
 
 
What if at-risk, runaway and homeless youth could be diverted from the criminal justice system, 
achieve stable housing, access community services to turn their lives around, and receive support 
to succeed with their education? Those are the outcomes that The Pod: Youth Navigation Center 
and Homeless Shelter is designed to achieve for vulnerable Lane County youth, ages 12 to 17. 
 
Approximately 2,300 homeless youth live in Lane County – but appropriate emergency 
housing is inadequate, unavailable or comes with barriers to services (like sobriety), which 
prevent youth from getting the help they need. The Pod, a collaboration among the 
organizations best equipped to help these youth, will change this scenario 
by providing a low-barrier shelter and a reception center linking youth to 
services.  
 
Importantly, youth who have been runaways, homeless or in detention 
have played a central role in designing The Pod project, ensuring that it will 
be accessible, voluntary, effective, and used. Our youth advisors will 
provide essential outreach to their peers and be active in the continuing 
development of the program as it adds an educational component tailored 
to helping homeless youth succeed. 
 
The Pod’s reception center will be centrally located in Eugene, and deliver assessment and referral 
services for youths using the shelter and on the streets. The Pod’s shelter will be in a vacant Lane 
County Youth Services 32-bedroom housing facility (a “pod’). The repurposed space will feature a 
spacious common area and a classroom among its amenities. In its first full year of operation, The 
Pod shelter will serve 180-500 kids and many more through the Reception Center.  
 
The Pod sponsors will collect data to demonstrate the efficacy of coordinating existing services to 
accomplish “more with less.” The success shown by the data will be used to justify funding of The 
Pod by government and other community partners, thereby building its long-term sustainability. 
We seek financial contributions to complement more than $150,000 of seed funding in hand or 
pledged; your support will help this visionary community project transform the lives of some of 
our most vulnerable young people and develop its long-term financial sustainability. 

In 2018, two community problem solvers, Grace Serbu and Megan Shultz, recognized the acute 
need for more emergency shelter beds for homeless youth. Grace Serbu has long been active in 
addressing issues affecting at-risk youth and, in 1999, she and her late husband funded operations 
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at the John Serbu Youth Campus. Megan Schultz served as Executive Director of CASA of Lane 
County for 15 years and now coordinates 15th Night, an award-winning homeless youth program.  
 
Grace and Megan saw the opportunity to convert a vacant Lane County Youth Services housing 
“pod” into a homeless shelter. The duo then met with youth and potential government and social 
service partners to define what could be done together. This led to a community-based 
collaboration committed to developing a reception center with 
services for homeless youth, ages 12-17, and a low-barrier 
shelter. The reception center will connect youth with agencies 
that can help them meet their immediate needs, and then assist 
them in getting on track to be in school and have a real future.  
 
The first step in the collaboration was to bring youth in as a 
leading voice. Young people with experience being homeless or 
in detention were asked how to make the vacant pod a 
welcoming place that kids would trust, and how the accompanying programs should work.  
 
Their wish list and advice generated guidelines The Pod will incorporate to make the program 
barrier free, accessible, and used. Youth have been at every decision-making table and must 
agree to every step in the project development process. They are committed to helping sell the 
project to their peers, and will continue to be involved in guiding the project after it is operational.  
 
 
POD COMPONENTS AND PARTNERS: 
 
Administration:  After youth were on board, organizational partners convened to consider how 
to use their collective resources to make the project a reality. The choice of a lead agency was 
seen as key to The Pod’s acceptance by young people, and to the project’s sustainability, 
community support, and ultimate success. A partnership structure with the best-suited 
administrative leadership in place also avoids creating one more non-profit agency, and instead 
advances the collaborative, community-owned nature of the project so important to its design and 
accomplishment. 
 
Lane County Educational Service District – Administrative Lead:  Lane County Educational 
Services District (Lane ESD) is well-prepared to fill the lead role, having established liaisons working 
with homeless youth, and successful partnerships with schools, youth services, and local and 
state government. In turn, Lane ESD recognized that the project could meet a significant service 
gap in their work with at-risk and homeless youth. As lead, Lane ESD will serve as the fiscal agent, 
manage service contracts and work to develop The Pod’s next stage, which will expand 
educational support and after-school programming for our target population.  
 

	“People don’t understand that sometimes being homeless is an easier                                            
problem to have than being at home.”  

– 15th Night Youth 
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The Shelter:  The Pod’s shelter will be a repurposed, currently vacant Lane County Youth 
Services 32-bedroom housing facility (a “pod’), with a spacious common area and a classroom 
among its amenities. The shelter will offer a safe place to sleep, food, showers, bathrooms 
and transportation to Eugene and Springfield schools, including alternative education 
programs. The staff to youth ratio will be 1:7, and staff will be present wherever two or more 
youth engage. All staff will receive proper supervision training through the Crisis Prevention 
Intervention model (CPI), and an on-call supervisor will be 
available 24-hours a day to assist staff should an emergency arise. 
 
Prior to admission to The Pod, staff will administer risk screenings 
to determine if a youth needs emergency shelter or reception 
center services. Staff will screen for immediate needs, physical 
and mental health, connection to family, safety, access to 
resources, issues of neglect or abuse, and other risk and protective 
factors impacting safety, well-being and self-sufficiency.  
 
Looking Glass Community Services – Shelter Operations:  Since1970, Looking Glass has served 
Lane County children, teenagers, adults, and families. It provides a continuum of care that 
supports runaway, homeless, and at-risk youth. The agency’s other organizational partners include 
those who augment Looking Glass’ cultural competency in serving youth from diverse 
backgrounds. As a Pod partner, Looking Glass will coordinate provision of emergency shelter 
services, with stays for up to 3 days, and repeatable stays possible.  
 
The Reception Center:  The reception center will provide services including a safe place to 
de-escalate, reconnection to parent and/or guardian, transportation, assessment enabling 
individualized approaches, and referrals using 15th Night’s RAN technology (discussed below). 
Reception center programming was designed using the Juvenile Assessment Center model 
with assistance from a Portland-area reception center that has operated since 1998. 
 
Reception Center Operations -- White Bird Clinic:  White Bird’s award-winning innovations have 
been helping homeless and other vulnerable community members with mental and physical 
health challenges for 50 years. White Bird’s Cahoots program is nationally-recognized for its 
effective mobile crisis response, reflecting White Bird’s skill in deescalating situations with people 
in crisis.  
 
White Bird will play an important role in getting kids off the street, especially given their strong 
relationship with law enforcement agencies who call on the agency when youth need help or are 
picked up for minor offenses. And homeless kids trust White Bird so that when police take them 
to the reception center, staff can help them become engaged in receiving resources that put them 
in a position to make better choices. As noted, White Bird’s solid relationship with public 

“More than half of homeless youth became homeless for the first time because they were 
asked to leave home by a parent or caregiver.” 

 – Dr. Resa Matthew, Director, Division of Adolescent Development and Support, US Health and Human 
Services 
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safety agencies will serve the project well. A Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) will be 
signed by local police departments, Lane County Sheriff and District Attorney, Oregon 
Department of Human Services and White Bird. It includes decision-making protocols to assist 
officers with appropriate youth referrals.  
 
Rapid Action Network:  The Rapid Action Network (RAN) technology connects youth to basic 
needs and services at 65 agencies in real time using text messages. RAN will be central to The 
Pod’s operations, and will be customized to respond to the nuances and specific needs of the 
youth served by the project.  
 
Building relationships with youth takes time, largely because of a 
lack of trust based on their past experiences. By utilizing RAN 
alerts to connect them with food, clothing, sleeping bags, back 
packs, personal care products, tents, and other basic needs, trust 
is created. Youth are then more likely to be receptive to being 
referred to services including mental and physical health care, 
employment placement, family counseling, drug and alcohol 
counseling, and housing. 
 
RAN Oversight -- 15th Night:  Youth who are new to the streets are more likely to become 
chronically homeless if there is no intervention by the 15th night. The 15th Night organization is a 
youth-informed community movement supporting more than 480 Eugene-Springfield youth who 
are navigating school, life and homelessness alone. 15th Night helps these youth stay in school, 
safely housed and off the street, and has been instrumental in engaging The Pod’s s strong youth 
presence. 15th Night developed RAN and will provide oversight for its adaptation and use at The 
Pod. 
 
Other Stakeholders:  Lane County, which will provide the shelter facility and its maintenance; 
additional social service agencies; local municipalities; law enforcement agencies; schools; the 
Oregon Department of Health and Human Services; and PeaceHealth Medical Centers. 
 
 
ACCESS AND OUTREACH: 
 
The Pod is not a detention center. Young people accessing Pod programs do so on a purely 
voluntary basis and can leave at any time, which is essential to gaining kids’ trust. 
 
Youth can call or text Looking Glass, White Bird, or 15th Night 24/7 to make a reservation for 
emergency shelter services. Or they can show up at the door. Law enforcement personnel 
who encounter youth committing non-detainable offenses can contact the reception center 
through their dispatch systems. 

“More than 1/3 of homeless adults became homeless as teens.” 
– Pathways into Adult Homelessness, Chamberlain and Johnson 
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It is clear to experienced police and others when someone is new to the street. With The Pod, 
these easy-to-identify children will be able to get immediate access to services that can help them 
make good decisions, which can include returning home.  
 
Looking Glass will utilize a street-based outreach team six days a week to provide 
information on the Pod and its services to youth. 15th Night will engage its Youth Council and 
other resources in youth-directed outreach. Other partners and stakeholders will post flyers 
in English and Spanish in buildings that youth often frequent including the bus depot, 
libraries, and school counseling offices.  
 
In addition to direct outreach to youth, the partners will work with 
United Way, RAN participants, and others to educate agencies and 
the community about this new resource. Law enforcement agencies 
will be developing training for their staff in the use of the Pod and its 
services. 
 
  

Leti, 15, was born homeless and had spent most of her life in a car with her mother on 
drugs until their car broke down. Recognizing that her situation was unworkable, she left 
her parent and, after couch surfing, became connected with 15th Night. Leti, described as an 
articulate spitfire, now lives with her grandparents and is in school, getting straight A’s. 

That’s what crisis intervention can do. But accessing the services youth in crisis need is far from 
simple. Some may not be a fit if there are barriers, like sobriety, preventing youth from using the 
service. It’s difficult to concentrate on getting and receiving services when you’re homeless, tired 
and hungry. Our community needs a safety net that works for ALL youth and their families, with 
prevention as the primary focus, and getting and keeping kids in school as the goal. 
 
According to United Way of Lane County, nearly 5% of all students here are homeless, with the 
estimated total homeless youth population reaching 2,300. Emergency shelters for 
unaccompanied youth under 18 (nationally 87% are ages 13-17) are typically full – there’s just 
twelve non-incarceration beds available in Lane County through Looking Glass’s Station 7. 
 
While Lane County Department of Youth Services (DYS) has a detention/shelter program, it’s 
limited to violent offenders. That leaves out kids committing minor offenses who desperately 
need intervention before their criminality – a documented path to chronic homelessness – 
escalates. When these youths are arrested and then released, they can become emboldened upon 
seeing little consequence for their behavior. And, when the crime does not warrant DYS 

“I came home to a locked door and I didn’t know what to do.”  
–15th Night Youth 
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involvement, then a police officer must “babysit” the youth for up to three hours, taking them 
away from more serious duties. 
 
Some homeless kids just want a much-needed break from living in their car with their parent(s), 
while others desperately want to stay in school. But there’s not enough intensive educational 
support or after school programming specifically developed for youth who are experiencing 
homelessness, who are identified by schools as at risk of dropping out, or who are escalating in 
their criminality.  
 
While these kids often literally have nothing, many are 
still motivated. However, in order for that motivation to 
help them succeed with school, they need to be in a safe 
place, away from threats of violence and predation.  
 
They may be hanging by a thread but by giving them 
shelter, meeting their basic needs, and connecting them 
with services, the thread becomes a rope, and the rope 
can become a lifeline. With this lifeline in place, they can 
learn.  
 
 

The Pod is being developed to be that lifeline. If a young person needs help, there is no wrong 
door, no matter how or why they come – which defines The Pod as a low-barrier shelter and 
connector to resources. It will provide a safe place where youth can quickly enter and begin 
receiving services, and then become ready for longer-term planning that prioritizes school.  
 
Lane ESD is well-positioned to help match youth with the schools that best meet their needs. The 
second stage of The Pod will add supportive educational services and after-school programs 
developed specifically for homeless youth.  
 
This project will be life-changing for young people, and for those families under deep stress who 
want to see their child off the street and in school. If The Pod is there to throw the net early, we 
can reach youth in time to help them avoid recidivism and turn their lives around. The 
interventions The Pod makes possible will give them opportunity, instead of falling through the 
cracks into a steadily worsening path of criminality, drug addiction and poor health.  
 
The project reduces the time law-enforcement and other services spend handling their cases. It 
prevents duplication of services, thereby enabling system savings of money and time, as discussed 

“How can we expect homeless youth to succeed in school when they don’t have a safe place to 
sleep, food to eat, or the supplies necessary to complete their homework?”  

– Back to School Challenge 
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below. Moreover, our unique, cost-effective collaborative design is a model that can be adapted 
by other communities. 
 
 

 
The long-term success of The Pod rests on building a platform that will make it largely self-
sustaining at the end of three years. The initial two years of the project will be partially funded 
through the Serbu Initiative Fund at Oregon Community Foundation, as well as with the more than 
$150,000 raised to date. This support and the additional seed funding we need will cover staffing 
during the start-up period as well as one-time development costs. 
These expenses include modifying and refurbishing the vacant pod 
structure, purchasing equipment and supplies, and developing staff 
training protocols. 
 
Our fundraising campaign also involves creating an endowment. In 
fact, 10% of all donations will be dedicated to the endowment with a 
goal of raising up to $1 million for the life of the project. Support from 
the Serbu Initiative Fund will be folded into the endowment after the 
project’s first two years. 
 
From the beginning, we will be collecting data on the project, which will 
be supplemented by statistics from local law enforcement, Lane ESD and 
other partners. Additionally, we will survey youth and stakeholders on the effect the project is 
having on meeting the needs of youth and the community. At the end of year two, a report will 
summarize and discuss the cumulative data and what we’ve learned: challenges and hurdles, as 
well as data-proven efficacy, impact, benefits, and outcomes.  
 
In addition to revealing economic efficiencies, we believe it will show an increase in graduation 
rates, cost-savings for law enforcement, elimination of costly duplication of services by agencies, 
and decreased criminality. The end result: less money needed for greater success. 
 
Based on the report’s clear establishment of system-wide savings and social impact, we expect 
that community partners (including Lane County, municipalities, law enforcement, and social and 
health services) will come together to financially invest in the project for the third year and 
beyond: The Pod will demonstrably save them money in providing an effective solution for what 
is widely regarded as one of our community’s most pressing problems. At the end of three years, 
the costs savings to the county and the community-at-large plus the endowment should make The 
Pod largely self-sustaining, as it transforms lives. 

Your support during this critically-important start-up phase will help create an  
effective community resource for our most vulnerable children… 

and help the Pod demonstrate both the impact and systems-savings that will  
make it a self-sustaining success. Thank you! 

 


