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Harry Houdini, Ella Fitzgerald, and Steve Jobs all lived out of a vehicle at some point in their lives. They were considered homeless and ac-

cording to the National Alliance to End Homelessness, an estimated 549,928 people are homeless. But how do people become homeless? 

Homelessness is not discretionary. It has no bounds. Most homeless individuals lived paycheck to paycheck prior to having to move into a 

shelter or to the streets. The two biggest factors driving homelessness are poverty and the lack of affordable housing. These are caused main-

ly due to layoffs, illness, or catastrophe and without savings in the bank, they were forced into homelessness. 

 

Many careers are not as stable they use to be and the pay is not as valuable as in decades past. In the 1960’s minimum wage workers could 

support a family of three. However, today’s minimum wage family come in just below the poverty line. According to the Bureau of Labor Statis-

tics, employees switch their jobs 10 to 15 times, or about every five years during their career. Sometimes this is a voluntary change, but more 

often than not an employee isn’t given an option.  

 

Illness, especially mental illness, and disabilities can prevent people from working if not properly treated. According to the National Coalition 

for Homelessness mental illness is the third largest cause of homelessness amongst single adults. When mental illness starts to effect physi-

cal wellness, many homeless individuals resort to drugs or alcohol that often leads to addiction. Mental illness makes everything from daily 

task to forming healthy relationships difficult and can lead to physical health deterioration.  

 

Catastrophes such as tornados, flooding, or death of a family member can create financial instability. When a home is destroyed, or a house 

payment cannot be met due to a significate loss of funds or the cost of a funeral some family’s only resort is the streets. 

 

Of those homeless individuals, one in five (77,486) are considered to be “chronically homeless,” but what is chronically homeless and how 

does is happen? Those who are chronically homeless find themselves living in a place not meant for human habitation, in emergency shelter, 

in transitional housing, or are exiting an institution where they temporarily resided over the course of months or years without signs of improve-

ment. According to the National Coalition for Homelessness, “Many chronically homeless people have a serious mental illness l ike schizophre-

nia and/or an alcohol or drug addiction.” 

 

Organizations like the Bartlett House provide services to both recently homeless individuals and those suffering from chronic homelessness. 

Through the Bartlett House triage shelter and the bridge, permanent, affordable, and rapid housing programs offered, the people suffering 

from homelessness in Morgantown and the surrounding area have the ability to regain their financial security and their lives.  
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“You’re not visiting me. You’re not on meds,” Ann’s daughter told her after landing at the Pittsburgh Airport on her way to visit her daughter in 

Maine. Instead of boarding her next flight, Ann decided to go to the bar in the airport. She tried to find solace amongst the brews, as so many 

do at the low points in their lives. Low on cash, Ann took a bus to Morgantown for $25, spent the night in the bus depot, and found herself 

alone with nowhere to go. 

 

A Westover policeman helped Ann get to the Bartlett House triage shelter. “I don’t know what I would have done without him,” Ann said. 

When she arrived at the shelter she was suffering from mental illness that was yet to be properly treated. Ann had a difficul t time with her first 

stay at the shelter, “I stopped drinking for a while but it was overwhelming.”  

 

However, she was also still greatly affected by her mental illness, “I thought there were people after me,” she explains. Ann had a difficult time 

with other clients and tried to keep to herself making sure she didn’t get too close people. She often spent her days at the shelter alone at the 

library or working on crossword puzzles. She refused to speak with case managers because of the effects of her mental illness, “I was just so 

scared.”  

 

After staying downtown for six months, she moved in with friends that worked with the Salvation Army and lived with them over the summer. 

She started her second stay at the Bartlett House after she was kicked out of the apartment due to there being too many residents. Her sec-

ond stay downtown had a rough start, “I got in with the wrong crowd and started drinking again.” But Ann had hope and after a few months, 

she was asked to move to Permanent Supportive Housing at West Run.  

     

While staying at West Run she got checked into the Chestnut Ridge Behavioral and Mental Health Service Center where she was properly 

treated for her mental illness. “I’d been to six different mental hospitals with no improvement, but Chestnut Ridge was wonderful,” Ann ex-

plained. After her treatment, Ann took full advantage of the Bartlett House program and she got a job at the Holiday Inn. Ann was able to 

come to terms with her mental illness allowing her to hold and succeed at her job for the past three years. 

     

After years of suffering from mental illness Ann is happy to say that she had overcome many social anxieties, has learned how to deal with 

difficult people, and she has frequent contact with her family on a weekly basis. “I’d say that I’ve done pretty well,” Ann says about her suc-

cess with overcoming homelessness. When asked what advice she has for other people suffering from homelessness, Ann says, “You can’t 

let the public’s opinion of homelessness define you. Sometimes you just have to hit rock bottom to learn how to be grateful.” 
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Interested in volunteering 

for Bartlett House? 
 

We are always looking for caring volunteers 

at Bartlett House!  To find out how you can get 

involved, visit bartletthouse.org and view our 

volunteer opportunities! 

 

Volunteers Make a Difference! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have Extra Furniture? 
 

Do you have furniture that you would like to 

donate to a great cause?  We are in need of 

beds, mattresses, couches, chairs, tables, 

and other household items for our rapid re-

housing program.   

 

Visit our website to find out more information! 

 


