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Families without a home
Homlessness is on the rise among families in Pinellas County, but there are resources available
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More than 1.5 million children in the United States are
currently homeless, according to the National Center on Family
Homelessness.

By ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL

It was a surprise pregnan-
cy, but Jennifer had a job as
a certified nursing assistant
and her husband made more
than $100,000 a year, so
that was plenty to support
the already family of six. But
then Jennifer had to go on
bed rest for months to try to
save the baby because she
was losing fluid. Unfortu-
nately, that wasn’t enough
and the baby was stillborn,
bringing along not only grief
but also many unexpected
expenses. The funeral. Medi-
cal expenses.

Jennifer had to spend two
more months on bed rest
and had a series of health
complications. A hernia. In-
fection at the womb site.
Three more surgeries. More
and more medical bills. She
couldn’t lift things and she
couldn’t go back to work.
Then her husband lost his
job. They lost their car. Their
van. Their home in St. Pe-
tersburg. One thing after an-
other. Even still, they did not
realize that they were one of
the hundreds of homeless
families in Pinellas County.

Most families will do any-
thing in order to keep their
kids off the streets, so last
summer, Jennifer and her
husband took their four chil-
dren – one in high school,
one in middle school, one in
elementary school and one
toddler – and checked into
an extended-stay hotel in
Orlando. Before the school
year started, the family
moved into Jennifer’s broth-
er-in-law’s garage, which
they turned into a miniature
apartment.

“We didn’t even know it
was considered homeless,”
Jennifer said. “We thought
that because we had a roof
over our heads that we
wouldn’t be eligible for any of
those (aid) programs.”

Like many homeless fami-
lies in the county, Jennifer
and her husband were afraid
to reach out to the schools
or other programs for help
because they thought their
kids could be taken away
from them. They bounced all
over the county, starting in
St. Petersburg and moving
north – Largo, Pinellas Park,
a hotel on U.S. 19 in Clear-
water.

Homeless families
in Pinellas

Sarah Snyder, executive di-
rector of the Pinellas County
Coalition for the Homeless,
said this scenario is prevalent
in Pinellas County.

“The number of kids out
there homeless and doubled
up is frightening,” Snyder
said.

Being homeless doesn’t just
mean being on the streets,
she said. It includes people
who are living in hotels or
with other families or relatives
because they don’t have a
place of their own.

Each year, Pinel-
las County Coali-
t i o n  f o r  t h e
Homeless Inc. does
a one-day point-in-
time count and sur-
vey of the homeless.
This year it was on
the night of January 23,
2011. On that single night,
there were 5,887 people iden-
tified as homeless, which
translates to more than
22,000 incidents of homeless-
ness each year in the county,
according to the study. On
that night there were 3,986
sheltered homeless people,
1,901 unsheltered, and 2,379
homeless children under age
18. This number has steadily
increased over the last three
years. In 2009 there were
1,994 homeless children,
jumping to 2,261 in 2010 and
now to 2,379. Homeless fami-
lies have also skyrocketed
over the same timeframe. In
2009 there were 697 home-
less families. That number
jumped to 792 in 2010 and
now to 990 in 2011. On just
that one night in January.

The study indicated that
economic problems was the
major reason for becoming
homeless, which is the same
leading cause for the last
three years. More than 70
percent of people fell into this
category, and specific reasons
included job loss, not enough
income to obtain or maintain
housing, and other financial
reasons, the study said. Men-
tal health or substance abuse
issues were the leading cause
of homelessness for less than
20 percent of respondents.
This was the leading cause of
homelessness as recently as
2008, the survey said.

“A lot of folks work service

jobs,” said Kip Corriveau, di-
rector of social services for the
Salvation Army of Upper
Pinellas County. “They work
jobs that are unstable like
telemarketing, and those
types of jobs in these econom-
ic times, those folks get dis-
placed first, and they usually
don’t have a lot of resources
to fall back on, and that be-
comes the issue.”

These are also usually the
last jobs to come back after
the economy turns around,
he said. People don’t see these
people as the faces as home-
lessness, he said.

“I think my struggle some-
times with people’s perspec-
tives of homelessness is
because there’s the visible
homeless, but the families I
work with are invisible,” Cor-
riveau said. “People don’t see
them, and in many ways they
don’t know they exist or that
this is a problem. People,
when they find out I work
with the homeless, they say,
‘Oh, people choose to be
homeless.’ My general re-
sponse is, ‘No 8-year-old child
chooses to be homeless.”

And this is a big popula-
tion.

“Homeless families are one
of the fastest growing popula-
tions in Pinellas County,” said
Douggan Cooley, president
and CEO of Religious Com-
munity Services, which runs
The Haven, Grace House, and
the RCS Food Bank.

These numbers mean that
there are even more children
at risk of homelessness – both
now and in the future – be-
cause not only are there fewer
beds and shelter spaces avail-
able for homeless families in
Pinellas as compared to indi-
viduals, but having one in-
stance of homelessness is the
leading indicator of future
homelessness, he said.

Also, as great as the num-
bers are in the one-night
study, Snyder said actual
numbers are probably much
higher.

“I would assume we have
at least double the number

of (homeless) families we
think we do,” Snyder said.
“And then there’s the whole
population of unaccompa-
nied youth.”

Homeless people – espe-
cially families – are difficult
to count, she said, because
often they double up with
relatives or friends or
specifically try to stay off
the radar because they are
embarrassed or want to
shelter their children.

“And the parents’ big fear
is that if anyone knows
they’re homeless, that the
police will come and take
their kids away,” Snyder
said. “But that is not going
to happen. … Despite what
the belief is out there in the
world, the police and social
workers really don’t want to
break up families. And
they’ll help families main-
tain that family situation.”

Jennifer and her husband
worried about that. Even
after all her surgeries were
finished and her husband
found a job, they were still
scared. They had dissolved
all their stock portfolios,
drained their children’s col-
lege savings and wedding
savings. They had nothing
left. Their credit and rental
histories were shot, and
they couldn’t get enough
money together for all the
up-front costs for moving
into a place of their own.
First and last months’ rent.
Electricity deposits. Rent it-
self. They could afford a one
or two bedroom apartment,
but the law states that there
can be no more than two
heartbeats per room, Jen-
nifer said, so they would
need at least a three-bed-
room place. Their only op-
tion seemed to be to stay
living in hotels.

“Even though weekly ho-
tels were sketchy and ex-
pensive, we had to do what
we had to do. I was just
fearful that if the laws were
so strict that I couldn’t get a
one or two bedroom place
that the Department of Chil-
dren and Families would
come and take the kids
away, saying we’re neglect-
ing or not providing for them
well enough, even though
we had food stamps and
were doing the best we could
to keep up on their educa-
tion,” Jennifer said.

On a single night in January
2011, there were 990
homeless families and 2,379
homeless kids in Pinellas
County.

HEAT Program
For a long time she also

worried that if the school dis-
trict found out that they kept
moving, that their children
would no longer qualify for
being in their current school
and they would have to keep
changing schools. Finally she
heard about and contacted
the schools’ Homeless Educa-
tion Assistance Team and
Suzanne Hennessey, a school
social worker with the pro-
gram. Soon everything began
changing.

“Our goal is to make sure
students have no barriers to
the access of public education
and have the ability to remain
in school despite the psycho-
social stressors they’re experi-
encing in their home life,”
Hennessey said.

One of the key things the
program does is ensure trans-
portation for students to get
to school. Jennifer hadn’t
known what to do when their
family lost all their vehicles
and they were outside of the
regular bus route for their
children’s schools, but the
HEAT program solved that
problem. Hennessey said that
children have the right to re-

main at their school of origin
for the remainder of the
school year, even if they have
to move out of their school
zone because their primary
caregiver lost a job, was evict-
ed or other such reasons. The
district provides bussing for
homeless families, and if
there is a gap in the time the
family moves and the time
they can rework the route, the
HEAT program will make
other arrangements, whether
it’s providing bus passes or
giving gas assistance to fami-
lies so someone can drive the
students to school.

The HEAT program also en-
sures students are enrolled in
the free and reduced meal
program so they have break-
fast and lunch each day, they
help with registration, provid-
ing transportation for parents
to and from school confer-
ences and PTA meetings, and
give individualized assistance
depending on what the needs
are.

“For seniors we provide the
verification of homelessness
letter for the FAFSA (financial
aid) form … we provide

See HOMELESSNESS, page 10

© 2011 Tampa Bay Newspapers: All rights reserved http://www.tbnweekly.com



10 Just 4 Family, June, 2011

cap and gown funds, notify
families of summer camps
that are no cost,” Hennessey
said. “It’s really individualized
and well-rounded. An IB stu-
dent needed assistance with
ink for his printer for his proj-
ects. That was something we
were able to take care of.
There was notification of in-
ternship programs for the
summertime, so we give that
information to students. We
start where the client is.”

Jennifer said that finding
Hennessey and the HEAT
program was huge.

Impacts of
homelessness

It’s important for children
to have stability at least with
school because there is so
much instability in their lives
at that time, Hennessey said.
As it is, life is hard on them. 

“The student is very dis-
tracted in the classroom set-
ting,” Hennessey said. “They
have entered the school and
they’re trying to keep the se-
cret that when they leave
school, they don’t know where
they’re living.”

Kids can become with-
drawn or act out physically,
have a hard time staying seat-
ed, or they can’t stop crying,
she said. “… They go to bed
hungry, they have difficulty
doing homework because
their lights are turned off or
they’re living in a car. It’s
harder to maintain hygiene.
Obviously developmentally, in
middle school or high school,
your peer relationships are a
huge part of maturation, and
these children are trying to
keep this secret and with-
drawing from their peers be-
cause they don’t want their
peers to know.”

Kids have mental health is-
sues because they have a lot
more fear and medical issues
and stress than other kids,
Snyder said. They don’t play
as much anymore.

“And if they don’t play,
they don’t learn,” Snyder
said.

Homelessness is also hard
on parents, too.

“They have a sense that
they have let their children
down,” Hennessey said. “Al-
though who can control a car
accident or job layoffs, but
they have this sense that
they are parents and are the
provider and they are not
able to provide. And they’re
equally as hungry as the

children can be, and we have
very little affordable housing
here in the county.”

Often if there is little food,
the parents will feed the kids
first and go hungry them-
selves, Snyder said. Parents
as well as kids have more ill-
nesses than they otherwise
would, and if their kids get
sick, they have to miss even
more work to take care of
them. Also, mental health
and self-esteem become big
problems, she said.

Shelter, resources
for families

The economy is only pro-
longing the problem.

“A few years ago, families
were homeless let’s say for
six months or so,” Hennessey
said. “But because there was
employment and those kinds
of things, they could put
things together and become
housed, but because the jobs
aren’t available now, the
homelessness is being expe-
rienced longer and they’re
more mobile.”

Finding shelter in Pinellas
County for families can be a
challenge. Often families
will be paired up in shelters,
but some shelters have
rules that males age 14 and
older cannot be paired with
other families with younger
kids, Snyder said. On top of
that, there are often strict
rules, including regarding
alcohol and substance use,
never mind that there is
also simply significantly
fewer options for homeless
family shelters. Snyder esti-
mates that the county is
short at least 150 to 200
units of two to 10 beds
each. She has also found
that the average age of the
parents and kids is going
down. Snyder said the
youngest situation she re-
calls is a mother who had
only just delivered her baby
24 hours before.

Corriveau said that while
some new programs such as
Pinellas Hope and Safe Har-
bor have opened, they are
primarily for single adults,
not families. Furthermore,
other programs like CHIP
have now closed.

As challenging as the
homeless family situation
is, there are resources out
there. The Pinellas Coalition
for the Homeless works with
people to find resources to
pay for part of monthly rent,
utilities and other basic ne-
cessities, and they bring in

needed services to help with
mental health, substance
abuse and other issues,
Snyder said. It also can help
families with divorce or do-
mestic violence situations,
works with Gulf Coast Legal
Systems.

Corriveau runs a transi-
tional housing program for
homeless families through
the Salvation Army. The dif-
ference between this and
emergency shelter is that
transitional housing is more
long-term, he said. In this
program, it is a year, and
they work with the families
intensely to get them back
on their feet, how to make
better choices, teaching
them new skills.

There are strict rules and
curfews for this program,
and the parents need to
have a job or be looking for
a job, Corriveau said. 

“Our program is set up
for families who are home-
less, but families who are
working because the idea is
they’d come to us for a year
and work on what their spe-
cific plan is so they’ll be in a
better place at the end of
that year,” Corriveau said.
“If their circumstances and
income will never change, if
it’s not possible to be better
in a year, we can’t necessar-
ily help them.”

Families in the program
are expected to pay about 8
percent of the upkeep, com-
ing to about $300 a month,
which includes rent, water,
electricity, access to basic
cable and free laundry serv-
ice.

“The idea is that if they’re
paying for it, they’re invest-
ed in it,” Corriveau said.

There is also a food
pantry available to these
families. 

It works, Corriveau said.
These parents want to work
and they do – sometimes
two and three jobs.

“They’re not just hanging
out,” Corriveau said. “They
have to work full-time or
more. So people I work with
are school bus drivers and
certified nurses assistants
and they work at the
restaurant that you ate at.”

This particular program
has about 24 apartments
available, so only about one
opens up each month.

The Salvation Army also
helps people with emergen-
cy utility assistance before
they become homeless.

“If your power gets shut
off, you can stay where you
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A family walks to their new apartment with their case manager by Gillian’s Rainbow Room and
the butterfly garden at RCS Grace House.

are, but if your water gets
shut off, code enforcement
will make you leave,” Cor-
riveau said. “So if I can keep
your water on, I can keep
you housed. And if I can
keep you housed, it’s like
okay, we have something to
work with.”

RCS Grace House pro-
vides shelter for homeless
families with children for
two months, up to eight
weeks. Then families move
on to transitional living pro-
grams, back into permanent
housing, or move into sub-
sidized housing, Cooley
said. Grace House has 76
total beds available, and
they provide everything peo-
ple need, from an apart-
ment – sometimes shared
with another family – to
food from the food bank, to
necessary items from its
thrift store, including
clothes for work and school,
household goods, and it fur-
nishes the apartments.

“We really help them with
intensive case management
for eight weeks to really
delve into the issues that
caused the homelessness,”
Cooley said.

The goal is for the fami-
lies to find work and save so
they can find permanent
housing after they move
out. They also direct fami-
lies to the county and its
program to help with de-
posits and other move-in
expenses so they can get on
their feet when their time in
the shelter is over.

A turnaround for
one family

Jennifer’s family finally is
on a promising path. 

“Just through the grace of
God I guess, we found this
home and this guy who said
we can come and look and let
us move in with no deposit,
no credit check, works stub,
etc., just faith in humans,”
Jennifer said. “He let us move
in for nothing.”

They now have a home in
Seminole and are excited to
enroll their kids in the good
Seminole schools they had
hoped for. She credits the
HEAT program for helping
keep her kids’ school experi-
ence a positive one through
their ordeal and on the right
track. Their high-schooler got
a Bright Futures Scholarship.
Their middle-school daughter
got straight As. Their elemen-
tary-age child who needs
extra help got the assistance
needed there as well, Jennifer
said. Her husband has a job
and the possibility for an even
better one in which he would
be making more than he ever
has before. Jennifer is cleared
to work again.

“(The hardest thing was)
just not giving up,” Jennifer
said. “Just staying strong,
having faith in ourselves and
as a family, but also to trust
the process. Trust the re-
sources. That it’s not a bait-
and-switch to take our kids.”

Their kids had to grow up
quickly, she said, because
even though they tried to

keep adult problems separate,
the kids are along for the ride
and they see them losing their
home and their cars. They
were distraught to lose a baby
brother and to see their mom
sick, she said. But they
turned into little adults and
helped cook and clean. Even
now that things are calm and
stable again, she said the kids
still worry that it could all get
taken away again. 

“But I think the greatest
thing was the consistency of
school,” Jennifer said. “With
that, they stayed children
with their activities and their
schoolwork. We tried to stay
as normal as possible with
cooking meals together and
eating together. Another thing
for us was that we are very in-
volved in our church, and
those people were here for us
when I was on bed rest for so
long.”

Jennifer urges other fami-
lies in their situation to be
their own advocate and make
tons of phone calls and ask a
ton of questions until they
find the answers they are
looking for. Trust the re-
sources out there to help peo-
ple, she added.

For more information about
the HEAT program, visit
www.pcsb/homeless. To
know how to help, view the
homeless pamphlet on the
site for a needed donation list.
Also needed is available stor-
age space.

For more information about
resources, call the 211 infor-
mational line.
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