
 
 
 

Interview Guide for the DC Oral History and Social Justice 
 
NARRATOR: Terry Lewis 
DATE:  March 21, 2013 
INTERVIEWER:  Michael Donovan 
PLACE:  Martin Luther King Jr. Public Library, Washington, DC 
 
Project Objective: 
 
The interviews conducted as part of the American University Local History 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? 
 

Overview:  
 

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? 

4. What changes have you seen in the city since you have been living here? 
 

Washington, DC Neighborhoods and Affordable Housing: 
5. Where did you grow up?   



 
 
 

6. If somewhere else: Where were you before Washington DC?  What changed there?  Why 
did you leave?   

7. How did your childhood neighborhoods change? 
8. What part of town do you spend the majority of your time in? Why? 

9. How has that neighborhood changed in your time there? 
10.  How have changes in the city impacted you or your family?  

11.  In your experience, are DC’s homeless residents mostly from the District or from other 
cities/areas of the country?  If they are from other areas, what do you think draws them to 
DC? 

 

Downtown:  
1.  Over the course of your life, how has downtown changed? 

2. What impact have those changes had on you?  On the homeless in general? 
3.  Have the number of people sleeping on the streets downtown changed over the course of your 
lifetime?  Why? 
4.  Have the places where homeless people hang out downtown changed? If so, why the change? 

5. How does being homeless downtown today compare to what it was like when you were first 
homeless? 

6.  Have the police treated the homeless downtown differently over the course of your time being 
homeless?   

7.  Did the development of the Verizon Center impact the lives of the homeless downtown?  
How so? 

8.  What about some of the other new hotels, condos, and office buildings? 
 

Employment: 
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?  Has the amount of money you made 

compared to the cost of living changed over the course of your life? 
5. Has the location of where jobs are today changed from when you were younger? 

 
Shelter: 

 



 
 
 

1. While you have been homeless, where have you stayed? 
2. If he has stayed in camps:  Where were those camps located?  What were they like?  Did 
people in the camp get along?  What happened to the camp? 
3.  What shelters have you stayed in?  How would you compare them? 

4.  Has the quality of the shelters changes since you first became homeless? 
5. Where do you live now? 

6.  Can you explain to use what it is like living in that shelter—the day-to-day life? 
 What time can you come in?   

 What’s the process for entering the shelter? 
 Do you have a set bed?   

 Do you have any choice who you sleep near? 
 How does the staff treat you? 

 What is the food like? 
 The bathrooms and wash facilities? 

 Are there programs you can participate in? 
7. Have you been able to have any intimate relationships while being homeless?  Does living in a 
shelter make that difficult? 
8. Have you made friends with the people living there? 

9. How is your relationship with the CCNV administration? 
10. What are some of your favorite aspects of CCNV? Least favorite? 

11. How do you think the shelter could be improved? 
12. Do you think having a shelter downtown is important?  Why or why not? 

13. What do you think should happen to CCNV in the future? 
 

Activist Efforts:  
1. Can you describe for me the types of activism you have been engaged in? 

2. What was it like to be a part of the homeless advocacy movement during the times of Mitch 
Snyder? 

3. What was Mitch like off camera? What was the sentiment among the advocates during the 
early days of fighting for CCNV? 

4. Do you think the documentary Promises to Keep does a good job of illustrating the 
movement accurately? What would you add to the story?  

5. Are you currently engaged in activist work? 



 
 
 

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

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

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

10. What are some of the biggest challenges you face as an advocate? 
11. How do you think meaningful change will be made? 

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

If there is time:  
 

Interactions with Government/ Law Enforcement/ Criminal Justice System  
1. What is your relation with the police and government? As a homeless and then as a street 

vendor, is it different? 
2. Over the course of your life, have you seen any changes in the criminal justice system 

(police, jails, prisons, probation) and its relations to the homeless population or the 
communities you grew up in?   How so? 

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

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

DC? Can you share an example? 
6. Has the War on Drugs affected the homeless community?  

7. What about arrests of homeless downtown? 
8.  [Careful] Have you ever served time? 

 
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? 

 
 

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? 

 
Give Thanks.  

 


