learned that tiny houses can save the earth through 
sustainability by grabbing friends and tools and start to work daily and just 
working hard learning and do new things that you had never done before in your 
life is a good way to start.” (Student reflection, 2017). 
 

Results 
At the end of each term, the students were asked to write a paper describing their 

participation in the tiny house construction. What they learned, their enthusiasm, and their 
transformation, in their own words, was extraordinary. So much more was learned beyond how 
to use a saw and hammer. There were challenges, but the joy and learning and sharing was heart-
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warming every week. It involved overcoming resistance to try new things, to step forward and 
help teach others, and to learn to work in teams.  

The author had to be extremely aware and notice when someone was available to help 
another team or when they were becoming a wallflower and potentially avoiding work – but also, 
to not be critical in any way. It was not possible to be everywhere, helping everyone at every 
moment. With the second house, a student was assigned to just take the photos and videos 
(something the author did the first year). This gave the author more freedom to be there helping 
and answering questions for the students. Often, the same student would be observed to be 
looking at their smart phone or standing around. But upon review of the site photos at the end of 
the day, that same student seemed to be everywhere helping. Impressions in a chaotic, intense 
environment may not represent what was actually happening. 

Don’t allow inexperience or lack of a detailed plan to prevent embracing a large project. 
By just jumping in, the students took possession of the project, and were equally committed to 
completing it and staying on schedule as much as possible. They were also much more forgiving 
than the author when the schedule was a disaster. Although other authors indicate a well-thought 
out plan is essential, in a large project such as building a tiny house, it is better to expect that 
everything is going to change. The change is more often than not for the better, creating a more 
solid, more beautiful house. 

It is important to keep students rotating through projects. If they become expert at one 
task, and then stay with that familiar task too long, in the end the student may be disappointed 
with the limited amount that they learned over the course of the project. For the most part, if 
students are constantly changing teams and activities, they are astonished with what they are able 
to accomplish and learn. Students with disabilities may need a different approach, keeping their 
participation predictable. But anyone can participate at whatever level becomes comfortable for 
them. Extra planning each week may be necessary to accommodate special needs for the range of 
student abilities. Some weeks, teams would be assigned. Other weeks, an overview of the 
projects for the day would be provided and volunteers requested. Both ways worked. Allowing 
for flexibility throughout the process, as students wanted or needed a change, was the best 
approach, even if it meant that a critical job was not being addressed.  

It is best to give the students as much responsibility as possible and let them go with their 
decisions. There may be occasions when you know their design or solution is not going to work. 
If the mistake is going to be “acceptable,” and the project can recover, it is best to allow time for 
students to make mistakes. Mistakes are important, too. Mistakes create learning opportunities.  
 

“The professors allowed us to learn and go with the flow of things. This entire 
idea was totally mind blowing. I have actually walked away with a better thought 
process. I’ve learned through every role I played in the tiny house to do research, 
find sustainable ways, find resources, and pave a new way of living. Things 
happen for a reason and me taking this course was definitely meant [to be]. It has 
boosted my confidence on a personal level.” (Student reflection, 2017). 
 

Conclusions 
It is always hoped that learning experiences will make a difference and in some way 

touch others. Those experiences that the students were fortunate enough to share together as we 
built the two tiny houses became one of those times. The author had never really embraced 
community-based learning before. It seemed like it was primarily for nurses and doctors working 
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in the field, or at least some field that was not related to this work at all. If time had been taken to 
learn all the suggested prerequisites and follow recommended paths, clearly, the author would 
not have jumped into this project blindly. But that would have been a huge mistake. Learning 
with students, sharing with students, making mistakes with students was a powerful experience 
for us all. 

 

     
Figure 8. Left: First-year tiny house with greywater system, water harvesting, and solar panel. 
Right: Second-year tiny house with recovered wood-scrap dragonfly mosaics. 

The second year, when nothing seemed to go the way that was expected, including the 
weather, the author was quite agitated. But to later read that the students felt a stronger 
connection because of the challenges was enlightening. Yes, community-based learning is more 
work. But the rewards, the benefits, are a hundredfold more powerful than sitting in a classroom, 
no matter how many seed bombs you mold or birdhouses you build. This is the future of 
education.  

 
“Knowing that you are taking part in a project to benefit and aid someone in need 
is rewarding enough but being surrounded by a bunch of people selflessly doing 
the same is beyond rewarding. The camaraderie between students and instructors 
was something I would have never expected at the beginning of the term. We 
differ in age, gender, and race, … and might have been raised in a completely 
different culture from each other, but all found each other in a common desire to 
understand and protect our environment.” (Student reflection, 2017). 

 
“I’m so thankful to have had this extremely positive experience. I have been 
inspired by my classmates and the members of Dignity Village to continue 
working on community projects. I learned to use many different types of tools that 
I have never had the opportunity to use before this. This experience has made me 
realize the very easy possibility of building your own home, the power of 
teamwork, and the beauty of simplicity.” (Student reflection, 2017). 
 
“There was a strong vibe of community with this project. I took a step back and 
observed the project and all I seen was smiles, intrigued conversations, and people 
giving a lending hand. We were all after the same goal coming from a wide range 
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of different backgrounds, opinions, and lifestyles. So many different people 
working as a family. I’m walking away with a different outlook on life.” (Student 
reflection, 2017). 
 

What was learned in writing about the tiny house experience, is the importance of 
community-based learning. The culture that is created because of the project, if it is challenging 
enough, overcomes culture, overcomes privilege. If there is adequate time, students become 
teachers and train other students. Those students then become teachers to help teach others. The 
original student-teachers switch jobs and become the students again. Everyone is constantly 
switching roles. And somehow this empowers everyone. Traditional descriptions cannot 
categorize you.  

The current direction of our economy will unfortunately drive more people into 
homelessness. Native Americans will be impacted disproportionately by this force of change. 
Displaced from native lands and forced to move to more urban areas such as Portland, these 
individuals would perhaps benefit by the development of a tiny house community specifically 
intended for Native Americans. Their lack of a sense of community in urban environments could 
be addressed. Although Native Americans are among the homeless that live at Dignity Village, 
the self-governing community required that the selection for occupancy remained theirs. The 
students were not given the opportunity to consider that decision. It is hoped that additional tiny-
home villages will be created to generate community for the disenfranchised, especially Native 
American's. 

 
Our total culture is generating a fragile generation (Haidt, 2017), afraid to try anything at 

all. However, if we engage in huge projects, like the tiny house project, it forces people out of 
their shells – it forces us to work in teams; it eliminates traditional roles we thought we had to 
play – a new culture emerges, one of cooperation and shared vision. And that will help us build 
the future. 
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