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  Introduction




  The Gallup Poll has become synonymous with accu-rate statistics on what people really think, how they live, and what they do. Founded in 1935 by statistician Dr. George Gallup, the Gallup Organization continues to provide the world with unbiased research on who we really are.




  From recent Gallup Polls, we can learn a great deal about the modern family. For example, a June 2007 Gallup Poll reported that Americans, on average, be-lieve the ideal number of children for a family to have these days is 2.5. This includes 56 percent of Americans who think it is best to have a small family of one, two, or no children, and 34 percent who think it is ideal to have a larger family of three or more children; nine percent have no opinion. Another recent Gallup Poll found that when Americans were asked, “Do you think homosexual couples should or should not have the legal right to adopt a child,” 49 percent of Americans said they should, and 48 percent said they shouldn’t; 43 per-cent supported the legalization of gay marriage, while 57 percent did not. Yet another poll found that 34 percent of Americans feel a conflict between the demands of their professional life and their family life; 39 percent still believe that one parent should ideally stay home with the children while the other works.




  Keep in mind that Gallup Polls do not tell us what is right or wrong. They don’t report on what people should think—only on what they do think. And what is clear from Gallup Polls is that while the shape of fami-lies is changing in our modern world, the concept of family is still vital to our sense of who we are and how we interact with others. An indication of this is the 2008 Gallup poll that found that three out of four Americans reported that family values are important, while one in three said they are “extremely” important.




  And how do Americans define “family values”? Ac-cording to the same poll, here’s what Americans say is their definition of a family: a strong unit where faith and morals, education and integrity play important roles within the structure of a committed relationship.




  The books in the series demonstrate that strong fam-ily units come in all shapes and sizes. Those differences, however, do not change the faith, integrity, and commit-ment of the families who tell their stories within these books.




  1 Families Without Homes




  

    Terms to Understand




    industrialized: having developed industries.




    Great Depression: the period of economic crisis beginning with the stock market crash of 1929 and continuing through most of the 1930s.




    precariously: uncertainly; being dependant on circumstances beyond one’s control.




    recession: a period of economic decline, less severe than a depression.




    domestic violence: violence or abuse against a person within one’s family or household.




    chaotic: confused and disordered.




    resilient: capable of recovering from hardship, disease, or other difficulties.




    subsidized: partially paid for by a grant of money from the government or an agency.


  




  If you were to drive through one of California’s state parks, you might no-tice that twelve families have set up camp there. But they’re not on vacation. These families (with their thirty-five children) are there because they have nowhere else to live. The park costs $8 a day, $240 a month—cheaper than any apartment or boarding house. Electricity isn’t included, unfortunately, but toilets and showers are. For the families who live there, camping in the park is better than living on the street or in an abandoned building.




  Eight of the families have at least one member who’s employed. Two recently lost their jobs. Two families are receiving public assistance. One family is living in a tent, one is living in a car, and the rest have trailers. Several of the families received their trailers from Habitat for Humanity. For all of them, the state park is home now; after they pay for the park, for their food, gas, and clothing, there’s not much left to put aside toward a permanent home. They plan on the park being their home for the foreseeable future.




  

    Homeless families are about 34% of the total homeless population.


  




  Meanwhile, on the other side of the country in New-ark, New Jersey, Maryann Stebbins and her two little boys are living in their Dodge van. Maryann parks the van somewhere different every day, hoping to avoid the police telling her to move along in the middle of the night. She and the boys wash in public restrooms. Mary-ann’s husband took off suddenly more than a year ago, and Maryann hasn’t heard from him since; when she lost her job six months ago, she could no longer make her mortgage payments, and the bank reclaimed her house. She’s been working at a temp agency, making just enough money to cover food, gas money, and the monthly payments on the van.




  

    Habitat for Humanity




    Habitat for Humanity International provides “simple, decent, and affordable” housing for those in need. The group was founded in 1976 to help meet the housing needs of the world’s poor. Their model is “partnership housing”: Habitat volunteers build the house free of charge for a person or family in need who then moves in and begins making payments on the no-profit mortgage. Since their founding, Habitat has built or rehabilitated over 300,000 houses, most of them since 2000.
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    The 2004 U.S. Conference of Mayors Study (USCM) found that families with children make up about 30–40% of the homeless popu-lation in major cities of the United States.


  




  These are true stories. They describe ordinary fami-lies, coping with life the best they can. They don’t have a home now, but they did once. They’ve crossed the line between those with homes and those without—and they’ve found out just how thin and flimsy that line re-ally is, how easy it is to slip across it, and how hard it is to cross back the other way.




  

    Approximately 1.35 million children will experience homelessness over the course of a year.


  




  In the United States today, these families are not as unusual as they may seem. Thousands and thousands of families are without homes. In fact, among the industrialized nations, the United States has the largest number of homeless women and children. Not since the Great depression have so many families been without homes.




  How Many Are Homeless?




  Since the early 1980s, estimates of the size of the overall homeless population have ranged from 192,000 to three million. This range of estimates is caused by the fact that there are different definitions of homelessness.
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