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Misty Blue (00:01):

Welcome to Ending Student Homelessness, a podcast that brings together folks who are committed to 
understanding and finding housing solutions. I am Misty Blue, a researcher at the University of 
Minnesota's Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare, and I've had the honor of interviewing a 
series of guests committed to this work. I hope you enjoy today's episode with Dr. Mary Beth Shinn, a 
Cornelius Vanderbilt professor at Vanderbilt University. Dr. Shinn studies how to prevent and end 
homelessness. She was co-principal investigator of the 12 Site Family Options Experiment, examining 
approaches to ending family homelessness. She was also the evaluator for the initial study of the 
Pathways Housing First Program in New York City, and the developer of a model used by that city to 
target its Homelessness Prevention Services. Her 2020 book with Jill Khadduri, In the Midst of Plenty 
Homelessness And What to Do About It, surveys research to show that we know how to end 
homelessness if we devote the necessary resources to doing so. Beth has received research or 
publication awards from the Society for Community Research and Action, the Society for Research on 
Adolescents and the Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management. She serves on the Her Local 
Homeless Planning Council and on the research council for the National Alliance to End Homelessness. 
Welcome. Thank you so much for joining me in this conversation today.

Mary Beth Shinn (01:35):

Thanks so much for having me.

Misty Blue (01:36):

Can you please introduce yourself to our listeners?

Mary Beth Shinn (01:39):

Um, so it was Misty said, I'm Beth Shinn, I'm a professor at Vanderbilt University. Uh, before I came 
down here, I was at New York University and for the last 30 years or so, I've been researching how to 
prevent and end homelessness. Um, and, uh, I think we know the answers to that now. So the, I've 
recently co-authored a book with Jill Khadduri called In The Midst of Plenty Homelessness and What to 
Do About It. We argue that we know how to prevent homelessness, we know how to end it, and it's a 
matter of political will. And there we survey the research about homelessness, about its causes, about 
what to do about it. So we look at intervention programs that work like housing choice vouchers, uh, for 
different populations. So housing choice vouchers work well for families. Folks with serious mental 
illnesses need something more, uh, supported housing on a housing first model, for example. And we 
look at what prevents homelessness, uh, and how we target prevention programs to the people who will 
benefit most from those programs.

Misty Blue (02:47):

Could you please describe the work that you do currently for us?

Mary Beth Shinn (02:51):

So I'm involved in a variety of studies to try to, uh, prevent and end homelessness. Uh, the largest is the 
Family Option Study, a 12 site study where we randomize nearly 2300 families to different housing and 
surface interventions, uh, to understand what works best for homelessness. And we're about to launch 
an 11 year follow up, uh, to that study, which will be very exciting.
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Misty Blue (03:18):

Excellent. Thank you. And what led you to do this work?

Mary Beth Shinn (03:23):

I was in New York at the time when homelessness began to kind of spill out of skid rows and into all of 
our consciousness. Um, and I was a young mother and I had, uh, you know, kids who would sort of tug 
at my sweater and say, mommy, why? Why is this person here? It's hard today for young people to 
imagine a time when there wasn't homelessness, when you didn't have to pick your way around your 
fellow citizens on the streets. And it's hard for people my age to recapture the kind of shocked disbelief 
that we had that this could be happening here in a wealthy country, but we don't need to have 
homelessness. It's a product of inequality of unaffordable housing and it's something that we can end.

Misty Blue (04:08):

Wow, that's really great. It's really meaningful to me to hear that it really stemmed from your family. So 
you and your, your children, your motivation because you do such great work on ending family 
homelessness. You had mentioned inequalities, what types of inequities present themselves in your 
work or to the people that you serve?

Mary Beth Shinn (04:30):

Well, it's economic and racial inequality, and those of course are intertwined. Uh, so homelessness 
arose when people at the bottom stopped being able to afford rents. Back in the seventies, there was a 
surplus of units that people at the bottom of the income distribution could afford. Uh, and that surplus 
turned into a deficit that's gotten only larger over the years. Um, but, uh, homelessness is differentially 
visited on different racial groups. So African Americans and Native Americans are at special risk. Uh, and 
that has to do with long histories of inequalities in the housing market that have stopped African 
Americans from building up wealth. Uh, they have to do with present day inequalities, discrimination in 
housing discrimination in employment, uh, incarceration. Uh, so all of those contribute to African 
Americans becoming much more at risk of homelessness. The mechanisms for Native Americans are a 
little different, but they're very similar.

Misty Blue (05:32):

And what is one action that you think should be taken on this? I'm sure there are many that you can 
think of, but, um, if you would share one with us that would be, that'd be great.

Mary Beth Shinn (05:40):

The closest thing we have to a silver bullet would be a large scale expansion of the Housing Choice 
Voucher Program. Uh, that's expanded very little as population has expanded over the last 20 years. Um, 
and a bipartisan policy commission a few years back figured that, uh, for about 30 billion dollars we 
could provide housing choice vouchers to everyone who needs them. What Housing Choice Voucher 
does is it holds your rental costs to 30% of your income. Uh, and we've shown that for families that ends 
homelessness, other studies have shown that it prevents homelessness among families.

Misty Blue (06:21):

So we are currently recording this podcast over Zoom due to Covid, and I'm curious about the ways that 
you've seen Covid impacting your work or your studies currently.

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=nQwPeNki01YkbL_v7bjHmyuw1RcCA99z8L1ZEp-hukrEZPhG50_zeHFcJzBDuqCxUGyRhQFGUY29oq9u_bV21ckZLAY&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=198.44
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=dK50HdFPqUd8kiu8CRIO1VuWZCa02QRR-3Zz47RB-R_K7pF7FFKt21qTyegujl7D_iPh-EJSGC61ZJXpHfI-81U1uJA&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=203.63
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=1PLJ1IJ0AUbthfNd2R1Mk3ihxR5SAhCgsDs_WcV7fojg6lU9VnWn8YpZ8ekWO24ZRKmIhJYCszDe0FDReXzcd_jchaw&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=248.22
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=C5lpSqPjNffXJtP0FfcKPe7oXSiSJBlO1pmdMXOVNlqnsdfGGdf6Af-plzv02SfmGnYgGxNAT894gSkLy2WxTbbt6UA&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=270
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=oE5_h_Yn_wS4nTRmm1XLyf7TJk7qBqcaJRGf7m7g5oVISZfwZVPVaC-QbVe1F9P9HoemAwZO2Jgg9rWfw1YiZw7pU58&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=332.34
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=_oRXJ2XOy4NqggOE22HmFIy8uFSlm4hATwXo4VAgXtYUiL1DVOie3ArQaHAcsMh2abO8HjGTVw4PVbaktdWOqd7b7is&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=340.66
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=60wv2Ac0m75iYVKPfh-TATKtcDZHO0yRyZM95UN4SnC3NkVGQoR2SOLdnEyLr7NstbCXtk-djZBgyn_baahlmkZkWCU&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=381.05


Page 3 of 5

Mary Beth Shinn (06:32):

Well, COVID certainly exacerbates the racial inequalities that we've seen all along in homelessness. Uh, 
people, African Americans and Latinx people are at special risk and Native Americans as well, uh, in part 
because of the jobs that they do where they can't protect themselves as easily as those of us who are 
sitting home on Zoom. Uh, and because of overcrowding in their housing. Uh, so Covid has exacerbated 
the racial inequities. It also maybe, uh, provides, uh, one route to a solution so that the CARES Act 
included some funds for what are called Emergency Solutions rants that can be used to get people off of 
the streets and into housing. Uh, they don't last long enough for everybody. Some people with six 
months of help can get back on their feet, but this is in the middle of a pandemic. There's an 
unemployment crisis and a recession as as well. Uh, so not everybody's gonna be able to do it with a 
short term kind of subsidy. So what we need then is for public housing authorities to use their housing 
choice vouchers to make a seamless transition so people can stay in the same units and they can get the 
help as long as they need it.

Misty Blue (07:50):

So where does your focus and your research intersect with student homelessness specifically?

Mary Beth Shinn (07:57):

So student homelessness is usually defined more broadly by the Department of Education than 
homelessness is defined by the Department of Housing and Urban Development. So HUD focuses on 
people who are on the streets and in shelters, places not meant for human habitation. The Department 
of Education looks more broadly at people who are doubled up, um, and housing vouchers fix both of 
those. So housing vouchers really end homelessness for families. In the Family Option Study, a large 12 
site study, they improved kids' behavior problems as rated by their mothers. They improved school 
attendance, they reduced moves from school to school. And so they, uh, student homelessness is 
absolutely something that we can work on as well. We can try to prevent and end.

Misty Blue (08:55):

So if you could re-envision or re-imagine a system, and I know you've given us many clues into that 
already, but what would be the key to ending student homelessness?

Mary Beth Shinn (09:04):

Um, well, again, I think that it's the Housing Choice Vouchers, uh, or other ways that make housing 
affordable for people. So housing affordability depends on the cost of housing, and it depends on 
incomes and the difference between those. So anything that you can do to reduce housing costs and 
anything you can do to raise incomes for people at the bottom part of the income distribution, is gonna 
make a big difference for homelessness.

Misty Blue (09:32):

So you've talked a lot about,  sort of mitigating exposure in a way, right? So people, homelessness is, 
you know, causes such a disruption to people's lives, and it really puts people, um, more exposed to 
different risks. And I'm hearing that, the housing vouchers offer just other layers of protection. Whether 
it be for not losing their housing in the first place, or for layering more protection on in this moment of 
covid, in this moment of, of pandemic and recession as well.

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=RV-40z8OYY6WHM1Sbohydb3I4SfWfJpXb9cGooSE9UmClFFr52evuMO6S_M4FRBHhufUPPYvAox0nBMwSqeryBp6DSY&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=392.31
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=ueuarZDsyfDDXwV1M1NY4UgpzJPSPTJ7nkckWNu_0Zkwxk0gmiSlcM1hqq85bR1_K6xIaLAvZrieviQ6JeyVS2XcRVo&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=470.85
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=_4iL8FrlFJUrAdL47rNaI-XasLjUQlXx1yIdtFNUlxOvu1NvsnNtM8yix7ZBT_1bnGas9YBBKaTgHg6IYD41B-sqavY&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=477.92
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=uQVjw4MRpr6WvrnXXdGCa1ygsKB7Df32nNEq2V8iFhFypawn7Z5HafkqbcyEB7nHYpU-nC_ZlyOpBub0UW_yr6zOic8&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=535.05
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=UmfWNgzI6Tffv6R96Bp0yc8OaiSiyLK0KSi-PgegNYWVqQyBREbRUp5qLc-vwN_PSCGEeW9JMJeL2dYPxh96ZcW4EDI&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=544.03
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=8ARTC91WXojr_PBrPiwJ8eLSfqHfXPNJ8Y2WBjkewzd5O4Ap8kZgcAgOK_vLPo7N5hnbSc4MdUEKWJE8hzPzMgB88hs&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=572.29


Page 4 of 5

Mary Beth Shinn (10:07):

Absolutely. Uh, the other thing, the other place, uh, that you haven't asked about that's probably 
important, um, is to think about, uh, children who are too young for school. So, the age at which you're 
most likely to be found in a homeless shelter in the United States is infancy. That's shocking. Let me 
repeat it. Infancy is the age at which you are at highest risk of, of homelessness and rates of literal 
homelessness. HUD defined homelessness stay high in the preschool years. They drop when kids get to 
public school, when they get to school age. Uh, because school is a form of subsidized childcare, 
families, childcare expenses drop. And so we need to think not only about children who are already at 
school age, we need to think about readiness for school for those very young children whose health and 
whose educational development, whose access to toys that they can learn from is impeded when they 
have unstable housing.

Misty Blue (11:16):

Early childhood is such a critical moment, right. In a child's life. So thank you for, for bringing that up. 
Where do you see any avenues that we could either continue or increase the ways that we're 
connecting with families who have children in early childhood?

Mary Beth Shinn (11:33):

Well, at the University of Minnesota, you do great work on how to work with families, work with 
children, bolster them to make them more resilient to the challenges that they face. And I would refer 
people to you. What I do is more at the backend trying to prevent them from getting to that place 
altogether.

Misty Blue (12:01):

Thank you. It's been great hearing from you and hearing about your work today. Thank you for joining 
me. Where can our listeners find out more about you and your work that you're doing?

Mary Beth Shinn (12:09):

Well, one place is at the conference on Ending Student Homelessness November 13th at the University 
of Minnesota. And so I'm really looking forward to participating in that and, and learning from that. Um, 
and then folks could go to my book on Amazon In The Midst of Plenty, How to Prevent and End 
Homelessness, Shinn and Khadduri, and, or our website at Vanderbilt University.

Misty Blue (12:35):

Great. Thank you.

Mary Beth Shinn (12:37):

Okay. Thank you.

Misty Blue (12:40):

Thank you for listening to the Ending Student Homelessness podcast. This podcast was recorded on 
Anishinabe and Dakota ancestral homelands. Indigenous people have historically and paradoxically 
faced homelessness at disproportionate rates in the state of Minnesota. Please visit our podcast page to 
learn about ways you can support local organizations committed to addressing this issue. This special 
podcast series has been created by The Homework Starts With Home Research Partnership. We are a 
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collaborative state university school community project designed to integrate multi-system 
administrative data and analyze it in order to produce and disseminate high quality evidence pertinent 
to addressing the state and national challenge of student homelessness.




