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THE JOURNEY TO SAFETY 
A Student’s Path to Emergency Shelter

THE SITUATION
Maria, a 19-year-old college student, never imagined 
she would end up homeless. After her mother lost 
her job and they were evicted from their apartment, 
Maria found herself with nowhere to go. She spent a 
few nights sleeping in her car, attending classes while 
struggling to hide her situation from her friends and 
professors. But as the weather grew colder and her  
food supplies ran out, she knew she needed help.

STEP 1: �REACHING OUT FOR HELP (CALLING 2-1-1)
Feeling scared and unsure of what to do, Maria remembered a 
flyer on campus about 2-1-1 San Bernardino County, a free and 
confidential helpline for housing and social services. She dialed 
2-1-1 and was connected to a specialist.

The 2-1-1 operator asked Maria a series of questions:
•	� “Are you currently safe?”
•	� “Are you with children or dependents?”
•	� “Do you have any medical needs?”
•	� “What city are you in?”
•	� “Do you have any income or  

assistance from programs  
like CalFresh or CalWORKs?”

Maria explained that she was a full-time student, had no 
children, and was staying in her car. The operator assured her 
that they would look for emergency shelter options nearby.

STEP 2: �NAVIGATING THE  
SHELTER SYSTEM

The 2-1-1 operator checked availability at  
multiple shelters and explained that:

1.	� Many shelters were full due to the cold weather.
2.	�Some shelters only accepted families or women  

with children.
3.	�Some programs required a referral from a caseworker.

After several calls, the operator found one available bed at 
a women’s shelter in San Bernardino. However, Maria had 
to complete an intake assessment before being admitted.

STEP 3: THE INTAKE PROCESS
Maria was given an address and 
instructed to arrive before  
5:00 PM to complete the intake 
process. She drove to the shelter, 
where a caseworker met her at 
the front desk. Maria had to:

	� Provide identification  
(her student ID and a driver’s license).

	� Sign a confidentiality agreement (as the shelter 
location was confidential for safety reasons).

	� Answer screening questions (to ensure she met the 
shelter’s eligibility criteria).

STEP 4: TEMPORARY SHELTER PLACEMENT
After completing the intake, Maria was  
assigned a bed in a shared room with  
three other women. She received:

•	� A hot meal and toiletries
•	� A storage locker for her belongings
•	� Access to showers and laundry
•	� A caseworker to help her  

find long-term housing solutions

•	� Apply for emergency rental assistance
•	� Get connected with student resources  

at her college
•	� Find food pantries and supportive services  

for students in crisis
•	� Schedule an appointment with a mental health 

counselor to process the stress of homelessness

STEP 6: MOVING FORWARD
Within a week, Maria’s caseworker helped  
her apply for transitional housing designed 
for college students. She was accepted into  
a temporary student housing program, 
giving her a stable place to 
stay while she focused on 
finishing the semester.

Although her journey wasn’t  
easy, Maria learned that help 
is available, and reaching out 
for support was the first step 
toward rebuilding her life.

Maria

STEP 5: CREATING A PLAN FOR STABILITY
The next day, Maria met with a caseworker who helped her:


