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children were sent back to their rooms because they were overexcited
and couldn't control themselves.

\Mhile being in the sheker, I realized rhat rhis was a time I could
focus on nurruring my children.we had all been through a very difti-
cult time that led up ro us becoming homeless, and while I was work-
ing hard to keep nry saniry, I had tried realy hard to keep routines as
familiar as I could for rhe children.They actually said they had a good
time in the shelter.we spent time talking, reading, playing, and walk-
ing.we had routines when we were in our own place, but having a set
bedtime curfew in the shelter helped them to get their sleep s.hedul.s
back on track. After being in our own apartnrent for abou; six weeks,
my son complained about not having fun. "I wish we could go back
to the shelter so we could go places and have fun in the playroom.',He
really enyoyed the cornpany of other boys and the child care volun-
teers who played with them and took them o' field trips. on the
other hand, I'm happy to be i'a place of nry own. I now feel a sense
of privacy and safery and the autonomy to make decisions for myself
and rny fa'rily without the intrusion or control of others.

Reflection: Mother and Staff Member, Rosa Clark
As I sit here today dictaring nry reflecions, I have ro admic that it
probably rook me so long because it means having to revisit some
feelings I would rather not think about. The feelings th.t I'm revisit-
ing bring me back to having a family, having my first child, having my
first aparrment and to the relationship that I was in at that time with a
man who could nor cope with being a father. I was probably also
going through postpartum depression now that I think back to it, and
I had a good friend of mine who I just called one day and said,,.please
you have to conle and get me out of this situation, out of this rela-
tionship," and that was how I ended up at prqect Hope.

As I rernember, coming through the doors of project Hope, I
immediately sensed a feeling of rerief. people were welcoming, people
were snriling, people hugged me, and I fert the beginning of a sense of
safecy and warmth. For me, my expelience at project Hope was one
of saGty. I felt a lot of warmrh, you know, and ir may have had ro do
partly with the way I was welcomed into projecr Hope, the care that
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people gave to me. They opened their arms and they opened the

doors to me and my nine-month-old son. I am e Hispanic woman. I

was rwenry-three years old.When I came to this country, I was four-

teen years old, so I came with much nlore of a sense of my own home

back in Honduras, where I did not challenge rules.A sense of entitle-

ment rvas not even in my vocabulary.When I came into the shelter, I

was so grateful for being given the opportunity just to get out of the

situation I was in and pleased to be in a place where there was a lot of

care, which I experienced on a day-to-day basis.

At the beginning I isolated myself in the room, and I think it had

to do more with feeling abandoned, not by the system but pretty

rnuch abandonment by my mate because he could not deal. He was

rwenry-three also, and he hadn't been brought up on how to be a

father or how to respond to me. I was very vulnerable and he just

couldn't deal with that. He was more dealing with his stuff, what was

going on with him. So, isolating myself in my room gave me some

time to bond with my first son, who at that time was nine months. I

kept nry room imtnaculately clean. I spent a lot of time just organrz-

ing it and cleaning it and arranging my things to feel comfortable

with nry baby. I had one room and one bed and I had a dresser and I

had nry baby s crib and I had a lot of things to stirnulate him. As I

think back to that room, it was a place where I could have my private

time and rnourn the ending of a relationship but also begin building a

new one with my child. At the time I was at the shelter, a lot of cou-

ples there were Hispanic. Little by little I began to leave my room and

get more involved with the happenings around Project Hope. I am a

person who likes to clean a lot, and I like to cook. I didn't know if

people had chores that they were supposed to do. I just found nryself

cleaning things, trying to help out. It was like I'rn living here, this is

ours, and we have to take care of it. There wasn't anyching that I

wouldn't have done.

Remember,I wasn't much into structure, and I did understand that

thete was a curfew.I didn't have anywhere else to go but to be at Proj-

ect Hope, so curfew was beside the point for me. I didn't really care

about that. I did feel like if I wanted privacy I could go to my room,

and this was back quite a few years ago so the shelter system wasn't as

developed as it is noq so that rules were not a problem for me.They
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really didn't affect nre in any way, shape, or fornr. I ',-:rs1,t i1 tgle with
rvhether it affected other f,rnrilies. I jusr knorv thar rve got along r.vell.
we all did rvhat we were supposed to clo. I rvas jrst pre$y focusecl orr
nry'self btrr also got kind of tunecl in rvith sonre of rvhat was goinE; orr
arotttrd nre- My stay at the shelter rvas about four nrontSr, a,rcl a.ui,rg
that tinre I nrade sonre fi-iencls. I sot to krrorv the statr, and it ,,n^, qrricJ
a positive expetiettce. I have been ancl rvill continLle to be forevel
grateful. That is rl-re only rvay that I coulcl see the situation for ure.
Because I rvas in 'eecl a'd sor'eone or ' lany people were there to
help nre. I was at a low point in nry life, nry ,.lG.rr..nl \^/as clorvn.
People cheered nre, peol'rle were thanking nre fbr things thar I did a'cl
hor,v I looked out for rlre shelter.

I re're'rber that rhere was olle person who was cloing sonle chilcl
care' I tcurettiber her krtockins at nry cloor.The first tinre I renrenrber
her knocking at rtty door on rhe third floor, I was a little withdrarv'.
It was che beginning of nry stay. She askec-l if I warrted to bri'g r'y sorl
into the day care and I said,"No, no, we'rc okay."And I don,t k'or,v if
part of it r,vas becarrse I wa.ted to just spe'd tir'e with 'ry baby or
part of ir was havi'g to conle out a'cl confiont a'other situation,
'uvhatever, but Mary Elle' was her ralne. I'll never forget her. She r.vas
a beautiful persor. She had such a low to'e of voice, you could sense
che realness in her fionr the tlrst tinre I nrer her. She had a beautiful
s'rile on her face. There wrls a rvarnrth about her. She con[i'ued to
talk with nre and let nre knor.v that if I r,vanted to bring hinr in to the
child care, he could play a little bit and the' I could have so're rinre
to 'ryself. So I u'derstood her reaso' behind ir, a'd after probably
about a r'veek, I said,"ekay.r' 'r going to give it a try."A'd I did, ancl
it was beautiful because I got"to go i' the day care. I gor ro see nry son
play o' the floor, arrd he was 'lore sti'rulated, a,rd i r,vas able to play
rvith him; atrd then little by little as I let the wall 6o,uvn, I could trust
Mary Ellen widr 'ry son. I did leave hi.r, and I saw r,vhat a genui'e
person she rvas. so that was a good thing for're to trust her. I did',r
see it as her fo.ci'g lrle or i'vadi'g'ry pr-ivacy,'ot ar all. I guess for
nle rt was trusring people and believi'g that we're ail gooJ people.
she's real a'd the people that are in the shelter are all real, and they r.e
cari.g and they're doing this because they war)r ro help us. so fo. ,rre
prlvacy was not really an issue.
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In closing out these reflections, there was no point in the time I
rvas in the shelter that I felt like I was being taken advanrage of or felt
like if people 'uvere leaving rlle our of any type of decision making, or
people were not sensitive ro my neecls, or rhat the fiontline staff used
their porver in any way ro hunriliare nre. I think I learned a lot about
people who do this work and their conrrrrirnrenr to it. Along the way,
like everything else, sheker systenls have gorten bigger and rrrore peo-
ple ar-e coming into it. Norv it's different.My personal experience was
very gratifying and I learned a lot, and for that I allr appreciarive.

Reflection: Program Director, Michelle Kahan
Previously, as director of a few diffe'rent types of shelter progranrs, and
currerrtly, as a consultatrt to various prograllrs serving honreless popu-
lations, I have had the opporruniry ro cxperience and witness shelter-
living in divergent physical settings. The first shelter I worked at pro-
vicled each fanrily with their own living unir, complete with kitchen,
bathroonr, living rool'r1, one bedroorn, and a locked door. The shelter
building was conlprised of five of these unirs, four- of them serving
families of various sizes, and the fifth converted to staff offices and
shared living spaces.While che building was nor always in prinre con-
dition, each fanrily benefited fionr privare spaces r,virhin rvhich to
conduct their lives. During rny [enure there, wc expanded this snrall,
honrey prograrn to encompass an additional ten scattered site epart-
ments of between two and four bedroonrs that the agency rented on
behalf of honreless families.The units were scatrered anrong the vari-
ous neighborhoods served by the agerlcy. Fanrilies placed in these
units were provided with the sarre services as families living in the
shelter br,rilding; they benefited fionr increased indepenclence and pri-
vacy, yet had fewer opportunities to share in conununiry support.

After several years, I left this program to direct a battered wonren's
organization. This agency also offered a shelter progranl, at a secret
location for safety purposes. The shelter was locatecl in a chree-story
building, a converted two-family house. The first floor offered a
recently renovated coilrnlunal kitchen with two stoves and refi-igera-
tors and a rvalk-in pantry;a large dining area; a small living room; two
children's play areas; several storage closets; and a hot line oftice used
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Reflection: Mother and Staff Member, Rosa Clark
Rules were not sonrething thar really bothered me. I came in not
knowing a lot about the systern and rules. The staff explained sonle

of the rules and gave llle a copy of thenr. I don't know if I said yes

because of the position I was in needing to have shelter, but to nre it

was not an issue. Safety was an issue and I did feel safe. I would say

that the rules are nrade to keep the children, to keep staff, and to

keep the fanril ies safe because there's a lot of movenlent in and out of
the shelter. I)ifferent people are in them for clifferent reasons. People
conle from various backgrounds, flom different situations. There
ueeds to be sonre type of a structure, some fype of a saneness
throughout the day. [n rny particular case the rules were good, I
knew r,vhat they were and I followed thenr and I knew that by fol-
lowing them rhat it would lead to nre not getting kicked out of a
shelter. tsut I wasn't illterested in challenging rules at that point in
tinre. I was glad to be safe. As far as the frontline staff were con-
cerned, there was realness in them. If they were saying something to
me about a rule, then I had to give theru solne credit becar-rse they
were the oues on the front l ine and had the experiences. So I valued
that and I wanted them to let rne know sonlething r.rp front instead
of letting nre kind of stumble into a problem. So if I asked a question
about a rule, I got alt answer.

As far as saferv was concelned at the shelter. I renrenrber that the
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night before I got into the shelrer I had to be placed in anorher shel-
ter rvith my nine-monrh-old son.The worker had done some investi-
gation and found our that there was another shelter with one room.
and so I would have to sray there for the night. I think that the shelter
I ended up in for that night was a sheher for battered women. I was
not battered physically although I would say therc was sol.ne verbal
abuse, but I 'uvas not in physical danger. I ',vas placed in that shelter for
the night because I had norvhere else ro go. when I walked in that
door,l felt afi'aid. I did noc feel comfortable. No one greered us at rhe
door. People were hardly around. No one knew what was going on.
They took me up to lny roo.1. I was scared the entire night. I didnt
sleep.There was no one to say,"'well,if you want to fix your chilcl a
bottle, here's the kitchen or the bathroom."Things were just noc orga-
nized, so that night I dic{n't sleep. I put my bed behind rhe door. I was
scared. I heard a lot of noise dorvrrstairs. Ar one point I went down-
stairs and there were people around who obviously r,vere under rhe
influence of either drugs or alcohol and it nrade rne scared. It was
dreadful.

So, early that next morning, I called the worker and I said to her,
"Please, please get nle out of here. I don't feel safe." She did so're leg-
work and found out rhar there was an opening at project Hope. She
canre over, and because she knew nle so well she advocated strongly fur
me. She even brought the coordinator at tha[ time.I'll never forget her.
My 

"vorker 
told her lvhat a wonderful person I was. She said she would

put herself out there for me, so please take rne.They would not regret it
and they did. So rhat was how I ended up ar projecr Hope and so thatt
why I could rell rhe di{ference berween shelters, by how safe I felt.

so now, since living at Project Hope and after that becoming the
coordinator of Project Hope and having to be rhe one on the inside,
I understand so clearly rhe rvork that is done in shelters and hor,v dif-
ficult it is.When I think back to'ry sray, I realize how difficult ir must
have been fot the frontline staff at times to deal wirh the unpre-
diccability of certain families who are very challenging.

For me, one of nry goals in running the shelter was co try to nrain-
tain the balance of respecting the farnilies but at the same time trying
to explain the need for rules, the need for safery. Whatever the fanri-
lies wanted to ask about the rules, we would have answers for thern.
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When they challenged them, rvve gave them answers that were based
upon our past experiences. These were not rules that we suddenly
thought up one day. I remember clearly at one point we reviewed all
of our rules and we had all of our rules r-eviewed by a committee of
women who r-rsed to live in the shelter. It rvas incredible because
when we did that review process with families who lived and were
affected by these rules, they all unaninrously said that these rules
needed to stay the way they were.

So for me cryirrg to maintain that balance has been such a incredi-
ble journey, from the day that I walked inro the shelter living here
with my child to the days when I ran it. I just felt so proud and I tried
my best to treat everyone with dignity and respect. I tried to answer
every question that was asked of me, remernbering at times what it
was like, even though my experience was different. I was not one to
be too challenging. But that experience of running the shelter for
seven years was an incredible journey into the lives of so many fami-
lies and children. I see how each one of thern is so unique in irs own
special way. During the challenging tinles you have to resist shutting
thenr out but let thern be heard. For me ar rimes some of rhe difficulry
was trying to get the frontline staff to understand sorne of that. At
times, due to confidentialiry they did not have all of the inforrnation
about why a family was behaving a certain way or why this one gets
to do something when the other one doesn't.Trying to be consistent
with all of them at times is a difhcult thing because every family's
needs are different. I think that at rimes iti hard ro ger the frontline
staff to understand that. But one of the rhings that I tried to focus on
and tried to talk about was how important it was for frontline staff to
get good training, good training in conflict resolurion, good rraining
in the sensibilities of not taking things personal.

I have been cursed out,l have been called every name in the book.
At times I have wanted to just throw in the towel and just say forget
this, this is ridiculous. And then at that moment sonreone or some-
thing would happen that reminded rne why I was doing rhe work thar
I was doing. It wasn't only to give back because people gave ro me
when I was in need.I became so comnr.itted to wanting to'"vork with
families who are in such a srruggle with the sysrem, with families,
with friends, with authoriry.That's been my goal to reach out to fam-
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ilies, to let thern know that we're not here to demean them.I wanr to
help them to get to that other side.It can be such a struggle.Ac times
I have been able to reach the families and at tinres I have nor.At times
the issues were so great for that fhmily that they just couldnt see
beyond rheir situation. I know that my life was changed and I would
say that their life was changed by our interaction.

At times I had to make decisions for the safety of everyone and yet
still there were people who disagreed with thar decisio'. They
thought we should give that pemon an extra chance, even though I
know that I had already given them just about as many chances as I
could. I continue to do this work and try to meet the needs of fami-
lies, with their assisrance. I know that I'm not superwoman, and that
I'nr nor going to be able to do it all, and that there are going to be
people who are not going ro be ready for rules.

Reflection: Executive Director, Margaret A. Leonard
This chapter on shelter rules coqjures up in rny 'rind all rypes of
images that convey a rnessy quagmire where the most difficult and
painful negotiations of shelter life get played out.lt is the place where
we seek to delineate boundaries between individual rightsoffamilies,
offamilies collectively, and of the communiry of families and sraff. It.is
the place where the test of being a family supporr model is truly tried.
lt is the arena where the learning communiry of families and staff
embark on an uncharted course.

How do we live these moments of formulating shelter rules at proj-
ect Hope? As execurivq director of project Hope, I, and rly colleag,rls
in nrission, raise a question criticar to ensuring that our collective
journey, while filled with uncertainry about roures, pitfalls, human
conflicts, is also accornpanied by rnountains clinrbed, community
experienced, and growth shared. The most important questions that
confiont us are these: How do we prepare for the journq6 and what
are the resources we bring with us?

I will artempt to respond to the substance of this chapter and these
questions by raising and responding to crryo additional questions.what
does it mean ro be seeped in mission? And what does it mean to be
cornmitted to an inclusive process?


