Sarah Garcia and Her Mom: A Vignette

Sarah is nine years old and recently moved to Texas from Georgia.  Her father left the family several years ago, but her well-educated mother maintained their middle-class lifestyle until 2008 when the Atlanta-based brokerage she worked for folded in the Wall Street collapse.  In Atlanta at Four Forks Elementary, Sarah sang in the choir, won several spelling contests, and ran for class vice president.  She often had her friends over to her house for sleepovers, LAN parties, and karaoke contests. Life was stable and Sarah never thought much about her housing.

But when she became unemployed, Ms. Garcia couldn’t sell her house and it went into foreclosure.  They had no relatives nearby and their savings were totally used up.  Sarah and her Mother moved from shelter to shelter– one in Stone Mountain and one in Park Forest.  In desperation, Ms. Garcia borrowed enough money from a friend to move to Texas where her sister lives.  By then, in Stone Mountain, Sarah’s favorite Barbie was stolen; in Park Forest, her backpack with her spelling trophy fell off a shelf and the shattered in her backpack.  Another night, her homework disappeared and never showed up again; the teacher is making her attend Saturday school at her own expense.

Sarah’s Mom had enough money for the bus trip for two of them, but Topper, the family’s adopted Greyhound, had to be dropped off at the Animal Shelter before they left.  

After settling their few belongings into her aunt’s apartment, Sarah and Ms. Garcia arrive at Oak Ridge Elementary, just three blocks from the aunt’s house.  They stand in line, full of anticipation that this school will be an anchor in their restless lives.  They wait in line to approach the registrar.

When they finally reach the front of the line, the registrar hands them a pile of papers and says rather loudly, “Oh, homeless.  Here, fill these out.”

· Besides the obvious “calling out” of their situation, what insensitivities did the registrar evidence?

· How would you describe the differences between newly homeless formerly middle class families and chronically homeless families?

· List some of the caricatures, stereotypes, and/or fears that may have been running through the registrar’s head as she was dealing with this family.
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