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I. Introduction 

Put yourself in her shoes. Imagine that you have two small children and nowhere to go. 

Imagine escaping an abusive relationship only to find yourself trapped in a cycle of poverty, 

unable to make ends meet. Imagine not even having the capacity to dream because you are 

simply trying to survive day-to-day. This is the reality of far too many single mothers in the 

United States. And as much as they may want to escape cycles of poverty, it often takes far more 

than obtaining employment or getting a degree. Generational poverty, homelessness, and single 

motherhood are complex and single-answer development programs are not enough to fully 

address these complexities.  

The challenges that single mothers experiencing homelessness in the United States face 

are often exacerbated by the historical stigma surrounding single motherhood, a broken welfare 

system, and impossible expectations paired with inadequate systems of care. These mothers 

require holistic, contextualized care. However, this will likely not be possible until there is a 

broader understanding among the non-poor surrounding this issue.  

Drawing on my research and data that I collected during my time at Mary’s Home, I will 

explore the unique challenges that single mothers experiencing homelessness face in both the 

Colorado Springs area where I conducted my fieldwork, and, more broadly, the United States. 

While my fieldwork was completed in Colorado Springs and some of my data is specific to that 

area, much of my research and observations are applicable to the broader issue of single mothers 

experiencing homelessness in the United States. Strategies to help mitigate the unique struggles 

that these mothers face are suggestions based on research and data and are designed to be used as 

a template; however, each mother will have her own unique needs that need to be considered. 



Following this thesis is a project proposal designed specifically for Mary’s Home to help 

increase their reach in Colorado Springs (Appendix).  

Single motherhood and homelessness are complex topics that require contextualization 

based not only on a geographical location, but on the mother herself. This paper will suggest a 

strategy of holistic, contextualized care to help these single mothers exit homelessness. A 

contextualized approach allows organizations, individuals, churches, etc. to address individual 

complexities such as trauma, abuse, racial disparities, and geographical location. In addition to 

exploring this approach to ending homelessness for single mothers, I will be looking at the idea 

of single motherhood through the lens of Christianity in order to help better understand the 

historical stigma surrounding poverty and single motherhood. While stigma is certainly not 

exclusive to faith groups, Christianity has been formative in the West’s culture and cannot be 

separated from policies and attitudes that exist today.  

Single mothers living in poverty and experiencing homelessness have faced decades of 

stigmatization in a society that has been conditioned to view them as ‘less than’. However, in 

community development, “it is important to portray marginalized people as full human beings, 

showing the odds and prejudices they are up against” (Holmes 28). These mothers deserve to be 

heard, understood, and respected. The numerous obstacles that they face in simply surviving 

cannot be ignored and disregarded; rather, services need to exist that take into account the 

complexities of poverty, trauma, and motherhood.  

II. Research Findings: A Look into Mary’s Home 

The first time I visited Mary’s Home was in February of 2021. I had set up a meeting 

with the Program Director, Mary Hoggatt, to interview her about their programs and explore 



whether Mary’s Home could be a potential site for my fieldwork. I was intrigued by the idea of 

researching how homelessness affects single mothers, but had little idea how widespread and 

complex the issue is. After that first interview, I emailed Mary about setting up my fieldwork at 

Mary’s Home and set a date in July to start. I spent 3-4 days a week at Mary’s Home from July 

2021-September 2021.  

I began my fieldwork with one main research question: What are the needs of single 

mothers experiencing homelessness and what can the Christian community and the greater 

Colorado Springs community do to help meet these needs without stigma or judgement? From 

there, flowed a couple of sub-questions:  

• How is Mary’s Home destigmatizing single mothers and homelessness within the 

Christian community? 

• Mary’s Home has to turn down hundreds of applicants each year simply because they do 

not have the space and resources to meet the demand (Hoggat). Are there ways that the 

community of Colorado Springs can step up and fill the gaps that Mary’s Home is unable 

to? 

My questions were contextualized to Colorado Springs and Mary’s Home but led to valuable 

insight about the broader issue of single mothers experiencing homelessness in the United States. 

My research at Mary’s Home relied on qualitative methods with semi-structured interviews and 

observations providing the bulk of my data. For the interviews, I spoke directly with staff 

members and volunteers. Interviews took place in a quiet, non-distracting environment with at 

least a half hour (and often up to an hour) of time set aside to talk. Below are the interview 

questions I used to guide each conversation:  



• What is your role at Mary’s Home and what drew you to the position? 

• If you are religious, how has your faith shaped your perspective of social justice? What 

does social justice mean to you as it relates to your faith? Has working at Mary’s Home 

enhanced or changed this perspective? 

• What would you say is the biggest challenge that the women at Mary’s Home need to 

overcome? 

• How do you think that the Christian community can better support women like the ones 

who come through Mary’s Home? 

• What is the best part about the job you do? Any challenges? 

• How do you foresee that the holistic work that Mary’s Home will impact the future 

(especially as it relates to the future of the children at Mary’s Home)? 

Because these were semi-structured interviews, there was room for different topics to be 

addressed depending on the interviewee’s responses and the overall direction of the 

conversation. In total, I interviewed 11 different staff members and volunteers.  

While each interviewee offered a unique perspective, there were several themes 

consistently addressed in nearly every interview. The people that I interviewed are all Christian 

and each expressed the importance of their faith in their decision to work with single mothers 

experiencing homelessness. Serving like Jesus and recognizing the worth and dignity of each 

person as a child of God was a motivating factor. Other themes are as follows:  

• Healing takes time. Women coming out of homelessness have trauma that needs to be 

addressed before anything else.  

• Teachability is key for staff, volunteers, and residents.  



• Respect for the residents at Mary’s Home means recognizing that they are the experts 

of their own lives. It is not the role of staff or volunteers to decide for residents how 

they should be living their lives. 

Each of these points will be addressed in further detail throughout this paper. 

I did not have the opportunity to interview any of the women living at Mary’s Home due 

to concern from staff that interviews could be a triggering experience. This concern is reflected 

in Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation where the authors note that 

“painful, debilitating memories may surface in an interview, even if the topic appears routine or 

benign” (Merriam 262). However, I did have the opportunity to interact with the residents of 

Mary’s Home and their children frequently. I participated in a couple of classes at Mary’s Home 

Academy, volunteered for Child Watch, sat at the front desk (meeting a lot of the residents as 

they came in to collect mail or meet with their Family Advocate), etc. These opportunities led to 

a number of informal conversations and observations.  

Spending my summer at Mary’s Home was an invaluable experience. Qualitative 

research gave me the opportunity to focus on building authentic relationships and take a ‘human-

centered’ approach. While of course data is important, “deep empathy for people makes our 

observations powerful sources of inspiration” (Bornstein 25). The data I collected and the 

patterns I observed are all crucial aspects of this thesis; however, my research was ultimately led 

by centering relationships and developing empathy. The best development work is done when 

people are valued beyond labels and assumptions. And throughout my own research, it was 

important for me to set these aside and truly listen to the stories I was hearing.   



III. The Need for Holistic Support 

A ‘Housing First’ approach is widely considered the “‘best practice’ intervention that can 

sustainably end homelessness for people with complex physical and mental health issues” 

(Milaney 2). As defined by the National Alliance to End Homelessness, “Housing First is a 

homeless assistance approach that prioritizes providing permanent housing to people 

experiencing homelessness, thus ending their homelessness and serving as a platform from 

which they can pursue personal goals and improve their quality of life.” However, studies of this 

approach lack data surrounding its effectiveness for single mothers and their children. Instead, 

studies primarily tend to focus on chronically homeless males (2). While housing is a certainly 

an important aspect to ending homelessness, a Housing First approach may not be adequate 

when it comes to single mothers experiencing homelessness. Other services must be present in 

conjunction with housing. 

The Bassuk Center published a report in 2015 noting that “housing is essential to ending 

homelessness, but it is not sufficient. Families need basic supports beyond decent affordable 

housing to survive: food, education, employment, childcare, transportation, health and mental 

health care, trauma informed care and children’s services” (Bassuk 4). Because family 

homelessness tends to be a highly gendered issue, support with the purpose of ending family 

homelessness must take into account the unique obstacles that women face (7). For example, 

“intimate partner violence is a common path into homelessness for women” (Milaney 2). In fact, 

92% of women experiencing homelessness have also experienced severe abuse (Frequently 

Asked Questions). A woman who has experienced domestic violence needs support to help her 

address the trauma of the abuse, housing that is secure (affordable, but also in a location where 

she feels safe), and support for her children.  



Additionally, a lack of community, mental health issues, generational trauma and poverty 

will often keep her in ‘survival mode’—unable to think past surviving day to day. It is also 

critical that services for single mothers experiencing homelessness are designed to ensure that 

the mother has the necessary support to provide her children with the stability they need to 

thrive. A housing first approach certainly does not discount the need for more holistic services; 

rather, it views housing as the first step to exiting homelessness. However, with a primary focus 

on rapid rehousing, this method lacks the necessary support needed specifically for single 

mothers experiencing homelessness. For these women, homelessness will almost always go 

beyond the need for affordable housing, making holistic support crucial for helping them exit 

homelessness permanently.  

A. Exiting Survival Mode 

When a mother first becomes a resident of Mary’s Home, she spends the first six months 

of her time there taking classes, going to therapy, and meeting with her family advocate. 

Essentially, healing is the focus of the program before anything else. Staff at Mary’s Home 

understand that homelessness goes beyond the need to ‘just get a job’. The women who are 

experiencing homelessness have often also experienced childhood trauma, domestic abuse, and 

an overall lack of support to gain the right tools to be successful. According to The National 

Center for Homeless Education, “over 92% of homeless mothers have experienced severe 

physical and/or sexual abuse during their lifetime” (Frequently Asked Questions). This is severe 

trauma and if a mother has experienced this level of abuse, she is very likely operating in 

survival mode. 

When the brain has experienced a constant cycle of abuse, trauma, and uncertainty, it can 

alter how it operates day-to-day. Before my fieldwork at Mary’s Home, I had never heard the 



term ‘survival mode’ in the context of homelessness. Wanting to explore this idea further, I sat 

down with one of the Family Advocates, Bethany Parker, to ask her about what it meant when 

staff talked about residents operating in survival mode. She gave me the following example:  

I think about if I'm being chased down the street by someone trying to mug me, and [at 

the same time] someone's trying to talk with me about my 401k and how I really need to 

be putting more money in retirement. Like, I'm literally not in a place in my brain where I 

could engage in that conversation. And so, understanding someone operating in survival 

mode, it's not just like, ‘Oh, I make better decisions than that person’. But it’s like ‘No, 

I've had the luxury of operating in my prefrontal cortex. And this person does not have 

that luxury’. She has been stuck in survival mode for decades, especially if she's coming 

from childhood trauma. 

Parker’s example puts the reality of living in survival mode into perspective. Asking a single 

mother operating in survival mode to think about her future, make plans for getting a job and/or 

education, and ultimately dream about different possibilities will not be a successful approach 

until she has had the opportunity to heal from trauma and exit survival mode. With her example, 

Parker also directly challenges that idea that single mothers experiencing homelessness are 

where they are simply as a result of ‘bad choices’. The reality is much more complicated, which 

is why holistic support is necessary.  

The Program Director at Mary’s Home, Mary Hoggatt, echoes Parker’s thoughts about 

survival mode and highlights the need for mindsets to completely shift before a mother 

experiencing homelessness can truly dream about tomorrow.  



For mindset to truly change, it's not 'give them a bunch of resources and hope they're 

good'; for your mindset to change, you have to be able to step deep into their life, and 

deep into where they really are. See the places to heal, and then take those next steps to 

'now I can dream about education, and dream about a career'. But first, you have to take 

care of those basic healing, stabilizing, things because every mom that comes to Mary's 

Home is in survival mode and she can't think past tomorrow. 

If a mother has spent years, or even decades, in a place where her mind has had to focus on 

surviving in a world that does not seem to care for her, she will have a long road of healing 

before she can begin to see the world, and even her own life, in a different light. And 

unfortunately, there are too few programs that go beyond helping single mothers experiencing 

homelessness find a job and stable housing. These are crucial aspects, but long-term healing 

must also be considered for true sustainability.  

B. Depression, Trauma, and Identity 

For a single mother experiencing homelessness, the stress of her circumstances 

compounded with untreated trauma all too often leads to depression. According to Ellen Bassuk 

in Depression in Homeless Mothers, “12% of women from all socioeconomic groups are 

depressed”, and that number jumps to “40% to 60% for low-income mothers with young children 

and pregnant and parenting teens” (73). However, despite its prevalence amongst this population 

group, “depression among mothers experiencing homelessness remains largely unacknowledged, 

unrecognized, and untreated” (73). There is a lack of resources to help these women exit 

homelessness and treat mental illness. Additionally, even if those resources do exist, she may be 

hesitant to seek the help she needs out of a fear of further stigmatization. Among single mothers 

living in poverty, self-care is a concept that feels like a luxury, rather than a necessity. They are 



facing pressure to provide and care for their children, so even if resources exist, taking time for 

themselves to get the help they need is often not possible due to a fear of stigmatization, and 

guilt (Long).  

An even greater deterrent to these mothers seeking help is the fear that in the process of 

addressing her own needs, child-welfare could be involved, and she could lose her children 

(Bassuk 74). For many single mothers experiencing homelessness, there is a mental health crisis 

happening in conjunction with limited opportunities to obtain higher education, affordable 

housing, and a well-paying job. Furthermore, if trauma and mental illness are not properly 

treated, there is a risk that both could be passed down to the next generation (Linden 1071). 

Prioritizing single mothers experiencing homelessness means prioritizing future generations and 

breaking cycles of poverty and trauma. This means creating safe, effective environments in 

which they can receive critical services for both themselves and their children. 

Lisa Bear, a volunteer at Mary’s Home, runs the admissions interview process. She 

screens applicants for their eligibility to live at Mary’s Home and then goes through the 

interview process with them, playing an essential role in deciding who would be the best fit for 

the program. Working directly with the applicants, she hears their stories and gets to know their 

struggles on a more intimate level than most other volunteers. During our interview, I asked her 

if she observed any common struggles among the mothers who apply for residency at Mary’s 

Home. Expecting an answer related to struggling with poverty or abuse, her answer surprised 

me. She said, “it’s not just the cycle of poverty. I think it’s deeper than that. It’s identity.” Mental 

illness, trauma, and abuse can strip someone of their identity and feelings of self-worth. Lisa 

goes on to note that while there are programs that exist that address housing and food insecurity, 



a holistic program that helps women overcome their trauma and find that core identity and self-

worth are lacking.  

When I asked her what stands out to her about Mary’s Home, she stated: “it changes 

generations. If people come in here, and they do the due diligence and work the process and the 

program of Mary's Home, it sets their whole family on a trajectory for the rest of their lives”. 

What Lisa is saying about identity and self-worth is supported by trauma expert Dr. van der 

Kolk. He argues that the experience of traumatic events inhibits imagination. Imagination is key 

to our ability to dream, hope, and set goals. Our imagination helps ground us in our identity and 

build our own self-worth. However, according to Dr. van der Kolk, “When people are 

compulsively and constantly pulled back into the past, to the last time they felt intense 

involvement and deep emotions, they suffer from a failure of imagination, a loss of the mental 

flexibility. Without imagination there is no hope, no chance to envision a better future, no place 

to go, no goal to reach” (17). Trauma affects how the brain operates and can leave the person 

experiencing it feeling hopeless and unable to dream about a better future. Overcoming trauma is 

crucial to changing the entire mindset—healing from trauma opens the door to rediscovering 

one’s own identity, self-worth, and dreams for the future.   

Single mothers experiencing homelessness are incredibly resilient. However, they are 

often attempting to overcome mental illness and trauma while working to provide for their 

children. In the process, they may lose their core identity and struggle with feelings of self-

worth. Addressing homelessness among single mothers requires looking at the issue as more than 

just a physical circumstance. Mental health and wellness play a significant role in helping a 

mother permanently exit homelessness. Programs that desire to serve this population group need 



to take this reality into consideration and prioritize environments where women have the time 

and space to heal.  

C. Building Social Support 

Single mothers experiencing homelessness tend to lack strong community ties. Without 

connections to the community, it is nearly impossible to develop a reliable social support system. 

A social support system can consist of a variety of individuals and is best defined “as a network 

in which the individual perceives love and care from others, such as family, relatives, and 

friends, and can receive guidance for help with daily tasks” (Schrag 316). While community and 

social support are crucial to the human experience, women especially use their social networks 

as social capital and rely heavily on these networks in times of crisis (Bassuk 13). However, for 

single mothers experiencing homelessness, it is difficult to develop that solid foundation of 

community. Without stable housing, there are no neighbors to rely on. Developing deep 

friendships and relationships can be challenging when operating in survival mode. Existing 

relationships may experience strain from abuse or unmet expectations. And on top of everything 

else, they live in a society that still stigmatizes poor, single mothers. Navigating the stigma 

associated with their situation may lead to a decreased sense of belonging and an increased 

feeling of isolation.  

While experiencing homelessness does create barriers to building community, it does not 

make it impossible to do so. Charles H. Vogl, author of The Art of Community: Seven Principles 

for Belonging notes that creating community can start with simply “telling people who matter to 

you that they matter to you” (141). For single mothers experiencing homelessness, having people 

in their network who support them and remind them of their worth can create a sense of hope and 

empowerment. And while friends and family may be the most natural resources for this type of 



support, support can be found within the broader community as well. For example, caseworkers 

and counselors are excellent resources for a mother who needs to expand her network. Not only 

can they help her find resources and suggest ways to get involved with the community, they are, 

themselves, a form of support. For professionals who are working with single mothers 

experiencing homelessness, building a bond of trust should be the first step. This bond allows the 

mother to feel safe in the relationship and her “self-worth and perceived level of support may 

rise” (Schrag 324). While professionals and clients must of course maintain boundaries, there is 

still room for a genuine, supportive relationship to develop.   

Additionally, religious capital can be a powerful resource for helping families exit 

homelessness (Payne 97).  Connecting with a religious organization, and especially a religious 

organization that understands the complexities of homelessness, is an effective way for a single 

mother in these circumstances to develop a robust social support system. However, all of these 

potential networks of support must be able to meet the mother where she is without judgement. 

This will help build bonds of trust and friendship that are crucial to successful community.  

Ultimately, strong community is a vital step in the process of ending family 

homelessness. Bryant L. Myers succinctly summarizes the importance of community in Walking 

with the Poor: Principles and Practices of Transformational Development: “People need good 

neighbors much more than they need … good development theory and practice” (218). This is 

not to say that good development theory and practice do not matter; they certainly do. However, 

development without the deep support of community will fall short. For a single mother 

experiencing homelessness, she needs resources that are contextualized to her circumstances; 

however, she also needs ‘good neighbors’, people she can trust and rely on. Social support 

networks provide the backbone to community development.  



D. Children and Homelessness: A Case for a Two-Generational Approach  

When discussing the issue of single mothers experiencing homelessness, it is impossible 

to separate their plight from that of their children’s. A child who experiences homelessness faces 

unique challenges that could potentially affect their adult lives if not properly addressed. The 

number of children experiencing homelessness in the Colorado Springs area alone is staggering. 

According to the Colorado Department of Education, "In El Paso County, Colorado, 2,142 

children were identified as experiencing homelessness in the school year of 2017-2018” 

(Frequently Asked Questions). In the United States as a whole, that number climbs to 2.5 million 

children. To put it in perspective, that is one out of every thirty children (Bassuk). These are 

sobering statistics that demonstrate a desperate need for greater understanding and action to be 

taken regarding family homelessness. 

 Dr. Ruby K. Payne notes that “poverty around the world tends to be feminized, with 

more women in poverty than men because the burden of raising children usually falls on women. 

The highest percentage of children in poverty come from female-headed, single-parent 

households. Poverty and gender often go hand in hand” (154). While not every family 

experiencing homelessness is headed by a single mother, this is the most common situation.  For 

added clarification, when referring to children experiencing homelessness, I am referring to 

children who live with an adult parent or guardian (i.e. not homeless/runaway/unsheltered 

youth—this is another complex issue that is not within the scope of this paper to address). Just as 

single mothers experiencing homelessness face unique challenges that require holistic, 

contextualized care, the same is true for their children.  

Working directly with the children at Mary’s Home, I observed how this stable, safe 

environment allowed them to thrive. These children came from difficult and often traumatizing 



backgrounds, and while behavioral issues were not necessarily uncommon, the children were in a 

safe environment where they could process their emotions. Having this type of safety and 

stability gives children the opportunity to grow into healthy, productive adults. I remember 

talking to one of the little boys at Mary’s Home and telling him that he and I both live in 

Colorado. He promptly corrected me exclaiming, “I don’t live in Colorado! I live in Mary’s 

Home!”. This was a small moment but spoke volumes to how impactful it is for children to have 

this stability. Mary’s Home is their space and their home. They are comfortable and stable. In 

stark contrast to this, when I sat in on admissions interviews for potential residents, I heard 

stories of children living in cars, with relatives across the country, or in a household with their 

mother’s abusive partner. One mother spoke of her two sons who had experienced instability, 

abuse, and chaos their whole lives and were beginning to act out. And this mother is certainly not 

alone.  These mothers are doing the best they can within their circumstances; however, stability 

and consistency are vital to a child’s development (de Thierry). Ending homelessness among 

single mothers requires that they have access to services and support for both themselves and 

their children.  

In addition to added trauma from not having stability, children who experience 

homelessness are at a higher risk than their housed peers for both mental and physical health 

problems (Gultekin 11). Additionally, “early exposure to homelessness is associated with 

arrested grade progression and increased risk of social isolation and bullying” (13). With the 

stressors that children experiencing homelessness face, acting out may simply be a result of the 

instability, isolation, and uncertainty that they experience day-to-day. America’s Youngest 

Outcasts: A Report Card on Child Homelessness states that “without a bed to call their own, they 

[children experiencing homelessness] have lost safety, privacy, and the comforts of home, as 



well as friends, pets, possessions, reassuring routines, and community. These losses combine to 

create a life-altering experience that inflicts profound and lasting scars” (Bassuk 8). However, 

the Report Card goes on to note that it is possible for children to recover from these adverse 

experiences and the earlier that homelessness is addressed, the better.  

Because female headed households represent the bulk of family homelessness (Bassuk 7), 

ending family homelessness will require more services targeted specifically towards single 

mothers and their children. Helping these single mothers by providing the necessary holistic care 

can impact generations. In fact, the “poverty trap can be broken by one generation getting to 

grow up healthy” (Banerjee 43). If caught early enough, the children of single mothers 

experiencing homelessness could experience a life free of poverty for both themselves and the 

generations to come.   

IV. Homelessness and Single Motherhood: Creating a Culture of Love  

In Colorado Springs, there are over 400 churches (Colorado Springs Churches and 

Cathedrals) and 511 Christian nonprofit organizations (Colorado Springs Religious 

Organizations). While these churches and organizations are doing important work to serve the 

Colorado Springs community and beyond, there seems to be a lack of support for the unique 

needs of single mothers experiencing homelessness and/or poverty. Additionally, Christian 

churches have historically been involved in the de-valuing and stigmatization of poor, single 

mothers. This history has contributed to the misunderstanding of these mothers not only within 

the church but also within the broader culture of the United States—a culture that has been 

heavily influenced by Christianity. Unfortunately, the Christian church often “legitimizes 

unequal structures” (Clifford 7) through varying interpretations of Biblical texts. Because of this, 

Christians have a unique responsibility to look within their own communities and call out the 



ways that theology is being manipulated and used to legitimize the exclusion and de-valuation of 

vulnerable populations. I would like to note that my critique is not necessarily directed towards 

individual Christians. There is diversity of opinion among individual Christians that is not within 

the scope of this thesis to explore. Additionally, my fieldwork at Mary’s Home was just one of 

many examples of how individual Christians are seeking justice for marginalized populations 

and standing against unequal structures. That said, I will offer a critique of broader cultural 

issues and systems that have been created and/or withheld partially by Western Christian culture 

and theology.  

As for the broader culture in the United States, self-sufficiency and hard work are highly 

valued. However, while hard work and self-sufficiency are not inherently negative values, they 

are not always compatible with the complexities surrounding poverty. Bryant Myers cautions 

development practitioners to “avoid simplistic diagnoses and their corresponding single-answer 

development programs” (40). In the case of poverty in the United States as it pertains to single 

mothers, the solutions offered are often too simplistic and stem from stigma surrounding single-

motherhood and poverty.  

A. History  

The value of a two-parent, male-headed household has “deep roots in American, and 

specifically Christian American, history” (Maddalena 150) and has shaped policies and attitudes 

towards single mothers living in poverty. In Christian tradition, women have historically been 

devalued. Exploring this issue is not a statement of my own religious beliefs or interpretations of 

Biblical texts or even a commentary on how modern-day Christians think. Rather, I am simply 

exploring where, in the context of Christian theology, the historical stigma of poor, single 

women stems from and how this stigma manifests itself today.  



The view that women are ‘less than’ has been justified within the church beginning with 

the story of the fall of humans in Genesis. In Genesis 3:16, God lays out the punishment for 

women for eating the forbidden fruit and directly disobeying God’s commands:  

To the woman he said, 

I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; 

 with painful labor you will give birth to children. 

Your desire will be for your husband, 

 and he will rule over you (New International Version). 

With this verse, God lays out the hierarchy of man and woman, placing the woman under the 

man. Rosemary Reuther’s Sexism and Misogyny in the Christian Tradition: Liberating Alternatives 

explores how this idea has been interpreted by the church throughout history. She writes,  

In this theory of woman's punishment for primacy in sin as added subjugation, redeeming 

grace does not overcome subordination, but rather reinforces it. The good Christian 

woman demonstrates her converted mind and heart by interiorizing her secondary place 

in creation and her deserved punishment for Eve's sin. She quietly and submissively 

accepts her husband's rule over her, as well as that of other males in authority, even their 

harsh words and blows. By redoubling her submission, she shows herself worthy of 

redemption and presumably wins her husband's care and affection. (87) 

Additionally, Reuther highlights this theory to demonstrate how masculinity has often been 

viewed as superior within Christian tradition. There are two important aspects of this history to 

note here. The first is that when femininity is viewed as something inferior, it will naturally be 



treated with suspicion and in some cases, disgust. The second is the value placed on masculinity 

and the belief that men are essentially closer to God. However, “the oppressive patterns in 

Christianity toward women and other subjugated people do not come from specific doctrines, but 

from a patriarchal and hierarchical reading of the system of Christian symbols as a whole” (83). 

That is to say, the inferiority of women in the Christian faith is more a result of how the Bible 

has been read and interpreted throughout history rather than absolute Biblical truths.  

 Hayley Feuerbacher takes an in depth look at the history surrounding Christianity and 

single motherhood in her dissertation, The Unmarried (M)Other: A Study of Christianity, 

Capitalism, and Counternarratives Concerning Motherhood and Marriage in the United States 

and South Africa. She argues that stigma towards single mothers is reinforced through the idea of 

‘family values’, a term many churches and religious organizations in the United States have 

adopted. Family values “are often tied to the nuclear family structure. In many predominant 

conceptions of “family values” in the United States – both at large and in evangelical Christian 

circles, moral excellence is equated with the heteronormative two-parent household” (40). For 

example, a large non-profit in Colorado Springs, Focus on the Family, has six core values, 

several of which are related to the importance of traditional family structures. Under their vision, 

they write, “we believe God has ordained the social institutions of family, church, and 

government for the benefit of mankind and as a reflection of His divine nature” (Our Vision). 

Single motherhood does not, according to this idea of family values, reflect God’s divine nature.  

In the 1980s, a movement called New Familism emerged that reinforced the importance 

of family values. This movement has roots in the Christian idea that God’s design for society is 

two-parent households, headed by a male. It went as far as implying that a number of social ills 

such as AIDS, drug use, increased criminal activity, etc. were a result of the increased number of 



female-headed households (Feuerbacher 41). Ultimately, throughout history, single motherhood 

in Western Christian tradition has been somewhat of the antithesis to the divinely ordained two-

parent household. While the concept of family values is not inherently bad, it has unfortunately 

been used to denigrate alternative family structures.   

 B. Christian Influence and the Welfare State Today 

The United States today is heavily steeped in Christian culture and tradition. While 

society is far more egalitarian today than it was in the early days of the church, stigma towards 

single mothers still exists. In fact, in his article Welfare, Politics, and Folklore: Overcoming the 

Narrative Bias Against Public Assistance in the U.S, Tom Mould contends that “stories about 

welfare cheats had been in the mass media since at least the 1940s and have continued to be 

published, while the oral tradition of welfare fraud stories remains alive and well today” (2). 

Additionally, studies show that the ‘welfare cheats’ in these stories are primarily assumed to be 

single women of color (2). Single motherhood is often perceived negatively in the United States 

regardless of religion. However, Christian tradition has the added bias that God’s design for 

children is a two-parent, male-headed household. Thus, single women with children are may 

automatically be perceived in a negative light.  

Despite this stigma, single mothers living in poverty are not ‘welfare cheats.’ In fact, by 

2000, “mothers with young children had experienced some of the steepest increases in 

employment over the past few decades” (5). However, the current welfare state is broken and 

single mothers often have limited opportunities and are forced into work with low wages where 

social insurance is limited. Catherine Albiston uses the term ‘social insurance’ in her article 

Precarious Work and Precarious Welfare: How the Pandemic Reveals Fundamental Flaws of 

the U.S. Social Safety Net, to refer to benefits often associated with white collar jobs such as 



health insurance, paid time off, educational benefits, childcare, etc. In essence, “what we have 

sentenced poor women to is a low-wage workforce utterly unwilling to allow a single mother 

enough control and flexibility in the workplace to accommodate her dual responsibilities for 

family work and paid work” (Maddalena 165). The problem is not that impoverished single 

mothers cannot achieve self-sufficiency. They certainly can with the right tools and 

opportunities. The problem is that the welfare system in the United States is not designed to help 

these women actually exit poverty.  

Thus, the problem here is two-fold: there is the historical devaluing of women and 

especially single-mothers, as well as the modern-day stigma that exists surrounding welfare and 

single motherhood. Modern day attitudes towards poor mothers continue to be shaped by these 

influences. Unfortunately, these attitudes towards single mothers do not exist in a vacuum and 

they have consequences beyond poorly designed social programs. John Lederach, author of 

Reconcile: Conflict Transformation for the Ordinary Christian argues that “humiliation—the 

lived experience of disrespect and exclusion without some form of authentic acknowledgment of 

the harm or hurt received—leaves deep personal and social scars” (35). Healing the scars left by 

hundreds of years of stigma and hurt that poor, single mothers have faced will take time. This 

then leads to the question, how can the Christian community in the United States contribute to 

the de-stigmatization of poor mothers? Is the historical devaluing of women biblical? Jesus calls 

on Christians to both love their neighbor (Mark 12:30-31) and care for the vulnerable among 

them (Matthew 25:40). What can be done to live out this calling? 

C. An Alternative Vision  

 While there is complicity for the systemic mistreatment of single mothers experiencing 

homelessness and/or poverty in the Christian culture, there is also the opportunity for restoration; 



there is the opportunity to fight against injustice and create a culture of love. In Reconciling All 

Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace and Healing, Emmanuel Katongole states that 

“within the biblical story, the Christian discovers a constant call for justice on behalf of the weak 

and forgotten” (72). The idea of restoration is grounded in God’s Word. However, restoration is 

not simply learning to ‘get along’ with others or the decision to not pass judgement. There is 

necessary, active work that must be done. For example, “restoration requires a recovery of real, 

overlooked stories in history. It means learning to listen to people who embody a unique journey 

and set of practices in a broken and divided world” (Katongole 45). I witnessed what restoration 

can look like throughout my time at Mary’s Home. The mothers living there receive care that is 

contextualized to their needs while also being treated with dignity. They are valued as equal 

children of God. The way that Mary’s Home looks at poor, single mothers is counter to the 

stigma that these mothers face from so many people in the United States. At Mary’s Home, love 

and restoration are cornerstones of their mission.  

 This idea was expressed throughout my interviews with staff and volunteers. However, 

Kadyn, a Resident Assistant at Mary’s Home, explained the mission beautifully. Kadyn is in her 

early twenties and is spending the year living and working directly with residents. She knows the 

mothers and their children intimately and sees both their value and potential. When I asked her 

about her faith and passion for seeking justice for marginalized communities she replied, 

Who did Jesus spend his time with? The outcasts. The people on the margins. Those are 

the people that Jesus walked with. Those are the people that Jesus touched.  And so in my 

faith, you see things that people don't want to see and you spend your time with people 

that are left out, or that are misunderstood. And once you enter into someone's context 

and situation, you realize there's so much more than their circumstances. There's a 



person; there's a soul. And there's also suffering, and Jesus enters into suffering. And 

brings about restoration. (Gianis) 

She paints a picture of who Jesus was during his time on Earth and highlights how entering into 

someone’s context can lead to a deeper understanding of person. For single mothers living in 

poverty, they are “so much more than their circumstances.” Richard Beck, author of Unclean: 

Meditations on Purity, Hospitality, and Mortality, argues for a form of Christianity that is 

grounded in the works that Jesus did while on Earth. He makes a case that those who have been 

historically marginalized deserve a place at the table; they deserve space to be heard and 

understood and that “the ‘will to embrace’ must precede any judgments of the other” (146). 

Christianity is less about who is most holy or closer to God; rather it is about love and 

hospitality—without judgement or bias that may stem from the result of perceived sin. Love and 

hospitality are not circumstantial or conditional.  

 Unfortunately, Christianity in the United States has become a place where, regardless of 

good intentions, people often feel judged and excluded. As previously discussed, there is a 

history of bias within the faith especially towards single, poor women with children. However, 

the Christian faith is also in a unique place to lead the way in changing the narrative about these 

women by providing a place where they are fully embraced, regardless of circumstances. With 

that, Christians should strive “to know the mechanisms that generate poverty, [and] to struggle 

for a more just world” (Campbell-Johnson 4). Mary Hoggatt, Program Director at Mary’s Home, 

expressed hope for the church saying that “the church has a long way to go … but what I actually 

love about our current time right now, is we are able to be educated and willing to be educated”. 

Despite Christianity’s contribution to current injustices that single mothers experiencing 

homelessness face, there is immense opportunity for restoration. Christians have a calling to seek 



justice and can lead the way in creating a “space where the dignity of every human person is 

vouchsafed, embraced, and protected” (Beck 140). However, in order for this to happen, the non-

poor must be willing to embrace their own need for education and use that education to create 

change.  

V. Bridging the Gap: Education Among the Non-Poor as a Tool for Change 

There is no denying that a single mother experiencing homelessness faces numerous 

obstacles. And practical tools for change are often complex and multifaceted. However, one area 

that is not often discussed is education among the non-poor as a tool for change. The poor in the 

United States experience stigmatization and face harmful assumptions about their work ethic, 

choices, and circumstances. Single mothers experiencing homelessness are particularly 

scrutinized and judged because of their situation. However, it is clear that poverty is complex 

and widely misunderstood. Widespread education among the non-poor can shift the dangerous 

assumption that “the poor somehow did this to themselves— that they are all bums and deserve 

to be poor because they’re lazy, have bad habits, or possess a horrible work ethic” (Bryant 14). 

And while of course these assumptions are not held by everyone, there is a certain level of 

stigma ingrained in the culture of the United States that can make compassion conditional.   

Sue Hammond, an expert in qualitative research, notes how the words we use have 

emotional meanings (14). Single mothers experiencing homelessness are often described using 

what is referred to as “the language of deficit” (14). These are words with negative connotations. 

For example, a single mother experiencing homelessness may be described as ‘lazy’ or ‘entitled’. 

She may be criticized for her ‘poor decisions’ and the word ‘broken’ may be used to describe her 

family. As Hammond argues, words have the power and can shape reality. Using a language of 

deficit to describe single mothers experiencing homelessness overlooks the complexity of their 



situation. Additionally, it devalues their stories and their resiliency. This is where education 

plays a crucial role. Changing how the single mothers experiencing homelessness are perceived 

has the potential to change how poverty is addressed in the United States and the types of 

support specifically available to these mothers. Essentially, a socially just future depends on both 

outer action and inner development (Kunkel 60).  

 I was inspired during my Fieldwork at Mary’s Home by their commitment to involving 

volunteers because of their desire to help shift assumptions about single mothers experiencing 

homelessness. During an interview with Program Director Mary Hoggatt, she stated:  

If we had all the resources in the world, if we could hire all the people we wanted, we 

would still have volunteers. Because it invites people into the ‘face-to-face’ and invites 

people into the process. It invites the church into the opportunity to be transformed by 

serving those that the church was meant to serve.  I mean, even I love that Mary’s Home 

is down here in the southeast. I love that it's not up north where most of our volunteers 

come from. Because they actually have to enter into the world. They have to exit their 

bubble. 

Volunteers are invited to serve and gain a new understanding of single mothers experiencing 

homelessness. However, education is also a crucial part of the volunteer program at Mary’s 

Home. Volunteers attend trainings and receive a list of recommended readings. Being a 

volunteer at Mary’s Home means taking a posture of learning. 

The deep involvement of volunteers in the work of Mary’s Home led me to wonder what 

the world could look like if the non-poor were involved in opportunities like this. It would 

certainly broaden their worldview. And a greater understanding of poverty has the potential to 



lead to more compassionate policies and programs, as well as more compassionate people in 

general. This idea is supported by Contact Theory “which suggests that relationships between 

conflicting groups will improve if they have meaningful contact with one another over an 

extended period of time” (Salter McNeil 37). With time, contact with a differing group of people 

can lead to reduced prejudice (Everett). Hoggatt mentioned that she is glad that Mary’s Home 

exists in an area of town that most volunteers would otherwise not visit. Removing people from 

their ‘bubble’ and encouraging them to embrace those whose lives differ from their own has 

immense potential for positive change.  

Contact, however, is only one piece of what needs to be done to reduce prejudice and 

help marginalized groups. A desire to do good is not enough. Bryant L. Myers highlights this in 

his book Walking with the Poor, writing that “doing good work means being skillful and 

continually refining one’s skills. The poor need more from us than broken hearts; they need 

professional skills and knowledge, too” (224). While Contact Theory presents an opportunity to 

reduce prejudice it must be paired with education that can lead to action. This is especially 

pertinent in the context of single mothers experiencing homelessness. These mothers are not 

confined to organizations like Mary’s Home. They are in churches, they are active in community 

groups, they are friends, family, etc. Bringing education that can lead to action into the 

mainstream will help communities better understand and empower the single mothers 

experiencing homelessness that they encounter in the day-to-day. 

In 2021, the conversation surrounding single mothers experiencing homelessness was 

brought to the mainstream through the popular Netflix show, Maid. The 10-episode series 

chronicles the journey of a young woman as she navigates leaving an abusive relationship and 

finding resources for herself and her daughter. The show does an excellent job of portraying the 



complexities of the welfare system, the legal system, relationships, trauma, and generational 

poverty and abuse. This show is a huge step forward bringing this issue to light, destigmatizing 

who these mothers are, and sparking productive conversation. However, what society still lacks 

is widespread knowledge on practical tools that can be used by everyday people to help the 

single mothers in their lives in a way that is both productive and empowering.  

The following sections will cover three practical tools that can be used in both 

professional and personal environments: Trauma Awareness, a Coaching Model, and 

Motivational Interviewing. These tools are not exhaustive by any means but provide an excellent 

start for improved communication and understanding when it comes to single mothers 

experiencing homelessness. They have immense potential to result in positive change and can be 

used within churches, schools, family relationships, friendships, etc. These tools are also 

interconnected and overlap in several areas so learning about one will provide a strong basis to 

learning the others.  

A. Trauma Awareness  

Trauma Awareness is a useful tool that can be adapted from Trauma Informed Care 

(TIC). Trauma Informed Care is “a strengths-based service delivery approach that is grounded in 

an understanding of and responsiveness to the impact of trauma, that emphasizes physical, 

psychological, and emotional safety for both providers and survivors, and that creates 

opportunities for survivors to rebuild a sense of control and empowerment” (Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration xix). TIC is often used in professional settings; for 

example, Mary’s Home is a trauma-informed organization. How they design their services and 

interact with the residents is done with the impacts of trauma in mind.  



However, TIC requires training and a dedication to ongoing learning. For most 

communities, becoming trauma-informed on a widespread level may be difficult. That is where 

trauma awareness can fill the gaps. While someone experiencing trauma symptoms should 

always be encouraged to seek professional help, there is still a need for communities to better 

understand what a trauma reaction may look like. Trauma awareness will lead to an increased 

level of empathy, allowing people to view difficult situations in a new light and help those in 

their community who may be struggling with trauma symptoms. Again, the purpose of this 

section is not to encourage ordinary people to replace trauma-informed professionals; rather, the 

purpose is to highlight how trauma awareness can be applied at a community level and lead to an 

understanding of trauma reactions. Understanding trauma and the various ways it presents will 

allow greater empathy in difficult situations. 

Women experiencing homelessness in the United States report high levels of trauma both 

from events prior to and during homelessness. They “are more likely to have histories of 

childhood physical and sexual abuse and to have experienced sexual assault as adults” 

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 57). For single mothers, they are 

often dealing with their traumatic pasts while doing their best to navigate a traumatic present, all 

while caring for their children.  

An interaction with someone who is operating from a place of trauma may not look 

rational and can be easily misunderstood. Trauma expert Dr. van der Kolk gives the following 

example:  

When something reminds traumatized people of the past, their right brain reacts as if the 

traumatic event were happening in the present. But because their left brain is not working 

very well, they may not be aware that they are reexperiencing and reenacting the past—



they are just furious, terrified, enraged, ashamed, or frozen. After the emotional storm 

passes, they may look for something or somebody to blame for it. They behaved the way 

they did because you were ten minutes late, or because you burned the potatoes, or 

because you “never listen to me.” Of course, most of us have done this from time to time, 

but when we cool down, we hopefully can admit our mistake. Trauma interferes with this 

kind of awareness (45). 

Trauma-awareness can help situations like these make more sense. It can help us turn our own 

hurt, anger, and confusion stemming from the interaction into empathy. For single mothers 

experiencing homelessness, it is necessary to view interactions through a trauma-informed lens 

and see “trauma-related symptoms and behaviors as an individual’s best and most resilient 

attempt to manage, cope with, and rise above his or her experience of trauma” (Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration 13). Additionally, if an interaction is identified as a 

trauma response, the following two tools in this section can help recover the interaction and 

create something positive from it. Trauma-awareness is not just helpful to professionals in 

specific fields; it is a useful tool for communities and people in their everyday lives. Being 

trauma-aware encourages communities to lead with empathy rather than judgement or disdain.  

B. A Coaching Versus Teaching Mode 

While at Mary’s Home, staff would often talk about what it means to coach versus teach 

someone. Using a Coaching Model is a core aspect of their programs. Family Advocate, Bethany 

Parker uses a Coaching Model in her interactions with the residents that she works with. She 

states, “I want to help them identify their goals, and then support them towards that, as opposed 

to dictating their goals to them.” This approach is echoed by the Director of Volunteers, Sue 

Harrelson. During our interview she stated, “it would be easy for me to sit with somebody and all 



of a sudden start giving advice. That would be so wrong. I am not the expert on their life” 

(Harrelson). Essentially, a Coaching Model means taking a posture of learning and listening 

rather than dictating.  

This idea is not unique to Mary’s Home and is often used in the field of Community 

Development to provide programs that are contextualized to local populations. A Coaching 

Model ensures that the recipients of a program are viewed as the experts, while those creating the 

program are there to learn and design effective solutions based on local knowledge. William 

Easterly, an American economist, writes about a Planner vs a Searcher in community 

development, which is another way to frame the Coaching vs Teaching Model. He writes,  

A Planner thinks he already knows the answers; he thinks of poverty as a technical 

engineering problem that his answers will solve. A Searcher admits he doesn't know the 

answers in advance; he believes that poverty is a complicated tangle of political, social, 

historical, institutional, and technological factors. A Searcher hopes to find answers to 

individual problems only by trial and error experimentation. A Planner believes outsiders 

know enough to impose solutions. A Searcher believes only insiders have enough 

knowledge to find solutions, and that most solutions must be home grown (6). 

For communities who want to create more effective solutions for single mothers experiencing 

homelessness, outsiders must not be the ones to impose solutions. By outsiders, I mean those 

who have not directly experienced single motherhood and homelessness. There are experts with 

the education and training to provide services to these women, but ultimately, solutions should 

be a collaborative process with these single mothers involved in every stage of the process.  



For example, at Mary’s Home, residents’ goals differ from one another as the program is 

not designed to be a ‘one-size-fits-all’. And while there are certain aspects to the program that 

are mandatory (like attending therapy and classes), residents are actively involved in creating 

their own goals. Additionally, staff are always open to feedback and learning from their own 

mistakes. They do not see themselves as a final authority; in fact, as discussed earlier, the women 

at Mary’s Home are honored as the experts in their own lives. In other words, solutions need to 

be contextualized to each individual and/or community. In this process, an individual or 

community’s lived experiences are honored and taken into account.  

 A Coaching Model requires empathy which “means challenging your preconceived ideas 

and setting aside your sense of what you think is true in order to learn what actually is true” 

(Kelly 90). In the context of a single mother experiencing homelessness, a person can guide and 

provide recommendations and support but ultimately the mother is given the authority and 

respect as the expert of her own life. Bethany Parker highlights the difference that this kind of 

model can make for these mothers. She says, “At Mary’s Home the women are honored, 

respected; they're empowered. This is a really nourishing place. It's not a judgmental place. And 

so I do think that women feel a difference when they're invited into this place… It’s a program, 

but it’s a program operating out of the context of relationship and respect, and community and 

authentic love.” Learning about a Coaching Model challenges the non-poor to listen rather than 

impose. This is key to creating healthy communities.  

This section is a broad overview of the Coaching Model. The following section will 

examine Motivational Interviewing. Motivational interviewing is a practical tool within the 

Coaching Model that can be learned and used by communities to improve interactions with 

single mothers experiencing homelessness. 



C. Motivational Interviewing 

 Motivational Interviewing (M.I.) is a useful communication tool within the Coaching 

Model that is useful when interacting with a single mother experiencing homelessness. For 

example, single mother in this situation may have felt disempowered, judged, and vulnerable at 

multiple times throughout her life. On top of that, she may be working through trauma associated 

with both her past and present circumstances. M.I. is a tool that empowers and encourages 

throughout an interaction using a set of core skills. These core skills are:  

• Open questions to elicit and explore the person’s experiences, perspectives, and ideas. 

 • Affirmations of successes and strengths to foster the person’s confidence in their ability 

to change.  

• Reflections based on attentive listening and understanding what the person is 

expressing, by repeating, rephrasing, or connecting with a deeper level of meaning the 

person is expressing.  

• Summarizing to ensure a shared understanding and reinforce a person’s key points. 

Using open questions, affirmations, reflections, and summarizing (Rollins 6). 

Together, these skills are referred to as OARS. A person using OARS can help someone process 

their thoughts and feelings, and ultimately guide them in making their own decisions based on 

what they need.  

At Mary’s Home, I had the opportunity to see how Motivational Interviewing plays out in 

everyday communication through interactions with staff and residents. Stephanie DeMeritt, the 

Associate Program Director at Mary’s Home brought up the concept of an M.I. spirit in all 

interactions “which means egalitarianism, partnership, unconditional positive regard. You're 



emphasizing autonomy.” During an afternoon of shadowing Stephanie, she had a scheduled 

meeting with a resident to talk through a problem. With the resident’s permission, I sat in on the 

meeting and observed the interaction. For clarity, I will refer to the resident as Amber (her name 

has been changed to protect her privacy).  

While at Mary’s Home, residents spend the first six months taking classes through 

Mary’s Home and do not work jobs or attend any other school. The purpose of these policies are 

to prioritize healing. However, there was a miscommunication and Amber had understood that 

she could go to school during those first six months. Stephanie used Motivational Interviewing in 

her conversation with Amber, allowing her to express her frustrations and validating those 

frustrations. She allowed Amber to lead the conversation, asking questions along the way to help 

Amber gauge what she felt like she could handle schedule-wise. Ultimately, instead of simply 

telling Amber that she thought additional school on top of classes at Mary’s Home would be a 

bad idea, she allowed Amber to come to her own conclusion and make the final decision. 

Stephanie did not use her position of authority has a staff member at Mary’s Home to make a 

decision for Amber; instead, she gave Amber the autonomy to make her own decision for her life 

while appropriately encouraging and providing feedback throughout the conversation. To 

summarize, 

Within the M.I. philosophy, it’s not that the coach is going to fix the client’s problems 

and bring them the wisdom they need in life. Instead, your relationship is collaborative 

between two experts - both the coach (expert in subject area) and the client (expert on 

themselves, what they’ve already tried, what might work for them, etc.). This specific 

tool provides a way for the coach to bring expertise to the table, while inviting the client 



to 1). give permission for the coach to do so and 2). have the last word (Motivational 

Interviewing Gems for Coaching 5).  

 

While Motivational interviewing is often used in a setting where there is a client/coach 

relationship, this style of communication can be used across all relationships. The purpose of 

M.I. is that it acts as an equalizer—one person does not have more authority than the other. M.I. 

overlaps with some of the most important standards within the community development field. 

Good community development requires listening to and learning from one another. M.I. requires 

this kind of active listening and challenges us to set aside our preconceived notions about a 

person or situation and allow them to tell their story. Russell Haitch argues that listening is a 

crucial part of the community development process because “listening well means indwelling the 

space the story circumscribes. By indwelling we may come to understand the inner logic, which 

often is not linear” (Haitch 396). This style of communication, especially when interacting with 

someone who has past trauma and complicated circumstances, creates an environment that is 

empowering and safe. Each person is the expert of their own lives and M.I. demands that this 

notion is respected.  For a single mother experiencing homelessness, having people around her 

who respect her capabilities, thoughts, and experiences is an empowering experience especially 

within our current culture that often relegates these women to the margins of society.  

VI. Conclusion 

This thesis discussed a number of interrelated topics regarding single mothers 

experiencing homelessness in the United States. It is a nuanced, multi-layered subject that 

requires a holistic approach. These women face pressure to overcome their circumstances—to 

get jobs, spend enough time with their children, live in safe communities, etc. However, the 



welfare system in the United States is flawed and ultimately not designed to help poor, single 

mothers succeed. Additionally, single mothers experiencing homelessness have been historically 

devalued in Western culture and tradition. Much of this stigma has roots in Christian theology 

that has informed much of society today. However, Christians in the US also have great potential 

to reverse this stigma and create a culture of love where single mothers can thrive. Ultimately, 

single mothers experiencing homelessness in the United States need professional, holistic 

services for both themselves and their children. In addition, they need support from the 

community in which they live. This means increasing service availability while also increasing 

education among the non-poor. This will look different depending on the individual community.  

Mary’s Home in Colorado Springs is an excellent example of how a community can 

embrace both holistic services and education among the non-poor. The appendix of this thesis is 

a program proposal for Mary’s Home to expand their current reach. While this program is 

contextualized to Mary’s Home, it is an idea that can be applied to communities across the 

United States as long as relevant adjustments are made depending on the needs of the women in 

that community. Single mothers experiencing homelessness should not be defined by their 

circumstances. Rather, they should be valued for their inherent worth, resiliency, and 

capabilities.  
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*Use is intended for Mary’s Home to be submitted to donors and grant agencies for program 

funding.  

  



I. Introduction 

There is a widespread need in Colorado Springs for holistic services designed for single 

mothers experiencing homelessness. Programs exist to help mothers with their everyday needs 

like temporary housing and food assistance; however, these programs alone may not be enough 

(Bassuk, Services Matter: How Housing and Services Can End Family Homelessness). Mary’s 

Home is a long-term, educationally focused community in Colorado Springs designed to help 

meet the needs of single mothers experiencing homelessness. Because of their holistic focus, 

Mary’s Home is an excellent example of the type of support that so many single mothers living 

in poverty need. While at Mary’s Home, mothers receive housing, counseling, classes on life 

skills, and guidance on making a plan for the future. Unfortunately, due to a high demand and 

limited space, Mary’s Home has to turn away dozens of applicants each year.  

Additionally, Mary’s Home relies heavily on volunteers for an important reason which also 

has a positive effect on the greater community. In Colorado Springs, there is often a gap in 

understanding regarding the complexities of poverty among the non-poor which unfortunately 

can lead to the stigmatization of single mothers experiencing homelessness. However, involving 

volunteers directly with the issue of single mothers experiencing homelessness increases 

community understanding and awareness of a complex issue.  

Below is a program proposal to reinstitute the Family Support Volunteer Team and expand 

Mary’s Home Academy to applicants who have not been accepted to live at Mary’s Home but 

could still benefit from this type of support. The Family Support Team will provide coaching on 

career or education goals to both current residents and moms who have applied and interviewed, 

but have not been accepted into residency. Mary’s Home Academy offers current residents 

classes on life skills ranging from parenting to car maintenance to classes focused on healing 



from trauma. The expansion of this program would also include single mothers who have gone 

through the applicant process but were not accepted into residency. Extending the Mary’s Home 

Family Support team and Mary’s Home Academy to non-residents, under the volunteer 

Mentorship Program, are impactful ways to provide much-needed services to single mothers in 

the Colorado Springs community while also providing volunteers with an understanding of the 

complex issue of single mothers experiencing homelessness. Through this program, more 

women will receive the important care they need to exit poverty, while volunteers will be 

reached with training and education.  

II. The Mentorship Program 

The reality of Mary’s Home is that they cannot accept everyone who applies for the 

residency program. Applicants who interview and are determined by staff to be overall good 

candidates but are ultimately turned down, would become eligible for the Mentorship Program. 

This program will include both one-on-one support from a volunteer and classes from Mary’s 

Home Academy taken alongside residents. Candidates for the mentorship program must meet 

several of the same requirements as candidates for residency as stated on the Mary’s Home 

website:  

• Must be homeless, imminently homeless, and/or leaving domestic violence with their 

children. 

• Must live in El Paso County and be eligible for TANF, CCAP, and SNAP for a minimum 

of eighteen months. 

• Must be motivated to gain holistic health, basic life skills, and financial independence. 



• Cannot have a recent history of severe behavioral issues, criminal activity, or substance 

abuse (Who Qualifies for Mary’s Home?). 

Regarding volunteers, the most crucial trait that Mary’s Home is looking for is teachability. Sue 

Harrelson, Director of Volunteers at Mary’s Home highlights this saying: 

A lot of people [who apply for volunteer positions] have no exposure to poverty or 

trauma. They just identify with the mission... if somebody comes in teachable, and their 

heart is to serve no matter what, they are very likely to gain a lot of satisfaction and 

successful service. If somebody comes in and feels like they have knowledge to give that 

will help save somebody, then that's a bumpy ride, because you kind of have to separate 

them from that idea. 

Volunteers need to be willing to learn and occasionally challenge pre-conceived notions 

about single mothers living in poverty. In addition to training, volunteers for the Mentorship 

Program will receive a list of suggested readings. The recommended books are provided at the 

end of the volunteer handbook (Dram Centers Volunteer Handbook 24) and most will be 

available for volunteers to check-out through Mary’s Home. The readings will not necessarily be 

a requirement as volunteers will not always have enough extra time, but it will be encouraged If 

a volunteer does not come into this position with a posture of teachability, they may be asked to 

serve in a position that does not require direct interaction with the women Mary’s Home serves.  

Because mothers in the Mentorship Program will not be residents, volunteers will be 

asked to gain a basic familiarity with alternative resources available to these mothers such as 

government assistance, food banks, housing resources, etc. The goal of the mentorship program 

is to provide supplemental support that reinforces overall holistic healing.  



A. Coaching Model and Motivational Interviewing 

For both the Family Support Team and the Mary’s Home Academy Teachers, emphasis 

will be placed on coaching vs teaching and Motivational Interviewing (MI). Coaching essentially 

involves coming from a place of humility. Mary Hoggatt, the Program Director at Mary’s Home 

explains it by saying: 

Instead of ‘I am the expert and the teacher and I'm going to tell you how to live your life 

and all the things that you need to do’ we said, ‘be strength based’. Say 'I'm not the expert 

in your life at all. You are. So, what is it that you're wanting? What are the goals that you 

have? What are your values?' Now granted, that's going to shift and change through 

healing because as we heal our perspective of things changes, our mindset shifts, but 

we're constantly drawing it out. She is the expert in her life. She is the expert in her kid's 

life. So, what are tools that we can give you, that help strengthen your already amazing 

strengths? But also, we'll pull up the broken places. And then not that ‘I have your 

answer for your broken place’, but ‘I can help you hold that broken place’ (Hoggatt). 

Motivational Interviewing goes along with the Coaching Model because it provides insight on 

how to communicate and coach. While volunteers will not be expected to be experts in MI, they 

will be required to utilize the model as much as possible when interacting with participants in the 

Mentorship Program. MI involves “unconditional positive regard. Saying the most challenging 

thing in the most supportive way. Listening more than telling, . . . honoring the person’s 

autonomy, resourcefulness, and ability to choose” (Motivational Interviewing and Coaching 

Tips). Staff at Mary’s Home is trained in MI and resources have already been developed for 

volunteers to learn these important basics. Volunteers will be required to watch training videos 

and/or attend in-person training on this subject in order to volunteer on the Family Support Team 



or as a Mary’s Home Academy Teacher. Using the Coaching Model and Motivational 

Interviewing will help build trust between the volunteers and the women they are working with. 

Building this trust is a vital step to building a successful program.  

B. Family Support  

The Family Support team has been temporarily disbanded in order to rework the logistics 

of the program. When the program relaunches in 2022, the focus will be on coaching—primarily 

financial and college/career readiness. The Family Support team will offer one-on-one 

mentorship to current residents as well as non-residents who have been accepted into the 

Mentorship Program. Non-residents can choose to meet with their mentor weekly, or bi-weekly 

depending on their schedules. Residents will meet with their mentor weekly.  

Mentors will partner with program participants and help them set realistic goals for their 

futures. This may include working through the logistics of a budget, filling out applications for 

tech schools or colleges, researching available benefits and government programs, etc. The form 

that these meetings will take ultimately depends on the program participant’s goals. A mentor 

will need to be especially careful that they do not come in believing that they have all of the 

answers. Megan Boucher puts it well when she writes, “In light of the great potential for harm, 

people who want to help the poor must develop the humility to realize that they do not have all 

the answers. They must first view the poor as capable and intelligent or their efforts will never 

cause any lasting change” (170). Additionally, mentors need to set boundaries as well. Their role 

will happen at Mary’s Home in the context of providing guidance on goal-setting and budgeting. 

If meetings become overwhelming or if inappropriate topics come up, they will need to notify a 

staff member. 



Because non-residents will not be receiving the same holistic care as residents, they may 

need added assistance getting connected to resources. Family Support volunteers can help them 

get connected with mental and physical health services starting with Dream Centers Women’s 

Clinic (Mary’s Home’s sister program). A list of other resources will also be provided and 

volunteers may help the mother determine which would be most helpful and help her contact the 

appropriate places during their meeting.  

C. Mary’s Home Academy  

Mary’s Home Academy (MHA) is a unique aspect of Mary’s Home. Residents take 

classes full-time throughout the week for the first few months after moving in. The focus is on 

healing and learning new skills to help residents navigate the world. Becky Fulcher, the 

volunteer coordinator for the academy, affirms this noting that “if you're missing some things in 

your experience of life, which a lot of times people coming out of poverty are, then this is kind 

of a fills in the gaps”. Mary’s Home Academy has immense value because it encourages both 

learning and community. The Bassuk Center argues in Services Matter that “few people can live 

alone, isolated from support, compassion, and instrumental assistance” (13). For this reason, as 

part of the Mentorship Program, non-residents accepted into the program will be invited to join 

both evening and weekend classes at Mary’s Home Academy. This will help encourage 

community with people who have gone through similar life-circumstances and struggles while 

also providing the opportunity to learn important real-world skills. Confining the Mentorship 

Program to evening and weekend classes will allow for accommodation of work schedules or 

other obligations during the day. Childcare will be provided during these classes in order to make 

them more accessible to the women. Below is a list of classes that were provided on the evening 



and weekends during the Fall semester of 2021. While the schedule changes from semester to 

semester, these will provide an idea of what can be expected: 

• Car Maintenance  

• Legal Basics 

• Children and Trauma 

• Self-Defense 

• Healthy Parent-Child Bonding 

For non-residents, the Mary’s Home Academy program would require a commitment of 

attending 1-2 classes each month. Each student will be required to sign the Code of Conduct that 

Mary’s Home has already prepared for current students and attendance will be mandatory. That 

being said, it is understood that some women may not have access to a car. If this is the case, 

Family Support volunteers can help them get connected to rides. This could be car-pooling with 

another program participant, connecting with someone from their church (if they attend one), or 

rideshare (e.g., Uber or Lyft) gift cards through Mary’s Home if needed.  

D. The Projected Impact 

The research presented in How Housing & Services Can End Family Homelessness 

argues that “housing is essential to ending homelessness, but it is not sufficient. Families need 

basic supports beyond decent affordable housing to thrive: food, education, employment, child 

care, transportation, health and mental health care, trauma-informed care, and children’s 

services” (Bassuk 4). While the Mentorship Program alone is not designed to end poverty for a 

single mother, it is designed to help her exit survival mode and gain the tools and connections 

she needs to heal from trauma and create a better future for herself and her child(ren). Volunteers 



are not always professionals in the field of social work or community development; however, 

their role is crucial because they can help provide the mothers that they serve with tools and 

connections to achieve holistic healing.   

Non-residents in the Mentorship Program will benefit from having people on their team 

who want to see them succeed. These are people who will see success as something beyond 

getting a job or finding stable housing. And while these are of course important aspects of 

transitioning out of poverty, helping mothers shift their mindset will lead to a more long-term 

impact. Mindset shift involves addressing those places where they have been hurt (for example, 

Mary’s Home Academy classes will often focus on these broken, traumatic places). John Bryant, 

author of How the Poor Can Save Capitalism: Rebuilding the Path to the Middle Class writes, “a 

poverty of hope cannot be solved with a nice apartment, a new car, or even a new school 

building in a neighborhood. This problem has to be attacked from all sides to prevent a self-

perpetuating cycle in which the very poverty of the poor seems to justify the poverty itself, in 

which we come to think of the poor as noncontributing members of society who somehow did it 

to themselves” (16). The purpose of the mentorship is not only to provide mothers in poverty 

with tangible skills, but also help address this ‘poverty of hope’ through trauma-informed 

mentorship.  

For non-residents, the goal of this program would be to see the mothers in stable 

employment or enrolled in an educational program, living in some type of transitional, 

temporary, or best-case scenario, stable housing, and connected with other necessary resources 

such as medical providers and childcare providers. However, it is also understood that exiting 

poverty and healing from trauma can be an extended process. Therefore, grace and patience on 

behalf of volunteers are key.  



III. Logistics 

A. Expanding the Volunteer Team 

Volunteers are crucial to the success of both the Family Support Team and Mary’s Home 

Academy. And while there is an existing pool of dedicated volunteers, growing this network will 

be an important step in implementing an expanded version of both the Family Support Team and 

Mary’s Home Academy. Simone Joyaux, author of Strategic Fund Development offers important 

insight on how to grow a strong team of volunteers. Perhaps most importantly, “volunteers 

require good enabling to effectively do their work. So staff must be good enablers” (Chapter 2). 

One of Mary’s Home’s greatest strengths is their ability to enable volunteers to do their job. 

Volunteers are an active part of the mission and valued members of the Mary’s Home Team. 

Additionally, Mary’s Home has connections to 20-25 different churches in the city through their 

volunteers (Hoggat). Tapping into this network and advertising volunteer openings directly to 

churches would be an effective way to attract new volunteers. Volunteer applicants will then go 

through a screening process in order to determine whether or not they would be a good fit. 

Because the work that Mary’s Home does involves working with vulnerable people, this process 

is essential. The roles of Volunteer Mentor and Mary’s Home Academy Teacher come with a 

higher commitment than many traditional volunteer positions; however, this helps attract only 

the people who can dedicate the necessary time and energy to the women at Mary’s Home. 

Additionally, Mary’s Home will hire a paid intern to help build this program and network 

with potential volunteers. This intern would be asked to commit to 4-6 months at Mary’s Home. 

Having an intern to help start the program will help alleviate some of the responsibility from 

already busy staff.  

1. Child Watch 



The Child Watch team provides childcare for mothers while they take evening and 

weekend classes at Mary’s Home Academy. Two volunteers are required per child which means 

that as more mothers join Mary’s Home Academy, it will be a priority to grow the Child Watch 

team. This team is trained in understanding children who have past trauma—children coming out 

of poverty often have unique needs and Child Watch sessions are designed to be a space where 

kids not only have fun, but also receive additional love and support from volunteers. Volunteers 

for this team will have a passion for working with children and the ability to learn about how 

trauma presents in children.  

2. Mary’s Home Academy Teachers 

The Mary’s Home Academy teachers provide various classes depending on their 

expertise. The current volunteer team has unique strengths that help provide a rich curriculum. 

Volunteers for this position must be able to commit to teaching for an entire semester. They must 

be comfortable in group settings and working with adults who have experienced trauma. 

Teachers are required to go through the initial application process and then a minimum of one 

morning of training. They will have access the Volunteer Coordinator for any questions that 

come up during their time.  

3. Family Support 

The Family Support Team will specifically be looking for volunteers who are comfortable 

working with residents in a one-on-one setting. They will need to commit to at least 6 months. 

Additionally, volunteers will need to be comfortable with building budgets, walking through 

application processes (could include reviewing resumes, cover letters, statements of purpose, 

writing reference letters, etc.). They will need to be comfortable and confident when it comes to 

setting boundaries and be willing to continually give and receive feedback.   



IV. Budget and Timeline 

Getting this program off the ground would require a fair amount of effort from a staff 

member. Because of this, the budget will include funds to take on a paid intern for 4-6 months. 

Pay for this position will be $17/hour and 15-20 hours a week. The upper end of the total pay is 

$8,160. However, after the program is up and running (4-6 months), it can be mostly sustained 

through volunteers on a fairly minimal budget. In the future, more paid staff may need to be 

considered as the programs continue to expand. However, for the time being, this program will 

be self-sustaining with a small budget. 

Another $5,000 will be set aside annually for miscellaneous expenses. For example, a 

portion of this money may go towards training materials for volunteers such as books or courses 

related to trauma-informed care. Another portion can be put towards materials for Mary’s Home 

Academy and the Family Support Team. What this money is used for will ultimately be left up to 

the discretion of each volunteer team leader as well as the Assistant Program Director. Materials 

may include books, notebooks, art supplies, etc. Finally, a portion will go towards purchasing 

rideshare gift cards for non-residents if they are unable to find transportation to their Mary’s 

Home Academy classes and Family Support meetings. The program will be implemented in 

2022.  

V. Evaluation 

According to Mark Melvin, author of Evaluation: An Integrated Framework for 

Understanding, Guiding, and Improving Policies and Programs, the purpose of an evaluation is 

to “improve social conditions” (50). With that said, evaluations of the Mentorship Program will 

prioritize feedback from program participants and volunteers with the aim of tracking improved 

livelihoods. It is imperative that the women who are participating in the program are able to give 



honest feedback regularly. Feedback can be given either directly to volunteers and staff or it can 

be communicated anonymously through a feedback box in the front office. Additionally, every 

six months, non-residents in the mentorship program will be asked to answer the following 

survey questions: 

1. Are you currently employed? If yes, what is your income? 

2. Are you pursuing any educational goals? If so, what are they? 

3. Please describe your current housing situation. Do you feel stable? 

4. Are you regularly seeing medical providers for both physical and mental health 

services? 

5. Do you have consistent childcare in place for your children? What does this look 

like? 

6. What does your current support system look like? 

7. What are your future goals? 

8. How can the Mentorship Program be improved? What did you find most and least 

helpful? 

A consistent cycle of feedback is the core of the evaluation process for the Mentorship Program. 

The goal is to constantly improve and adjust based on the needs of the program participants and 

volunteers.  

VI. Conclusion 

The Mentorship Program is designed to be integrated with other resources available in 

Colorado Springs in order to promote holistic healing. Mary’s Home cannot take on each woman 

who interviews as a resident; however, Mary’s Home Academy and the Family Support Team 



are both unique aspects of Mary’s Home that could be extended to qualifying non-residents as 

well, under the Mentorship Program. This will help fill a gap in Colorado Springs for single 

mothers seeking support in their journey to exit poverty permanently. Additionally, because 

these programs are primarily volunteer-led, expanding the volunteer team will lead to increased 

education among the non-poor about the complexities of poverty, especially when it comes to 

single mothers. Overall, the Mentorship Program would be a valuable resource to the community 

by helping address the issue of poverty while also bridging the gap in understanding among the 

non-poor when it comes to the reality and complexity of the lives of these single mothers.  
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