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We need to

Iisten to the
uoices of these

homeless womenl

their stories
about what real

utelfare reform
means.

Proj ect Hope
An Intenriew With
Margaret A. Leonard
MARGARET A. LEONARD, a member of the Unle Sisrers of the Assump-
tion, is the executive director of Project Hope, a shelter for homeless fami-
lies in tlrc Dorchester section of Boston, Mass. The inteniev' took place at
Project Hope on July 29, 1996. The interuiewer was George M. Anderson,
5.J., associate editor of Auerucn.

OW LONG have the Little Sisters of the Assumption been
working in the Dorchester area of Boston?

We came here to Dorchester almost 50 years ago, in 1947, to live
among poor families and help them with health and education needs.
That's the charism of our order. which was founded in 1865 in Paris dur-
ing the industrial revolution. When we arrived in Dorchester, it was pop-
ulated mostly by immigrants from Ireland, Germany and ltaly. If there
was illness in a family, we'd step in to provide health services in their
own homes.

But in the 1960's the neighborhood changed greatly. The whites
moved out and it became multicultural and multilingual, with Puerto
Ricans, Haitians, African Americans, Cape Verdeans and Latin Amer-
icans. They needed more help dealing with the complexities of the social
service system, so we changed our approach as the needs of the families
around us changed. Adaptability is part of our charism, and since we've
never been tied to maintaining institutions, we've been able to change
with the times.

What form did these changing needs pimaily take?
Housing became the main problem. The housing stock had deteriorat-

ed, and no major efforts were being made by either the state or the
Federal Government to build new housing. To make matters worse there
was a lot of arson, sometimes by absentee landlords themselves in order
to collect insurance claims. Almost every night in the 1970's there was
another house on fire. Even the houses across the street from us burned.
The neighborhood looked like a scene from Vietnam, where the war was
going on at the tinre.
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What lnppened then?
That was in 1985, by which time I was

here as director. We felt that to embark on
such a big undertaking, we needed funher
training in community developmenr. So
one of the S.N.D. sisters enrolled in the
University of New Hampshire weekend
degree program to get a master's in com-
munity economic development. Through
contacts she made during her studies, we
got in touch with a Connecticut group,
Cooportunity Inc., that had developed
small-scale limited equiry co-ops in Hart-
ford and trained people to build sweat
equity and ultimately to manage their own
co-ops. This became our outlook too, not
just to build housing but to provide rain-
ing for the people who would [ve in ir so
that they could manage and control it
themselves.

What was the next step?
The next step was to begin a capital

campaign. We raised one million dollars

group of families who went through an
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intensive raining progam that included the sweat equity
component.
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'Were you here in Dorchester then?
No. I was provincial superior of *re U.S. Province of our

con-eregation and was living in New York City. But the sis-
ters working here approached me and said, 'lMhat shall we
do? We live in this big convent, and the people have no
place to go because their houses are in bad condition or are
bumed down. We should either open up our house to the
people or sell it and move elsewhere."

So durin-e Holy Wee( we went throu_eh a discernment
process with a Jesuit, Father Ed Brady, and the result was a
decision to share the convent with homeless families. We
came up with the acronym HOPE-House Open, People
Enter. That's how Project Hope was begun in 1980. The sis-
ters _sot jobs in the community to support themselves and
then came home at night to help with the homeless families
here. We soon became one of the first neighborhood-based
family shehers in Massachusetrs to receive funding. The
sute. *roueh. saw it as an emergency siruation and failed to
undenund rhe strucrural narure of homelessness-that it has
to do with inade4uate income and rising housing costs. In
the Boston area as a whole, -eentrification was becoming
another factor in makin-e affordable housing hard to find,
especially for a family on public assisrance.

Apart from this failure in understanding, was the
state supporcive?

At the beginning, yes. Michael Dukakis was Govemor
of Massachuserrs, and he made family homelessness a
human services prioriry. Throu-eh rhe state legislarure, hous-
ing subsidies were provided. and homeless families were
also priorirized for Federal Section 8 cerrificates. This
meant that many familes could lurd places to live. Women
and their children snving with us at Project Hope were usu-
ally able to move into subsidized housing within two or
tluee months. after which we provided follow-up pro-srams
and'on_eoin-e suppon. So. as long as money was more readi-
ly avai lable from the stare, there \ \ ,as a construct ive
response to homeless families.

But when Massachusetts entered into a recession, that
pro-eressive and humane pubhc policy addressin-e homeless-
ness w'as talien apart piece by piece. The jusrification for
cuts and changes u'as ro blame the families for their own
homelessness-to make distinctions berween the "worthy"
and the "unrvorthv" poor. We were confronted with a back-
lash aeainst homeless families. It was another case of blam-
ine the vicrim. rvhich happens so often in this counn-y.

.As part of the backlash. the Department of Transitional
Assistance-the state's welfare depanment-redefined its
criteria f,or eligibility. It u'as a srategy to reduce hotel and
motel costs and, generally, to keep people out of family shel-
ters.  As a result ,  nrore morhers and their  chi ldren were
denied shelter of an1, kind and had to live in overcrorvded
condirions wirh friends or relatives, or even in hospital wair-
ins roonrs. Somerimes it meant that children were placed in
foster care while rhe parenrs stay in single shelters.

So the w,elfare changes have had a harsh impact?

Welfare reform in Massachusetts has been draconian. The
number of famibes receiving Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children has been cut dramatically, from approximately
120,000 to about 85,000. Children born to mothers on wel-
fare are now no longer entitled to be included in thek moth-
ers' granrs. The grants themselves are already si-mificantly
below the poverry level. ln addition, women in educational
programs that are specifically geared to helping them
become independent are being forced to leave these pro-
_srams and go into worKare-worLin-s for the grants tlrey
receive.

We are preparing a video on welfare reform that focus-
es on the lives of three women who stayed with us when
they were homeless. Now rhey're all working and off wel-
fare. What homeless mothers need is education, jobs that
pay a liveable family wage, affordable housing, child care
and health care. We need to listen to their voices. their sto-
ries about what real welfare reform means.

What has been the impact of the v'elfare changes on
Project Hope?

Before the chan_ees, our doon were op€n to any homeless
family. and ro a degree rhey srill are. Bur now familes have
to b: approved fiust by the Deparrment of Transidona.l Assis-
tance ro stay here. We have eighr rooms for tami[es thar we
contract for rvith the D.T.A., bur there are also rwo that we

call communiry rooms, where we can put othen up h emer-
gency siruadons, whether they were approved by the D.T.A.
or not. So even with tlre cuback. we've been able to main-
tain a certain flexibilirv.

Do you do advocacy work in the area of welfare
changes?

Definitely. We work u,irh several a-gencies in an effort to
chan_se the D.T.A. regulations for homeless families, lilie the
Massachusens Coalition for rhe Homeless, Greater Boston
Le,eal Services and Massachusens Lau, Reform. I spend half
my time doing advocacy work of one kind or another. much
of it at the State House, u,hich fomrnately is close bv in
downtown Boston.

What happens once a family is here?
We have our own day care. and we help the older chil-

dren get  in to school .  The main focus for  rhe mothers
revol"'es around findin-e subsidized housine. There's no \\,ay
that a mother with chiidren on A.F.D.C. can afford market
rent. A two-bedroom apartment in the Boston area cosrs
approximarelv 5700 a monrh. but *re enrire A.F.D.C. check
tbr a ianrily of three. including rhe ponion fbr housine. is
$579 a month. But it can nke a long time to find subsidized
housing; there's a huge u,airine list. Thar's one reason why
the average length of sray here is now seven to ei_eht months.
The process is also very complicared. The srare runs 270
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New low-income housing built in 1991 through Project Hope's Magnolia street cooperative Housing project.

separate housing deparfnents. and eacn has a separarc applr-
carion, so a woman applying has to fill out several of them.
We have a housing advocate here who works with the
\\,omen throughout the process.

Staying at Project Hope for as long as they do, do the
womenform a kind of community among themselves?

)ts. though this is difficult, given their diverse culnrral
backgrounds. .{ number of Ethiopian women have been
here. for instance. as well as l-atin .A.mericans and African
.A,mericans and Cape Verdeans. But thel,all help. Someone
riill cook lunch for the rest: thev talie rurns.

Working with the women as a Sroup is a prioriry. We r.v
to empower these women, because r,r'e reco_snize that the
women u,ho are with us should be participants in shaping
their own destinies and not have things imposed on rhem
from outside. Any pro-erams we creare, therefore, have their
active involvement. It's imponant that vicrims of poverry
and oppression and homelessness not intem:rlize their sirua-
tion in such a way as to blame themselves. Instead, the tlrust
is for them to understand the causes and forces behind *re
siruation and to act with us as advcrcates for chanse at the
level ofcause.

Vhat kinds of programs do you focus on?

Sister Noel Doyle is in charse of the aduh literacl. cen-
ter. She's a Sister of Norre Dame de Namur. The back-
ground of her congregation is in educadon. so she brines
the expenise of her congregation to us in a ,A'ar. that conr-
plemenrs the thrust of rhe Lirrle Sisrers of rhe Assump-
t ion-rhat is,  being presenr to the people u,ho are the
poorest. It u'as a collaborarive joining of rhe srrencrhs of
our individual consregat ions thar al lou,ed us ro creare
somethins unique, q,ith all of us conimin:d ro rhe lareer
-eoal of emporvering women.

Vhat about job availability for u,omen here and else-
v,here in the area?

Ever'-one is talkine about ending r'"elfare as rve krorv ir
and about neu,emplol'ment oppominiries. But u,here are the
jobs? 

_Crearin_s oppoffurur.ies for education and jobs rhat pa1,
a family wage is critical. We have severa.l new initiarives to
address this issue. For example.-along with other shelrers
here in Dorchester and in the adjacent communities of Rox_
bury and Manapan, and in collaborarion wirh rhe Women's
Instirure for Housing and Economic Development, \r,e.re
_soing to begin a new initiative in February 1997. ft will
bring a course on economic literacy into the shelters and
provide support and advocacy around education. jobs and
business developmenl not jusr for homeless wonten bur for
lou -inconre women in general.

In col laborat ion u, i th the \ \brnen's Inst i ture. \ \ .e are
pror iding u,eekly business opportuniry progranrs at pro_
ject Hope. Here in our own.neighborhood, too, u,e're
doing a feasibi l i t ; ,  stud1, around familv dav care. I f  the
resulrs of the study indicate i r .  rve u, i l l  t rain rvonren ro
develop thcir  ou n snral l  businesses as farni lv drv e :rre
pror'tisy5. '^,ho could ,n." fr.r" I ;r;;;i;=;;1-;k
anrong thenrselves.

In Januarv we u,ill beein a procram rvirh the Colle.qe of
Public and Community Serlice ar rhe Universitl. of lr,l issa-
chusens inr,olvinc l2 scholarships for Iorr'-inco,n. o,o,.,.,.n.
as u,ell as credir-bearing internships in the field of cot.l-ulu-
niq' development.

Educadonal prosrams of various krnds. The only way for
a woman to get off welfare is by acquiring the basic educa-

tion and skil ls she needs ro set a qood job. That's what
prompted us to start our adult literacy center here five years
ago. We found that a number of tlre u,omen u,ho had been
uith us and then moved hto penrranent housine u,ere drop-
ping out of the proerams rhey had enrolled in after leavinq
here. The1, would come back as part of our consumer advi-
sory board or our board ofdirectors and say. "\\e w.art edu-
cat-ional prosrans here ar Projecr Hope rhar respond ro rlre
\\/onren's needs before thev so inro subsidized housinc."
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Does the staff consist entirely of religious women?
No. Five formerly homeless.women who were here as

residents of Project Hope are now full-time staff members.
Ros4 a Honduran who came to us as a homeless woman in
1985, is director of the sheker aspect of the operation.

Overall, there are 26 persons, including Linle Sisters of the
Assumption and Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur. Reli-
gious of the Sacred Heart have also provided crucial vol-
unteer seryices for years.

Wat k the background of the women here?
The majoriry are sin_gle parents, to some extent because

of the way welfare is structured-it encourages separarion.
A large percenrage have been abused, both physically and
sexually. Ellen Bassuk, an associate professor ofpsychiatry
at Harvard Medical School, has done a studv of welfare
mothers in Worcesrer, Mass., that found thar 92 oercent of
the mothers who were homeless had been subiected to
severe physical or sexual abuse at some time in their lives.
But as the women here -eain self-esteem, *rey become able
to set different rules with men, so there's less abuse. It has
to do rvirh rvhar a woman will and will not talie-an impor-
tant pafl of the empowerrnent agenda.

Is there a spiitual component to Project Hope?
The spirirual dimension is ar rhe hean of our mission.

Many of the women who stav wirh us have no specific
church associarion, but they believe deeply in God. One.
who is working today. alwavs has her Bible open on
weekends and is constantly reflecring on what she reads in
Scriprure.

But we've tried ro define what we're doins out of deeo-
er levels than reli_sious tradirion alone: love fir one anorir-
er. concerns for jusrice, relationships among people and
the buildin-s of comnruniry. These are spiritual rhrusrs we
can share with orhers of diverse traditions. For examole.
we work wel l  with the men from the Is lamic ,orqu.
dou'n the sreet.

So the retreat house is not just for the staff and resi_
dents of Project Hope?

No. Last year, for instance, we sponsored a four_dav
Hispanic retreat for 12 couples. Some were from proiect
Hope, but the rest were from our orher two p.oj.cti in
Worcester and in the East Harlem section of New york

diagnosed. There was another whose boyfrienci was mur_
dered. These are the kinds of situations when you can helo
people tap into the deeper levels of their search for God. ir
can be through a momenr of joy too, such as when a
homeless mother after a long search finally finds a perma_
nent place to live wirh her children.

As I walked up Magnolia Street from Dudley Street,
the main thoroughfare through this part of Dorchester,
I noticed several identical new houses across from
Project Hope. Who built these?

Those houses u,ere buih in l99l through what we call
our Magnolia Cooperative Housing hoject. This year is ia
fifth anniversary. The srate w'anred us ro op€n other shehen
for homeless families. bur rve said no. thar we're in the busi-
ness of doing au'ay wirh shelten. nor openine up more of
them. Our frst effort in developing housing was rhe rehabil-
itation of a building rhree blocks awar'. u,here *uee formerlv
homeless families are nou'Iiving.

But n'e also r*,anred to do something new and different.
\&'e kept looking ar u,hat uas then enrprv land across rhe
sueet. u'here there had been old houses that burned dou,n
as a result of arson. One dav. iVlayor Ravmond Flvnn u,as
here for a meering. (He and Governor Dukakis used ro
hold some of their  press conferences here at Projecr
Hope.) We showed hirn the empty lots
across the streer and said. "We'd like ro
have that land ro bui ld affordable hous-
ing." He told us to conract rhe Depanment
of Public Faciliries in Bosron rhe verv nexr
day. which we did. and rhe land rvas given
to us for rhe housing u,e envisioned. along
with a substanrial srant.

Speaking of shaing spirituality, do you ever get away
together as a group?

The L i t t le  Sis ters of  the Assumpt ion have a rerrear
house at Walden, near Newburgh. N.Y. We made a com-
mitment to share it with anv u'ho share our l ives. just as
we share this buildin_e that used to be our convenr. \!'e feel
that the buildings don't belon_e only ro us sisrers, but ro all
of us. The formerly homeless women on our sraff mighr
otherwise never have a chance to get awa-v to a restful
place. So we take them with us to rhe retreat house. and
we brin-g orhers roo. w.ith their children, ar least four rimes
a yeu. This past rime, we reflecred on non-r' iolence-how
to transform the violence in our Iives. both on the individ-
ual and on the -sroup level. Over 100 people artended.


