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COMMUNITIES & NEIGHBORHOODS

Women raise the roof for Habitat home

Volunteers building a house and confidence 

LESLIE CONTRERAS Staff  

Earlier this summer, a group of women met each other for the first time with one goal: to build a
Habitat for Humanity home from the ground up.

The 30 women raised 200-pound wooden beam frames above their heads, and painstakingly
pieced together the skeleton of a roof over the course of a Saturday in July - a task that normally
takes Habitat building crews several days.

"I just suddenly realized that I can do some of the building tasks that I didn't think I was capable of
doing," said Carla Ehlers, who helped put up the 20 trusses.

The women are part of Habitat for Humanity's Women Build Program, an initiative that since 1991
has recruited and trained women to build 650 homes in the U.S. through the organization's
affiliates.

The international program focuses on women's ability to move children out of poverty and
substandard housing by building homes.

Although women make up 50 percent of Habitat's volunteers, only 15 percent build homes because
of lack of training and gender stereotypes.

Ehlers helped create the all-female construction crew for Habitat for Humanity Northwest Harris
County to build a three-bedroom, 1,120-square-foot home.

Since beginning work, the group has built the frame, raised the walls, and completed the roof.

The women who come out every Saturday are not experts in construction. Instead, they share a
desire to learn and challenge other people's - and their own - conceptions about what they are
capable of building.

"Never before did I have the guts to go out here and do that," Ehlers said about setting the trusses.

Although the 43-year-old had built tables in her wood shop, as a volunteer with Habitat for the past
six years she was used to being moved behind the scenes.

Often, men would take a tool out of her hand when she attempted to help build at other sites, the 5-
foot woman said.

"What's good for me is understanding that I'm not limited," said Barbara Bobo, 62, a retired
Southwestern Bell employee who led a group of women to install insulation. "We were told this is
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men's work. It's a mind-set you have to overcome."

Her proudest moment, she said, was helping raise the house's walls in one day.

The Women Build Program builds the confidence of women wanting to learn about construction by
offering free training on basic carpentry skills through Lowe's, the program's underwriter. But the
group also provides an environment where women are comfortable learning from each other, said
the program's spokeswoman, Suzanne Lewis-Johnson.

Lara Knight, a 34-year-old elementary schoolteacher in Spring Branch, believes it is this "women
connectedness" that allowed her to learn and grow.

"I am not a do-it-yourselfer, not someone who builds anything," said Knight. But, she added, "as a
woman homeowner, I want to know things about my house."

Over the past month, she went from having no carpentry skills to helping frame the house, build the
roof and deck and put up siding. And she has seen other women grow, she added. For Knight, the
work is a way to help others in need that is more rewarding than writing a check.

"We're changing the lives of families forever," Knight said. "Here's a way I can actually feel, see,
experience a difference."

Jovette Giles, the owner of the Habitat home and a single mother of two children, has worked side
by side with the group as part of work hours that serve as a down payment. She's built strong
relationships with the women and learned about how her new home is made, Giles, 36, said.

"It means everything to me," she said. "I didn't think I was going to own a home."

...

MORE INFORMATION

• About the home: The Women Build Program home, at 5407 Cherie Crest Court, is scheduled for
completion in November. The house is part of a Habitat for Humanity Northwest Harris County
neighborhood, Cherie Cove, which has more than 20 homes.

• Fundraising: The group has raised about $10,000 of the $49,000 needed to fund the home. For
more information on donating or volunteering for this build, call 281-820-2307 or visit
www.habitatnwhc.org.

To find a local affiliate or to start a Women Build program in your area, visit www.habitat.org for
information.
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