
 
 
 

Interview Guide for the DC Oral History and Social Justice 
 
NARRATOR:  Eric Sheptock 
DATE:  October 12, 2012 
INTERVIEWER:  Alison Kootstra 
PLACE:  Martin Luther King Jr. Public Library, Washington, DC 
 
Project Objective: 
 
The interviews conducted as part of the DC Oral History and Social Justice Project record how 
unhoused residents of the greater DC area view the history of homelessness – how did 
homelessness become such an entrenched part of the city. The interviews will be used to create 
critical dialogue among people who are currently unhoused in Washington, DC, and then they 
may be used to assist future advocacy efforts.  
 
Working Themes: 
 
Transformation of: 
-- Downtown DC 
-- Residential Areas/Housing in DC and Metropolitan Region 
-- Communities Outside of DC that Prompted Migration/Immigration  
-- Work Opportunities and Income 
-- Education and Skill Recognition (recognition of skills obtained outside of formal schooling) 
-- Welfare: General Assistance, Food Stamps, Public Housing Section 8, Medicaid, SSI, AFDC, TANF 
-- Criminal Justice System, Quality of Life Policing, Drug Markets/Drug, Alcohol and Substance Use 
-- Social Service Agencies (Shelters, Drop In Centers, Transitional Housing, Mental Health Care) 
-- Domestic Violence, Trauma, Children  
-- Advocacy/Resistance 
   
Introductory Statements: 
1. State the date, place, and names of the participants in the interview.  

2. Do I have your permission to record this interview? 
 

Initial Questions: 
1. How long have you been living in Washington, DC? 

2. How long have you been homeless/unhoused? 
3. Given your experience, can you tell me why you think homelessness has become so 

entrenched in Washington, DC? 
 

Additional Topics of Interest: (culled from research on Sheptock’s blog) 
1. Regan and the McKinney-Vento Act 

2. Creation of CCNV Shelter 
3. 1966 Vagrency Law in DC and Supreme Court case 



 
 
 

4. Closing of Franklin School Shelter 
5. Sheptock v. Fenty (2008) 

 
Living in Washington, DC 

1. How long have you been in DC? (don’t ask, if you already have) 
2. What changes have you seen in the city since you have been living here? 

3. What brought you here or has kept you here? 
4. Where did you grow up?   

5. Where were you before Washington DC?  What changed there?  Why did you leave?   
6. How did your childhood neighborhoods change? 

7. What part of town do you spend the majority of your time in? Why? 
8. How has that neighborhood changed in your time there?  Ten years? Five years? Two years? 

Since you were a child?  
9. What are your recollections of this city that has shaped who you are? 

10.  What impact have changes in the city impacted you or your family? 
11. Other unhoused people we’ve talked to in DC have mentioned transportation is a big problem 

for them. Do you find getting around the city difficult?  
12.  In your experience, are DC’s homeless residents mostly from the District or from other 

cities/areas of the country? 
13.  If they are from other areas, what do you think draws them to DC? 

14.  Are there ways in which it is harder to be homeless in DC than in other cities? Are there 
ways that it is easier? 

15.  What do you think is the most difficult thing about living in DC without a house? 
16.  DC can have some really hot summers and cold winters. Can you tell me about how you 

deal with that? 
17.  What books, newspapers, radio shows, websites or other things do you think best tell about 

what it is like to be homeless in DC? 
18.  Is the experience of being homeless different for men and women in the city? How? 

19.  [For men] In what ways does being a man shape life for you? 
 

Employment/Education 
1. How has your ability to find work or make a living off the work you find changed over the 

course of your life? 
2. Have the kinds of jobs that are available changed? 



 
 
 

3. What kinds of jobs have you had in the past? 
4. Were you able to afford housing with those jobs? 

5. Has your ability to get work close by changed? 
6. Do you have a job? What is it like? 

7.  [For those who are looking for a job] What sort of work do you most want to do? 
8. Describe the type of jobs you believe you have the skills to do. 

9.  [For those with a job] Tell me how being homeless shapes your work experience.  
10. Does being homeless make it difficult to keep a job? 

11. Some people may think that if someone is homeless it means they don’t want to work or are 
lazy. How would you respond to that? 

12. Jobs are not the only ways people support themselves. What are some of the other ways 
people in DC support themselves? 

13. Can you tell me about how panhandling is viewed in the homeless community? 
14. How do you think employers view homeless job applicants?  

15. What was the education system like when you were growing up? How has it changed? 
16. Some argue that a lack of education is the cause of homelessness, do you believe that is the 

case?   
17. Has access to education changed over the course of your life?   

18. Do you think homelessness people have skills that are not recognized? What are they? 
19. A recent flyer printed by a SHARC member pointed out that DC’s high school graduation 

rate is below the national average. Do you think there is a connection between education and 
homelessness? 

20. Does the public library play a role in education for you? 
 

Well-being 
1. How has your ability to access healthcare changed over the course of your life?  

2. During your time being homeless? 
3. Are there ways it has changed for the better?  Worse? 

4. What are the biggest issues that you face when it comes to healthcare in general? 
5. What types of healthcare services would best support the unhoused population in DC? 

6. What services are the most difficult to get? 
7. Are the services for those who are mentally ill or have substance abuse issues helpful? 



 
 
 

8. What are the social service groups, support centers and meetings that are the most popular? 
Why? Least popular? Why?  What about popular or popular programs from the past.  Can 
you remember any of those and do you know why they closed? 

9. Many people believe that homelessness has been caused by the deinstiutionalizion of the 
mentally ill.  Do you believe that’s true?  Why or why not?  

10. How do you get the food you need?  Has that changed since you have been homeless?  Was 
getting food an issue as a child? 

 

Interactions with Government/ Law Enforcement/ Criminal Justice System  
1. Over the course of your life, have you seen any changes in the criminal justice system 

(police, jails, prisons, probation) and either how it relates to the homeless population or the 
communities you grew up in?   How so? 

2. If so, why do you think these changes took place? 
3. If so, have these changes impacted people’s lives in other ways outside of the criminal justice 

system? 
4. What is the relationship like between the homeless community and the police in Washington, 

DC? Can you share an example? 
5. What about the War on Drugs?   

6. What about arrests of homeless downtown? 
7. I heard the DC City Council is considering a new vagrancy law. How do laws already on the 

books in DC affect your life? 
8. [Careful] Have you ever been arrested for violating any of these laws? What was that 

experience like?  
9. [Careful] Have you ever served time?  Careful here 

10. Have you or anyone that you know been the victim of a hate crime? Do you feel comfortable 
telling me about that experience? 

11. Do you think that more crimes are committed against DC’s homeless than reported? If so, 
why? 

 
Interactions for Social Service Agencies 

1. Do you think that changes in government welfare programs have had an impact on 
homelessness?  If so, how?  If not, why not? 

2. Are there any programs now or in the past that have had a greater impact on homelessness 
positively or negatively?   

3. How have shelter conditions and availability changed since you have been homeless here? 
4. What role do you think shelters play?  Are they helpful?  How so or why not? 



 
 
 

5. What are some of the other homeless social services that you have relied on while you have 
been homeless?  Have the availability of those services changed over time?  

6.  Are there any services that existed in the past that no longer exist today, that you think were 
helpful? 

7. Why do people choose to sleep outside?  Have the numbers of the people sleeping outside 
changed over the time you have been out here? 

8. Have the kinds of people who are homeless changed since you have been out here?  If so, 
why do you think these changes have occurred?  

9. What services does the city provide to the homeless? 
10. What services do private organizations or churches provide? 

11. In your experience, does the government or private organizations do a better job with 
providing services needed by the homeless? 

12. Are there reasons that some homeless people might avoid seeing assistance through these 
types of agencies? 

13. Can you tell me about the conditions of shelters in DC? 
14. Do you choose to stay in a shelter? If yes, which one and why? If no, why?   

15. [For those who choose to live in a shelter] What is the most challenging part of living in a 
shelter? 

16. [For those who choose to live in a shelter] What do you take into consideration when 
choosing which shelter to stay in? 

17. [For those who do not live in a shelter] Where do you sleep? How did you choose that/those 
location(s)? 

18. [For those who do not live in a shelter] Tell me what it is like to spend the night outside in 
DC. 

19. Would the proposed 7 million dollar budget cut change any of the services you use? What 
impact will it have on your life?   

 
Community  (Be very sensitive with these questions- they are potentially very problematic if 

you push people to discuss intimate details they are not comfortable with) 
1. Do you have any family in the Washington, DC area?   

2. Do you keep in touch with your family?  
3. Do they or can they support you in any way, even small ways? 

4. [for those who do not keep in touch] Do you ever think about reconnecting? What do you 
imagine that would be like? 

5. What about romantic relationships? Difficulties sustaining? 
6. Do you have children? Can you tell me about how being homeless affects  



 
 
 

7. Can you share with me what the homeless community is like in DC? 
8. Do you have friends who are homeless?  Does that make it harder or easier being homeless? 

9. Is there a place you like to hang out with friends? What makes it a good place? 
10. Who do you feel like you can confide in when you have more personal issues you are dealing 

with? 
 

Advocacy Efforts (Be attentive to everyday, unorganized spontaneous acts of resistance) 
1. How did you first become politicized?  How did you know there was something wrong and it 

was possible for people to do something about it? 
2. How did you first get involved with SHARC? 

3. Are you a part of any other groups or organizations that work to end homelessness? 
4. Can you describe for me the types of advocacy work you do? 

5. What do you think is the most important issue or issues for homeless advocates to deal with 
right now? 

6. What do you feel are the most effective ways to address those issues? 
7. Have you seen those ways effectively used?  How so, if not, what have been the less 

effective strategies you have used? 
8. Do you see anything differently today than you did before you started working as an 

advocate? 
9. What are some of your proudest achievements as an activist? 

10. Have there been things you feel you should have done differently? 
11. What are some of the biggest challenges you face as an advocate? 

12. How do you think meaningful change will be made? 
13. What role does the internet play in homeless advocacy? 

14. Do you have advice for others looking to assist with homeless advocacy in DC? 
 

Conclusion 
1. We’ve talked about lots of aspects of being homeless in DC. What do you think is the most 

important issue for you? 
2. Are there any questions that I have failed to ask which you would like to raise? 

3. Are there any topics that you would like to return to or say more about? 
 

Closing Statements: 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 



 
 
 

Thank you for taking the time for this interview with us. This interview will be a valuable 
contribution to helping residents of the District think about the causes of homelessness in the 
District and find solutions.  
After we transcribe the interview we will give you a copy to review. Do you have any questions 
for me about what will happen with your interview?  


