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Visalia filmmaker explores
MercyMe singer’s early life
INSPIRE, 1C

Trump wavers on stricter
gun control push. 11A

Weather

High 53° ❚ Low 34°
Rainy. Forecast, 2A

The Times-Delta Media Group was honored with
two first-place and three honorable mentions at the
annual George F. Gruner journalism awards.

The awards were for stories reported in 2017 and
were given out Thursday at the Fresno Art Museum.

The competition recognizes public service journal-
ism but also best news story, best column, best edito-
rial, best sports story, best feature story and best pho-
tos published in any San Joaquin Valley newspaper.

Prizes are divided into three categories — large dai-
ly newspapers (circulation more than 50,000), small
daily newspapers and weekly newspapers. The
Times-Delta/Advance-Register competes in the small
daily newspaper category.

The prizes honor George F. Gruner, who along with
three other Fresno Bee journalists, went to jail in 1976
after refusing to identify a confidential source who
leaked a grand jury report.

The Times-Delta’s two first-place wins were for:
❚ Ron Holman’s sports photo from a Golden West 

T-D journalists take home Gruner awards
From Staff Reports
Visalia Times-Delta
USA TODAY NETWORK

See AWARDS, Page 2A

Tucked away along St. John’s River, Jeff Thomas
lives with his dogs in a well-kept encampment.

He set up this particular place just before Christ-
mas, but Thomas has been on the streets of Visalia for
nearly two decades. He is one of the dozens living
along the St. John’s, which stretches through northern
Tulare County. 

Thomas may not have an official title, but he’s an
expert on homelessness — and his observations large-
ly mirror those of officials: Despite increases in both
awareness and funding, things are not getting better
fast enough.

“Visalia thinks it’s going to get rid of the homeless
people but it’s never going to go away,” Thomas said.
“Homeless have been around for years. But the pop-
ulation has gotten bigger. They’re not going to go
somewhere else, most of them were raised here.” 

In fact, a Times-Delta investigation found that
those working on the front lines of the problem are fac-
ing a number of challenges when efficiently spending
taxpayer money that is coming their way. 

“We need to take a look at the type of funding,” said
Miguel Perez with Tulare County Housing Authority. “I
think the movement right now is to throw a lot of mon-
ey at rental assistance. But there aren’t enough phys-
ical assets to put these individuals in.” 

Tulare County receives $1.9 million for rental assis-
tance to help get homeless people into housing, a
slight increase from 2016.

But, the newspaper found, local agencies are still
not able to meet all of the needs of Tulare County’s
homeless. That’s not because rental assistance isn’t
important, executives for those agencies say, but be-
cause underlying problems need to be solved first. 

These include:
❚ Lack of available housing.
❚ Difficulty in finding landlords willing to rent to the

homeless.
❚ Earmarked government funding that limits flex-

HOMELESSNESS IN TULARE COUNTY

Danielle stands on Noble Avenue hoping for donations from passing motorists on Jan. 23.
PHOTOS BY RON HOLMAN

Problems persist
despite funding
Underlying issues thwart local agencies’ ability to aid
Sheyanne N Romero
Visalia Times-Delta
USA TODAY NETWORK

Jeff Thomas is homeless and lives in the area of Ben
Maddox Way and St. Johns River.

See HOMELESSNESS, Page 10A
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Parents, students, community members and Ex-
eter Unified School District staff were scattered
throughout the Exeter Union High School auditori-
um Thursday night.

They weren’t there to watch a theatrical produc-
tion or cheer on their students in a ceremony.

Instead, they were there with questions and con-
cerns regarding the safety of their children at school
after recent threats of a “hit list,” which followed a
deadly mass shooting at a Florida high school. 

“We are all here tonight because we experienced
something last week and in our county, it’s been
happening far too often,” Superintendent Tim Hire
said. “Our youth deserve better.”

Last week, more than half a dozen students
made threats of campus shootings and ended up in
handcuffs at schools across Tulare County. 

While no Exeter students were arrested, the fear
still set in on the high school’s campus.

Rumors about a “hit list” spread throughout the
school. A joint investigation by the administration
and Exeter Police Department determined the ru-
mor was unfounded.

In order to quash the rumors and reassure safety,
an emergency assembly was held on campus last
Friday. To address concerns from parents, the dis-
trict held a town hall forum Thursday night.

Questions, comments, concerns

While parents showed concern for new safety
plans, staff training, bullying prevention, social
media monitoring and trust between students and
staff, the overall concern was the promptness of
communication between school and parents.

Ronni Doyal is the mother of two Exeter stu-
dents. She said she wasn’t given the proper infor-
mation in a timely manner, thus wasn’t able to ef-
fectively respond to her children.

“Everyone I think is confused and the communi-
cation is off. I felt like all of the people involved in
the same body or the same covering didn’t know
what the heck was going on,” Doyal said. “I get it,
but at the same time, it’s scary.”

She and other parents would have liked some in-
formation about the threat and student assembly
so parents knew how to respond to their childrens’
fears. 

Doyal said she didn’t know if she needed to take
her child seriously when they asked if they could go
home for the day. She wasn’t sure if it was because
they felt uncomfortable and unsafe or just wanted
an early start to the weekend.

When she called the school she was given mixed
information, she said. 

“No one is asking for information while an emer-
gency is taking place,” Doyal said. “I’m not asking
for a police report, I just want to know that when I
get a call from my kids I would have already known
where they are getting that information from.”

Hire’s response was that of a parent and as an
educator, he said. 

Exeter holds
town hall
amid school
safety worry
District says rumors unfounded
as parents voice their concerns

Danielle A Martin
Visalia Times-Delta
USA TODAY NETWORK

See EXETER, Page 10A



11th-grade students met or exceeded
their English language arts/literacy
standard. That percentage is down from
49 percent the previous school year. 

Local students also seem to have
trouble grasping the concepts. 

Of the Tulare City School District stu-
dents who completed the 2017 CAASPP,
only 32.08 percent met or exceeded the
English language arts/literacy stan-
dard. Visalia Unified School District had
47.16 percent of students meet or exceed
the standard. 

The new standardized tests focus
more on connecting with the text, not
recalling surface information, said Jac-
quie Gaebe, Visalia Unified area super-
intendent. 

“The new tests are focused on a
deeper level of reading and analyzing
text,” Gaebe added. “We want to build a
culture of learning.” 

As a response to the fact that more
than half of Visalia students who took
the test did not meet the standard, the
district has emphasized an even bigger
focus on reading. 

“A continued focus this year and last
year is strategic guided reading at each
student’s level,” Gaebe said. “We’re al-
ready seeing gains with that.” 

Students are asked how books make
them feel and if they connect with the
overall theme or message of a story. The
concept of reading deeper begins as
early as TK, Gaebe added. 

On its website, California Depart-
ment of Education breaks down how
students scored on the CAASPP by
grade level and subject. Within the Eng-
lish language arts/literacy test, visitors

to the site can also break down how stu-
dents did in specific categories. 

In the “how well do students under-
stand stories and information that they
read?” category, 69.68 percent of Visalia
students scored above or met the stan-
dard in 2017, up from 66 percent the pre-
vious year. Tulare elementary students
came in at 55.68 percent, up from 54
percent the year before.

One way Tulare has focused on de-
veloping literacy skills is revamping
school site libraries, said Susan Paggi,
curriculum librarian. 

“We are currently purchasing new
books for librarians. We want to make
sure students have current award-win-
ning books,” Paggi said. “We are striving

to have 20 books for each child.”
Libraries have also gotten a fresh

coat of paint and new mobile furni-
ture, aligning with the 21st-century
learning model. 

“Within those spaces, we’re also
building up our makers spaces so stu-
dents can come and invent as well,”
Paggi said. “It gives a new purpose for
the library, more hands-on and less
hush-hush.” 

The ultimate goal: to improve litera-
cy rates.

“[Literacy] is very important. One
of our jobs as educators is to instill in
students a love of ready,” Paggi said.
“With that, they turn into lifelong
learners.” 

Literacy
Continued from Page 3A

At Manuel F. Hernandez Elementary School, librarian Marsha Tilley and Rico
Torres, a crossing guard, performed their fourth annual play, “One Fish, Two
Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish,” as part of Read Across America week. ERIC WOOMER

“I told our office staff, if a parent or a
student wants to go home they are al-
lowed to go home without question,”
Hire said. “If there is any inclination
that your son or daughter wants to go
home or you feel like they should be
home, you need to support them in it.”

Some parents weren’t buying it.
“I don’t care about policy and ap-

parently the teachers and staff don’t
know them either,” said Beverly Cox,
an Exeter high school grandparent.
“What they need to do is figure out how
to get trust back in the school.”

Cox said her granddaughter posted
to Facebook recalling the thoughts
that scrolled through her mind when
walking to Friday’s assembly.

“As we walked, we looked at our fel-
low classmates and friends and imag-
ined that we may not see them again.
Many students feared for their lives,”
the student posted. “A child should not
feel unsafe at school. The violence has
to stop.”

Hire said the “fear was real” and
that it was scary for everyone. One of
the ways the superintendent hopes to
increase trust is to build “healthy pro-
fessional relationships” with each stu-
dent on campus. 

Doyal said despite the negative
comments and concerns expressed at
the town hall, she appreciates what
the school does for her students. 

“It takes strong people like [Hire],
the principal and the staff to keep our
school as good as it is,” Doyal said. “We
have an amazing school and if this is
the first time we’ve dealt with this,
then we are a blessed community.”

Exeter
Continued from Page 1A

ibility to help many of those on the
street. 

Those limitations, beyond calling
into question how effectively taxpayer
money is being used, have real human
consequences that people who are
housed may not fully understand.

This, too, is where Thomas has hard-
earned expertise.

“They ought to make a TV show
called ‘Could You Be Homeless?” Thom-
as said. “You take a person to a place
they’ve never been before with no mon-
ey, only the clothes they have on, no cell
phone and they can’t make contact with
their family to bail them out, drop them
off and say, ‘There you go, we’ll be back
in a month.’ Let them go out there and
taste that [expletive].” 

Nationally, 34 percent of the home-
less are sleeping on the streets, rather
than shelters or crashing on couches. In
Kings and Tulare counties, the number
is greater — 58 percent. 

A national epidemic 

Since 2017, homelessness increased
nearly 14 percent in California and now
affects more than 130,000 people state-
wide — a quarter of the nation’s home-
less population, according to U.S. De-
partment of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment.

Over the last five years, homeless-
ness has become a national focus. Bil-
lions of state and federal dollars have
been allocated to agencies to combat
the growing problem. 

Nearly two years ago, California law-
makers approved a $2 billion bond to
help finance rehabilitation and new
housing for the state’s mentally ill
homeless. The Los Angeles Times was
the first to report, though, that money
hasn’t been spent.

The funding has been tied up in court
due to arguments over the bond, which
would use money from Proposition 63,
not meeting the funding requirements.

Prop. 63 — a 1 percent sales tax on the
state’s most wealthy — is earmarked for
those who have been diagnosed with a
mental illness. The tax money is used to
fund services for the mentally ill. 

“We conclude that strong arguments
would support a finding by a court that
the securitization of funding from Prop-
osition 63 to issue housing bonds for
mentally ill homeless individuals is in-
consistent with the intent of Proposi-
tion 63 and that any state contract to se-
cure these bonds would create an un-
constitutional debt,” stated in a 2006
letter from the Attorney General’s Of-
fice. 

If the money were released, it would
only be used to house the mentally ill.
Additionally, there is no timeline on
when the money would be available or
how much each county would get.

Most in Tulare County were unaware
it existed. 

But California, the nation’s most
populated state, still receives the high-
est amount of funding for homeless in
the U.S. — $382.5 million. 

In Tulare County, the growth of
homelessness has been slower due in

part to the increase in funding, accord-
ing to Machael Smith Kings/Tulare
Homeless Alliance‘s (KTHA) executive
director. 

The same can’t be said for Visalia.
Smith says the city is facing an “astron-
omical” increase in chronic homeless-
ness.

Last year, during the annual home-
less count, 853 people were homeless in
the county — 410 of them living in Vi-
salia. 

Visalia Police Chief Jason Salazar
said it’s best practice to triple the num-
ber for a more accurate count. Police re-
ceived that guidance, he said, from
Smith. 

In 2017, Tulare and Kings counties’
Continuum of Care — managed by
KTHA — received $2.3 million from
HUD. Funding for the area increased by
11 percent, according to a National
Homeless Information Project report.

The money helps fund a number of
agencies that work to provide perma-
nent housing and rental assistance to
the chronically homeless. 

Despite the increase, Kings and Tu-
lare counties still receive the lowest
amount of funding in the Central Valley,
according to the report. 

Fresno County Continuum of Care
receives $9.3 million, triple what Kings
and Tulare counties receive. The Kern
County area receives more than $5 mil-
lion.

However, there are counties with
similar populations, with more home-
less, that receive far less than Tulare
County. 

Santa Maria and Santa Barbara
counties’ continuum received $1.2 mil-
lion in HUD funding and reported 1,232
homeless in the counties’ Point in Time
count.

The issue with best practices

The biggest issue in Tulare County
and across the state is the lack of avail-
able housing. 

Perez with Tulare County Housing
Authority said even those who qualify
for Section 8 — the working poor — have
trouble finding open units. 

“For every four vouchers we issue [to
those who qualify for Section 8], only
one of them gets used,” he said. “I think
it’s a common problem.” 

And, the working poor don’t face the
same barriers as the homeless, Perez
added. 

It becomes even more challenging
when factoring in criminal histories,
substance abuse, mental health issues
and extended periods without a renter’s
history — many of the issues facing the
homeless. 

“How do you find that much housing
for the number of people that we serve
when you have folks with Section 8, who
are the working poor, who can’t even get
housing,” said Mary Alice Escarsega-
Fechner, executive director of Commu-
nity Services Employment Training. 

CSET and Turning Point are two of
the larger countywide agencies working

to house and provide supportive ser-
vices to the county’s homeless. 

Along with the lack of housing is the
difficulty in finding landlords willing to
rent to homeless. 

Jody Ketcheside, Turning Point reha-
bilitation, said she currently has enough
funding for 12 units but can’t find land-
lords willing to rent. 

Many landlords require tenants to
make two or three times the cost of rent,
said Smith. 

In other words, a would-be tenant for
a $668 apartment might need an in-
come of two to three times the full year’s
rental cost — a minimum of about
$16,000 to $24,000 a year. Most home-
less people can’t show they earn that
much.

“So even though the program is sub-
sidized, [landlords] won’t even consider
the application,” she said. 

To get around this issue, agencies in-
cluding Turning Point and CSET have
turned to a master-lease system. 

“The leases aren’t in the tenant’s
name. Basically, we are subletting it to
the tenant,” Ketcheside said. “That way
it makes it easier for someone who
might not qualify under other circum-
stances. Sometimes that’s a little more
appealing to a landlord because they
know, no matter what, they are going to
get their money.” 

Escarsega-Fechner said master
leases are “pretty much” the only way
the agency is able to get people housed.

“We are on the hook for it,” she said.
“If something happens to that apart-
ment we have to go in and fix it. If there
are any concerns with the tenant, we
have to deal with the tenant.” 

Additionally, there are not enough
available one-bedroom units in the
county.

“Usually those units are going to be
set aside for elderly or disabled people,”
Perez said.

Agencies will pair people up in order
to get homeless clients housed, which
also creates issues for case managers. 

One woman who has been homeless
for nearly a year said she was placed in
housing through CSET. She was housed
with another woman she didn’t know
and ended up not getting along with. 

The woman, who declined to provide
her name, said she eventually left the
living situation and is back on the
street. 

“I just couldn’t live with her any-
more,” she said. 

More than three-quarters of people
experiencing homelessness — 86 per-
cent — are single and without children,
Smith said. 

“If we’re serving a single person,
which is the majority of the homeless
population, we can’t put one person in a
two-bedroom unless the landlord will
rent to us for the price of a one-bed-
room,” Ketcheside said. “And no one is
doing that.” 

Even if there were enough space to
house the homeless, case managers
face another hurdle. 

“When you look at the waiting list,

even with the funding we have, it barely
sustains what we’re doing,” Escarsega-
Fechner said. “Even if we were able to
put them in housing, we don’t have
enough money to assist those most in
need.” 

There are added expenses for the
cost of living such as furnishing and hy-
giene products, as well as case man-
agers to provide supportive services. 

Pigeon-hole funding

Agencies said the money they have is
earmarked for specific groups of home-
less people such as families, the chron-
ically homeless, victims of domestic vi-
olence, or veterans. 

Much of that money is for rental as-
sistance. 

“When you’re working in a small
community it’s really hard to focus on
one population,” Smith said. “It makes
more sense to have options. You never
know who is going to walk through the
door.”

Many of the programs in Tulare
County that are government funded
must meet strict criteria. 

“It may not always be apparent to
people who ask, ‘Why aren’t you helping
this encampment?’ It’s that perhaps the
funding available doesn’t cover that
group of clients,” Smith said. “It’s some-
what of a challenge.” 

But there are also agencies who need
earmarked funding to function. 

Family Services of Tulare County’s
supportive housing program works on
transitional housing to families who
have fled violent relationships.

It also offers long-term supportive
housing to single people and families
who have been chronically homeless
due to disabilities, mental health prob-
lems, and substance abuse, said Rebec-
ca Peter, FSTC supportive housing pro-
gram manager.

Although FSTC may benefit from the
way money is allocated specifically to
the domestic violence victims and
chronically homeless people it serves,
the agency faces the same challenges as
the others — a lack of housing. 

Taking the next step, together

Any effort to build new housing will
require work on public perception, Es-
carsega-Fechner said. 

“I think it’s very difficult for neigh-
borhoods who don’t want those types of
projects or have preconceived notions
of what those projects are going to be
like,” she said. “In order for us to move
forward as a community and to begin to
address the homelessness issue, you
have to couple the strategies of rental
assistance with housing that’s afford-
able.” 

City officials are looking to lift barri-
ers for low-income developers to build
in the city and also renovate existing di-
lapidated, low-income housing.

“It’s very complex but every one of us
has a role in this. You can’t even begin to
talk about [homelessness] unless you
address the whole regional issue,” Es-
carsega-Fechner said 

This is the first article in a series look-
ing at homelessness in Tulare County.
The next article in this series will focus
on Visalia and Tulare’s role in combat-
ing homelessness. 

Homelessness
Continued from Page 1A

Tulare County receives $1.9 million for rental
assistance to help get homeless people into
housing, a slight increase from 2016.
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