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Dear Reader,

We are excited to present the Summer 2013 issue of UNCENSORED, and we thank you for your interest in our 

publication, whether you have just discovered it or regularly follow our articles.

This issue’s on the Homefront section has a lot of food for thought. In “Conferring on Homelessness,” ICPH 

staff members explore timely topics in the world of homeless services —from the plight of homeless female 

veterans to a campaign to help destitute families hold on to personal property they lose after falling behind 

on storage payments. The essay on the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study reveals the long-lasting 

effects of childhood trauma, and our National Perspective article paints a sobering picture of the experi-

ences of homeless Hispanic families.

The features in this issue offer something special as well. In “Beyond Freedom,” a moving follow-up to our 

Fall 2012 feature “The Unlikely Homeless,” Pearl Brownstein describes the supportive atmosphere at meet-

ings of those who have escaped domestic violence. “It Takes McCarver to Raise a Child” looks at an innova-

tive practice of the Tacoma Housing Authority, which has partnered with parents in a promising effort to 

keep families housed, improve children’s education, and invest in a local school. 

Our Historical Perspective essay tracks the evolution of charitable summer camps, and our Voices column  

is devoted to the subject of rapid re-housing.

We at UNCENSORED welcome your comments and suggestions as we continue the conversation about the 

struggles of impoverished and homeless men, women, and children.

Sincerely,

Ralph da Costa Nunez, PhD 

Publisher 

President and CEO, Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness
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on the
	 Homefront

On February 21 and 22, 2013, in Seattle, Washington, the Nat- 

ional Alliance to End Homelessness held its annual conference 

on family and youth homelessness. U.S. senator Patty Murray  

of Washington and Nan Stoops, executive director of the Wash-

ington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence, were among 

the keynote speakers. Sessions explored a range of issues, in- 

cluding the use of rapid re-housing as a model to solve family 

homelessness, strategies to end veteran homelessness, services 

for runaway and homeless youth, and the intersection of dom- 

estic violence and homelessness. Topics discussed during 

several sessions are highlighted below.

Health Care Reform: What’s in It for Families and Youth?
This session discussed the ways in which the Affordable Care 

Act (ACA) affects families and youth experiencing or at risk of 

homelessness. As part of the ACA, $1.5 billion— separate from 

Medicaid—was set aside for grants for Maternal, Infant, and Early 

Childhood Home Visiting Programs to help low-income at-risk 

populations; these programs have proven to be a cost-effective 

means of improving outcomes for mothers and their children. 

Though homeless families and youth are particularly vulner-

able, the parameters of home-visiting programs have often 

excluded them. An advocate at Heartland Health Outreach in 

Chicago discussed that organization’s efforts to broaden the 

programs. Among the suggestions were having more training 

for home visitors with regard to the barriers they face when 

working with homeless families; basing home visitors in home-

less shelters; and identifying key leaders and experts able to 

prioritize the issue going forward.

A representative of the Annie E. Casey Foundation addressed 

another change enacted as part of the ACA: the expansion of 

Medicaid for youth aging out of foster care, who will now be 

covered to age 26. This population is often at great risk of becom-

ing homeless and has high rates of acute and chronic medical, 

mental health, and developmental problems. Though the expan-

sion of benefits does not, as yet, allow Medicaid coverage for 

this transient population to follow them if they leave the state in 

which they were most recently in foster care, it moves the nation 

toward giving these young people “medical homes,” or home 

bases for health care.

Emerging Research and Practices on Veterans and Their Families
A number of sessions at the conference addressed homeless-

ness among veterans. The National Center on Family Home-

lessness representative explained that 4 percent of homeless 

vets are women— the most underserved veteran population, 

especially those with families. Female veterans are more likely 

than their male counterparts to be married; they are more likely 

to suffer serious psychiatric illness; 81 to 93 percent of women 

veterans have been exposed to trauma, often prior to military 

service; 27 to 49 percent of women vets have suffered child-

hood sexual abuse; and 20 percent of the women who have 

served in Iraq and Afghanistan have experienced sexual assault 

while in the military. This abuse is highly correlated with post-

traumatic stress disorder, leaving these women at increased 

risk of substance abuse —which in turn increases their risk of 

homelessness.

The National Center on Homelessness Among Veterans, part of 

the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), gave a presenta-

tion on its work in developing the National Clinical Reminder, 

a set of screening tools for returning veterans. Data collected 

during the screening can be tracked longitudinally to enable 

clinicians to intervene earlier in troubled situations as individu-

als transition out of the military. 

Throughout the two-day National Alliance conference, speak-

ers acknowledged that in the context of the current fiscal sit- 

uation, providers and researchers alike should expect to do more 

with less. Speakers highlighted the need for increased and im- 

proved data collection and evaluation to serve homeless fami-

lies and youth. 

The National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) hosted 

“United for Action,” its 2013 Housing Policy Conference & 

Conferring on Homelessness
Researchers at the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness regularly attend conferences in order to  
keep abreast of developments in the field. Below, ICPH staff members offer UNCENSORED readers overviews  
and impressions of several local and national events that took place this year in different parts of the country.
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Lobby Day, from March 17 to 20 in Washington, D.C. Keynote 

speakers included MSNBC’s Melissa Harris-Perry and U.S. 

representative Keith Ellison of Minnesota. The primary aim of 

this year’s conference was to discuss and promote one of the 

NLIHC’s legislative goals, the funding of the National Housing 

Trust Fund (NHTF). Under a bill proposed by Representa-

tive Ellison, the trust fund, which was created in 2008, would 

receive financing through the modification of tax deductions 

on mortgage interest payments. In multiple conference ses-

sions, the NHTF was touted as a potentially valuable resource 

for new affordable-housing programs.

Several speakers also addressed the role that a vigorous com-

mitment to developing low-income housing through the NHTF 

could play in drastically reducing or even ending homeless-

ness. On this front, the focus was primarily on homeless veter-

ans, a nod to the Obama administration’s stated goal of ending 

veteran homelessness by 2015. There was widespread recogni-

tion that ending homelessness will not simply be a matter of 

securing money for new programs, but will require significant 

coordination across government agencies and between the 

public and nonprofit sectors. Many spoke optimistically about 

early successes with new initiatives that wedded low-income 

housing with other support services that particular groups 

might need.

That said, many at the conference expressed wariness about 

the current political climate. At the time the conference was 

held, the consequences of the federal budget sequester had yet 

to be fully felt, but many attendees and speakers acknowledged 

the threat that budget cuts posed to valuable government pro-

grams and grants. Multiple conference sessions also included 

discussions of occasional local resistance to new housing pro-

grams. Here, the conference benefited from the mix of provid-

Author Pat LaMarche (left) speaks with Anna Simonsen-Meehan and Matt Adams  
of ICPH at the 10th annual conference of the Georgia Alliance to End Homelessness.

ers, advocates, and researchers in attendance, which allowed 

for the discussion of NIMBYism from multiple angles. 

From March 26 to 28, the Georgia Alliance to End Homeless-

ness hosted its 10th annual conference, “Solutions to Ending 

Homelessness and Hunger: Stronger Programs Stronger Peo-

ple,” in Marietta, Georgia. Keynote speakers included Justice 

Robert Benham of the Georgia Supreme Court, U.S. representa-

tive John Lewis of Georgia, and Pat LaMarche, author of Left 

Out in America: The State of Homelessness in the United States.

Ms. LaMarche discussed her most recent collaboration with 

Diane Nilan, the founder and president of HEAR US, a nonprofit 

organization dedicated to giving voice and visibility to homeless 

children, youth, and families. Together, the two embarked on a 

journey to visit family shelters across the Southwest in early 2013. 

Among the discoveries made during their journey, which they 

affectionately called the “Babes of Wrath” tour, was what many 

homeless families experience when they lose their housing, 

place their belongings in storage facilities, and see their financial 

resources dwindle. Lost in the entertainment of A&E’s reality-

television program Storage Wars —which follows bidders search-

ing for bargains at storage auctions —is exactly whose “aban-

doned” property they acquire. As it turns out, the property often 

previously belonged to homeless families, who lose everything 

when unable to keep up with storage payments. This includes 

personal photographs, health and financial records, and identi-

fication documents, which are of no value to, and immediately 

discarded by, new owners. The “Babes” have begun a legislative 

campaign, “Save Our Stuff,” to allow families to retain their per-

sonal items. For more information, visit: www.SaveOurStuffNow.

com.

Conference sessions covered topics such as Georgia’s affordable-

housing needs, veteran homelessness, recidivism, faith-based 

outreach, and homeless children’s access to education. ICPH’s 

Matt Adams and Anna Simonsen-Meehan gave a presentation 

on the link between foreclosures and homelessness, drawing on 

both national and local data to illustrate not only the severity of 

the housing crisis to date, but also the continued importance of 

protecting homeowners, renters, and communities alike from the 

devastating impact of foreclosures. The full report, “Foreclosures 

and Homelessness: Understanding the Connection,” appears 

in the new ICPH publication The American Almanac of Family 

Homelessness and can be accessed free of charge at  

www.ICPHusa.org. ■
— Matt Adams, Josef Kannegaard,  

Elizabeth Ezratty, and Anna Simonsen-Meehan
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The effects of stress can last a lifetime. Children learn, as part 

of growing up, how to cope with stress so that not every experi-

ence, jarring though it may be, is accompanied by a meltdown. 

The ability to cope is necessary not only socially but physi-

ologically, for when we experience stress, our bodies react; the 

brain secretes hormones, and the heart rate becomes elevated. 

With the help of caring adults, children learn to temper their 

stress, so that unfamiliar situations — such as meeting new 

people or being left at day care — are tolerable. However, with-

out the presence of supportive adults, those same stressors may 

become toxic, preventing the brain from returning to normal 

hormone levels. Instead, the body remains in a threatened 

state, which can result in a decrease in a person’s stress thresh-

old so that events involving moderate stress are physiologically 

interpreted as extreme. This process can even impair brain 

development, diminishing connections between brain circuits 

and suppressing immune response and cognitive development 

in learning and memory. 

In the 1990s the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

and Kaiser Permanente’s Health Appraisal Clinic in San Diego 

began collaborating on an extensive project called the Adverse 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.page 4 page 5
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Insights from the Adverse Childhood Experiences Study

by Elizabeth Ezratty

Participants in this study refl ected a cross-section of middle-class American adults.
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Between 1995 and 1997, over 17,000 people receiving physical exams complet-
ed confi dential surveys containing information about their childhood experiences 
and current health status and behaviors. The information from these surveys was 
combined with results from their physical exams to form the study’s fi ndings. 

Who participated in the ACE study?

What are ACEs?
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) is the term given to describe all types of 
abuse, neglect, and other traumatic experiences that occur to individuals under the 
age of 18. The landmark Kaiser ACE Study examined the relationships between 
these experiences during childhood and reduced health and well-being later in life.



Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. The study investigated the 

relationship between stressful events endured during childhood 

and mental, physical, and behavioral outcomes in adulthood. 

Adult patients who came to the clinic for their annual health 

evaluations during the study enrollment period were sent a 

survey asking ten yes/no questions about whether, during the 

first 18 years of their lives, they had experienced neglect (physi-

cal or emotional), abuse (physical, sexual, or verbal), or family 

dysfunction (presence of substance or alcohol dependence in 

the household, cohabitation with someone who was mentally ill 

or suicidal, cohabitation with someone who had been in prison, 

presence of domestic violence toward mother or stepmother, 

or separation or divorce of parents). Each respondent was then 

given an ACE score between zero and ten, with each “yes” 

response counting for one point. The more than 17,000 people 

who responded were overwhelmingly white and well-educated, 

with a mean age of 57 years. Each person’s ACE score was com-

pared with his or her health assessment.

The results were startling. Researchers found a marked relation-

ship between ACE scores and adverse health/behavior out-

comes in adulthood; as the number of ACEs increased, so too 

did the number of problems faced in adulthood, including risk 

of teen pregnancy, family problems, financial troubles, high 

stress, alcohol and substance use, mental health issues, smok-

ing, and anger-management difficulties. This graded relation-

ship was also present for risk of obesity, heart disease, lung 

disease, cancer, skeletal fractures, and liver disease. In addi-

tion, researchers noted that the presence of one ACE greatly 

increased the chance of a respondent’s having experienced 

another form of trauma in childhood.

Though the study was not randomized and the results do not 

necessarily apply to all people, the implications of the findings 

are difficult to ignore. The more trauma experienced during 

childhood, the greater the likelihood of poor physical, mental, 

and behavioral health throughout the rest of the life course. ■

on the
	 Homefront
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Studies over the years have continually shown that Hispanic 

families are overrepresented in U.S. homelessness and poverty 

statistics when compared with whites. In 2011 over one-quarter 

(29.6%) of Hispanic families with children lived in poverty, 

more than twice the rate of white families (12.2%). Hispanic 

families also experience homelessness at much higher rates. 

One of every 396 Hispanic family members stayed in a home-

by Matt Adams and  
Anna Simonsen-Meehan

Note: A value of one indicates equal likelihood between Hispanics and whites.

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, The 2011 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress;  
U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 American Community Survey 1-year Estimates.

less shelter in 2011, a rate nearly three times higher than that for 

persons in white families (one in 1,067; see Figure 1).

Such statistics may represent an undercount of Hispanics who 

are homeless due to factors affecting many families of Hispanic 

origin. Language barriers, fear of deportation of undocu-

mented family members, and migratory labor patterns result in 
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less use of homeless services and, as a consequence, under-

representation in homelessness statistics. Hispanic families 

may rely on help from relatives over agency-run social services, 

reducing the rate of literally homeless Hispanics but increasing 

the number of doubled-up families who live in potentially over-

crowded and substandard conditions and are disconnected 

from services. These arrangements may also limit access to 

employment and other opportunities, since living with relatives 

can reduce the time a person spends with co-workers, friends, 

and others outside the extended family. Some studies suggest 

that literally homeless Hispanics are also more likely to stay 

in atypical unsheltered locations, for example in abandoned 

buildings, thus frequently “hidden” from and overlooked by 

homelessness surveyors.

Issues surrounding immigration status limit low-income 

Hispanic families’ access to benefit programs that could keep 

them from experiencing homelessness. Welfare-reform legisla-

tion passed in 1996 resulted in much lower public benefit 

participation rates among legal non-citizen households; even 

qualified immigrant families living in poverty are prevented 

from receiving aid by complex application rules, confusion 

over eligibility criteria, limited English skills among applicants, 

and fear that participation may disqualify family members 

from obtaining permanent residency status (“green cards”). In 

“mixed-status” households, fear of deportation keeps undocu-

mented parents from applying for assistance for their qualifying 

U.S.-born children. Harsh legislative measures taken in recent 

years by states seeking to address unlawful immigration have 

heightened deportation concerns among Hispanics and have 

further deterred eligible low-income immigrants from seek-

ing assistance. These laws also place organizations at risk of 

prosecution for aiding illegal immigrant households in need of 

social and homeless services.

Several factors place many Hispanic families and individuals 

in a financially unstable position. Nearly two-fifths (38.0%) of 

Hispanics have less than a high school degree, a rate almost 

four times higher than for whites (9.6%). In 2011 a Hispanic full- 

time employee with a bachelor’s degree or higher earned one- 

sixth (16.5%) less in weekly full-time salary ($1,000) than a white 

worker ($1,165) with the same level of education. In 2009 His- 

panic households had approximately one-eighteenth of the 

accumulated wealth that whites possessed ($6,325, compared 

with $113,149), leaving them with less to fall back on in times 

of economic hardship. This amount decreased by two-thirds 

(65.5%) between 2005 and 2009, due primarily to the housing-

market crash, which strongly affected states with large Hispanic 

populations. (The wealth of white households saw a 15.6% 

decline during the same time period.) 

Differences exist within the broad “Hispanic” category, which 

disguise factors that can increase vulnerability to homeless-

ness — situations linked to national origin, generational status 

(such as being foreign-born versus being third-generation), 

immigration status, and level of English-language proficiency. 

For example, the poverty rate among foreign-born families orig-

inating in Mexico was 36.0% in 2011, as opposed to 16.4% for 

families born in South America. More than two-thirds (70.7%) 

of U.S. families born in Mexico have limited English-language 

skills, compared with less than half (45.9%) of South Ameri-

can–born families, making it even more difficult to achieve 

economic stability.

Like blacks and American Indian or Alaskan Natives, Hispanics 

face prejudice and other substantial access barriers to decent 

employment, education, and housing not experienced by 

whites. While the nature and expression of biases vary by racial 

and ethnic group, the effects are similar: lower educational 

attainment and earned income, considerable gaps in wealth 

accumulation, and higher rates of poverty and homelessness. 

At the same time, it is important to note that society is dynamic. 

Immigration reform under consideration by the 113th Congress 

may help reduce some barriers to accessing services by offer-

ing a path to citizenship for some undocumented immigrants 

already living in the United States. ■

on the
	 Homefront
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Juilianne, Levi, and Malchi Torrella were accustomed to moving around a lot. “There was one school 

we went to for only six months, so I never tried to make any friends because I knew we were going to 

be moving again,” says Malchi, age nine.

The Torrellas are not military brats; they are not children of farmworkers or of parents with any other 

jobs that require relocation. The Torrella children were transient because of poverty and homeless-

ness. And they were typical of students at McCarver Elementary School. The school has a warm envi-

ronment, a gregarious principal, passionate educators, and a well-behaved, racially diverse student 

body of 465. But McCarver, located in the economically depressed neighborhood of Hilltop, has the 

highest poverty rate of any elementary school in Tacoma, Washington. In 2010 its student-turnover rate 

was 107 percent. (This was actually an improvement over the 2005 – 06 school year, when the figure 

was 179 percent.)

Two years ago the Torrella children would very likely have contributed to the school’s turnover. They 

were attending McCarver when their father, Alex, was released from prison. “I got out, my wife told 

me we were getting divorced, and I had the kids. I had a one-bedroom”—which was too small for him 

and the children—“and couldn’t live there,” Alex remembers. “I was basically homeless. I didn’t know 

what I was going to do. But then the lady in charge of the [rental] property told me about the project.”

She was referring to the McCarver Elementary School Initiative. Starting in 2011 the Tacoma Housing 

Authority (THA) gave five-year housing vouchers to 50 families whose children were students at Mc- 

Carver Elementary School—families who were homeless or on the verge of becoming so. As with many  

voucher programs, the amount of rental assistance the family receives decreases over the course of 

five years, in order to promote self-sufficiency.

by Diana Scholl

It Takes McCarver     to Raise a Child
The Tacoma Housing Authority’s  

Education-Based Fight against Homelessness
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A student passes lockers at McCarver Elementary School, where a partnership 
between families and the Tacoma Housing Authority has shown promising results.



It Takes McCarver to Raise a Child

The parents also signed a pledge that they would commit to 

focusing on both their children’s education and their own. The 

program tracks parents’ participation in various activities —

including helping with the children’s homework and being 

involved with the PTA— as well as their success at reaching 

certain benchmarks, such as earning diplomas and finding 

employment. The McCarver initiative provides these families 

with intensive support, including two full-time THA casework-

ers who have an office in the school. The students in the 

program also receive additional help whenever needed, from 

backpacks to a summer program supported by private partners.

Many housing programs provide caseworkers and additional 

support. What makes THA’s pilot project different from other 

housing programs is that parents stay eligible for the voucher 

only as long as they keep their children enrolled in McCarver 

Elementary School. At a time when charter schools and private-

school voucher programs are in vogue, for a housing authority 

to invest in a public school this way is highly unusual.

A more common approach to fixing a failing school would be 

to “give 50 families vouchers so they can escape so they can 

find themselves another school,” as THA’s executive director, 

Michael Mirra, explains. “Some of them might have done that, 

and that might have improved their families’ prospects. But 

those families would have been replaced by 50 families from 

the shelters, and nothing about that school would change. Our 

education project has two 

goals that are different. One is 

to improve the education out-

comes of children we serve. 

And maybe we would have 

done that by giving 50 vouch-

ers. But that would have done 

nothing for the second goal: to 

improve school outcomes. The 

McCarver project is focused as 

much on the school as it is on 

the children.”

The project is being car-

ried out in conjunction with 

Tacoma Public Schools, 

which is also investing heavily 

in McCarver. The enthusi-

astic principal, Scott Rich, 

and energetic McKinney-Vento liaison and counselor, Carol 

Ramm-Gramenz, oversee the program’s day-to-day operations. 

At the request of the THA, the school district is undertaking 

a three-year process of turning McCarver’s curriculum into 

an International Baccalaureate Program, as a way of upping 

academic standards.

Ramm-Gramenz says, “It takes McCarver to raise a child.”

Using Housing for Educational Change
While THA has had partnerships with the school district before, 

they became more extensive when Mirra was named THA’s 

executive director, in 2004.

“The feeling before was, ‘We’re not social workers, we’re 

landlords,’” recalls Nancy Vignec, THA’s director of community 

services, a former teacher and a longtime THA staffer.

But Mirra is an activist in technocrat’s clothes. He wanted to 

use the housing authority’s status as landlord to many of the 

city’s low-income residents to create broader educational 

opportunities for the families THA serves — thereby breaking 

the cycle of poverty.

“I think of THA as a social-justice organization with a technical 

mission,” Mirra says. “If we mean to alleviate the poverty of the 

people we serve, education is really the solution.

page 10 page 11
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David McMullan, who once struggled  
with drug addiction, and his son, D.J.,  
are successful participants in the 
McCarver Elementary School Initiative.



It Takes McCarver to Raise a Child

“We started this education experiment with a couple of sur-

mises. Except for the school district and the public-assistance 

office, the THA serves more poor children than anyone in the 

city. We are already deep into these families’ lives. We are their 

landlord, we manage these exquisitely regulated housing-assis-

tance programs, we provide community services. That posi-

tions us to have influence. The surmise is that we can influence 

educational outcomes. The educational project means to find 

out how, and then to exercise that influence,” Mirra says.

Some of these educational fixes are as simple as giving out free 

books to every child who visits THA’s brightly colored offices. 

But the most ambitious experiment is the McCarver Elementary 

School Initiative.

The project is funded by a number of sources, including the Bill 

& Melinda Gates Foundation, Pierce County, the Seattle-based 

nonprofit organization Building Changes, and the Sequoia 

Foundation, as well as THA. The largest funder is HUD. In 2010 

THA became a “moving-to-work housing authority,” which is a 

status HUD gives to 40 housing authorities. Rather than bring-

ing more federal money, this designation allows THA flexibility 

in spending what it already receives. This made the McCarver 

Elementary School Initiative possible.

According to Vignec, “The McCarver Project proposal was 

a really central part to our original application to HUD and 

caught HUD’s eye.”

How to Measure Success
Mirra recruited former Tacoma Public Schools superintendent 

Michael Power to execute the McCarver Elementary School 

Initiative and, along with an outside contractor, design evalua-

tion metrics and goals.

At the first yearly assessment, in 2012, the results looked 

promising. Because of the strongly encouraged participation 

of parents taking part in the initiative, the school had an active 

PTA for the first time anyone could remember. Families ben-

efited from increases in education levels, job training, employ-

ment, and household income, with 13 more parents working 

than before the program started. Students in the project saw a 

22 percent improvement in test scores — three times more than 

those in similar schools and cohorts. And while turnover at 

McCarver still remained extremely high, at 96.6 percent in the 

2011–12 school year, it was down from the previous year’s rate 

of 107.4 percent. Among project participants the turnover rate 

“This isn’t a Band-Aid. It’s actually a cure.”

was only 4.5 percent. School personnel say that this stability 

has done wonders for McCarver.

“So often at the end of the school year, students don’t know if 

they’re coming back or not, and there’s really a collective sense 

of grief, for children as well as staff,” says Ramm-Gramenz. 

“Without the project, I’m sure a lot of those families would have 

been gone. But I really felt this last year for once there was a 

group of kids who absolutely knew they were coming back to 

McCarver. We were able to see them through the summer at the 

summer programs. It was just seamless as far as their progres-

sion to the next year. Having the sense of ‘I don’t know what’s 

going to happen next,’ of course they’re going to act out. This 

isn’t a Band-Aid. It’s actually a cure.”

Fourth- and fifth-grade math teacher Megan Nelson notes that 

having more stability in the student body has improved her 

classroom, with students more engaged and focused.

“It was really nice that when I did my report cards in the fall, 

there were the same kids in the winter. As a community it’s 

better when it’s stable,” she says. “And the parents are the most 

involved [they have] been. We had the first book fair in the first 

time anyone can remember.”

The students participating in the project are happier, too. 

Nelson’s student Juilianne Torrella, age ten, explains, “It was 
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The McKinney-Vento liaison and counselor Carol Ramm-Gramenz helps oversee 
the McCarver initiative’s day-to-day operations.



an often thing to move every half a year. But now we’re not 

moving. I like it because I still have all my old friends and don’t 

have to make new friends.”

Success Story
One success story is that of David and D.J. McMullan. David has 

had custody of his son, D.J., now eight, since the boy was very 

small. Their one-bedroom apartment is papered with pictures 

of D.J., and one wall is covered with his awards.

When D.J. was younger David struggled with an addiction to 

methamphetamine, which left him toothless, unemployed, and 

unable to care for his son. “It’s not that I was a bad dad, I just 

got caught up in it,” David says. D.J.’s mother is out of the pic-

ture, and D.J. was put in foster care for two years. Determined 

to get his son back, David enrolled in a drug- and alcohol-

treatment program and visited his son in foster care every week 

without fail.

Once clean, he got his son back and enrolled him in McCarver 

Elementary School. Then the two joined the school’s project. 

“The program has made my life structured. Anything I really 

need I can go to them for,” he says. The support has included 

everything from help with resume writing, to enrollment in 

school to become a fleet mechanic, to a new set of dishes, to 

help with paying $2,000 in electric bills, to dentures.

David is optimistic that he will be employed and self-sufficient 

soon. “If I’m not self-sufficient at the end of the program, there’s 

a deeper problem,” he says.

Obstacles
For many parents in the program, like many poor parents 

overall, there are deeper problems, and finding employment for 

them has been one of the biggest challenges of the McCarver 

initiative so far.

“We have to be very resourceful,” THA caseworker Sharon 

Fletcher Jackson notes. “Just in the economic climate we have, 

even for someone who has a high school or college education it 

can be difficult. But there are families with legal problems and 

employment barriers. It’s more difficult for that population.”

The caseworkers put a lot of effort into addressing these 

employment and legal problems. They also work to make life 

as easy as possible for the families. The school has invested 

extra resources in these families and is attempting to improve 

academic performance across the board. With five years free 

from the threat of eviction, families can better focus on these 

other concerns.
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An important part of the McCarver initiative is to involve students’ parents in the education process.



Trial and Error
In one fifth-grade classroom at McCarver, students tried to get 

a fan to move a paper boat. In the process of trial and error, 

the engaged and determined students were making changes to 

their experiment. The teacher, Ms. Haase, told her class, “Make 

sure you only change one thing at a time. If you change two 

things, you won’t know which made the difference.”

Considering that advice as it applied to a larger experiment—

the McCarver Elementary School Initiative — Power observed, 

“We are changing so many things but don’t know what’s 

helping. There may be some point in the future where another 

school wants to replicate our success, but only has half the 

funding. It will be difficult to say, ‘Here’s what really worked, 

and here’s what was just a nice extra.’ But we don’t care as long 

as it’s working.”

And McCarver is being looked at as a model. Educational 

liaisons for housing authorities across the United States have 

visited the school, hopeful for success they can emulate. Power 

is cautious of moving too quickly but says that so far, the results 

have been promising.

The Torrellas
The Torrellas serve as an example of what the McCarver initia-

tive can accomplish. The children have flourished in school, 

and their father has been active with the PTA. “Everyone at 

school knows Alex,” he says with a laugh. Alex has remarried; 

his bride’s son also attends McCarver and benefits from the 

program.

In addition, with the encouragement of his caseworker, Carlena 

Allen, Alex started his own company.

“The way I started off was, the caseworkers were moving 

offices, and I had a lot of time on my hands, so I helped them 

move furniture. Carlena said, ‘You should be a handyman.’ That 

planted the seed. You can only go so far looking for work. I’ve 

been busy nonstop,” he says.

By Alex’s account, he has become less dependent on the 

program. “You have to progress with everything you do, from 

raising the children, to being gainfully employed and all the 

steps that are required,” he says. “The one thing I learned is, if 

you communicate all the time, they will help you.” ■
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The Tacoma Housing Authority’s innovations include giving free books to children who visit the office and providing parents with easy access to information.



Beyond     Freedom
Beyond Freedom participants place their hands on the drums they play during  
meetings. Playing drums provides mutual encouragement and emotional release.
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Beyond     Freedom

From my apartment in the far corners of Brooklyn, it takes approximately an hour and a half to get to “Beyond 

Freedom,” and that’s if I get an express train. My weekly journey, which involves toting my 17-month-old son in 

his stroller up and down the subway stairs, is not unlike those of the other women who attend Beyond Freedom 

meetings with me —most of them residing in shelters with their families in far less desirable areas. We all come 

from far away, be it the outer reaches of Brooklyn, the Bronx, or Queens, and yet every Friday from 11:00 a.m. 

to 12:30 p.m. we manage to converge in the Freedom House community room. As my son and I walk through 

the building’s sliding double doors, we are immediately welcomed by staff, who still remember our names, even 

though we no longer reside here; it has been nearly a year since we became residents at this domestic-violence 

(DV) shelter serving survivors and their families. 

The premise of Beyond Freedom began as a simple one: bring DV survivors together on a weekly basis to share 

their feelings and experiences. Through sharing, an emotional release occurs, as does the possibility of relating 

to others, making friends, forming a network, and becoming inspired. 

During the hour-and-a-half meetings, our sons and daughters are placed in child care down the hall, and 

because they are already familiar with the shelter staff, the time apart from their moms is not one of tantrums 

and longing, but of shared play and fun. For the mothers, time away from our children is crucial, as a majority 

of us are stay-at-home single moms. This brief weekly respite from the constant demands of mothering is a huge 

relief and gives all of us the opportunity to focus on ourselves and speak our minds. 

We each sit in one of the chairs that form a circle in the center of the room, with bongos in the center of the circle.  

Drumming is an integral part of the Beyond Freedom meetings, serving as another method for self-expression 

and emotional release. Meetings typically start with a round-robin of check-ins, or “shares,” each beginning with 

one’s name and discharge date from Freedom House and concluding with an accomplishment for that week. 

Although the bongos usually sit unused until the last few minutes of the meetings, when we’re particularly enthu-

siastic about one of the shares, the beating of our hands on the tight goatskin becomes a form of exclamation  

by Pearl Brownstein

Survivors of Domestic Violence Learn Self-Care

In the article “The Unlikely Homeless: One Woman’s Experience 

in a Domestic-Violence Shelter,” published in the Fall 2012 issue 

of UNCENSORED, Pearl Brownstein wrote about what led her to 

seek shelter and about the value of her time there. In this article 

Brownstein describes a post-shelter support group for DV survivors.
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and a way of relaying our congratulations. 

After each share, the facilitator provides 

feedback and suggestions on self-care, par-

enting, and planning for the future. There are 

refreshments, including coffee, juice, yogurt, 

and pastries — and sometimes a special treat 

of fried chicken served with hot sauce.

After the DV Shelter
Beyond Freedom has been up and running for less than two 

years. “It’s a support group,” Freedom House’s associate direc-

tor, Vanessa, tells me plainly. (For privacy and safety purposes, 

most of the names of the people mentioned in this article have 

been changed.) “For people coming out of DV shelters, support 

is imperative. We realized that we needed a service in place 

that’s readily available for women and their children.” Vanessa 

goes on to mention the need for women to protect themselves 

in a variety of ways after escaping domestic violence. “During 

our meetings,” she says, “we always try to weave in a discussion 

on the importance of safety in relationships, at home and in the 

workplace, in managing your Facebook profile and cell phone 

appropriately— always making sure your GPS is turned off— as 

well as finances, such as keeping your bank account secure. It’s a 

complete change of lifestyle. It’s changing the way that you live.”

For most people, breaking the cycle of abuse doesn’t happen 

overnight; the possibility for change has to be ingrained, and it 

takes time —not only for the women who have experienced the 

abuse, but for their children, too. “If you are a child of domes-

tic violence,” Vanessa explains, “the trauma you experienced 

impacts you when you become an adult. That’s why we talk 

about breaking the cycle now. A little girl doesn’t have to be 

controlled and degraded. A little boy can be taught to treat girls 

with respect. When the DV system first started out, the social 

services were just for women, until people started realizing that 

the abuse also affected the children.” 

While at Freedom House, residents and children benefit from 

individual counseling, group counseling, and tight security, but 

when a family’s stay is maxed out after 135 days, those services 

inevitably come to an end. “We were concerned about what 

happens to families afterward,” Vanessa says. “Coming into 

shelter is traumatic enough— but the other crisis is when they 

have to leave here. We wanted after-care services for those who 

are getting ready to go or have already left. We knew it was 

important, and even though we didn’t have funding for Beyond 

Freedom, we decided to do it anyway.” 

After discharge, a majority of women and their families go to 

the Prevention Assistance and Temporary Housing (PATH) 

office. Located in the Bronx, the PATH office is where New York 

City families with children are evaluated for eligibility for shel-

ter and assigned shelter placements within the five boroughs. 

At this point, without services for DV survivors, many families 

can quickly become isolated or, in the worst-case scenarios, 

return to their abusers. Understanding this, Freedom House 

established Beyond Freedom as a mandatory program for all 

residents to attend in their final month prior to discharge, in 

preparation for their lives ahead, and with an open invitation to 

continue attending meetings after they leave. 

The facilitator of Beyond Freedom is Rebecca, a domestic-vio-

lence survivor, poet, and musician who runs Freedom House’s 

popular drumming circle and potluck dinner every Sunday 

afternoon. “In choosing a facilitator,” she tells me, “Freedom 

House wanted someone who was a survivor, who was also an 

advocate and activist in domestic violence and homelessness, 

and who believes, as I do, that the arts — drumming and theater 

in particular— can instigate healing. The fact that I am a survi-

vor offers the women hope that they won’t always be receiving 

aid, and that they should strive to make a livable wage.” 

That is easier said than done for a majority of survivors, as many 

cannot find work that will support them, let alone their children. 

The city’s homeless population continues to swell, and with sus-

tained funding cuts for various low-income housing programs, 

working one’s way up to self-sufficiency is challenging at best. In 

April 2012 the city stopped providing housing subsidies to home-

less families and domestic-violence victims. A shortage of public 

housing is also a national concern, as there was a 700,000-unit 

decrease between 1995 and 2009, due to expired contracts and 

conversion to market-value rentals, according to a 2011 report 

from the Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard University. 

As rental costs become increasingly steep in the New York met-

ropolitan area, it is not uncommon to spend at least half of one’s 

salary on keeping a roof overhead—if one can even manage to 

move beyond shelter, which is a huge accomplishment in itself. 

According to a 2012 editorial in the New York Times, 8.5 million 

very-low-income families without housing assistance paid more 

than half their incomes on housing in 2011— an increase of 

47 percent from 2007. Often, people struggle after leaving the 

system to such an extent that they wind up back at PATH. A 2012 

report by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, 

A New Path: An Immediate Plan to Reduce Family Homelessness, 

cites that nearly 50 percent of families who seek temporary shel-

ter in New York City have had at least one prior shelter stay.

“Coming into shelter is traumatic enough—but the other crisis 
is when they have to leave here. We wanted after-care services 
for those who are getting ready to go or have already left.”
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“When I was going through shelter,” Rebecca tells me, “there 

wasn’t anything like Beyond Freedom. First and foremost, we’re 

trying to prevent women from becoming homeless again. We’re 

empowering women to stand up for themselves through the use 

of journaling their feelings and experiences, by stressing the 

importance of maintaining strong boundaries and being aware 

of and acknowledging red flags. By using these tools, which for 

many women are completely new, their self-esteem naturally 

becomes elevated and in the process they become stronger. 

… We’re looking at self-care, and we’re looking at safety as a 

lifestyle rather than a moment in time when a woman and her 

family resided in a DV shelter.”

With a penchant for thinking outside the box, Rebecca has 

some big ideas that differ widely from the city’s methods for 

dealing with homelessness. “What we need to do,” she says, “is 

work toward home ownership. If we become homeowners, one 

house at a time, we can create the change ourselves. We need 

to find funders who are willing to purchase below-market multi-

family dwellings. We can then rent out one of the apartments to 

pay off the mortgage, and rent the other apartment at an afford-

able price to a survivor and her family.” 

Reminders to Nurture Ourselves
Vanessa is the co-facilitator of Beyond Freedom. Paul, the CEO 

of the nonprofit organization Barrier Free Living, of which Free-

dom House is a program, also occasionally attends; when intro-

ducing himself to the group he says repeatedly with a smile, 

“I’m here to listen and to learn from all of you, so that I can be 

a better advocate for what you need.” In addition to supporting 

former residents, the Freedom House staff hopes that by track-

ing survivors’ experiences they might be able to demonstrate 

the need for increased funding for necessary programs and, on 

an even larger scale, initiate policy change.

At a Beyond Freedom meeting, Lorna shares with the group 

that she isn’t eating properly. I nod my head in understand-

ing, as I too am having a problem with my appetite. We joke 

about having bought new belts that we’ve buckled in the last 

hole to make our sagging jeans fit. During our stay at Free-

dom House, Lorna and I, who have sons born one year apart, 

lived in studios across the hall from each other. We have 

both lost 15 pounds since we entered shelter, which Rebecca 

says is common for women who have been traumatized by 

DV: “Oftentimes, a woman will focus on caring for and feed-

ing her children, and forget to care for herself.” As a holiday 

gift to each Beyond Freedom attendee, Rebecca provided 

a plate, bowl, and drinking glass as a reminder to nurture 

ourselves. “It’s important for the children to see their mothers 

eat well,” Rebecca says, “and what better way than to do so 

on special plates and bowls that remind them of the self-care 

tools they learn about at Beyond Freedom.”

Another former resident, Tania, who is a mother of three, reports 

to the group that she received all A’s for the college classes she 

took the previous semester. She says that she hopes to become a 

social worker and help other women who are making the transi-

tion to independence after leaving their abusers. When she 

finishes sharing, we all applaud and beat on our bongo drums.

Stephanie, a mother of two who originally hails from the 

Caribbean, announces that she just began a ten-week self-care 

program for women, which includes personal training lessons 

at a free gym and classes in meditation. She is also studying for 

her GED. More applause and drumming ensue.

During these meetings there is never talk of violence — I have 

never once heard a lurid story of blood or bruises, broken 

bones or visits to the emergency room. Nobody talks about 

their abusers or what it was like living with daily physical, eco-

nomic, or emotional abuse. I chalk it up to the fact that we are 

living as well as we can in the present and letting go of the past. 

I share with the group that I am looking for well-paying full-

time work so that my son and I can move to a neighborhood 

with better schools. In the meantime, I manage to support us 

with various freelance projects, and somehow we break even 

every month. With each passing week that I am no longer a 

resident— I left Freedom House approximately seven months 

ago — I see that I have many more possibilities than the other 

women, a majority of whom continue to live in shelter and rely 

on food stamps and Medicaid. I live in my own apartment; 

I have college and post-graduate degrees; my son’s father 

provides steady child support and a healthy percentage of 

child-care expenses; and I have prior work experience as well 

as some savings. At the same time, my career has never been 

particularly lucrative, and I know that without my advantages I 

Artwork adorns the walls of the Freedom House community room.
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would be living on the edge. According to a recent editorial in 

The Nation, more than half of single-mother households find 

themselves below the poverty line. 

When I ask Vanessa what the biggest hurdle is for women 

leaving shelter, she says quickly, “Finances and child care.” She 

continues, “If a woman doesn’t have appropriate child care, 

how can she find employment? But if she’s not making enough 

money to pay for a sitter, if she doesn’t have that security, 

she can’t make a step forward.” Hearing these words, I am 

reminded that I am not all that different from Stephanie and 

Tania, who sit on either side of me. Prior to this Beyond Free-

dom meeting, I did some math to decide whether it was worth 

it to put my son in child care the following week while I look for 

more work. Would my job-seeking bear enough fruit to pay for 

those hours with a sitter? I couldn’t be sure.

The biggest hurdle for the growth of Freedom House is funding 

as well. “My wish would be to really expand our after-care ser-

vices,” Vanessa tells me, “but in order to do that you need extra 

staff— a supervisor and social workers to provide the advocacy 

for people who need it and the continuation of support. We just 

don’t have the funding.”

Even without funding, the Beyond Freedom program has grown 

so popular that it has split into two groups, with Spanish speak-

ers meeting on Thursdays and the English speakers getting 

together on Fridays. Despite the long distances that I and the 

other women travel to attend, when another Friday rolls around 

we always decide that it’s well worth it to make the journey yet 

again. Vanessa tells me that a few days before a snowstorm was 

expected, she called all 

of the Spanish speakers 

to tell them that Beyond 

Freedom was canceled 

for that Thursday; every-

one showed up anyway, 

acting as if they had never 

received her message. “It 

was a lesson for me to see 

how much they really need 

to be here,” Vanessa says, 

“and how important these 

meetings are to them.”

On Valentine’s Day a 

special guest was wel-

comed to the group: 

Beluchi Jeanot, a makeup 

artist from the nonprofit 

organization Project Papil-

lon, whose mission is to 

improve the self-esteem of homeless female victims of domestic 

violence. Beluchi tirelessly made up the faces of 18 former resi-

dents as well as shelter staff, applying false eyelashes, lipstick, 

rouge, and shadow. In the process he managed to bring out 

everyone’s inherent beauty, which is often hidden beneath 

masks of stress and anxiety. It is hoped that someone from 

Project Papillon will come to Beyond Freedom regularly. 

“Beluchi told everyone that he wasn’t putting makeup on them 

so that they could go out and look cute,” Vanessa says. “More 

than anything, it’s about feeling good inside by making your 

outside look good. It’s about boosting self-esteem.” The develop-

ment of self-esteem, which the Freedom House staff emphasizes 

continually, is extremely important after women have been 

tyrannized and beaten down in physically and emotionally abu-

sive relationships. Poor self-esteem, my Freedom House social 

worker reminded me repeatedly, is often what causes women to 

choose unhealthy relationships in the first place.

Beyond Freedom appears to be expanding in other ways, too, 

as it continues to invite guests from outside the group. The next 

visitor will be Marcella Goheen, whose acclaimed one-woman 

show, The Maria Project, uncovers a particularly gruesome act 

of domestic violence that was a secret in Goheen’s family for 

generations. Marcella will lead a six-week intensive program 

called “Codes of Hope,” which will involve collecting survi-

vors’ stories and will culminate in a handbook of participants’ 

writings. For many of the women who attend Beyond Freedom, 

this will be the first time they have put pen to paper about their 

personal lives and why they sought shelter at Freedom House. 

The process of self-expression promises to be both a creative 

and cathartic experience.

The Beyond Freedom meetings always go by quickly, and 

for the last few minutes we are encouraged to take part in a 

drumming circle, which is initially led by Rebecca. The unified 

mimicking of her beat brings us all together even more than 

the sharing we have just completed. After following Rebecca’s 

rhythm, each of us leads the group with a rhythm of her own. 

As I beat on my drum, I think about my son, who that morning 

walked unsteadily through the doors into the Freedom House 

lobby. My social worker, who first met my son when he was 

seven months old and not yet crawling, exclaimed, “Wow—

look at him go! I remember when he was half that size!” A simi-

lar growth, we hope, is occurring inside all of us who attend the 

Beyond Freedom meetings. As we bear witness to our personal 

transformations, I see firsthand that we all, in our own ways 

and despite the odds, are flourishing. At the end of our meet-

ings, I already look forward to the following week, when I will 

surely hear— and tell— stories about grit, perseverance, and 

triumphs that are both small and large. ■

On display in the Beyond Freedom meeting 
room are the boots and handbag worn by 
a facilitator when she escaped her abuser. 
The items symbolize freedom and strength.
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Camp administrators tried 
to give poor children the 
leisure opportunities that their 
wealthier peers enjoyed. The 
small boys in this image—
including one on crutches—
wear tattered clothes and 
pose in front of idyllic Car 
Pond at Lake Stahahe in 
Harriman State Park. Courtesy 
of the Palisades Interstate Park 
Commission Archives.

“Thank you very much for sending me out here,” a New York 

City boy wrote from summer camp in 1910. “We sleep in open 

air tents. We had a picnic Thursday and I won a prize, we are 

also going to have one Monday. We are always playing ball out 

here … we pick blackberries and people give us pears and 

apples.” Similar descriptions of country life can be found in 

thousands of letters from campers each summer. But this young 

New Yorker was not writing to his parents; instead, he was 

thanking a sponsor whose donation had paid for him, along 

with a group of other poor children from his neighborhood, to 

attend summer camp. 

Charitable summer 

camps for poor chil-

dren first opened in 

the U.S. in the 1870s 

and have operated 

every year since. 

Campers’ motiva-

tion for attending 

is not mysterious: 

they escape the city 

for a few weeks, 

play in nature, and 

make new friends. 

The motivation of 

adults running the camps, however, has evolved along with the 

goals of the social-services community and cultural attitudes 

toward the poor, the city, and rural life. Camps are still evolv-

ing. Exploring the history of camps for underserved children 

can help us better understand their role in promoting child 

welfare today. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the forces of immigra- 

tion, urbanization, and industrialization had created deep  

rifts between the housing and lifestyle of the rich and those of 

the poor in New York City. Poor children usually spent the hot  

by Ethan G. Sribnick 
and Sara Johnsen

Fresh Air for City Kids
The Early Years of Summer Camp
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summer in overcrowded, poorly ventilated apartments.  

With no public parks to relieve the congestion of the neigh-

borhoods, children played in dirty streets. Wealthy children, 

however, escaped with their families to country houses or 

were sent north to the modified wilderness of summer camp. 

In 1877 the Reverend William Parsons, himself recently 

transplanted from the Lower East Side of Manhattan to Sher-

man, Pennsylvania, bemoaned the lack of outdoor leisure 

available to the children he had left behind in the city. That 

summer, Parsons placed about 60 children from Brooklyn 

slums with volunteer hosts among his new neighbors in rural 

Pennsylvania, where the children spent the summer play-

ing outdoors and experiencing middle-class life. Parsons’s 

project, soon named the Fresh Air Fund, quickly took off. By 

1888 the organization was sending more than 10,000 New 

York City children a year to live with host families throughout 

the Northeast. 

Organizations with similar missions soon materialized 

around the country. A New York City businessman, William 

George, began his own fresh-air program, bringing children 

out to camps in the country rather than to hosts’ homes. 

In 1894 George organized these camps into what he called 

Junior Republics. Campers were supposed to develop leader-

ship skills and a work ethic by earning food and lodging 

through their labor around the camp. In addition to this 

physical-labor regimen, George installed a system of self-gov-

ernance within the camp: children served in the legislative, 

executive, and judiciary branches. These innovations were 

intended to introduce children 

to the middle-class economic 

and political values that George 

imagined they were missing in 

New York’s slums.

Eventually, Parsons’s Fresh Air 

Fund also opened camps as a 

way to provide a country experi-

ence for a greater number of 

children. As the fund reached out 

to more diverse groups of young 

people —including blacks and 

the children of recent Jewish and 

Catholic immigrants —finding 

willing hosts among the mostly 

white, Protestant middle class 

sometimes proved difficult. Camps 

provided an opportunity for these 

children to be exposed to coun-

try life while avoiding conflicts 

with hosts over religious, ethnic, 

or racial differences.

Summer camps became more 

popular in the early 1900s as 

educators rejected the rote 

memorization that characterized 

In a time when overcrowded, poor urban neigh- 
borhoods contributed to the spread of infectious 
disease, children’s removal from the city to summer  
camps served as an opportunity for medical care  
in addition to fresh air. Here, a doctor examines  
young boys at Lake Stahahe camp. Courtesy of the 
Palisades Interstate Park Commission Archives.
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A camp administrator inspects boys for neatness and posture c. 1923. Once 
children arrived at camp or at a host home, adults trained them to adhere to 
middle-class habits of cleanliness. Courtesy of the Palisades Interstate Park 
Commission Archives.

traditional learning and embraced the Progressive notion of 

learning by doing. In the first decade of the twentieth century, 

New York’s leading social-service organizations — the Charity 

Organization Society, the Association for Improving Condi- 

tions of the Poor, and many of the city’s settlement houses — 

all established their own camps. Lillian Wald, the leader of the 

Henry Street Settlement, framed the mission of these camps 

in the new scientific language of child development. “The 

possibility of giving direction at critical periods of character 

formation,” Wald explained, “particularly during adolescence, 

and of discovering clues to deep-lying causes of disturbance, 

makes country life a valuable extension of the organized work 

of the settlement.” 

Middle-class concerns about public health served as a motiva-

tion for camps from the beginning: “fresh air” was a treatment 

for tuberculosis, which was rampant in tenement neighbor-

hoods, as were cholera and polio. Camp administrators — and, 

in the case of the Fresh Air Fund, middle-class host families — 

wanted to improve tenement children’s health outcomes, but 

they were wary of possible transfer of disease from those 

children to camps and homes in the country. In order to guard 

against that, Fresh Air Fund representatives inspected chil-

dren’s homes, investigated their medical records, and required 

that each child undergo two physical examinations. Once  

the children arrived at camp or at hosts’ homes, adults trained 

them to adhere to middle-class habits of cleanliness. 

Early camps also aimed to introduce children to other conven- 

tions of the middle class. Fresh Air Fund camp counselors were 

disturbed, for example, by the food and drink that immigrant 

children consumed, such as coffee and organ meat. Instead, 

camp food included such classic American fare as jelly sand-

wiches, baked beans, beef stew, hot cocoa, and ginger snaps. 

“The offspring of the crowded city often utterly refuse to drink 

the milk, or eat the country delicacies,” one article on the Fresh 
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Air Fund camps reported. “A day or two, however, generally 

straightens things out.” Altering the children’s taste in food was 

part of a larger project of Americanization. A visitor to a Fresh 

Air Fund camp in New Hampshire reported, “I could not have 

believed it possible, had I not seen, that the ‘Melting Pot’ could 

have done such effective work in so short a time. There was no 

evidence of any distinction of class, race, financial condition, 

or anything else.” By bringing children from different ethnic 

backgrounds together into a middle-class environment, admin-

istrators hoped to integrate children into the dominant culture.

The Fresh Air Fund refused to serve kosher meals, thereby 

excluding observant Jews from their camps, but even camps 

aimed at a single ethnic group engaged in programs of assimi-

lation. At Surprise Lake, the Educational Alliance — a settle-

ment house on the Lower East Side — ran one of the few kosher 

camps for New York City children. Still, more Americanized 

Jews complained that children wearing hats to meals gave 

the camp “a distinctly oriental flavor.” In the 1920s an invited 

lecturer instructed children in how to speak properly and 

how to sit with a “correct American posture.” An article in the 

camp newspaper, also from the 1920s, demanded that campers 

abandon Yiddish and instead “speak the English language, the 

language of America.” Camp leaders hoped that children would 

return to their parents not only physically cleaner and healthier 

but also scrubbed of some of the ethnic peculiarities that might 

hold them back in American society.

The men and women who organized early sleepaway camps 

for poor children acted on a variety of charitable and political 

impulses: a desire to promote the health of kids growing up in 

overcrowded, dirty cities, to allow them to enjoy nature and 

leisure, and to encourage assimilation into the middle class. 

As camps evolved during the twentieth century, administrators 

shifted emphasis away from Americanization and public health 

and toward play and leisure. Summer camp made vacations in 

nature possible for generations of urban children throughout 

the twentieth century, especially in New York City, where many 

social-service providers continued to operate summer sleep-

away camps. But in the late 1980s recession and fiscal austerity 

forced many organizations to close or sell camps. Between 1985 

and 1996, the number of nonprofit sleepaway camps decreased 

from 435 to 321—more than 25 percent— according to an esti-

mate by the New York State Camp Directors Association. 

Despite a period of financial challenge and decline, there are 

still approximately 8,000 not-for-profit camps operating in the 

United States today, and the American Camping Association 

estimates that nearly one million children attend camp each 

summer with scholarship assistance. In the summer of 2011, 

Homes for the Homeless sent nearly 600 children, most of them 

homeless New Yorkers, to summer camps upstate. Homes for 

the Homeless —like the Fresh Air Fund and the Coalition for 

the Homeless — operates its camps in order to provide oppor-

tunities for fun and learning in nature. Since they were built, in 

the 1930s, the camps that Homes for the Homeless now runs 

have been dedicated to providing outdoor experiences for 

underserved youth. Connie Stine, the director of one of these 

camps and the grandchild of settlement workers who opened 

the camp in the 1930s, explains, “I see camp as a way to con-

tinue my grandparents’ legacy on the site that they founded. 

The children we are serving are very similar to the children that 

these camps have always served. And it’s just as valuable today 

as it was 30 or 40 or 70 years ago for children to have the oppor-

tunity to be out of the city, to be in a new environment where 

they can learn about nature and the wider world around them.”

But contemporary camps are also interested in measuring spe-

cific benefits for those who attend, such as improved social and 

problem-solving skills. Lance Ozier, a member of the American 

Camp Association National Committee for Advancement of 

Research and Evaluation, argues, “At camp, kids learn things 

like responsibility, self esteem is increased, they take on leader-

ship opportunities, they take on experiences that allow them to 

cooperate and work with peers and adults in meaningful ways 

that they wouldn’t have an opportunity to do otherwise.” 

Private and government funders have increasingly looked to 

not-for-profit groups to measure camps’ impact on learning 

and school achievement. Recent camp models have aimed to 

combat the educational achievement gap by lessening summer 

learning loss among low-income students. In July 2012 New 

York City and the Fund for Public Schools launched Summer 

Quest, a day camp that merges summer school and sleepaway 

camp models, offering students formal, traditional academic 

programs alongside curriculum-aligned camping trips, sports, 

and arts activities. Ozier notes that camps are “more crucial 

now than in the early days because school has become hyper-

focused on academic skills, and there isn’t space for these 

non-cognitive, psychosocial skills that you just can’t learn from 

grammar exercises.” 

The psychological and social benefits that children accrue from 

camp are difficult to quantify. But as policymakers and camp 

administrators work to develop programs that reflect the evolv-

ing concerns of the social-services world, campers will continue 

to learn and play in a natural environment that they might not 

otherwise have encountered. ■
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A strategy known as “rapid re-housing/housing first” is currently heralded as the answer to reducing family homeless-
ness. The concept is simple: move families immediately from shelter to permanent housing. The problem is thus solved; 
these families are no longer homeless. In municipalities and counties across the country, rapid re-housing is being 
implemented and declared an immediate success despite little long-term evidence to support this conclusion. Nowhere 
has this policy been practiced on such a large scale and for such an extended period of time as in New York City.

This report examines the model of “rapid re-housing/housing first” using New York City as a case study. It specifi-
cally examines the impact of this policy on the city’s shelter system for homeless families, focusing on shelter census, 
eligibility, and recidivism rates, along with length of stay and overall costs. 

New York City Shelters
New York City currently houses more than 11,000 families with more than 20,000 children in city shelters.1 In 
2005 the city initiated rapid re-housing policies based on time-limited rental subsidies to foster permanent indepen-
dent living for homeless families.2 The prediction was that, after a limited period of time, rapidly re-housed families 
would become financially secure through employment and be able to maintain their living situations independent of 
temporary rental subsidies. In other words, instances of family homelessness resulted simply from short-term hous-
ing crises, and short-term rental subsidies would solve the problem.

For six years, beginning in the 2005 fiscal year and ending in 2011, rapid re-housing was at the heart of New York 
City’s effort to reduce family homelessness. Over that period some 33,000 families were moved out of shelter.3 Dur-
ing that same period of time, however, the return-to-shelter rate increased significantly, indicating that lack of hous-
ing is not the only reason that people become homeless. Based on those numbers and the length of time the program 
was in place, it is possible to go beyond the qualitative rhetoric currently supporting rapid re-housing and quantita-
tively define the successes and limitations of this policy.

Shelter Census
Although designed to reduce family homelessness, rapid re-housing policies have actually had the opposite effect 
in New York City. By offering rental subsidies to sheltered families, government actually stimulated homeless-
ness. Numerous families that were living doubled-up or in substandard housing saw an opportunity to secure new 
housing and entered the shelter system to get places in line. Between FY05 and FY11, when rental subsidies were in 
effect, the average annual census of families housed in city shelters increased 8%, to 9,480 (see Figure 1).4 Even with 
the end of rental subsidies, in FY11, the number of homeless families in shelters continued to grow year-over-year: 
4.4% in FY12, to 9,895, and 13% in mid-FY13, to 11,182. In all likelihood, families continuing to enter the shelter 
system are expecting and waiting for a new re-housing initiative to appear. Regardless, if this trend continues, the 
data projects that there will be more than 12,319 families in shelter by FY14, an additional 10.2% increase.

But why? Beginning here, the unexpected impact of rapid re-housing policies comes into focus.

Rapidly Re-Housing Homeless Families 
New York City — a Case Study
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Figure 1
DAILY SHELTER CENSUS OF NEW YORK CITY HOMELESS FAMILIES  
(by fiscal year)
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Figure 2
NEW YORK CITY HOMELESS FAMILIES  
(eligibility vs. recidivism, by fiscal year)
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Note: The figure for FY13 is an average of three months of data available in DHS Daily Reports.

Sources: New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Family Services, 2002 – 09; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities 
Report: Adult Families Services, 2010 –11; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Families with Children Services, 2010 –11; New York City 
Department of Homeless Services, Daily Report, October 4, 2012.

Note: The drop in eligibility for FY08 is the short-term result of a shift from one rental-subsidy initiative (Housing Stability Plus) to another (Work Advantage). Selected figures reflect 
revisions made in a following year’s Critical Activities Report. Data for eligibility and recidivism in FY12 are calculations based, respectively, on the eight months of data available in 
Local Law 37 Reports and the 56% recidivism rate published by the Coalition for the Homeless in the blog post “Record Shelter Numbers Explained in One Graph,” June 29, 2012.

Sources: New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Family Services, 2002 – 09; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities 
Report: Adult Families Services, 2010 –11; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Families with Children Services, 2010 –11; New York City 
Department of Homeless Services, Local Law 37 Report, July 2011– June 2012.
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Shelter Eligibility and Recidivism
As the average shelter census in New York City was increasing, so too was the rate at which families were undergoing the eligibility-
determination process necessary to qualify for shelter. Between FY05 and FY10 the number of eligible families increased 75%, putting 
more pressure on an already strained shelter system (see Figure 2). This increase revealed a need for shelter that was already pres-
ent— one that became visible as rapid re-housing initiatives drew more families into the system. 

In addition, the recidivism rate, or the rate at which re-housed families return to shelter, saw an upward trend.5 Prior to FY05 
and the implementation of rapid re-housing initiatives (see Figure 2, “Stable Period,” FY02– 05), recidivism in the city’s shelter 
system remained relatively stable, at a little over 20%. Beginning with rapid re-housing rental subsidies in FY05, this equilib-
rium was upset and the system thrown out of balance, resulting in a quick rise in family recidivism (see Figure 2, “Unstable 
Period,” FY06 –11). Even taking into account other factors that contribute to family homelessness, including the economy and 
housing costs, this rate of recidivism indicates that families are being moved into housing before they are ready to maintain it. 

By FY11, when rapid re-housing rental subsidies were halted, the number of recidivist families had risen an unprecedented 179%, 
with little sign that it was leveling off. Today, the city’s recidivism rate stands at 56% (see Figure 3).6 Moreover, a longitudinal analysis 
of recidivism through the “stable” and “unstable” periods of rapid re-housing initiatives projects recidivism rates of 58% and 62% for 
FY13 and FY14, respectively (see Figure 3, “Impact Period,” FY11–14).

During the six years when rapid re-housing policies dominated the city’s strategy for reducing family homelessness, the demand 
for shelter (whether measured through a daily census or the number of families applying for eligibility) and recidivism rates 
both increased significantly. These trends are not projected to reverse themselves anytime soon. But that’s not all. 

Figure 3
ANNUAL RECIDIVISM RATE OF HOMELESS FAMILIES ENTERING SHELTER  
(by fiscal year)
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Note: The short-term declines in the recidivism rates for FY09 and FY10 are attributed to the introduction of a new rental subsidy (Work Advantage). Figures for FY 2002 –11 are calculated 
by dividing the number of “repeat families” reported in the Critical Activities Report by the number of “eligible families.” The figure for FY12 is taken from the Coalition  
for the Homeless blog post “Record Shelter Numbers Explained in One Graph,” June 29, 2012.

Sources: New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Family Services, 2002 – 09; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities  
Report: Adult Families Services, 2010 –11; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Families with Children Services, 2010 –11; New York City Department  
of Homeless Services, Local Law 37 Report, July 2011– June 2012.
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Length of Stay in Shelter
Along with the increases in shelter census, eligibility rates, and recidivism rates, rapid re-housing also greatly affected the length 
of time families stayed in shelter. In FY12, the year after rapid re-housing was discontinued, the average length of stay (LOS) in 
shelter rose 29%, to 352 days. In other words, family-shelter stays were lasting 50 weeks, almost an entire year (see Figure 4, 
“Unstable Period,” FY06 –11).7 Projections based on recent trends indicate a 31% increase in LOS by FY14, for an unprecedented 460 
days, or 15 months. Once again, rapid re-housing not only increased shelter demand, eligibility, and recidivism, but also length of 
stay, thereby leading to increased costs. But how much?

Cost of Shelter
New York City’s adherence to rapid re-housing policies not only destabilized the shelter system and homeless families; it did so at an 
unanticipated cost.8 Prior to the shift to rapid re-housing, the average cost of shelter recidivism was approximately $74.7 million 
annually. Between FY05 and FY11, when rapid re-housing was in full swing, the total cost of returns to shelter was an astonishing 
$1 billion, an average of $174.4 million per year (see Figure 5). This drastic spike in the cost of re-sheltering families who enter the 
system multiple times represents a 179% increase over the amount spent prior to the implementation of rapid re-housing policies.

Moreover, the cost of shelter attributed to recidivism continues to rise. It totaled $233.5 million for FY12 and is pro- jected to reach 
$254.9 million and $273.5 million in FY13 and FY14, respectively. As a consequence, the average estimated annual cost for the cur-
rent “Impact Period” (FY11–14) is $253.9 million, 46% higher than during the rapid re-housing period (FY05–11; see Figure 5). 
This constitutes a true reversal of fortunes for the city.

The Impact
The purpose of this report is not to issue an indictment of New York City; the city government’s task of controlling and reducing fam-
ily homelessness is a daunting one. Instead, the goal has been to take a critical look at the long-term impact of federally driven rapid re-
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Figure 4
AVERAGE LENGTH OF STAY FOR FAMILIES IN SHELTER  
(by fiscal year)

Note: The significant drops in LOS for FY09 and FY10 were the direct result of intensive rapid re-housing placements during this period. However, the trend reversed in FY11. Figures for FY10 
and FY11 are an average of the lengths of stay for adult families and families with children weighted to reflect the proportional size of each group. The figure for FY12 is an average of the nine 
months of data available in Local Law 37 Reports.

Sources: New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Family Services, 2002 – 09; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities 
Report: Adult Families Services, 2010 –11; New York City Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report: Families with Children Services, 2010 –11; Coalition for the 
Homeless, “Record Shelter Numbers Explained in One Graph,” June 29, 2012.
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housing policies, using New York City as a case study. Ultimately, the rapid re-housing initiatives of the last decade have, for numerous 
families, failed to deliver the intended long-term housing stability. In fact, by all accounts examined here, they have failed more than 
half of these families. This failure raises fundamental questions as to the future effectiveness of this type of policy, widely seen as the 
key to reducing family homelessness across the country. Rapid re-housing may appear to work in smaller metropolitan and rural locali-
ties (only time will tell regarding its continued success), but it clearly has created problems over the long run in a large-scale setting. 

As this report demonstrates in the case of New York City, rapid re-housing was analogous to a temporary steroid injected into a stable 
system, destabilizing city shelters by creating an unnecessary demand, identifying unmet needs through increased eligibility, almost 
tripling the rate of family recidivism, increasing the average length of shelter stay, and driving up shelter costs. All of this, in turn, cre-
ated new emergency needs for additional shelter space. Since the end of rapid re-housing in New York City, in May 2012, six new family 
shelters have opened, with three more in the pipeline for early 2013.9 In fact, New York City was just forced to authorize an additional 
$43 million for family shelters.10 In essence, rapid re-housing left New York with a costly hangover in the form of an overwhelmed 
family-shelter system.

The lesson to be drawn from all of this should be clear: “one size fits all” policies for addressing family homelessness do not work.11 
Not all families are equal. Some families successfully transitioned to permanent housing after their shelter stays, but others did 
not. Many have multiple needs beyond simple housing that should be addressed before their move to independent living.12 Rapid 
re-housing was a failed experiment that produced unwanted incentives and unwarranted costs, all of which the city’s Department of 
Homeless Services must now address. In New York City, rapid re-housing became a short-term fix for a long-term problem. Whether 
or not it is successful in the future in other parts of the country, for now the caution light is on.
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ANNUAL COST OF RE-SHELTERING RECIDIVIST FAMILIES  
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Note: All figures represent the number of “repeat” families multiplied by $33,000, the annual cost of sheltering a family.
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