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BREAkFAST AnD BRAIn SCIEnCE 

About 215 guests are still talking about the many 
“Ahas!” since the Science of Early Learning  
Breakfast, held on October 31st and hosted by 
United Way’s Success By 6 Committee. 

Dr. Sarah Roseberry from the Institute for Learning 
and Brain Science at the University of Washington  
presented research-based evidence on the  
importance of a child’s first 2,000 days. Attendees  
learned how our social interactions shape children’s 
brains and influence their capacity to learn in school 
and life.    

“I had no idea how critical lots of language is for a 
baby, especial in the first few months” shared  
community sponsor Edward Ashburn, one of 30 
individual sponsors.    

Anchor Bank was the event’s Presenting Sponsor.  
Additional support came from Olympia Federal  
Savings, Bron’s Automotive and Key Bank. 

Besides being a community learning event, the 
breakfast benefited United Way’s Right from the 
Start parent resource center in Rochester, raising 
about $15,000 to support vulnerable and  
underserved parents as their child’s first teacher. 

Thurston County’s Prosecuting Attorney and United 
Way Board member Jon Tunheim was honored with 
the statewide Fight Crime Invest in kids “Champion 
for Washington’s Children” award for his work on 
behalf of at-risk children. 

In 2013 United Way will begin producing a quarterly 
early learning newsletter. To learn more about United 
Way’s work in early learning, visit www.unitedway-
thurston.org. You can support us there too!
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The Great Recession years have not been kind to those who had the 
misfortune to lose their homes.  In 2008 our homeless point-in-time 
count recorded 462 adults and 741 school-aged students. Sadly, 
counts from the past four years have averaged 722 adults and 
1,091 kids each year. Consider for a moment those you have known 
who have or are “going through a rough patch” with their economic 
and social situation. Even if you don’t know anyone who has been 
homeless, I bet you can relate. Well, each of these “homeless” 
people -- our fellow community members -- has a story of challenge 
and difficulty.  

When I think about the array of social problems United Way is  
engaged in helping solve, I consider homelessness one our 
community should be able to greatly reduce. There is a relatively 
small number of homeless in our county of 250,000 and there are 
lots of public and private financial resources, and great agencies 
working to solve this problem, often one individual or family at a 
time.   

So what’s the problem – Why haven’t we made a dent toward our 
2006 goal of erasing homelessness by 50% by 2015?

OnE AnSWER: BETTER COORDInATIOn

Up until last year, our homeless services were not organized well as 
a system, but we were instead funding a collection of services with 
no true coordination.  Homeless people are not all the same: they 
have a great diversity of situations and needs.  Many are recently 
and newly homeless, others are chronic and long-term; some have 
debilitating physical or mental health issues, others are working or 
employable but not earning enough to enter the rental market. 

They range from elderly to teens on their own, and include parents 
with kids. Some badly want help while others are tough characters 
resistant to help, claiming to just want a shelter bed or meal.  Most 
rely on the help they get from our local non-profit agencies which 
work to ensure they get the array of assistance they need to move 
forward.  Many community volunteers are part of the solution,  
helping staff shelters, provide meals and coach people toward  
forward progress. With all of these variables and resources,  
coordination is critical.   

Problems resulting from the lack of a coordinated system included:

•  No one is responsible or accountable for linking together service 
    providers, reviewing operations quality and initiating solutions;

•  A lack of a centralized data collection and an analysis system  
    inhibits effective planning;

•  Without a coordinated point of entry, the pathways to housing are 
    convoluted and confusing – lengthening the time that individuals 
    experience homelessness; and  

•  Individual programs face funding uncertainty from year-to-year, 
    suppressing the development of new housing and services.    

                  (continued on Page 3)
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A STORy OF SUCCESS: MERRILL & SIDEWALk

Chloe was recently pregnant. She was due to deliver last August but gave birth 
three months prematurely in May.  Her daughter, Ellie, was only 1 lb., 11 oz. when 
she was born and it was touch-and-go for a while.   

Chole received such good care in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit that, during 
Costo’s workplace fundraising campaign for United Way, she decided to designate 
her donation to the hospital that helped save her daughter’s life. 

Chloe appreciates that United Way allows donors to designate to the nonprofit  
organization of their choice, if they so choose. For information on how to give or run 
a workplace campaign, contact Tanya Mote at tmote@unitedway-thurston.org. 

P.S. Today, Ellie is thriving and doing very well.

Merrill arrived in Olympia a few years ago, homeless and with 
nowhere to turn. She had just escaped an abusive relationship 
and had been struggling with substance abuse for the majority of 
her adult life. Not knowing what to do, Merrill called 2-1-1, South 
Sound’s phone number for health and human services information.  

Merrill was referred to a local shelter and eventually was connected 
to SideWalk, an organization dedicated to ending homelessness by 
helping people build incomes, access services, and find homes.  

Merrill is now living in transitional housing and is enrolled at South 
Puget Sound Community College. She hopes to become a counselor 
to support women in crisis, including survivors of domestic violence. 
She also does outreach and public speaking, telling her story and 
serving as a mentor for others transitioning out of homelessness.  

Helping others in need through mentoring has helped Merrill feel 

fulfilled and hopeful.  

“Now, I have a life,” she 
says, “I love waking up 
in the morning, happy 
that I am here.”

When asked what is the 
one thing she would like 
people to know about 
homelessness, Merrill 
answers, “Don’t judge 
a book by its cover. You never know what someone’s situation is; 
you don’t know how they ended up being homeless. Everyone has a 
story.” 

Thank you for sharing yours, Merrill!

Why I GIVE 
Chloe Brooks, Costco employee
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Laura Schleyer has earned her nickname “The Laundress”, which she is affectionately called by the 
staff of Olympia’s Family Support Center.  Each Tuesday she arrives in the early morning hours to 
carry out the daunting task of gathering and washing all of the shelter’s linens and towels, allowing 
staff to focus on helping their clients.    

Volunteering for the shelter has helped Laura put a real face on the subject of homelessness, an  
issue that she sees as critical, especially during the current, difficult economic times.  She is 
exposed to the challenges homeless individuals are forced to deal with every day, especially families 
with children who have nowhere else to go.   

“Volunteering has opened my heart and my eyes,” she says.  As a participant of United Way’s Retired 
& Senior Volunteer (RSVP) program in giving her an opportunity to get involved with such a worthy 
cause.  “RSVP was the link to my desire to serve and fulfill my need to connect with the community,” 
she says.  For information about RSVP, please contact jthompson@unitedway-thurston.org. 

CLEAn ShEETS FOR EVERyOnE AT FAMILy ShELTER, ThAnkS TO VOLUnTEER “LAUnDRESS”  
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WhAT ABOUT hOMELESSnESS, cont.
Last year, a small group of non-profit and faith-based leaders, 
(including myself) concurred that the lack of coordination between 
services was clearly not working. We developed a proposal to hire a 
homeless coordinator and gained support (and funding) from the 
county commissioners and local city elected officials on the HOME 
Consortium. Now the issues listed above are being addressed.

We were fortunate to hire Theresa Slusher for this position. Theresa 
has had years of experience dealing with homelessness and  
affordable housing as a manager with the Housing Authority of 
Thurston County.  

I asked her to share her reflections from this past year in her new role.

REFLECTIOnS On ThE FIRST hALF OF  
ThE hOMELESS COORDInATOR PROjECT 
Theresa Slusher, Thurston Homeless Coordinator

2012 marks the beginning of a real community plan to responsibly 
address the problem of homelessness in Thurston County.  In  
November I will begin my eighth month as the Homeless  
Coordinator; a project that has taken a bit of a twisted path, but has 
been fruitful thus far.  

In the first seven months we’ve accomplished the following:

•  I’ve met with stakeholders within the system of homeless housing   
    and service providers to get their take on what is working and 
    what is not.

•  We’ve opened up lines of communication between homeless  
    providers, businesses and law enforcement, with a common goal 
    to reduce homelessness and its associated effects in downtown 
    Olympia. 
 

•  Together we have developed a vision with goals and objectives for  
    how our homeless system can work most effectively and humanely.

•  HOME Consortium Elected officials that make up the housing 
    planning body the have adopted a set of vision, goals and  
    objectives for the homeless system.

•  A common assessment tool has been developed which will  
    standardize how families and individuals experiencing  
    homelessness will be assessed and assisted. 

We’ve also got a plan for the next five months:

•  We will identify gaps in homeless housing and services with a 
    focus on what needs to be done to get more people stably housed 
    more quickly.

•  Strategies will be identified that will inform how public funding 
    gets allocated by the HOME Consortium and the county.

•  Another point-in-time homeless count will be conducted on  
    january 24th with a “homeless connect” event to bring people 
    access to benefits, services, immunizations, clothing, food and a 
    hot cup of coffee.

The year-long Coordinator Project will make great strides in  
developing a plan to make our homeless system more effective and 
efficient, and will identify strategies to fill gaps in the system.  But 
all gains may be lost if the Homeless Coordinator Project is not 
institutionalized and integrated as part of our homeless services 
provision.

Another way to look at this project is that it lays the ground work 
and the infrastructure, but much more work will remain to be done:  

•  Developing ongoing housing solutions for the most chronically
    homeless in our community will be a multi-year endeavor;

•  Finding shelter and housing solutions for the increasing homeless 
    youth population; and 

•  Getting our service priorities clear and having that line up with 
    funding opportunities is underway and assessing each year to 
    ensure programs funded are creating the desired outcomes.

New alliances in the work to end homelessness are being formed.  
Law enforcement, workforce development, health providers service 
clubs, faith communities, volunteers and donors are coming to the 
table and staying there because this work has some  
coordination behind it. All of us together can make real change to 
reduce homelessnes.
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