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Few Costa Mesa group
homes have applied for a
permit required to remain
open under a new law, city
staff says, and that could be
problematic.

If Costa Mesa’s unli-
censed residential group
home operators don’t sub-
mit a special-use permit ap-
plication within two
months, they will need to
close in the 12 months that
follow – and that could
mean some of the city’s be-
neficial mental health facil-
ities could shut down.

Yet, some operators
might not know about the
looming deadline.

Which operators? The ci-
ty can’t say, because there
is no database that lists the
locations of unlicensed
group homes.

As Costa Mesa attempts
to regulate the unlicensed
facilities, the city has to ba-
lance its concern that it
could unintentionally shut-
ter helpful group homes
with the possibility that it
might be searching for op-
erators that don’t exist.

What city officials do
know is that few group
homes have applied to re-
main open since the appli-
cation period began in early
January. Staff suspects
some facilities may not be
aware of the new law that
regulates them. To spread
the word, the city issued a
press release Monday to
reiterate that applications
are due by April 8. 

“We could have a few of
these group homes, we
could have a lot,” said Jerry
Guarracino, assistant di-
rector of Costa Mesa’s
Community Improvement
Division. “I don’t know at
this point. But they are sub-
ject to the ordinance, so we
want to make sure they get
the word.”

When Costa Mesa
passed an ordinance in Oc-
tober regulating the city’s
unlicensed residential 

Group
home

deadline
looms

Operators that
do not apply for

permit risk
closure.

BY JORDAN GRAHAM
STAFF WRITER

SEE PERMITS ● PAGE 2

t’s Tuesday evening
and Costa Mesa
eighth-grader Sa-
rah plops into a
comfy corner arm-
chair, pencil bet-

ween her manicured fin-
gers, ready to tackle her
math homework.

The shy teen’s cozy
IKEA-laden surroundings
resemble a living room, but
Sarah isn’t at home.

That’s because she’s
homeless – one of more
than 32,000 Orange County
students spending their
nights in motel rooms, shel-
ters, cars, campgrounds or
doubled- and tripled-up in

single-family residences
due to economic hardship.

Simply because she is
homeless, Sarah is far
more likely than her peers 
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Volunteer Thong Tran helps a 13-year-old girl with math at Project Hope Alliance, a Costa Mesa-based nonprofit aimed at ending homelessness
among Orange County children. It has recently focused its efforts on tracking educational progress of 320 Orange County homeless students.

LEARNING TO END
HOMELESSNESS

An 11-year-old boy reads after receiving computer help at Project Hope Alliance.
According to the Costa Mesa nonprofit, 1 in 6 Orange County children are living in
poverty. His older sister is getting extensive tutoring help with math. 

A Costa Mesa nonprofit’s new data
system tracks displaced kids’

academic progress so they don’t
become adults facing hardship.

SEE DATA ● PAGE 3

I Tutors wanted 
Project Hope Alliance
needs more tutors to
help Orange County’s
homeless students.
To volunteer, call
949-722-7863, or go
to projecthope
alliance.org
/volunteer

A World War II pilot is celebrating 90
years of life this month.

Sandy Willford, a former attorney who
has lived in Newport Beach for almost 40
years, celebrated his 90th birthday Feb. 11.
Willford jokes that number is still a shock.

“Ninety years old. I can hardly believe
that,” Willford said.

Willford enlisted in the U.S. Army Air
Corps when he was 18 and went through
cadet training to become a pilot. 

After training new cadets for a while,
he began flying missions around the Pac-
ific Ocean in his P-38 Lightning as 2nd Lt.
Willford.

Willford said he took part in 119 mis-
sions during his time in the war. 

Chris Bassett, Willford’s daughter, sub-
mitted an application to award him with a
Distinguished Flying Cross for a mission
that destroyed a Japanese stronghold
near the end of the Philippines campaign
in 1945.

After returning from the war, Willford
turned down a job with Pan American

World Airways to be-
come a lawyer. He dab-
bled in a little of every
type of law over his ca-
reer – insurance, divorce,
business and even adop-
tion.

“Whatever was a pro-
blem, I was there to help,”

Willford said.
Willford also worked with the city for

years to raise the bridge from Balboa
Coves to allow watercraft to pass under-
neath. He and his late wife, Barbara, had
three children, seven grandchildren and
three great-grandchildren, Bassett said.

Bassett called Willford a wonderful
father who constantly planned activities
for her family, like camping trips and
flights around the country in a small air-
plane. “He was amazing. He wanted us to
enjoy life as much as possible. … We were
in an environment of love all the time,”
Bassett said. 

Newport resident,
WWII pilot, turns 90

BY MEGAN NICOLAI
STAFF WRITER

Willford 
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COURTESY OF CHRISTINE FABIANI

Madison Salon in New-
port Beach participated
in the Knots of Love
cutathon event, raising
almost $5,000 for the
nonprofit that knits and
crochets caps for pa-
tients undergoing can-
cer treatment.
Stylists at the salon
cut and styled hair for a
$50 donation and raf-
fled off items from local
businesses. 
“It was fantastic. They
did a fabulous job,” said
Christine Fabiani, foun-
der of Knots of Love.
“This will help us touch
many more people’s
lives.”
To donate to Knots of
Love or print out a pat-
tern to make a cap, visit
knotsoflove.org.

CUTS FOR
CHARITY
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• Biz to Biz and Biz to Community Networking
• Community Business Retention and Economic Development
• Member to Member Referrals and Discounts
• Workplace Discounts, i.e. Prescription Drug Card and Ofice Depot

SOME CHAMBER MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS
The Costa Mesa Chamber of Commerce Promotes:

• Developing Tomorrow’s Workforce via Scholarships &
School Partnerships

• Web and Print Discounts Advertising Opportunities
• Ribbon Cutting Photos in Local Press and Social Media

www.facebook.com/costamesachamber
www.twitter.com/cm_chamber

714/885-9090
www.costamesachamber.com

NETWORKING EVENTS

1700 Adams Ave. #101
Costa Mesa, CA 92626

Saddleback Newport Mesa
1901 Newport Blvd., Costa Mesa, CA 92627

949/609-8400 | www.saddleback.com

MEET THE CHARITIES MIXER
Thursday, February 19th

5:30 pm - 7:30 pm

at Newport Rib Company
2196 HARBOR BLVD., COSTA MESA

949-631-2110
Come and Meet the Inluential

Charities in Costa Mesa
Hosted appetizers provided by Newport Rib Company

Chamber Members and Friends invited to attend this special evening

For More Information: Contact Kyle Woosley,
President/CEO: 714-885-9090

KWoosley@costamesachamber.com

saddleback church

Caliber Collision
Newport

720 W. 17th Street
Costa Mesa, 92627
949/645-368

www.calibercollision.com

2975 Harbor Blvd., Costa Mesa, CA 92626
(714)751-8433

www.tokyocentral.com

(previously
Marukai)

to perform below grade le-
vel, attend school irregular-
ly and even drop out, ac-
cording to federal and non-
profit statistics. Homeless
students tend to frequently
switch schools, have under-
educated or overworked
parents and lack suitable
spaces to study.

So instead of heading to
where she lays her head,
Sarah spends some week-
day evenings being tutored
at the offices of Project
Hope Alliance, a 25-year-
old Costa Mesa nonprofit
working to ensure home-
less children receive a
proper education so they
don’t end up as homeless
adults.

In that aim to end gener-
ational homelessness, the
nonprofit partnered with
UC Irvine in December to
launch a data collection
system that tracks the aca-
demics and quality-of-life
markers of 320 Orange
County homeless students,
hoping to glean insight as to
why some excel while oth-
ers fail. Project Hope Al-
liance joined a handful of
small nonprofits nationally
that have taken advantage
of cheap, user-friendly
technologies to perform
their own research in a way
that was previously impos-
sible.

“We need to know how
our efforts impact those
who we serve,” said Jennif-
er Friend, Project Hope Al-
liance’s CEO and a self-de-
scribed former motel kid.

“Homeless children are
on average two full school
years behind,” Friend said.
“So we can give a child a
home today, but something
can happen to cause them
to lose their homes. And if
we don’t take a long-term
approach, the numbers are
going to just continue to
grow.”

MAPPING A PERSON
Sarah is more than just a

homeless child. She is a kid
who is learning to play the
guitar, who has three youn-
ger brothers, who main-
tains a group of close
friends and who loves to
play the board game Life,
but complains that the
rules “force you to get mar-
ried and don’t allow you to
get divorced.”

These traits make Sarah
different from the other 319
homeless children in Pro-
ject Hope Alliance’s study,
and the nonprofit aimed to
create a rich baseline data
set to describe her three-di-
mensional nature.

A couple of months back,
Sarah answered a question-
naire that asked her about
nearly everything: her
hopes, fears, extracurricu-
lar activities, friend group,
plans for the future, views
on marriage, stress level
and parental involvement –
all reduced to quantifiable
scales. At the same time,
she took a series of tests de-
signed to assess if she is
academically on track, and
if not, where she requires
the most assistance.

As Friend puts it: If you
don’t know where you
stand, how can you know
how to improve? 

The assessments were
the first of many quarterly
tests Sarah will take over
the next five years as part of
the nonprofit’s research.
Coupled with state test
scores, grades and atten-

dance data supplied by the
Orange County Depart-
ment of Education, the in-
formation will serve to
create a portrait of one
homeless teen moving to-
ward adulthood. Combined
with the data from all the
study’s homeless children,
that information could help
Project Hope Alliance learn
how and when it can inter-
vene most effectively.

The research is far from
pure. Instead, the project is
an exercise in gathering in-
formation to drive real-
time interventions while si-
multaneously analyzing
swaths of raw data to de-
duce connections the team
couldn’t have otherwise.

Do homeless students in
the Big Brothers Big Sis-
ters program score better
on state tests? Are home-
less children enrolled in af-
ter-school music programs
more likely to attend col-
lege? Could children’s cur-
few times predict their
rates of truancy?

CRUNCHING DATA
Project Hope Alliance’s

research would not have
been possible even five
years ago.

But thanks to a drop in
price and a jump in user-
friendliness of data-track-
ing technologies, Project
Hope Alliance and other
small nonprofits have be-
gun to undertake the sorts
of quantifiable research ef-

forts that only large organ-
izations once attempted,
according to Dr. Nicole Es-
parza, a USC assistant pro-
fessor of public policy.

The shift represents the
first step in a markedly dif-
ferent approach to how
some small nonprofits are
beginning to operate – a
move away from “we think
this works” and a step to-
ward a “let me show you
how our donations are be-
ing efficiently allocated and
the data behind why we
made those decisions.”

Esparza said the shift is
being driven in part by a
new breed of social entre-
preneurs with technology
backgrounds, who have
begun making mobile apps
and other programs to
help with the data collec-
tion.

The other driver, she
said, is donors who increas-
ingly want proof that their
money is being used effec-
tively.

“If you are investing your
money, you want to make
sure you can give to the best
nonprofit that does the
most for what you value,”
said Esparza, who special-
izes in nonprofits that work
with at-risk populations.
“It’s a question of what’s in
the black box.

“But this kind of work for
a small nonprofit is still
rare,” she added.

Data collection is only
half the equation. The raw

information means little
unless someone knows how
to extract meaning from
the measurements.

Drawing those connec-
tions is where UC Irvine’s
side of the partnership
comes into play.

Dr. Elizabeth Kaufman, a
professor of psychology
and social behavior at UC
Irvine, helped Project Hope
Alliance tailor the ques-
tions at the launch of the
study so the information
would be easier to measure
as the assessments pro-
gress.

“We were able to take
this state-of-the art re-
search technology and take
it in with what she is doing
and blend the two togeth-
er,” Kaufman said. “I think

building these bridges is
hard, but it needs to be
done more often. It’s impor-
tant that research should
guide the practice and pol-
icy.”

RAPID RE-HOUSING
Though the study’s chil-

dren are homeless at the
start of the research,
Friend hopes they will all be
living in stable homes in the
near future.

As it has since 1989, Pro-
ject Hope Alliance is work-
ing to “re-house” the home-
less children’s families.

If the parents don’t have
enough cash for a security
deposit on an apartment,
the nonprofit will pay it. If
the parents can’t get an
apartment because of their
bad credit, the nonprofit
will cosign the lease.

Last year, the nonprofit
said it found homes for 151
children from 59 families,
at an average of $1,500 per
child.

The parents also answer
the quarterly question-
naires, bolstering the non-
profit’s data set. Project
Hope Alliance even helps
some parents pursue a high
school diploma online and
provides them with tablet
computers to complete the
work remotely.

But Project Hope Al-
liance will continue to mea-
sure the changes that occur
as homeless children and
parents move toward a
more stable existence.

Friend said Project Hope
Alliance is interested in
sharing how the rapid re-
housing of Orange County’s
homeless students will af-
fect their educational ad-
vancement. “We’re pre-
pared to share those find-
ings with whoever wants
them,” she said.

“Innovation yields in-
credible results.” Friend
continued. “We’re in this
for the kids. Why wouldn’t
we want to be better?”

O.C.’s homeless
students at a glance

32,510
homeless children
identified in Orange County
school districts in 2013-14

6.5
percent of O.C.
prekindergarten through
12th-grade students were
homeless in 2013-14

90 
percent of O.C.’s homeless
students are doubled- and
tripled-up in a single home
because of economic
necessity

23
percentage of homeless
children attending grade
school irregularly or not at
all

320
homeless O.C. students
being tracked in Project
Hope Alliance’s education
program

304
O.C. children that Project
Hope Alliance has helped
find a home since March
2012

$1,500
average cost for Project
Hope Alliance to end
homelessness for a child
Sources: Orange County
Department of Education, U.S.
Department of Education
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Project Hope Alliance CEO Jennifer Friend gave up a law partnership to help the home-
less. She describes herself as a former motel kid.

CONTACT THE WRITER:

714-796-7960 or

jgraham@ocregister.com 
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