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ABSTRACT 

THE IDENTIFICATION OF HOMELESS SCHOOL CHILDREN 

MAY, 1992 

RICHARD F. RADFORD, JR., B.A., BOSTON STATE COLLEGE 

M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 

Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 

Directed by: Professor Robert R. Wellman 

Experience, buttressed by a school survey, attested 

to the presence of homeless children in our schools. 

These children evince special needs which demand 

attention, or we may suffer their loss from the school 

systems, and pay a staggering social cost, later. 

The problem is that their special needs cannot be 

met if these children are not identified as homeless, and 

rarely do they self-identify. 

The dissertation develops a screening test for the 

identification of the homeless children in our schools in 

order to treat their special needs. After a pre-test 

survey, the test was piloted at an inner-city school, 

refined, and administered as circumstances suggested. 

The results confirmed the existence of homeless 

children with special needs in the schools. An increased 

ability to identify these children, coupled with enhanced 

teacher training and curriculum development, can help 

retain and treat these children within the educational 

process—and, it is hoped, avoid the social cost. 
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CHAPTER I 

DECADES OF DISPOSSESSION 

Introduction 

For the purposes of this study, homelessness will 

describe anyone not living in their own permanent 

domicile; be it house, apartment, room, or mobile home. 

The homeless will include: pregnant teens in halfway 

houses, families living in abandoned cars, people in 

welfare hotels, and on the streets, as well as those in 

shelters. The homeless designation also includes the 

hidden homeless, those 10 to 20 million people (America) 

xdoubling up7 with friends or relatives. 

Homelessness is no longer either perceptually or 

realistically confined to the stereotyped dregs of 

society, despite widely-held misconceptions that all 

homeless are ragged bag ladies, or male doorway winoes. 

It is a mistaken notion that this disenfranchised segment 

of our population is composed only of single ne'er-do- 

wells, or individuals who choose an unfettered lifestyle. 

There is nothing romantic about the growing numbers of 

urban nomads. Virtually no one chooses to be homeless. 

It is a widespread economic and political phenomenon. 

In fact, homelessness is a heavily contributing 

factor to the disappearance of America's economic middle 

class. Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist, author, and 

social critic David Halberstam notes the rapid devolution 

of our major cities to polarized First World/Third World 
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bastions with no economic middle ground to serve both as 

a buffer and as a spawning ground for the development of 

new wealth, ideas, and energy. 

Homelessness is an economic and political problem, 

not a moral issue. Homelessness is caused by a shortage 

of housing. 

While this statement is obvious enough, it bears 

repeating that homelessness is not a moral issue but a 

political and economic one. Despite bureaucratic 

reticence, hard current statistics indicate there are 

over 3 million homeless people in the United States. A 

recent Congressionally funded study by the nonprofit 

Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation estimates that at 

the present rate of dispossession there will be 19 

million homeless by the year 2000. 

The Campaign for Human Development released a study 

in October 1991 noting that between June 1990 and January 

1991, the ranks of the unemployed grew by 1.2 million. 

The government's own unemployment figures do not argue 

that since 1984, less than a third of unemployed people 

receive unemployment benefits. Can a rise in 

homelessness be far behind? 

There is a dire shortage of affordable housing. 

Some areas of the country have lost as much as 80 percent 

of (formerly) available low income housing stock through 

conversion to luxury offices, apartments, and 

condominiums. 
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Several factors contribute to the paucity of 

affordable housing. In the 80's it was years of a 

booming real estate market, fueled by an elite but 

expanding class of Americans with excess investment 

dollars and upwardly mobile citizens eager to spend 

'disposable' income. That, and a governmentally 

supported economic and tax climate that rewarded high 

tax-bracket investors, were two large reasons. In the 

90's the economic chickens came home to roost. A 

deregulation mindset, and governmental policies which 

have heavily favored the top ten percent of income 

earners while heavily taxing the middle class, coupled 

with a prolonged severe economic downturn, have made the 

American middle class an endangered species. As people 

fall from that class which formerly created and supported 

the largest part of the US housing market, they swell the 

ever-widening pool of homeless. 

During the 80's and 90's different factors 

contributed but the same end resulted; class polarization 

and increased homelessness. 

Indeed, class polarization itself contributes to 

homelessness. One such way is through belittling or 

failing to acknowledge the problem by ascribing to the 

nonperception or misperception of the size or permanence 

of the homeless problem. This 'ostrich reaction', common 

among the 'haves' of society tends, in the long run, to 

exacerbate the problem. 
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Without the leavening of a middle class the other 

two classes are so busy scrambling to maintain the status 

quo that they have no time to create a better society. 

One, the upper class, is kept busy maintaining its 

perquisites and seeking new material acquisitions, while 

the less advantaged class scratches blindly for day to 

day survival. Both classes are too caught up and 

involved to notice or care about dissolution of the 

middle class which once helped support them both. 

In addition to the aforementioned tax legislation 

favoring high-income investors over low-income tenants, 

the federal government has cut federal housing assistance 

programs by over 75% since 1981. 

Other major factors contributing to class polari¬ 

zation and homelessness are: that more than 60 percent of 

Boston's present condominiums were converted from 

(affordable) rent-controlled apartments, and that the 

median rent in Massachusetts rose nearly 40 percent just 

in the four years between 1982 and 1986. In urban areas 

during the same period, rents rose nearly 70 percent. 

Nor have they declined since. Some areas of the country 

have lost as much as 80 percent of available low income 

housing stock through conversion to luxury offices, 

apartments, and condominiums, and the recent federal 

administrations' tax reform laws have eliminated all tax 

incentives for investors and contractors to construct 

or rehabilitate specifically affordable housing. 
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The sad litany continues. In Massachusetts, nearly 

60,000 people are on public housing waiting lists. 

Seventeen thousand in Boston alone. To afford a median 

rent 1-room apartment in Massachusetts requires an annual 

income over $15,000. Working full time, a minimum-wage 

earner grosses about $7,000 a year? less than half enough 

to afford to rent one room. 

Most of the elderly, the sick. General Relief 

recipients, and the unemployed earn less than half the 

amount required to rent, even if they could find a room. 

Tonight in the Commonwealth, 7,000 single adults 

will sleep in derelict cars, abandoned buildings, in 

dumpsters, and under bridges. They will be joined by 

another 20,000 Massachusetts people who, though homeless, 

still manage to hold together as families. 

There is more bad news to come. 

According to a study by the National Housing 

Preservation Task Force, by 1995 another million and a 

half government subsidized rental units can be lost to 

low income people in the market for a roof over their 

heads. (Regional recession could slow this trend in the 

Northeast, though existing rents show no sign of 

lowering.) 

Entitled "At Risk of Loss: The Endangered Future of 

Low Income Rental Housing Resources," the Task Force 

report further estimates that by 2003, the homeless 
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population in America will be greater than the present 

populations of Atlanta, Ft. Worth, Los Angeles, San 

Francisco, Washington, Philadelphia, Chicago, and New 

York City, combined. 

Though much of the horror of the present housing 

crisis can be blamed on callous governance and bandwagon 

greed as developers and homeowners cashed in on the boom 

in property values, part of the problem is due to a 

backfiring of a well-meant policy of the 1960's. 

At the impetus from President Johnson in his War on 

Poverty, and as an attempt to get builders to create 

hundreds of thousands of low-income housing units, a 

public and private partnership was instituted under HUD. 

It worked? affordable housing was built. But now coming 

back to haunt us, is the specter of a clause that was 

part of the deal to entice developers, whereby after 20 

years the owner could pay off the mortgage and either 

raise rents to market value or convert to condominiums. 

Needless to say, the owners are doing just that? 

they will gladly repay 1960's loans with 1990's dollars, 

and they are not bashful about the size of the subsequent 

rent increase or prices of condos. Daily we read of 

families and elderly faced with difficult decisions as 

these units lose their HUD subsidy status and go current 

market value. Pay the rent, or eat? 
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Literature Review 

The foregoing only scratches the surface of the 

problem of homelessness in the nation today. Additional 

information for this study has been culled from 

traditional research publications, as well as from first¬ 

hand experiential knowledge gained from several years of 

working in the homeless/housing field, first as Executive 

Director of the third largest homeless shelter in the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts, then as a Director of the 

Brookline Cooperative Housing Authority, and currently as 

the Executive Director of Home For Now, Inc., a 

transitional housing program. Further information was 

obtained through many interviews, seminars and 

professional gatherings, as well as board and committee 

meetings with the Massachusetts Shelter Providers 

Association, personal and professional correspondence, 

and conversations with national leaders such as activist 

Mitch Snyder and the Community for Creative Non-Violence 

in Washington, DC. 

I will rely less on the usual review of literature 

for dissertations since there is not a very large body of 

literature on the subject of homelessness, although there 

are some related works which touch upon important aspects 

of the problem. 'Classics' of their type, the two best 

examples of current literature on homelessness remain 

Kathleen Hirsch's locally focused study. Songs From The 

Alley, published by Ticknor and Fields in New York in 
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1989, and Jonathan Kozol's, Rachel and Her Children: 

Homeless Families In America, (Crown, New York, 1988). 

Both works show exhaustive use of the pre-existing 

literature. These are the best of the recent literature 

and the closest to what I am doing. The works by Kozol 

and Hirsch provide context for my study and address the 

problem of homelessness in terms of people rather than 

just bricks and mortar. For example, standard media 

nomenclature terms the homeless, "the urban underclass." 

Kozol puts a spin on that, saying, "homelessness 

...creates an underclass, enhances the underclass that 

may have already existed, and, combining newly poor and 

always-poor together in one common form of penury, 

assigns the children of them all to an imperiled life." 

Kozol concentrates on New York's homeless but projects 

his treatment of the subject nationally. 

The Kathleen Hirsch book is virtually free of 

statistics and rather than delineate the problem in 

numbers, she limns it out with the flesh of people. 

Hirsch made the following cogent observation on the 

problem. Homeless families are: 

...Symptomatic of an underlying culture of 
homelessness that pervades American society. They 
are casualties of eroded home and community life: 
the attenuation of our personal relationships; our 
intolerance of (or indifference to) those who fail 
to conform to narrowly prescribed norms? our 
inability to nurture ourselves, our children, our 
aged? our reliance on surrogates to do so whenever 
we can afford them. Homelessness cuts across lines 
of class, age, sex, and race. Our shelters are full 
of people from the suburbs as well as the inner 
city: the aged, the poor, the misfits, and the 
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victims of family violence. We need to understand 
how they get there, understand the relationship 
between some of our most cherished social values— 
achievement, autonomy, and the obsessive pursuit of 
status and wealth at the expense of families and 
communities..• 

Rising homelessness is due, primarily, to a lack of 

affordable housing for the large segment of our 

population considered 'low income'. A lion's share of 

the blame for the present homelessness morass goes to the 

government. Ethics and morality aside, owners are not 

going to forego immense profits without some incentive 

from government. The federal government has had over 20 

years in which to ameliorate the subsidy programs. 

Additionally, this administration has not only ignored 

the problem, but the previous administration exacerbated 

homelessness through virtual elimination of all housing 

programs. Lastly, the Tax Reform Act of 1986 put the 

hammer to low income people by eliminating tax breaks for 

rental property thereby removing incentives, especially 

for the builders and owners of two and three-unit houses. 

Homelessness is, in effect, an "economic 

dislocation." Technology today requires workers trained 

in technology. Most low-income workers today are in 

service industry jobs that pay minimum wages. A minimum 

wage job brings home less than $650 a month. Apartments 

in the metropolitan Boston area average $700 a month. 

Even working two full-time jobs, falling behind is the 

easiest thing in the world to do if the family also wants 

to eat. 
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This problem is further complicated because it 

involves the feminization of poverty, and the vanishing 

black American family. Both the female and the black 

phenomena appear to be further evidence of stratifying 

even within the homeless population? the results of 

economic suppression of an entire class of people. 

Studies show the face of the homeless becoming 

increasingly female and non-white. Experience shows a 

female head of household is the most apt to become 

homeless. 

Homelessness and its resultant familial crisis is 

due largely to greed, poor planning and bad policy 

compounded by governmental inattention and presidential 

neglect. Until recently the homeless have been virtually 

powerless politically? partly, I believe, because they 

do not realize the incredible enfranchisement they 

possess with their inherent media clout, and partly 

because they do not know how to access the political and 

social system. They have ranked as low as prison 

populations in their political powerlessness because they 

have so far comprised a non-constituency. 

The problem of homelessness is too large to be 

solved only by local government. We look to the federal 

government for solutions, but the Department of Housing 

and Urban Development has declared itself "out of the 

housing business." Consider this comparison: the federal 
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government financed 15,000 units of affordable housing in 

Massachusetts in 1979; less than 2,000 units in 1987. 

While the federal housing programs have been cut 

more than 75 percent, the military budget has doubled. 

In 1980, seven defense dollars were spent for every 

housing dollar. Recently, that ratio rose to forty-four 

to one! 

Then factor in the recent war in the Persian Gulf 

region, and the Savings and Loan bailout scheme. The 

impact of those on the spending ratio and demand for new 

tax income is presumed to be negative. Under these 

conditions homelessness has to rise. 

Boston Mayor Raymond Flynn's administration 

calculates a 15 percent homeless census increase for 

winter 1992 over the winter of 1991. This does not 

factor in the incipient increase due to continued rising 

unemployment and severe recession in the Northeast, 

particularly Massachusetts. 

Families are the single fastest-growing segment of 

the homeless population nationally, as well as locally. 

The approximately 4,000 families who are presently 

homeless nightly in the Commonwealth represent a nearly 

100 percent increase since 1989. 

Echoing poet John Donne in his Devotions, when he 

said 'no man is an island', Kathleen Hirsch wrote (p. 

410) : 
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Families that have been forced to deal with a 
homeless relative have long since lost the luxury of 
complacent detachment or sentimentalized concern. 
They know the homeless are not an anonymous 
aggregate but are individuals, each related to us in 
a vital and intimate way. 

The fastest growing segment of the mushrooming 

homeless population is families. Families make up 74 

percent of the homeless in Massachusetts. Families are 

the single fastest-growing segment of the homeless 

population nationally, as well as locally. 

A conservatively estimated 30,000 Massachusetts 

people are homeless at this writing. Despite widely-held 

misconceptions that all homeless are winoes or bag 

ladies, families make up three quarters of that 30,000 

figure. That correlates with the estimated more than 

200,000 children living in poverty (including the 

homeless and imminently homeless) in Massachusetts who 

need nutritional and emotional outreach, as well as 

medical and educational attention. 

This is a new population, ...Many are people who 
were working all their lives. When they lose their 
jobs they lose their homes. When they lose their 
homes they start to lose their families too. (Kozol, 
p. 4) 

To families trying to cope with not having a roof 

over their heads, education is not the first priority. 

Society and the state, however, have obligations that go 

beyond merely providing shelter. The children of 

homeless families are showing obvious deleterious effects 

educationally. As Hirsch said: 
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Homelessness begins at home... where families no 
longer function as units that emotionally support 
their members. Where family life is continually 
sacrificed to long hours of work in environments 
that all but deny the existence of families. The 
absence of leave and sick-day policies for working 
parents and the indifference to the pressures of 
child care continue to force adults to make 
unworkable compromises In the quality of their 
lives. —Where under these pressures, and others, 
including the lack of skills to command even 
subsistence-level wages, adults inflict their 
frustration and self-contempt on the weak... 
shattering in them the psychological coherence 
essential to self esteem and full, productive 
lives... Trapped under such pressures in our home 
lives, we find ourselves attached only provisionally 
to our communities which in turn are sapped of the 
vital energy needed to sustain our more dependent 
neighbors. (We)... are simply left to our own 
devices, a cruel form of social Darwinism. Too many 
of (us) neglected, become undesirable vagrants on 
our street corners. 

Turning our attention directly to Massachusetts; it 

is calculated by various Human Service agencies that 

between 6,000 and 8,000 different families in the 

Commonwealth will need emergency shelter over the course 

of this coming year (1991/92). 

One-third of our nation's single mothers are paying 

75% of their income for housing. In Massachusetts, a 

family receiving maximum Aid for Dependent Children 

(AFDC) and food stamps is still 22% below the poverty 

level. Across the country, one in four children under 

age six falls below the poverty line, a total of 5 

million children. 

Even the threat of homelessness can affect the 

entire family dynamic, and impact the developmental 

process in children. Especially as they develop in the 
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educational process and system, and most especially if 

this 'family' is already weakened by poverty and/or 

single parenthood. 

Homelessness is a problem which resonates into all 

facets and aspects of our national society. The problem 

of educating our homeless population stems from the sad 

reality of a widespread high rate of homelessness across 

America today. Having no regular domicile also 

exacerbates other pre-existing or concurrent problems 

such as nutritional shortfall, medical and mental 

illness. Further, there are spill-over societal 

problems, or problems which homelessness precipitates, 

magnifies, or contributes to, such as behavioral or 

academic problems in the school system. 

Most affected by homelessness are families, thereby 

inexorably placing homeless children in our schools; 

children with special needs. 

Studies by Sarason (1982), Boyer (1983), and others 

show children of higher income groups already have a 

better chance at a better education due in part to the 

home environment. We cannot afford to become a nation 

where quality education is available only to the 

economically advantaged. One result of the dimunition of 

a viable middle class is a widening education gap which 

contributes to further polarization in this country. 

According to the Campaign for Human Development, the 
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United States has the highest child poverty rate among 

the eight major industrialized nations. 

We mentioned that homelessness already creates or 

exacerbates problems of behavior, socialization, and 

certainly academic performance, all of which contribute 

to dropout. If being homeless affords lesser opportunity 

for education, or otherwise diminishes the quality or 

availability of education, something must be done to 

amend the situation. 

In the eight years of the Reagan regime, spending on 

low income housing was cut by almost 80 percent. This 

trend has not been ameliorated in any way by the Bush 

administration. That, coupled with wholesale condominium 

conversions, the loss of hundreds of rooming houses and 

lodging houses in communities across the country, and a 

shrinking pool of all other affordable housing has made 

the eighties and the nineties the decades of 

dispossession. 

The general problem of homelessness guarantees that 

there are homeless children in our schools; children 

evincing special needs by virtue of their homelessness 

Homeless special needs youngsters need special 

treatment, and probably need unique strategies and 

approaches to curriculum, but no one is presently taking 

this into account or doing much about it. At least there 

are no large-scale efforts. My early research, coupled 

with my experience as a shelter director, homeless 
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advocate, and teacher, all agree that so far these 

youngsters are, to a large extent, being overlooked and 

thereby underserved. Assuming at the outset that 

homeless children bring to the school setting a 

particular set of special needs, it stands to reason they 

cannot be helped unless they are identified. 

To broadly paraphrase Kathleen Hirsch, homelessness 

is the problem? this is where our most disadvantaged 

youngsters are coming from. So the problem is that we 

have a bunch of homeless children in our school systems; 

not all from shelters, but homeless nevertheless. By 

virtue of their circumstances these are, in fact, special 

needs children and must be treated as such. 

If we can find out who the homeless children are in 

our schools, we can attempt to attend to their special 

needs. But first we must identify the students who are 

homeless. The primary purpose of the following study is 

to aid in the identification of homeless students. I 

believe a screening test can be devised to help identify 

them. To that end I will develop and refine a pilot test 

to do so. Based on the results of that test, as a 

secondary purpose, I will discuss curriculum needs for 

students once identified. Then, as an ancillary purpose 

I will address staff development procedures, in general, 

to deal with their special needs. 
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CHAPTER II 

IDENTIFICATION 

The Initial Problem 

It was noted briefly in Chapter I that the children 

of homeless people are especially at risk of failing in 

our public schools. Homeless youngsters in school have 

special needs that are largely unaddressed due to lack of 

identification. I saw this lack as a shelter worker and 

as a teacher, and undertook a series of interviews which 

confirmed the need for some method of identification of 

these youngsters. Therefore, the major purpose of this 

study is to articulate a mechanism for identifying these 

youngsters and throw some light on their special needs. 

It was my suspicion going into this study that 

homeless children were being underserved in our 

educational system. Underserved I suspected, because the 

dropout rate would be high, and underserved because when 

they attended school the needs they presented as homeless 

children were not being addressed in all cases. This 

underservice was not necessarily because of inattention 

or lack of effort on the part of the people in the 

educational system, but through lack of identification. 

Youngsters who are not known to have special needs stand 

a good chance of not having those needs met. 

Recalling the earlier citation that families 

presently comprise one-third of the homeless in the 

United States and constitute the overwhelming majority of 
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the growing numbers of new homeless, one wonders about 

the tremendous negative impact homelessness must be 

making on all of American society. 

The negative fallout from homelessness permeates all 

phases of our national life. As a publicly proclaimed 

'caring society' we have a moral obligation to house our 

people. Until that goal has been achieved we must 

recognize a special debt to the most vulnerable portion 

of the homeless population, the children. 

Nothing so quickly rends the fabric of family life 

as homelessness. The lack of affordable housing, which 

results in homelessness and creates a root-less transient 

family, breaks the traditional home/school/church bond. 

This lack of a home and the breakdown of the family unit 

has a terrible effect in every phase of family life 

including its physical welfare and psychology. The most 

vulnerable to adverse affects are the children—they 

suffer the most. 

And one of the most serious adverse affects to 

homeless children is to their education. Maintenance of 

a Democratic society as we know it depends upon equal 

access to education by all levels of that society. Each 

successive generation must be able to aspire to a better 

life (better jobs, better housing, better education) than 

the generation preceding, or the will to achieve and 

prevail subsides and society's spirit stagnates and 

eventually collapses in upon itself. If the aspiration 
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level of a generation is lower than that of its parents, 

that collapse of society is geometrically accelerated. 

Education is the first-class ticket to upward mobility. 

Most working people in this country with steady¬ 

paying jobs seldom stop to think that a few weeks without 

a paycheck, and much of the middle and lower economic 

segments of our society would themselves become acutely 

vulnerable to homelessness. When quality education is 

available only to the economically elite, a two class 

society is inevitable? the super-rich, and the super¬ 

poor. 

Having no regular domicile also exacerbates other 

pre-existing or concurrent problems such as medical and 

mental health problems. Medical problems such as delayed 

or omitted immunization and elevated blood lead levels 

are common among homeless children due to the generally 

old and substandard housing they have had, when they had 

it. Furthermore, reported physical abuse and neglect 

rates far exceed rates among children of similar low 

socioeconomic status. Mental health status indicators 

including statistics on suicide, in-patient and out¬ 

patient committals, and psychiatric referrals all 

correlate with the increased negative physical health 

figures. 

Further, there are spill-over societal problems, or 

problems which homelessness precipitates, magnifies, or 

contributes to, such as behavioral and academic problems 
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in the school system. This high social cost is but a 

bomb with a time-delayed fuse if homeless children are 

not identified within the system; identified that they 

may be helped. Homeless children in our school systems 

manifest special needs, problems which can only be 

addressed and mitigated if the students are identified. 

As noted in Chapter I, the very threat of 

homelessness affects the family dynamic, and counter¬ 

influences the developmental process in children. (see 

case study in Appendix D) There is a marked scoring 

superiority of children of homeless but intact families, 

whether one or two-parent units as opposed to children of 

dispersed families. We can only imagine the affect on 

dispersed and homeless children. 

A recent report revealed that 43% of homeless 

children do not attend school (HandsNet 89). Although 

the present study does not address them, we cannot help 

but note with dismay that for homeless children not going 

to school results in even more severe developmental lags, 

depression, and multiple interpersonal and socialization 

disorders. It also perpetuates the cycle of 

homelessness. 

Children the Typical Homeless 

The current federal system which places housing so 

low on the priority list makes homeless children the 

majority among the total homeless population. Children 

are now considered the typical homeless person. 
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Given their chaotic living circumstances and the 

lack of a stable, cohesive home environment with some 

degree of privacy, the socialization needs of homeless 

people are immense—and tend to increase the longer one 

is homeless. This impacts young children the greatest 

because the chaos occurs during their formative years. 

No longer can a teacher or administrator travel around 

their school district or walk through neighborhoods 

contiguous to the school building and point out the 

houses in which the families of their students live. 

Today we could ask, do they live in a tent, a welfare 

hotel, or a homeless shelter? Do they even live in this 

school district? 

In addition to socialization problems, homelessness 

also produces a high percentage of (predominantly 

adolescent) runaways. Very elevated runaway rates per 

one thousand of documented homeless adolescents points to 

their desire to get away from shelters, and for relief 

from the stigmatic brand of homelessness. My surmise is 

that these street-wise youngsters are better at evading 

documentation by authorities and remaining and surviving 

underground than more traditionally housed children. 

These skills could probably translate beneficially to a 

school setting. 

Educators report a measurable behavioral and crime 

problem among homeless youngsters attending school who 

have diminished and warped values. Values that are 
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shaped, for the most part, by the street, rather than by 

the family. 

Homeless children also suffer from the reduction 

syndrome, whereby results are diminished because of 

reduced expectations. There is a perceptibly lower 

standard of expectations for homeless children that seems 

to begin with the parent or parents and the child, and 

which definitely permeates the school systems, with very 

rare exceptions. Young people are no different that the 

rest of humanity when it comes to performing only up to 

the level of expectation. 

Transportation is more of a problem for homeless 

school children than for others because shelters and 

welfare hotels tend to be off established school bus 

routes thereby costing more. Youngsters crossing school 

district boundaries to go to school creates an almost 

insurmountable bureaucratic problem to some school 

districts. And many shelter children will get off a bus 

blocks away rather than let others know where they live. 

Both in the classroom and in the shelter I was 

witnessing that often for a homeless person to establish 

official residency without a permanent address is a 

definite problem in many school districts. Even with an 

address, identification is often difficult because of the 

stigma attached to homelessness in general, but among 

peer adolescents in particular. That, plus lack of 

records, elevates the harassment level to bureaucracies 
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while multiplying the volume of red tape, all of which 

detract from education. 

The same study which shows a 43 percent dropout rate 

also points out that 57 percent of the homeless children 

do attend school. This percentage was nowhere reflected 

in the reporting of homelessness in any of the schools 

surveyed. 

That much I knew from experience? I suspected there 

were other special needs, but I also knew these 

youngsters were doing their best to hide their homeless 

status from peers and school staff. 

Because these homeless youngsters are in school, the 

aim is first to identify them, and then to provide some 

hints as to the kinds of special needs they have—which 

will emerge somewhat from the identification process. 

What initially led me to this investigation was my 

direct experience both as a teacher and as a shelter 

director. First conversations, then interviews with 

teachers and administrators as they articulated problems 

the few known-to-be homeless youngsters had, their 

(staff) desire to help them, their suspicions that there 

were more students who they were not certain were 

homeless, and how seldom these homeless youngsters were 

identified in order to be helped. 

My earliest observations and interviews made 

obvious the point that homeless youngsters are in our 

schools. We know they are there, we assume they have 

23 



special needs, but to this point the students have not 

been adequately identified, and thus inadequately helped. 

Therefore it was my suspicion going into this study that 

homeless children were being underserved in our 

educational system, and the major initial reason for this 

underservice was due to lack of identification. 

Nothing so quickly rends the fabric of family life 

as homelessness. The lack of affordable housing breaks 

the traditional home/school/church bond. Families 

comprise one-third of the homeless in the United States 

and constitute the overwhelming majority of the growing 

numbers of new homeless. 

The increasing numbers of homeless youngsters in our 

public schools present special needs and although they 

try not to be identified as homeless, they must be 

identified in order to be helped. So the first step is 

to identify the homeless youngsters in our schools. 

As identification is the initial problem, then my 

refined major purpose is to develop and test a screening 

test—a homeless aptitude screening test (HAST)— which 

will help to identify homeless students. The form and 

structure of this test will have to take into account how 

difficult identification is because of the stigma of 

homelessness and recognize the expectation that most 

youngsters will expend serious efforts to avoid 

identification. 
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What I expect to come out of increased 

identification of the homeless children in school beyond 

increased awareness of their existence, is more accurate 

reporting of their numbers, and a better understanding of 

their special needs. Then, guided by the results of the 

screening test, I expect to ultimately make 

recommendations to serve the special needs of those 

youngsters identified. 

Finally, in light of the foregoing, some suggestions 

will follow from the results of the test. Based upon 

identification and confirmation that we are dealing with 

special needs youngsters, an additional purpose will be 

to discuss the implications of the study for teacher 

training and in-service education for staff because these 

students may require compensatory education and/or 

special environments. In order to implement all this we 

need to train teachers. As an ancillary goal I will 

recommend staff development mechanisms and suggest 

professional training to help teachers to identify and 

then deal with this special needs category of youngsters 

in the schools. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE PILOT TEST 

Determining the Need and the Means 

Having personally perceived the need to identify 

homeless youngsters in school, I determined to discover 

if those individual perceptions were more generally held. 

If this proved to be the case and I wanted to address the 

problem, then I would need to develop some method of 

screening these youngsters out from the general school 

population, and the method itself would have to be tested 

to see if it worked. 

The Need 

As a shelter worker I knew that certainly most 

homeless children were going to school, but as a teacher 

I was not seeing them in school. From previous social 

service work and my present position in a transitional 

housing program, I also knew that there is a high social 

cost to be paid later if homeless children are not 

identified within the system—identified that they may be 

helped. 

Having suspected that the homeless children in our 

school systems have special needs—needs that are 

underserved due to lack of identification, and hoping to 

ground my assumptions, I determined to test my hypothesis 

with a series of interviews with experts, people who 

grappled daily with the problem. To this end I set up 
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and took part in a systematic series of interviews with 

school experts. 

To see if my suspicions were based on fact, the 

initial goal of the interviews was to attempt to 

discover: 

a. If known homeless students indeed presented 

special needs or problems. 

b. If homeless students scored lower in basic 

testing or performed in general more poorly than 

regularly domiciled students. 

c. How the dropout rate of homeless students 

compared with the school-wide rate. 

The majority of homeless people reside in urban 

areas; hence, the majority of homeless students are in 

urban systems. So I chose urban settings for the 

interviews because that is where the homeless are 

concentrated and the dropout rates are higher. Sixty 

three percent of all dropouts are from urban school 

districts. And, of all students who fail the 

Massachusetts Department of Education Basic Skills 

Testing Program, 54% are enrolled in urban schools (1 in 

4, vs. 1 in 6, statewide). Dropout rates are higher in 

urban school systems and test scores are lower. These 

facts also influenced the choice of settings for the 

pilot test, later. 
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Interview Methodology 

The interviews took place at the schools where each 

participant worked. We met face to face and thirteen 

subjective questions around the issue of homeless 

youngsters in school (e.g. How do homeless children 

compare in testing?) were presented orally by the 

interviewer. A total of 12 individuals were interviewed, 

including 2 students (interviewed independently) and a 

mixture of ten faculty, administrative personnel, and 

school staff. 

Questions were asked from a typed sheet in random 

order depending on the direction of interview, but each 

respondent was eventually asked all 13 questions. 

Sufficient time and latitude was structured to allow 

respondents free rein in their answers, (see complete set 

of interview questions in Appendix A) 

The responses, primarily subjective, and in 

narrative form, ranged from: "Gee, I'm not sure we have 

any here," —to a disclosure of eleven homeless students 

who were known personally by a trusted staff person. 

That staff person might sometimes disclose that there 

could be as many as three or four others that had not 

been identified. 

Synthesizing the interview responses I grouped them 

into three general conclusions. 

1. That homeless students indeed have special 

needs, and manifest behavioral problems. They are often 
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sleepy and tend to act out, or at least, act defensively. 

There were noticeable chips on the shoulders of those 

identified as homeless. They know each other, but tend 

to form a conspiracy of anonymity against the rest of the 

school population. They also tend to remain anonymous so 

the other youngsters won't label them 'shelter rats'. If 

they share confidences with staff, it is usually only 

with the school nurse, or a very trusted teacher. 

2. The interviews did not track or catalogue 

students who had dropped out before the ninth grade. 

However, despite the high runaway rate, the dropout rate 

of those we could track—those homeless students still 

attending school—compared favorably with the school-wide 

rate. There appears to be a high level of determination 

to stay on the part of these homeless students including 

the pregnant teens who live in halfway houses and even 

the children commuting long distances daily on the public 

transportation system. 

3. Homeless students did score lower on tests, 

generally. These scores were not quantified, but the 

respondents agreed that homelessness contributed to low 

scores. All involved made the disclaimer that they could 

only speak of those students whom they have identified as 

homeless. Thus, identification emerged as the primary 

and initial necessity to helping homeless youngsters in 

our schools. 
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The interviews had provided some surprises. 

Although basically they confirmed my hypothesis of the 

need for a test they also, as research often does, put 

some added spin on my future study by the strength of the 

emphasis of the importance of identifying the homeless 

youngsters in order to help them. The key is 

identification. 

The Means 

The series of interviews had confirmed my personal 

observations, and highlighted the need to identify 

homeless children in school. The interviews had also 

corroborated the importance of treatment of the suggested 

special needs among homeless students, and fully 

convinced me of the need for a comprehensive test. 

Although veering from the initial goals, 

identification had emerged as the primary necessity. The 

results of the interviews articulated some problems 

homeless youngsters have, and hinted at more. It further 

intimated that staff has a desire to help the homeless 

youngsters, and elucidated how seldom they were 

identified in order to be helped. It appeared some sort 

of screening test, first to measure a student's aptitude 

for homelessness, then to confirm or disprove it, was the 

most likely method to work. I felt a helpful and 

effective method of identification would be a screening 

test that neither threatened the student's anonymity nor 

forced their admission. As far as I can tell there is no 
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such test currently available. At least I could find 

none in the literature, nor did I know of any 

experientially. 

In light of the results and discoveries found in the 

interviews, I believed a non-intrusive questionnaire 

could be devised that would help identify homeless 

students who could then be referred to faculty or 

administrators sensitive to their needs. The idea is: we 

cannot help them if we do not know who they are. If we 

can identify a student who is homeless, then the hope is 

we can be more sensitive to their special needs and avoid 

behavioral problems, academic failure, or dropping out. 

Therefore, I developed a test to screen and identify 

homeless youngsters so that ultimately their special 

needs can be addressed. The Homeless Aptitude Screening 

Test (a copy of which is found in Appendix B) is not a 

rigid, written-only test, but an adaptable assessment 

procedure that includes written questions and personal 

interviews. And which requires teachers to be facile in 

its implementation. A test which will obviously require 

staff training. 

I first piloted the Homeless Aptitude Screening Test 

(HAST) with six students at an inner-city school. The 

pilot illuminated the need for some refinement. I made 

those revisions in order to make HAST ready for testing 

of a larger group. I will describe both the revisions 

and the larger group testing in Chapter IV. 
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Then I will take the data from that further testing 

and follow-up dialogue to come up with viable educational 

alternatives for this special needs category. 

Why These Students? 

In the 1988/89 school year, 825,409 students were 

enrolled in Massachusetts public schools. Forty-two 

percent of this student total were enrolled in urban 

school districts. That year 14,000 students age 16 or 

older dropped out of those Massachusetts schools, a rate 

of 5 percent. At that rate, 20 percent of the 

prospective class of 1992 would not finish high school. 

In urban schools the rate was 8.9 percent, nearly double 

the statewide rate, projecting to a four year cumulative 

urban rate of 35 percent. 

The school was selected because of its preponderance 

of minority students, reflective of most urban schools. 

Thus, an inner city high school situated in a high crime 

urban community was chosen for this pilot. 

Enrollment breakdown of 761 students. 

Black 603 
White 25 
Hispanic 89 
Asian 40 
Native American 4 

The daily attendance figures were reported at 81 

percent, with 70 percent of the students opting for 

higher education. 

The Homeless Aptitude Screening Test consists of a 

written phase designed to flag likely homeless students, 
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followed by a second phase with a personal interview 

designed to stimulate dialogue which may help to confirm 

the findings of Phase I. 

In Phase I there are nine written non-directive 

questions such as: "Which is your favorite meal; 

breakfast/ lunch/ dinner/ —Why?” 

The questions should be asked in a block, preferably 

on a separate sheet of paper, and "scored" or evaluated 

by the same person who conducts the Phase II nuanced 

interviews and dialogues with those referred. 

For Phase II it was felt that the kind of 

information being sought was primarily subjective in the 

first place, and secondly, could only be attained face to 

face and qualitatively, reordering and restating the 

questions as individual circumstances dictated. 

"Scoring" HAST phase I must be done manually, as any 

answer can unearth likely homeless students and 

precipitate a nuanced interview. Though all answers are 

subjective, the worst that can happen is that more 

students will receive personal attention. 

After a student has been referred or flagged by the 

intake test (Phase I) a personal interview (Phase II) 

will be arranged with those identified as homeless by the 

intake battery, and with those students referred as 

possibly homeless by faculty or other students. The 

interview phase should confirm if they are indeed 

33 



homeless, and serve as a starting point for formulating a 

treatment plan. 

Using the interviewer's own instincts and 

interviewing skills, as well as sensitivity to the 

immediate situation, the goal is to generate discussion 

out of which will flow information. Each student will be 

different and will react differently; each student comes 

in with a different level of trust or distrust. 

The dialogue which follows each suggested discussion 

generator is designed to help the interviewer both direct 

and nuance the session, and interpret the response. 

In Phase II there are seven discussion generators 

such as "Can I borrow your keys for a second?", followed 

by suggested possible dialogues. 

This dialogue can be the most revealing exchange. 

For example, the interviewer somehow manufactures an 

excuse to ask for keys; gum on shoe, scrape a rough spot 

on a fingernail, rub a lottery ticket? whatever. The 

rationale is that most homeless people, (especially 

youngsters) do not have keys. Hence? keys assume (often 

subconsciously) almost mythic power and significance. 

This is not infallible, but certainly the chronically 

homeless youngsters and those in shelters are very less 

apt to have house (or car) keys. 

Any one of the proposed questions may be enough to 

get the student to admit homelessness or tell the 
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interviewer tacitly or explicitly that they would admit 

it—if they trusted them more. 

Conclusion 

The pilot was administered in order to test the 

effectiveness of the screening test and to facilitate the 

identification of homeless children for the purpose of 

being sensitive to, and addressing their special needs. 

The test was devised to help identify homeless school 

children, whom we believe to be underserved in light of 

the earlier material presented and the interviews. 

Knowledge of the source of a student's special need 

affords staff the opportunity to tailor the treatment. 

This should enhance academic performance as well as head 

off potential behavioral episodes which could adversely 

affect the student or the student body at large. 

Eventual referral of identified students will be handled 

according to the policy of the particular school or 

system. 

Identification is important, and the proper referral 

and treatment of the identified student is also crucial, 

but both are secondary to the paramount right to privacy 

of the individual student. Due to the necessary 

sensitivity to the rights of individual students, those 

ultimately identified may never be labeled such, or 

explicitly called homeless, and thus helped, unless they 

also self-identify during dialogue, by admission of their 

need. Nonetheless, given the stigma still attached to 
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homelessness, the overriding imperative has to be to 

protect the anonymity of the student who wishes to remain 

so. 

The Homeless Aptitude Screening Test will increase 

the number of youngsters identified. Handled with 

sensitivity it will also pave the way for the student's 

admission? but, the disclosure cannot be forced. The 

student who is suspected but not proven homeless can also 

be given special needs treatment. Better to have a 

student in the system and underserved, than prematurely 

out of the system. 

The data gathered in the pilot buttressed the 

general findings of the interview phase and personal 

suppositions: that youngsters are not generally being 

identified by existing systems and that the data gathered 

will disclose, as did the interviews, that there are 

indeed special needs. The kinds of special needs 

disclosed in the pilot are behavioral, nutritional, 

social, and of the attention disorder type. 

Based upon the outcome, and special needs areas that 

were opened by the interviews—and that have been 

confirmed by pilot-testing HAST—it is also confirmed 

that the nature of the problems demands staff and teacher 

training solutions. I will ultimately suggest staff and 

teacher development approaches to enhance identification. 

Expert, experienced test givers were used to help 

administer and refine the test in situ. Based on the 
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pilot, there should be a high degree of common sense 

reliability that can be expected from the HAST. It 

should be verifiable via the increased numbers of 

homeless students identified, and measurably meaningful 

in terms of the positive impact on the lives of these 

marginal youngsters and helping them stay in school. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE HOMELESS APTITUDE SCREENING TEST 

Complete Testing 

In this section we will look at the type of 

questions used in the Homeless Aptitude Screening Test, 

and report on what full testing of it revealed. I will 

first briefly discuss the changes that pilot testing HAST 

precipitated, and lastly, present some representative 

profiles of those tested. 

Changes 

In light of the experience with the pilot test, I 

made some alterations for future administration of the 

HAST. In Phase I, some semantic changes were made 

because of gradations of focus, and escalation of 

intensity from Phase I, to Phase II. Furthermore, the 

addition of a tenth screening question seemed advisable. 

Indeed, the number of questions in Phase I may ultimately 

be doubled. 

Among other changes in Phase II, number six was 

deleted as redundant and replaced with a more efficient 

and telling indicator. For a full comparison of the 

pilot and final versions of the test, as well as of 

Phases I and II, see Appendix B. 

The HAST Questions: A Summary 

The questions in both Phase I and Phase II evolved 

both from out of the research and questioning done during 
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the initial series of preliminary interviews as mentioned 

in chapter three, and from an acute sensitivity I had 

developed as a questioner. This sensitivity, as well as 

an appreciation for effective questions, was acquired 

over several years as a consultant and honed during the 

conducting of over a thousand screening interviews for 

the court system. Interviews with—if not explicitly 

hostile interviewees, at least wary ones—wary that their 

answers could trap them into admissions of guilt or cost 

them in terms of severity of sentence. 

As type models, established tests such as the 

Michigan Alcohol Screening Test (MAST) and the Minnesota 

Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) were very 

helpful. Helpful in the main not because of their length 

or information sought, but because that which they are 

seeking is not blatantly obvious to the average 

interviewee. 

Foremost for my purposes and especially because the 

subjects for HAST are young students, is the need for the 

entire screening procedure to be non-threatening; 

therefore the questions need to be indirect. So indirect 

that if their thrust is detected it is only gradually so, 

and the interviewee's awakening is gradual and 

cumulatively so. 

If the interviewee "tips” early or is hyper¬ 

sensitive to the direction, or rebels, he may question 

the interviewer, "Why are you asking me about 

39 



homelessness?” This may be of the order of perhaps he 

doth protest too much, and thus precipitates the 

opportunity or opening for the interviewer to ask, "Why 

does that bother you?" Or, in another way to become 

direct or confrontational early by responding, "Have you 

ever been homeless?" 

The HAST questions are indirect and of a repetitive 

nature, i.e. not directly repetitive, although some were 

before editing, but repetitive in the sense they all 

orbit tacitly around the subject of homelessness. 

Standing by themselves some of the questions are of 

no particular relevance except when taken in conjunction 

and in the context of another answer. For example, 

responses to numbers 2 and 3 taken together might prompt 

the interviewer to wonder: "If dinner is your favorite 

meal (#2), but you always eat out (#3)—how can you 

afford to do that?" Food questions are strictly for 

youngsters, and mainly for indirection. 

It is perhaps important to note again that all the 

questions are designed with the intention of being 

openers to conversation, dialogue prompters. No single 

question is by itself definitive as an indicator or 

'proof' of homelessness, but there is a definite 

cumulative effect. For example: if a youngster worries 

about being homeless, that is not damning. But if they 

worry about becoming homeless, and know the locations of 

specific shelters, and admit to having eaten some meals 
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in a shelter or at a soup kitchen—chances are they have 

more than a passing interest in the subject. 

Data: Phase I 

The full test was administered by myself and two 

other interviewers? a White male and a Black female, both 

from the subject site. We started with 25 students 

taking Phase I. The students, chosen by the school's 

Clinical Coordinator for Special Education, were 

primarily selected on the basis of their availability and 

willingness to participate, although the Coordinator knew 

of my interest in finding correlations between 

homelessness and problems in school. Some of the 

information has been supplemented by school records, and 

the interviewers' familiarity with the students. 

Gender and ethnic distribution of twenty five students: 

11 male: 3 White 8 Black 0 Hispanic. 

14 female: 2 White 10 Black 2 Hispanic. 

Grade: All four upper grades, freshman through senior 

classes were represented. 

Age: The ages of the participants ranged from fifteen to 

nineteen years old. 

Parentage: 13 students listed both parents (over 50%). 

12 stated single parents. 

General: Almost one third (8) of the original 25 

participants in Phase I were Special Education students. 

Geography: Of the 25 students involved in Phase I, 
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eighteen were from the Inner City, five from the Outer 

Neighborhoods, and two were from Outside. 

The students who tested came from various points 

around the city, to which I arbitrarily assigned three 

general geographical designations: 1. Inner City—which 

meant the contiguous neighborhoods around the school, or 

within walking distance, and those that could be reached 

by a ten to fifteen minute transit ride. 2. (The) Outer 

Neighborhoods— those sections of the city which were 

within the city limits yet out of the school district, 

which probably meant that the student had to elect to go 

to that particular school and far enough away that the 

commute by public transit could take up to an hour daily 

each way. 3. Outside— by which I mean beyond the city 

limits or in city neighborhoods distant enough in terms 

of geography, economics, ethnicity and other demographics 

to be of another world. 

Post Phase I 

Excluded from invitation to further participation in 

HAST after Phase I were nine of the original 25. Those 

(9) students not asked to continue to Phase II were: one 

male (white) and eight females— 1 White, 6 Black, 1 

Hispanic. 

The oldest student tested (nineteen), and the 

youngest (fifteen), were among this non-advancing group 

for no reason that ever became apparent. Of these nine, 

seven were from two-parent families, two were from one- 
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parent situations. This preponderance of two-parent 

children not showing enough aptitude for homelessness to 

be invited to take Phase II, after what had been an even 

distribution, did not become evident until later. The 

ultimate significance of this division will be discussed 

in Chapter V. 

The nine students eliminated by Phase I were deleted 

not so much by their obvious inaptitude for homelessness 

as that their answers simply did 'tip7 the testers. 

Their answers did not flag them as deserving of further 

questioning. Whereas the sixteen chosen for Phase II 

were selected by answers that indicated some potential 

for homelessness. 

Data; Phase II 

Sixteen (two thirds) of the original 25 administered 

Phase I were asked to be interviewed for Phase II. These 

sixteen had been "flagged" in Phase I by their answers, 

which ranged from, "Yes, I've eaten in a shelter," to 

responding that their daily commute to school was 45 

minutes to an hour bus trip. Or, there may have been 

responses such as mentioned above to numbers 2 and 3, or 

combinations of tipoff answers to questions such as 

number 3, "Where do you eat meals?" and number 8, "Did 

you ever worry about becoming homeless?" Phase II was 

administered by the same three interviewers as Phase I. 
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Gender and ethnic distribution of sixteen students: 

16 = 10 male? 2 White 8 Black 0 Hispanic 

6 female; 1 White 4 Black 1 Hispanic 

Grade: Still all four upper classes represented. 

Age: The youngest, a fifteen year old, had not been asked 

to enter the interview phase, and although the only 

nineteen year old student from Phase I also was not 

chosen for Phase II, there was a now a preponderance of 

older students. Two of the Phase II students were 

sixteen, the rest (14) were seventeen to eighteen and a 

half years old. Parentage: Six living with both parents, 

ten from single parent homes. The proportion has 

shifted. Almost two thirds of those taking Phase Two are 

single parented. General: One quarter (4) of the 

students taking Phase II were enrolled in Special 

Education. 

Geography: Inner City (12), Outer Neighborhoods (2), 

Outside (2). 

Summary 

I will attempt to expostulate a few generalities 

comparing Phase I to Phase II. 

As a result of Phase II HAST, two students admitted 

to being homeless. One currently, and one in the past. 

That means fourteen (beyond the 9 from the original 25) 

were screened out as not homeless, although one of those 

did show a high potential for homelessness if the family 

economy were to worsen only slightly. 
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What seemed obvious in the interviews and was borne 

out by the geographical findings is that there is 

generally a high level of desire on the part of these 

students to be in this school. That desire was 

attributed to unsolicited remarks by the students that 

they felt safer in this school environment than anywhere 

else, as well as feeling that the teachers cared about 

them. Community involvement includes even the local gang 

leaders who are brought in for consultation. Superior 

leadership in this school is also reflected in the well- 

tended physical plant despite budget restrictions, and 

the attitude of pride displayed by all. This also showed 

in the school's lower than average dropout rates. 

The test showed that older students have a higher 

potential for homelessness and that female students also 

have a higher potential than males. Half as many females 

were interviewed as male, yet an equal number proved 

homeless. 

Information offered during the interviews attest 

that ethnicity is not as efficient a measurement of 

aptitude for homelessness as is economic position. 

More than 50% of the original Phase I interviewees 

were from two parent families. By the end of the Phase 

II interviews almost two-thirds were of single parents. 

Ultimately, both those found homeless and the student 

with high potential for homelessness were of single 

parentage. Without now trying to read into this more 
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than exists, those three were all from the inner city, 

and all also happened to be minority students. 

Some sibling and parent questions, and economic 

information were a natural offshoot of Phase II and 

flowed out of the questions, especially number five. The 

responses were noted in all cases except those 

interviewed by the other male tester—which taught me the 

need for greater sensitization of the testers and further 

heightened my awareness of the need for teacher training. 

Representative Profiles 

As part of the long-range research for this study I 

took temporary employment with the U.S. Census bureau, 

specifically in their 1988 attempt to enumerate the 

nation's homeless, (see Appendix C) Having seen first 

hand how the bureau's findings were reported out, I 

realize that numbers can sometimes not only be misleading 

but that relating mere statistics does not give the depth 

of the flesh and blood human experience. Statistical 

findings alone would not give a flavor for what kinds of 

youngsters these are, and upon what bases I made my 

choices. 

The following seven mini-case study profiles are 

representative of all the students interviewed in that 

they are racially mixed, from several of the various 

neighborhoods, reflective of various family situations, 

and economic backgrounds. They are male and female of 

mixed ages, and all four upper grades are represented. 
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Profile 1. 

Proud, female, and Black, Tanya had kept her 

homelessness secret for a long time although friends and 

classmates "were always askin' a million questions." 

Tanya is a senior, eighteen and a half years old and 

feels very strongly she is doing the right thing by 

staying in school. Not an easy task for this strikingly 

proud mother of two infants, both under three years old. 

Tanya lives the most distant from school of all the 

students tested. Originally from the inner city, she 

lives in a women's shelter well outside the city limits 

and commutes daily via public transit. She has a 

reciprocal baby-sitting arrangement with some other 

residents of the shelter. Tanya has been homeless almost 

two years. This single parent is herself from a female 

single-parent living situation. Her three younger 

brothers and sisters are still living with their mother. 

She is out of the house as a result of her pregnancies. 

In her case this is an economic decision rather than a 

moral judgement. 

Question number two in Phase II (about keys) is what 

precipitated her open revelation about her living 

situation but—unlike most fiercely anonymous homeless 

youngsters—I think she would have volunteered the 

information at some point, anyway. Tanya has no problem 

now with people knowing she is homeless because she 

realizes that revelation is the source of her help from 
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agencies and school officials. She considers herself, 

"Out of my mother's house," but not homeless because she 

has, "A place to live." For that reason Tanya averts, 

"I'm not homeless!" 

Profile 2. 

Mortin is an eighteen year old Black male, a senior 

once (at least) temporarily homeless, he worries about 

becoming homeless again because, "Nothing is definite..." 

Mortin lives in a single-family home in the inner city 

with two parents and four siblings. Both parents are 

working full time at well-paying jobs. This is the 

mother's second marriage. At the time of Mortin's 

admitted stint in a shelter, eighteen months prior to the 

screening, she was a single parent. He is vague about 

her employment status at that time. Mortin insists the 

reason he was previously homeless (in a large industrial 

midwestern city) was voluntary. "I wanted to experience 

what it was like. I stayed two weeks." I did not press 

him on this, but a couple of days would have sufficed to 

see what it was like. Mortin has aspirations for 

college. 

Though he lives in a house and acknowledges that to 

be a luxury compared to apartment and project living, he 

wants to move out of the city to where it is, 

"Peaceful... no violence." If Mortin were Governor he 

would spend more money on the schools, "Hire a (school) 

librarian, and fix up abandoned buildings and use them to 
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house the homeless." Mortin is a very serious, very 

articulate, focused youngster. Despite his facile and 

glib presentation he is considered 'learning disabled'. 

The first question in Phase II opened him up regarding 

his former "voluntary" homeless situation. 

Profile 3. 

Joshua is a special education student. A junior, 

his grade average is well below C, and he's having 

academic problems. Seventeen and Black, Joshua lives 

with his mother and his sister in the inner city not far 

from the school. Joshua worries about becoming 

homeless, "When I'm older." The fear of gang violence is 

very real to Joshua who would like to become a policeman 

or somehow otherwise involved in, "criminal justice." 

His fear of homelessness is due to the "economic 

situation," the recession, and his parent getting laid 

off. He likes privacy, he is very proud to have a three 

bedroom apartment; "One (bedroom) for each in the 

family." Joshua says that if he knew someone homeless he 

would try to find the, "Root reason," and then he would 

send them to the authorities. 

Profile 4. 

Stella, a sophomore, is an Hispanic female who lives 

on the outer fringe of the inner city. She is the 

youngest of a single-parent family with eleven siblings. 

Three sisters and two brothers are still living at home 
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with her and her mother. A vivacious seventeen, she 

understandably would like to have, "More space,” in both 

its literal and contemporary psychological meanings. 

Stella's description of the tentative state of the 

family's finances and her apprehension around the 

stability of their present living situation lead me to 

believe she has a high aptitude and potential for 

homelessness if any of the economic variables are tipped 

negatively against them. 

Stella said her favorite meal is dinner because, 

"...I don't eat breakfast, and lunch don't satisfy me. 

Dinner makes up for not eating lunch and breakfast." She 

openly admits her fears of the family not paying the 

rent, and losing their apartment, and "Going on the 

streets." Stella feels there are not enough positive 

role models for the youngsters in the neighborhoods, that 

they are "Not available." Despite her personal fear of 

losing their apartment, Stella perceives homelessness as 

a male state. She says if she knew a homeless person she 

would, "...Take him to my house, let him take a good 

shower, give him something to eat, and find him a job." 

Profile 5. 

Black and female, a senior at eighteen and a half, 

Jeneen, "Sometimes think(s) about becoming homeless." 

She likes spicy food and is happy at home, where she 

makes the point that, "Everyone sleeps in individual 

beds." She wants to, "Get away to the mountains to 
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think.” Jeneen and her family recently moved from an 

Outer neighborhood to the Inner City and she can now walk 

to school in ten minutes. 

Like virtually all the students interviewed in Phase 

II, Jeneen has a very altruistic agenda, if she had 

political power. She has, "Helping the homeless," number 

1 on her list then, "Stopping the violence by similating 

(stimulating) their minds." Jeneen feels authorities 

need to dialogue with gangs. She thinks homeless 

youngsters probably have a lot of problems at home. She 

would let them, "Stay with me 'til they got on their 

feet. Maybe call some programs to get them into." 

Profile 6. 

Gerard is a White male special education student, a 

sixteen year old freshman struggling to hold a C average. 

He has an older sister, but is the only child living at 

home with both parents. Gerard lives in a single-family 

home in a White suburban Outer Neighborhood. His daily 

commute is made simple by a teacher who picks him up. He 

worries about his becoming homeless, but sees it as a 

potential result of an ultimate rupture of chronically 

bad relations with his mother, rather than as a 

specifically economic phenomenon. "I hope it never 

happens," he shrugged. 

Gerard was the only student who actually provided 

(showed) keys in response to the key question. Gerard 

said, "I really don't know," when asked how he would help 
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a fellow student who was homeless. He was also the only 

student who said he would flatly refuse to disclose a 

peer's homelessness, offering the qualifier, "If the 

student felt ashamed." If Gerard were Mayor he would 

like to "try to stop racism." 

Profile 7. 

Emmett is a White seventeen year old male from a 

racially mixed Outer Neighborhood one hour from school 

via public transportation. He feels comfortable there, 

as he also feels comfortable in the predominantly 

minority school he attends. It was his school of choice. 

He lives with two parents and five siblings. The three 

girls bunk together in one big room. He has a separate 

bed in the boys room he shares with two older brothers. 

Emmett sees money as the solution to the problems of sex, 

AIDS and homelessness. He would try to help the parents 

of homeless as well as the youngsters. He would not want 

to break any homeless student's confidentiality unless it 

were, "Really serious." Becoming homeless, "Crosses my 

mind," states Emmett, but it does not seem to weigh as 

heavily as with the other students interviewed. He would 

try to help a homeless student by getting them 

information. His statement, "I would let him stay home 

(at his house) until he's old enough," seems to reveal 

more compassion than he professes, as well as one more 

student's bias toward males as the typical homeless. 
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Conclusion 

The students interviewed generally held the same 

bias towards single males as the typical homeless, as 

reflected in national opinion. 

Ever mindful that identification of homeless 

students is the primary purpose of this study I refer 

back to the three generalizations I made at the end of 

the last chapter. As you recall, I said that homeless 

youngsters in our schools have special needs— that these 

needs demand teacher development approaches, and that 

these homeless youngsters are not generally being 

identified by existing systems. 

After the actual full field testing there seems to be 

no particular reason to alter those generalizations; nor 

to diminish the hope that the problems outlined can be 

mitigated with an identification process such as HAST. 

Mitigation will also require heightened sensitivity to 

the problem on the part of all school personnel, and 

increased teacher training. It will require great 

effort, but these are quality youngsters, and every 

effort should be expended to help them stay in school. 
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CHAPTER V 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

In this section we will first analyze the results 

of the full testing with HAST. Then we will look at 

those results in light of the experience of myself and 

others working in education and the field of homelessness 

and discuss some of their life-impact as well as their 

practical educational ramifications. 

Analysis of Data 

In the comparison of results between Phase I and 

Phase II in chapter four, we saw that despite the near 

even starting distribution in gender, that moving from 

Phase I to Phase II we now had nearly double the number 

of females as males. That meant that in monitoring Phase 

I we found that there were twice as many high school 

girls as boys with at least testable potential for 

homelessness. These we invited to the interview phase. 

Then, in the final analysis, of the three students 

identified, only the one classified as formerly homeless 

was male. 

Grade seemed to have no relevant significance, as a 

span of the grades was represented in all phases. 

Addressing again the three identified? the two actual 

cases were seniors and the incipient case a sophomore. 

As we will discuss later, age appeared to be more of a 

determinant than grade. . 
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In the parentage criterion we noted that more than 

half the students in the original group lived with both 

parents. Then, in the move between phases, the 

preponderance shifted? now fully two thirds of the Phase 

II group are single-parented. Ultimately, all those 

identified by this application of the Homeless Aptitude 

Screening Test as homeless or at risk, were children with 

single parents. 

The proportion of students enrolled in Special 

Education remained relatively constant, beginning at one- 

third, and dropping slightly to one-quarter in Phase II. 

At the end, one of the three identified (again, one 

third) was a Special Education student. 

Geographically, the Inner City was the distinct 

majority all the way through; eighteen of twenty-five in 

Phase I, and twelve of sixteen in the latter phase. 

Discussion 

I believe that the results show that of those who 

have remained in school, it is the older students who 

have a higher potential for homelessness. This may 

somewhat reflect extremes of the natural desire for 

increased independence from family as youngsters mature, 

and normal adolescent experimentation and rebellion. In 

this study it seemed to be a case of age. It was the 

older group which showed higher rates of homelessness, 

though of course it could be that the homeless younger 

had already dropped out. 
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After Phase I, eight females and only one male were 

eliminated. Why were so many males flagged to go on to 

the interview phase? Were the males less honest in the 

written part (Phase I) where the interviewers had less 

control and opportunity to react? Or, could it be the 

same bias on the part of the testers as that reported by 

the students, and the national (mis)perception? Part of 

the reason for the bias is that in Massachusetts families 

are guaranteed shelter nightly. Individual homeless are 

not. Individuals may or may not get cover, depending on 

their own desire and the capacity of the shelters. That 

means that the individual homeless comprise the visible 

legions of street people, the ones who negatively impress 

the public awareness and imagination. 

As a sidebar, although the Hispanic population of 

the school was 11.5% (89 out of 761 enrolled), and that 

correlation was borne out by the number of Hispanic 

females, very few Hispanic males were observed in the 

school, and none were administered HAST. It could be 

that this group is part of the many who have already 

dropped out? to work, to join gangs, or, as many, just to 

hang out. This is speculation and beyond the scope of 

this study, as we had no way of tracking this cohort. 

(see Appendix A) It is uncertain. 

More than 50% of the Phase two interviewees were 

single-parented, and both those found homeless and the 

student with high aptitude for homelessness had single 
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parents, and all were from the inner city, all were also 

minority. 

In the major case, Tanya was from a one-parent 

family and Mortin had been living with only one parent at 

the time of his "voluntary" homelessness. It is patently 

obvious that single-parent youngsters, male or female, 

are at higher risk of becoming homeless. 

What is certain is that students living with only 

one parent stand the greatest chance of becoming 

homeless. In an area with a diminished pool of low- 

income housing, it is practically an economic 

inevitability. 

In virtually every instance the single parent is a 

female who cannot work because she is taking care of 

another child or, if she can work, whose earning power is 

considerably lower simply because she is female. 

What is further certain is that female students have 

a higher potential for homelessness than male. Half as 

many were interviewed as male, yet an equal number was 

identified as homeless. It ties in with the aging 

factor. Although the majority of homeless school 

students of both sexes are in the older age brackets, it 

seems to be more of a factor with females. As young 

females mature, they grow more susceptible to many new 

factors beyond their parents' marital or economic status 

which heighten their aptitude for homelessness. 
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As potential child-bearers, females are more apt to 

leave home either voluntarily or under parental censure 

because of pregnancy. It appears that older female 

students, regardless of school grade are more apt to 

become homeless because of pregnancy. A minority inner- 

city female of single parentage seems to have the highest 

aptitude and likelihood of homelessness, due primarily to 

economic and social reasons. 

The geographical results reported are somewhat 

skewed-in two directions— because of the homeless girl 

living in a shelter outside the city, and the preference 

for this school on the part of many Outer Neighborhood 

students. Nonetheless, because this is an inner city 

school, the .majority of attendees are from the Inner 

City. But innercityism is not the determinant. White 

flight and the flight of the working middle class from 

the inner cities must be factored in. People abandon the 

inner city because of urban blight, crime, and because 

the outer neighborhoods and suburbs are nicer, newer, 

less violent, and because they can afford them. Again, 

economics. 

Many who work in homelessness and various other 

areas of human services agree that the paycheck is the 

issue, not ethnicity. 

Class, rather than race, is the major determinant. 

The economic standing of the family is a more reliable 

barometer of aptitude for homelessness than ethnicity. 
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The poor, regardless of color or background, have 

the highest aptitude for homelessness. In Massachusetts 

24,000 people are homeless each year. Seventy five 

percent of those people are in families. The average 

family on AFDC (a single mother with 2 children) receives 

$579 per month—which is 40% forty percent below the 

poverty level. 

Allowances must be made for the disproportionate 

weight of poor minorities among the homeless ranks. This 

is reflected in the latest figures released by the Inter- 

Agency Council on Homeless (Washington 1991) which 

reports the ethnic breakdown of homeless people 

nationally at: 46% White, 54% Non-white (41% Black, 10% 

Hispanic, 3% Other). Proportionately, there are more 

poor amongst the minorities. The rich are not homeless. 

Profile 

If I were to compile a profile of the most at-risk 

student, it would have to be an urban poor, minority 

female over age fifteen (certainly one who has reached 

puberty) who has attained at least her sophomore year, 

and who is herself the child of a single parent. 

First, she would be minority because the majority 

nationally are minority? but again, race is not the 

issue—money is. It is the poor people—white and of 

color—who have inherited our cities, although how 

welcome a legacy public housing and urban violence are, 

is beyond me. 
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The poor pay a higher percentage of their income on 

housing, and any fiscal upset, even minor, can tip them 

into homelessness. As to economics and homelessness, 

recall what Mortin did not have to say about his single 

Mom's employment status at the time of his allegedly 

voluntary homelessness—this from a youngster who can 

talk at great lengths about where and for whom his (now 

both) parents work at good jobs and the positive affect 

that has on their present living situation. 

The female about whom we construct this profile is 

most apt to be the child of a single parent. Her main 

role model is a single female parent. Pregnancy is the 

greatest impetus toward her joining the ranks of the 

&f� homeless and herself becoming a single parent—her turn 

in the revolving door of single parenting and poverty. 

We need only to consult our own study and look at Tanya, 

the female single parent, child of a female single 

parent. 

Statistics aside, it is obvious that a single woman 

with a child or children carries the highest aptitude for 

homelessness. She cannot work or go to school and take 

care of a child. Even if the local economy is healthy 

enough to offer employment for her limited skills, she 

would need someone to take care of her children while she 

worked. Poor, she certainly cannot afford day care and 

there are no (public) programs which provide day care. 
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A common saying among social workers is: "Show me a 

single mother without day care and I will show you a 

homeless family." 

Other reasons a female may either become pregnant or 

otherwise be allowed to court homelessness may be because 

females are less cared for in macho (Latin, European, 

some immigrant Asian and other patriarchical societies) 

cultures. Many family cultures still retain, sometimes 

subconsciously, the bias of the universal, ancient, even 

biblical 'expandability' factor. Sacrifice the girl 

child. She is 'only a woman'? a carry-over of the 

agrarian male productivity mentality. We have already 

noted the reality of her lower earning power. 

Then there is her own view of pregnancy as status, 

arrival at adulthood. Becoming a mother may be perceived 

by her as the key to peer approval, as well as the key to 

adulthood status. Seeking economic escape, in their 

immaturity she may think—"the father will take care of 

me". Sadly, most often the opposite is accomplished? 

they become more in need of care themselves. Having no 

money of their own and taking a realistic look at the 

jobs their skills are apt to land them, some may view 

AFDC or welfare as an attractive economic option. 

Finally there is the self esteem factor. Recently (3/92) 

the ABC weekly magazine show, 20/20 had a segment on a 

young female AFDC recipient who had first become pregnant 

at age fifteen. The urban dropout mother of two, a 
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single parent and child of a single parent said, "I 

wanted someone to love me.” 

As a result of my observations I appreciate that 

there is tremendous student awareness—and widespread 

apprehension—regarding the homeless issue. 

Stella and others living on the economic edge of 

imminent homelessness attest to the effect of that stress 

and pressure both in school and in daily life, (see 

Appendix D) 

In the early interview stage of this study we asked, 

Can we lose a generation? If the question is suggesting 

that students who drop out are 'lost' in a metaphysical 

sense, then a resounding YES! Note that the method of 

tracking cohorts, and the cumulative totals of dropouts 

suggests that well over a third of this generation of 

urban students has already been 'lost' before this study 

looked at their cohort. The problem needs further study. 

A major obstacle exists that this study had no way of 

tracking or cataloguing students who had dropped out 

before the ninth grade. 

Regarding Special Education, note the actual 

homeless case, Tanya, and the imminent case, Stella. 

Neither were classified as having special needs? but if 

anyone needs Special Education treatment and attention, 

these youngsters do. Identification would certainly help 

them. 
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It is the poor urban youngsters upon whom we are 

spending the least number of education dollars. 

Homeless students have special needs and manifest 

behavioral problems. They are sometimes sleepy and tend 

to act out, or act at least, defensively. There were 

attitudinal problems amongst those identified as 

homeless. They know each other, but tend to form a 

conspiracy of anonymity versus the rest of the school 

population. They remain anonymous so the other students 

will not label them 'shelter rats'. 

Homeless students generally rate lower academically. 

All school personnel involved make the disclaimer that 

they can only help those students whom they have 

identified as homeless. Identification is key. 

The dropout rate of homeless students attending this 

school compares favorably with the city-wide rate. 

Students say they feel safe here, and are well treated. 

There appears to be a high level of determination to stay 

on the part of those students identified as homeless, 

regardless of where they are hanging their hats, whether 

in shelters or in the homes of trusted peers. 

All this, in a school whose racial makeup, though 

diverse in mix, is heavily Black: 603 Blacks out of 761 

total enrollment. If the report is true that the dropout 

rate amongst Black males is the highest rate of all 

groups in the nation, then this school must be doing 

something right. 
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This is not to say that the dropout rate is not 

alarming. It is? at this inner city school and in every 

urban school system in the country. But that this inner 

city school's enrollment is predominantly minority yet 

does not mirror the gloomy statistics, is cause for hope. 

And the fact that the homeless youngsters are 'hanging 

in' against all odds, is cause for further hope. 

64 



CHAPTER VI 

REPRISE AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

"Inadequate income is the most significant factor 
contributing to homelessness.” 

Reprise 

Lack of money, plus lack of affordable housing, 

equals the modern day diaspora? homelessness. The 

opening citation, quoted from the Meredith and Associates 

1983 Special Report: A Profile on Family Homelessness, 

offers a stark and simple corroboration. Simple, but 

perhaps oversimplified. 

Despite former President Reagan's observation that 

many people are homeless because they prefer to sleep in 

parks—as if it were by choice—willpower cannot overcome 

poverty. People do not choose homelessness? it is thrust 

upon them. 

Governor Michael Dukakis once called Massachusetts' 

homeless, "its most vulnerable citizens”. Until the 

recent recession, people in this country with steady 

employment at salaries that cushion them from the poverty 

line rarely reflected on the possibility that a few weeks 

without a paycheck meant that a good percentage of the 

lower economic segments of our society—and many in the 

dwindling middle class—would themselves become acutely 

vulnerable to homelessness. 

Homelessness, being without one's own place to live, 

is not a modern phenomenon, or one unique to the 1980's 
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and '90'S. Only the extent of it? the numbers of 

Americans unable to provide for themselves— that is 

unique to this generation in this wealthy nation. 

There have always been people without homes. Even 

in bygone years when there truly was a kinder, gentler 

society and relatives remained together in extended 

families, and people took in strangers as part of the 

good neighbor ethic, a few still had no shelter. 

Since early in our pre-Republic history there have 

been itinerant working-class citizens. Indeed, to a 

nation of pioneers, being on the move was seen almost in 

terms of a chivalric quest. Rootlessness was perceived 

as a near noble state. The difference between then and 

now is that then there was the tacit understanding that 

when one found the spot that felt like home them, they 

only need stake a claim and put down roots to no longer 

be homeless. 

Even before that era, our founders employed many 

indentured servants, sometimes minor criminals or those 

paying off passage or those sent from the poorhouses of 

Europe to work off their debt. All these indentured 

servants were homeless, but for the living arrangements 

supplied by their employer. As we matured as a new 

nation, almost every town had its own poor house or poor 

farm to accommodate the homeless. As urban centers 

developed and expanded because of industrialization, and 

immigration increased, poor houses and settlement houses 
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such as Boston's South End House helped succeeding waves. 

City 'missions' were started by church groups to minister 

to Godless, wayward and alcoholic homeless. Later, 

YMCA's, YWCA's, and establishments such as the Franklin 

Square House were maintained to house the marginally 

employed and the underpaid filling the cities. The 

famous Pine Street Inn evolved from a church-sponsored 

soup kitchen/mission for Boston's small vagrant street 

population of predominantly public inebriates after 

public intoxication was decriminalized in 1972. 

Insufficient income and a shortage of affordable 

housing are the major reasons for our present plight, but 

the virus of today's epidemic began to germinate in the 

1960's. Shortsighted HUD policies ignited a slow-burning 

fuse in the economic and housing powder keg which 

exploded in the 1980's. General HUD mismanagement as 

well as costly scandals added to the overall problem of 

the lowering of housing as a national priority. 

Anyone not under rent control or just entering the 

housing market in recent years understands housing is not 

affordable. 

According to the Federal Home Loan Bank Board, it 

takes an average of $914.00 a month to pay off a mortgage 

loan on a new home or $818.00 on an existing home. 

Twenty years ago those figures were only $144.00 and 

$129.00, respectively. 
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Renters are no better off. According to a study by 

the National Housing Preservation Task Force, by 1995 

another million and a half government subsidized rental 

units can be lost to low income people in the market for 

a roof over their heads. HUD says that of the 30 million 

U.S. renters, at least half suffer inadequate, 

overcrowded conditions. Rents have risen by over 90 

percent in the last 20 years, according to the Consumer 

Price Index. 

Thirty or forty percent of the income of many renter 

households goes for housing according to the Center for 

Housing Studies at Harvard University, while the U.S. 

Catholic Conference concluded a study which estimates it 

is again the poor who suffer the most, as some 3 million 

families (about 45 percent) of all low-income renter 

families pay 70 percent or more for housing. 

Homelessness is "economic dislocation." Technology 

today requires workers trained in technology. Most low- 

income workers today are in service industry jobs that 

pay minimum wages. A minimum wage earner brings home 

less than $650 a month. Apartments in the metropolitan 

Boston area average over $700 a month. Even working two 

full time jobs, falling behind is the easiest thing in 

the world to do if the family also wants to eat. 

The study of homelessness also reveals the growing 

feminization of poverty in the U.S., and the vanishing 

Black American family. Black unemployment is at 50 
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percent. Studies show the face of the homeless becoming 

increasingly female and non-white. 

One third of our nation's single mothers are paying 

75 percent of their income for housing. Experience shows 

a female head of household is the most apt to become 

homeless. In Massachusetts, a family receiving maximum 

Aid for Dependent Children (AFDC) and food stamps is 

still 22 percent below the poverty level. Both the 

female and Black phenomena appear to be further evidence 

of a stratifying even within the homeless population? the 

result of the economic suppression of an entire class of 

people. 

Finally, the rise in public perception of shelters 

as the solution has affected the way agencies and 

legislatures attempt to 'fix' the problem. New shelters 

began appearing in 1972. One hundred million dollars in 

federal funds was spent for an emergency food and shelter 

program, part of PL98-8, the Job Stimulus bill. Half 

went to high unemployment areas and the other half was 

spread out to the states through the Community Services 

Block Grant Formula. Later, the Homeless Act of 1983 

called for an increase in the creation of 'Emergency' 

Shelters. In 1982 there were two state-funded shelters 

in Massachusetts. In 1992 there were 170, plus private 

agencies. The already decades-old 'emergency' will not 

be over until sufficient affordable housing is built. 
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All these factors, including government neglect 

contributed to the homeless crisis. Unlike sudden 

earthquakes or hurricanes, these housing predicaments are 

un-natural and more gradual disasters whereby individuals 

and families start "trickling down" from out of their 

homes, apartments and rooms to the street. 

During the Reagan and now Bush years government aid 

for low income housing dropped from 34.2 to 14.9 billion 

dollars. At the same time the number of families living 

below the poverty line grew by 25 percent. The largest 

percentage of homeless are children, so they are the 

biggest losers. 

Since 1980, the number of homeowners in the U.S. 

has declined by 2 million. Homeownership, which had 

grown steadily in the four decades previous to the Reagan 

administration, has actually declined. 

Lastly, the Tax Reform Act of 1986 put the hammer to 

low income people by eliminating tax breaks for rental 

property. 

All these cold statistics are interwoven into the 

lives of people and cannot be separated from the human 

tapestry. The average elderly couple on social security 

receives $6,840.00 per annum. The poverty level for a 

couple is eleven thousand dollars. 

This is the legacy of more than ten years of 

institutionalized neglect. The Reagan and Bush cuts have 

been across the Human Services board in housing 
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subsidies, unemployment benefits, school lunches, and 

heating fuel aid. 

A Terry Gross interview of Nancy Reagan on PBS' All 

Things Considered, (11/10/89) is indicative of recent 

administrations' attitudes. Mrs. Reagan repeatedly 

stressed (paraphrased): "It wasn't that he (Ron) cut 

programs and such—you always say he cut things—it was 

that he thought there was too much government meddling in 

our lives and that it would be better to turn a lot of 

things back to private industry and volunteers. They 

weren't cuts, he just wanted less government 

interference." 

Ms. Gross asked, “Did it work?” 
"Let's talk about my book," Nancy replied. 

Summary 

The current federal system which places housing so 

low on its priority list makes homeless children the 

majority among the total homeless population. Children 

are now considered the typical homeless person. 

Homeless children in our school systems manifest 

special needs, and have problems which can only be 

addressed and mitigated if the students are identified. 

Identification is often difficult, partly because of the 

dread stigma attached to homelessness in general, but 

among peer adolescents in particular. 

Heretofore, identification has been extremely 

difficult unless the students are self-identified. There 
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is presently no widespread expressed policy for 

identifying homeless students who might respond to 

attention to their special needs. Untreated, they either 

remain and cut a disruptive swath through the school 

system—identified as troublemakers or truants—or they 

are forced out, or drop out for the same reasons. Either 

way, the education process is aborted for them. 

The lack of affordable housing breaks the 

traditional home/school/church bond. In addition to 

normal adolescent socialization problems and the 

traditional problems which are also inherent in educating 

youth with homes, homelessness contributes its own set of 

special needs. 

In the initial phase of this study I conducted a 

pre-test survey which confirmed that the 57 percent of 

homeless children who remain in school indeed have 

special needs. Looking past the perhaps obvious problems 

of truancy, high dropout rates, and low academic 

performance, we must acknowledge there are spill-over 

societal problems. 

Homelessness affects some special needs which, while 

not academically oriented, influence academic 

performance. These are problems which homelessness 

precipitates, magnifies, or contributes to, such as 

behavioral problems. Left untreated these problems can 

lead to incidents of violence and crime, in and out of 

the school system. Educators report a measurable 
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behavioral and crime problem among homeless youngsters 

attending school who have diminished and warped values. 

Their values are shaped for the most part by the cruel 

necessity of the street rather than by family. The 

ultimately high social cost is but a bomb with a time- 

delayed fuse if homeless children are not identified 

while in the system—identified that they may be helped. 

Given their chaotic living circumstances and the 

lack of a stable, cohesive home environment with some 

degree of privacy, the socialization needs of homeless 

people are immense—and tend to increase the longer one 

is homeless. This impacts young children the greatest 

because the chaos and deprivation occurs during their 

formative years. 

In addition to socialization problems, homelessness 

also produces a high percentage of adolescent runaways. 

Homeless children also suffer from the reduction 

syndrome, whereby results are diminished because of 

reduced expectations. There is a perceptibly lower 

standard of expectations for homeless children that seems 

to begin with the parent or parents and the child, and 

which definitely permeates the school systems, with very 

rare exceptions. Young people are no different than the 

rest of humanity when it comes to performing only up to 

the level of expectation. 

Having no regular domicile also exacerbates pre¬ 

existing or concurrent problems such as medical and 
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mental health problems. Insufficient medical attention 

and education often leads to delayed or omitted 

immunization. This in turn opens doors to diseases, some 

of which are just now revealing their exorbitant price 

tags. One glaring example is tuberculosis—reappearing 

in large numbers, especially in the inner cities—after 

having been statistically extinct in our society for 

years. x * 

Other medical complications such as elevated blood 

lead levels are more common among homeless children due 

to the generally old and substandard housing they have 

had, when they had it. I found no reports of it in the 

literature but, suspect homeless children to have been 

subject to increased asbestos exposure for the same 

reasons. 

Furthermore, reported rates of physical abuse, 

incest, and neglect for homeless children far exceed 

rates among children of similar low socio-economic^ 

status. Mental health status indicators including, 

statistics on suicide, in-patient and out-patient 

committals, and psychiatric referrals, all correlate with 

the increased negative physical health figures. 

As noted in Chapter I., just the threat of 

homelessness affects the family dynamic, and counter¬ 

influences the developmental process in children, (see 

case study in Appendix D) There is a marked scoring 

superiority of children of homeless but intact families, 
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whether one or two-parent units, as opposed to children 

of dispersed families. We can only imagine the 

educational effect to dispersed and homeless children. 

A recent report revealed that 43 percent of homeless 

children do not attend school (HandsNet 89). Although 

the present study does not address them, we cannot help 

but note with dismay that for homeless children, not 

going to school results in even more severe developmental 

lags, depression, and multiple interpersonal and 

socialization disorders. It also perpetuates the cycle 

of homelessness. 

The early survey also made obvious the fact that 

after confirmation of these needs, the major problem was 

the identification of those homeless students in order to 

treat them. Every discovery since has re-confirmed those 

findings. Homeless children in our school systems 

manifest special needs, problems which can only be 

addressed and mitigated if the students are identified. 

If we graduate children whose rage has not been 

tempered, whose aspirations have not been aroused, whose 

values are formed mainly by a media mentality in which 

human life is more disposable than a diaper, then we are 

merely passing on problems. Then, we can never fund 

enough welfare, build enough shelters, staff enough 

jails. 

As a result of those initial survey findings, I set 

about to devise and refine a method whereby students with 
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a high aptitude for homelessness could be culled from the 

general enrollment, and interviewed in order to prove or 

disprove the fact of the homelessness and to expose for 

treatment any special needs uncovered. 

After pilot testing and a more general 

administration, I recommended a screening test for 

identifying homeless students. The Homeless Aptitude 

Screening Test is sensitive to the need to balance the 

school's desire to help and educate, with the 

individual's desire for confidentiality. 

In addition to affirming that homeless youngsters 

are indeed in the schools and exhibit special needs, the 

HAST showed that the homeless student is most apt to be a 

female minority child of a single parent. This subgroup 

of single-parent youngsters is estimated at 2 million 

nationwide, all with varying degrees of dysfunctionality, 

but all dysfunctional by virtue of their single-parent 

state and dysfunctional backgrounds. 

The HAST highlighted additional special needs beyond 

affordable decent housing, such as daycare for the 

children of student mothers, increased occupational 

counseling, emphasis on living skills including 

gratification delay, and attitude and values training. 

A reminder that the scope of the test is limited; 

the focus of the HAST screening test is solely the 

identification of the students, rather than dealing with 
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their special needs. The test can only identify, not 

treat. 

But, through identification, the HAST does allow 

teachers and other school staff to respond to their 

special needs. The HAST guidelines also recommend some 

helpful areas of training, and suggests several potential 

fields of curriculum to investigate for implementation. 

Recommendations 

General recommendations for staff and professional 

development are for in-service training in techniques 

which would also be applicable for pre-service training 

for preparing teachers for work with homeless students. 

Effective use of the results of the Homeless 

Aptitude Screening Test will require staff being 

familiarized, educated, and trained using sound guidance 

techniques? the result of the training and testing being 

increased identification, and eventually, increased 

service of these special needs students. 

I suspect a need for continuing education about what 

actually constitutes homelessness, who the homeless are 

(us), and reminding us that 57 percent of homeless 

youngsters are in school. A necessarily repeated caveat 

will be that these homeless youngsters in school tend to 

act out and tend to have what appear to be attention 

deficits. 

Accepting that homeless students have these special 

needs, teachers also have to be mindful of and watch out 
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for a hardening of their own attitudes. They will need 

to attempt to separate the behavior from the student, and 

assign proper attribution for the actions, always taking 

account of the student's motive and background. It would 

help to recall there is a good possibility they are 

children of single parents. Pre-service and in-service 

training in detachment as well as communication skills 

should be requisite. Teachers and staff will require 

continual self-evaluation regarding personal bias toward 

the homeless, and periodic checks to avoid stereotyping 

and perpetuating the stigma. 

The possible implications in terms of teacher 

development can reap tremendous benefit. Just because 

these children are homeless does not mean they are not 

serious students. And just because they have special 

needs does not mean we do not want to keep them in the 

system. 

But what treasure we could preserve if teacher 

development were extensive enough and sophisticated and 

focused enough to identify the students with high 

aptitude for homelessness early enough to positively 

affect the 43 percent dropout rate. 

I am confident that with the proper allocation of 

resources we could devise or adapt training that would 

heighten teacher sensitivity to the problem early on when 

they could alert the system and initiate the steps 

necessary to keep these youngsters in school. It seems 
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obvious that those identified will need compensatory 

education, but I would not suggest that they be 

segregated in any special environment. Their 

socialization needs can best be addressed among the 

general school population. 

I recommend continued future research and refinement 

of identification methods to meet what will be increased 

areas of need in daycare, and employment advocacy? and to 

devise effective curriculum, especially around life and 

coping skills, and values training. 

All school personnel interviewed have stated they 

would like to be more sensitive to the special needs of 

homeless students. But their special needs cannot be 

addressed, if they are not identified. 

My recommendation is for increased staff and teacher 

development and a greater allocation of system time and 

resources aimed at sensitizing and training teachers to 

deal with this special population. 

End Note 

The level of caring and professional dedication of 

teachers and all staff connected with the schools in 

which I have worked and done research was most heartening 

and, I believe, indicative of the majority of school 

systems. They want to help any students who are 

homeless—just as they want to help all their students. 

To be homeless, to be rootless and without privacy, 

to be bereft of that crucial side of the triangle of 
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fundamental human needs, is a disgrace. Especially in 

this land of incredible surplus and waste. Disregarding 

temporarily the staggering cost in dollars, the cost in 

human dignity is immeasurable. 

When home ownership has traditionally been held up 

as the ideal, the "American Dream"? consider the impact 

on those heads of household unable to provide—a home, an 

apartment or private room—or even the dry corner of a 

garage. We are plumbing a new depth in low self-esteem 

for the provider unable to provide, and for family 

members unable to interact in private. Large scale 

homelessness is creating a new class of have-nots, and 

robbing a nation's people of their dream. 

At the beginning of this study we recognized the 

abiding dangers to our society if quality education is 

available only to the economically advantaged. Homeless 

children are among the most disadvantaged. Our nation 

cannot afford to lose them—cannot afford to have them 

uneducated. In order to educate or otherwise help them 

we must know who they are. HAST can help achieve that 

goal. 

As a publicly proclaimed 'caring society' we have a 

moral obligation to house our people. Until that goal 

has been achieved, we must recognize a special debt to 

the most vulnerable portion of the homeless population, 

the children. Their dream has been stolen. They must, 

at least, be educated? or the polarization between the 
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well-off, and the very poor worsens. Without access to 

education, the only method of betterment for a dream- 

denied underclass is revolution. 
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APPENDIX A 

SCHOOL/ HOMELESS STUDENT SURVEY 

The following survey conducted in the Massachusetts 

Schools delineated the necessity of devising a method of 

identifying homeless children in order to address their 

special needs. 

Introduction 

In the 1988/89 school year, 825,409 students were 

enrolled in Massachusetts public schools. Forty two 

percent of this student total are enrolled in urban 

school districts. 

During the 1987/88 school year 14,000 students (age 

16 or older) dropped out of those Massachusetts schools, 

a rate of 5%. At that rate, 20% of the prospective class 

of 1992 would not finish high school. In urban schools 

the rate was 8.9%, nearly double the statewide rate, 

projecting to a four year cumulative urban rate of 35%. 

(See statistics for Massachusetts in Questions 3 and 4) 

Sixty three percent of all dropouts are from urban 

school districts. And, of all students who fail the 

Massachusetts Department of Education Basic Skills 

Testing Program, 54% are enrolled in urban schools (1 in 

4, vs. 1 in 6, statewide). Dropout rates are higher in 

urban school systems and test scores are lower. 
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Correlation 

The majority of homeless people reside in urban 

settings? hence, the majority of homeless students are in 

urban systems. 

Goal 

The attempt was made to evaluate how students known 

to be homeless fared in one urban school, and to compare 

their dropout rate relative to the general urban school 

population. 

The goal of the survey was to attempt to discover if: 

a. Homeless students manifested special needs or 

problems. 

b. If homeless students scored lower in basic 

testing or performed in general more poorly than 

regularly domiciled students. 

c. To compare the dropout rate of homeless students 

with the school-wide rate. 

Rationale for Setting 

The setting for the case study section is urban, and 

it has all the concomitant problems of any urban setting, 

and its school system reflects its racial diversity—it 

was inaccessible and inconvenient due to the amount of 

travel involved, and the number of interviews undertaken. 

The inner city school made sense because of its 

accessibility. Due to prior associations with faculty at 

this school, I was assured easy access there, indeed 
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welcomed. Additionally, this school was selected because 

of its preponderance of minority students, reflective of 

most urban schools. Thus this school, in a high crime 

urban setting was chosen for this survey. 

School Facts 

An inner city high school. Total enrollment in 

December, 1991 of 761 students. 

Black 603 
White 25 
Hispanic 89 
Asian 40 
Native American 4 

The daily attendance figures are at 81%, and 70% of 

students opt for higher education. 

Rationale for qualitative Questionnaire 

It was felt that the kind of information being 

sought was primarily subjective in the first place, and 

could only be attained face to face and qualitatively 

secondly; perhaps reordering and restating the questions 

as individual circumstances dictated. 

A test run had already been conducted in a high 

school north of Boston, so it was known that with the 

questions, information had to provided, or taught, if you 

will, on what constituted homelessness. That 

homelessness did not only mean children living in 

shelters or welfare hotels with their parent or parents. 

Homelessness means any living situation outside the 

regular family home, temporary or permanent, whether by 
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choice or by force. This includes pregnant girls in 

half-way houses, young men living in abandoned cars, and 

the nomadic youngsters living with a friend for a day or 

two before bouncing to someone else? as well as 

youngsters who have banded together and somehow obtained 

a room or apartment. 

Methodology 

Face to face oral interviews with the participants, 

on the subject site. Thirteen subjective questions 

presented by the interviewer. A total of 12 individuals 

interviewed? 2 students (interviewed independently), and 

a mix of ten faculty, administrative personnel, and 

staff. 

Questions were asked (from a typed sheet) in random 

order, depending on the direction of interview? but each 

respondent was asked all 13 questions. Sufficient time 

and latitude was structured to allow respondents free 

rein in their answers. As the survey questions were 

eliciting primarily subjective responses, the answers 

will be in narrative form. Those that could be 

quantified will show so. 

School/ homeless student Questionnaire 

1- How many homeless children are there in this school? 

2- How are they identified? 

3- What is the dropout rate in this city system? 

4- What is the dropout rate at this school? 
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5- What is the dropout rate of homeless youngsters in 

this school? Is it greater or lesser than the 

citywide rate? 

6- What is the average length of stay, given the 

transient nature of homelessness? 

7- Any problem for students re-registering if/as they 

cross from district to district? 

8- How do homeless students compare in testing? 

9- Any special problems manifested by homeless students? 

10- What happens to youngsters who drop out? 

11- How can they be helped? 

12- Are dropouts 'lost' by the 4th grade? When? 

13- Can we lose a generation? 

Responses 

1- How many homeless children are there in this school? 

The answers to this question ranged from "Gee, I'm 

not sure we have any here,” —to a count of eleven that 

are identified and known personally by a trusted staff 

member who will admit that there could be as many as 

three or four others that have not been identified. 

2- How are they identified? 

This question elicited some of the most interesting 

discussion because it became very evident that there is 

no operating 'official' school policy of identifying 

homeless students. Those who are identified, in the vast 

majority of instances, are self-identified to a trusted 

teacher or other staff member. Youngsters do not rush up 
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to the teacher and announce their situation. It is the 

rare staff individual that can establish sufficient trust 

in a school environment to warrant a young person 

identifying themselves as homeless, unless it becomes 

virtually a life and death necessity. 

The homeless students are known to each other. A 

homeless young person will communicate with the other 

homeless students, but they generally maintain a 

conspiracy of silence for themselves and for those who 

choose to remain unidentified; because of both the honor 

code among teens, and their own awareness of the social 

stigma attached to being homeless. There may be some 

macho cachet attached to being 'on the street' if you are 

a male and the other youngsters know you 'bolted' from 

your parents, are living in an abandoned car, and are 

'making it'. There is no such cachet for a female who 

has been kicked out because she is pregnant, or for the 

children of a family evicted for nonpayment of rent. 

3- What is the dropout rate in this city system? 

"Take your pick—What newspaper do you read?” The 

figures vary widely amongst media sources. The official 

rate from the School Committee office reports is: 11% 

rate for grades 9-12 for the year 1989/9. The media 

sometimes reports the dropout rate in Massachusetts as 

high as 60%. 

Some variety and confusion stems from the method of 

reporting, i.e. whether an annual or cumulative rate. 
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For example: the annual rate citywide this year is 11%; 

meaning that 11% of the students enrolled this year in 

the city system dropped out. But, if these students were 

tracked (the cohort system) from when they enter the 

system in grade 9, through the end of grade 12, then 

37.2% have dropped out. 

4- What is the dropout rate at this school? 

At this school, the official rate has been reported: 

1984- 85 25% 
1985- 86 24% 
1986- 87 12% 
1987- 88 15% 
1988- 89 18% 

1989- 90 has been unofficially projected to be 

"about the same as last year.” Officially, 17.7%. (It 

is important to remember that these were individual 

estimates and guesses, not hard figures, although they 

are from people in the system.) If we accept from the 

same sources that the real figure is, "Slightly higher. 

Only slightly, but higher...” than the officially 

reported count, then we are looking at a 1989-90 dropout 

rate in the range of 19%. 

5- What is the dropout rate for homeless students in 

this school? Is it greater or lesser than the citywide 

rate? 

Lesser, despite the extra difficulties encountered 

by homeless students. Surprise, happy surprise. 

According to teachers and staff who know homeless 

students individually, and one staff member who knows 
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them collectively, these youngsters are motivated to stay 

in school and finish. They attribute that determination 

to an early glimpse of the harsh realities of life. 

6- What is the average length of stay in this school, 

given the transient nature of homelessness? 

Full term, usually. Given the above quoted dropout 

rates: "It is likely that the kids that have made it this 

far, are survivors, anyway." 

7- Any problem for students re-registering if/as they 

cross from (school) district to district? 

Two proofs of correct address are required. They 

should be "reasonably current". Beyond a driver's 

license or Social Security card, the school Registrar 

will accept Gas Company or other utility bills with the 

family name on it, a letter on shelter stationery, or 

other official documents. The Registrar stressed the 

emphasis is on keeping the students in school? not in 

making it bureaucratically difficult for them. 

8- How do homeless students compare in testing? 

This could be answered only by those teachers to 

whom a homeless student had identified himself. The 

consensus among them was that generally, the homeless 

students did not do as well in tests, or in other school 

work. This was in part due to a high level of behavioral 

problems such as acting out, and being hyper-defensive? 

characterized as "going around with chips on their 

89 



shoulders”. The teachers attributed this attitude to 

homelessness. 

9- Any special problems manifested by homeless students? 

Beyond social, a lot of attention problems due to 

insufficient sleep. This is often a result of a lack of 

privacy in shelters, and the insecurity of sleeping 

elsewhere. Poor nutrition must also play some part. 

(Also see # 8, above) 

10- What happens to youngsters who drop out? 

"We don't know." "Some work... it seems most just 

'hang out'." 

11- How can they be helped? 

"Most programs are devised for ease of 

administration? not for what will help the kids." "Work- 

study programs would help." Most interviewees thought 

parents could help, and argued for "reaching the kids 

where they're at"? though no concrete suggestions were 

given how to do that. 

12- Are dropouts 'lost' by the 4th grade? When? 

A moot point to the group surveyed, and not a 

relevant question, as it turned out. However, the gut 

feeling of those interviewed was that dropouts are formed 

early, and that special intervention is called for early 

on. 

13- Can we lose a generation? 

If the question is suggesting that youngsters who 

drop out are 'lost' in a sense, then a resounding YES! 
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Note that the method of tracking cohorts, and the 

cumulative totals of dropouts suggests that well over a 

third of this generation of urban students has already 

been 'lost'. 

Summary 

a. Homeless students have special needs, and 

manifest behavioral problems. They are sometimes sleepy, 

and tend to act out, or at least, defensively. There 

were noticeable chips on shoulders of those identified as 

homeless. They know each other, but tend to form a 

conspiracy of anonymity versus the rest of the school 

population. They may share confidences with the school 

nurse, or a very trusted teacher. 

b. Homeless students scored lower on tests, 

generally. These scores were not quantified but the 

respondents agreed that homelessness contributed to low 

scores. All involved make the disclaimer that they can 

only speak of those students whom they have identified as 

homeless. Identification is key. 

c. The dropout rate of homeless students attending 

this school compares favorably with the school-wide rate. 

There appears to be a high level of determination to stay 

on the part of these homeless students. They are living 

in shelters? they remain anonymous so the other 

youngsters will not label them 'shelter rats'. They 

include the pregnant teens living in halfway houses far 

across the city, the four boys living in a car, and even 
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the family of four commuting from the South Shore daily 

on the public transportation system. 
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APPENDIX B 

SCHOOLS HOMELESS APTITUDE SCREENING TEST (HAST) 

This test was devised to help identify homeless 

school children, whom we believe to be underserved in 

light of the previous material presented. 

For: Administrators, Faculty, and Guidance 

Personnel. General guidelines for implementation of 

Homeless Aptitude Screening Test (HAST) for schools. 

This test is administered in order to facilitate the 

identification of homeless* children for the purpose of 

being sensitive to, and addressing their special needs. 

While identification is important, the proper referral 

and treatment of the identified student is also 

important, but both are secondary to the paramount right 

to privacy of the individual student. 

&fHomeless, for the purposes of this test, 
defines any student not living in their 
permanent family domicile. For example: 
runaways living in abandoned cars, students 
"crashing” with friends or at relatives houses, 
and a pregnant teen in a halfway house are all 
as homeless as a youngster living in a shelter 
or a welfare hotel. 

All efforts are expended in the hope of better 

serving any homeless students in the school setting, 

while at the same time respecting their confidentiality. 

Knowledge of the source of a student's special need 

affords staff the opportunity to tailor the treatment. 

This should enhance academic performance as well as head 
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off potential behavioral episodes which could adversely 

effect the student or the student body at large. 

It is suggested that the indicators in the HAST be 

salted among the entrance and registration battery of 

forms, questionnaires, and tests administered at the 

beginning of the school year or to each transfer student. 
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Homeless Aptitude Screening Test (HAST)* 

Phase I. 

1- What is your favorite food? 

2- Which is your favorite meal; breakfast/lunch/dinner- 

why? 

3- When not in school where do you eat your meals? 

4- How do you get to school each day? 

5- How long does it take you to get to school? 

6- How would you help a student who was homeless? 

7- Are you often late to school? 

8- Did you ever worry about becoming homeless? 

9- Have you ever eaten a meal in a shelter? 

Referral of identified students will be treated according 

to the policy of the particular school/system. 

* The title: Homeless Aptitude Screening Test should 

never appear in print before the students. 

"Scoring" the HAST must be done manually. Any answer can 

precipitate a nuanced interview. Though subjective, the 

worst that can happen is that more students will receive 

personal attention. 

The above questions should be asked in a block, 

preferably on a separate sheet of paper, and "scored" or 

evaluated by the same person who would conduct the 

nuanced interviews with those referred. 
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Phase II. 

Recommendations for HAST Interviewer after student 

has been referred or flagged by intake test: 

It is suggested that a personal interview be 

arranged with those identified as homeless by the intake 

battery, and with those students referred as possibly 

homeless by faculty or other students. 

The idea is— we cannot help them if we do not know 

who they are. If we can identify a student who is 

homeless, then the hope is we can be more sensitive to 

their special needs, and avoid behavioral problems, 

academic failure, or dropping out. 

There need be no particular order to the questions 

of Phase II. This is a very nuanced interview. 

Use your own instincts and interviewing skills as 

well sensitivity to the immediate situation. Each 

youngster will be different and react differently? come 

in with a different level of trust/ distrust. 

The dialogue which follows each suggested discussion 

generator is designed to help the interviewer both nuance 

the session, and interpret the response. 

Discussion Generators 

1- What would you do if you were Mayor/Governor for a 

day? 

Dialogue: This may reveal an acute, prioritized 

awareness of the housing shortage/homeless situation. No 

one is more aware of the problem than those living it. 
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2- Can I borrow your keys for a second? 

Dialogue: This can be the most revealing exchange. 

The interviewer somehow manufactures an excuse to ask for 

keys: gum on shoe, scrape a rough spot on a fingernail, 

rub a lottery ticket? whatever. The rationale is that 

most homeless (people, but especially children) do not 

have keys. Hence? keys assume (though often 

subconsciously) almost mythic power and significance. 

This is not infallible, but certainly the chronically 

homeless children and those in shelters are very less apt 

to have house keys. 

3- If you knew a youngster who was having problems in 

school because of his living situation how would you help 

them? Confront them and say you are a friend who wants 

to help? "Spy" on them? Leave them alone? Tell someone 

in authority? 

Dialogue: This should get some discussion going. 

Answer may also reveal how this student would like the 

(their) situation handled. 

4- If you had one teacher or other staff person you could 

really trust, someone who would be the only one to know - 

-if that's what you wanted— would you tell that person 

if you knew a student who was living outside their home, 

if you thought it would help them? 

Dialogue: Same as number 3, above. May reveal 

student's feelings about trust and whom they trust—as a 

possible referral as mentor within the school. 
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5- Describe for me where the members of your family, 

including yourself, sleep. 

Dialogue: Student is apt to ask, "What do you mean, 

where?" Your response is that studies show that 

youngsters who have their own rooms generally do better 

academically. Ask: Where in your home—what room, what 

floor? Does everyone in your family live at home? Has 

anyone married and moved out? 

6- How often are you late for school? Why is that? 

Dialogue: See 3, above. 

7- Ever wish you lived somewhere else? 

Dialogue: Nature of the wish or details of a fantasy 

can tell a lot about the students and the reality of 

their present housing situations. 

*** 

Any one of these questions may be enough to get the 

student to admit homelessness or tell you tacitly or 

explicitly that they would admit it— if they trusted you 

more. 

Now the important thing is to decide what to do 

next. There is a good chance that the best thing to next 

is nothing. Let the student tell you what he wants you 

to do. You may wish to jump in where angels fear to 

tread, and the best thing for the student may be just to 

respect his privacy, "cut him a little slack " if he's 

not the most attentive youngster in class, and let him 

know you're available if he decides he wants direction. 
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Changes 

The experience of the pilot and the complete 

testing, as well as consultation with other testers 

suggested some important changes and refinements in both 

phases of HAST. 

Phase I. 

The changes made for future administrations of the 

HAST test were that in Phase I., the wording of number 8 

was changed from, "ever 'worry'" to "ever 'think about' 

becoming homeless?" This seemingly small change was made 

because the new phrasing is less direct, and because of 

the escalation of intensity and focus between Phase I., 

and Phase II. 

Field testing also suggested the addition of another 

screening question, number ten. 10- "Do you live with— 

mother/ both parents/ grandparent/ other? Circle one. 

Further research and reflection since suggests 

adding more questions to Phase I., perhaps even doubling 

the number to twenty, with the major aim of enhancing the 

indirection factor. This might also improve and refine 

the test's ability to screen, and highlight aptitude for 

homelessness. 

Phase II. 

Here, question number six concerning tardiness was 

deleted as redundant, and a new question took its place. 

"Have you ever had to (been forced to) live anywhere 

else?" 
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Revised Homeless Aptitude Screening Test (Phase I.) 

1- What is your favorite food? 

2- Which is your favorite meal; breakfast/lunch/dinner- 

why? 

3- When not in school where do you eat your meals? 

4- How do you get to school each day? 

5- How long does it take you to get to school? 

6- How would you help a student who was homeless? 

7- Are you often late to school? 

8- Did you ever think about becoming homeless? 

9- Have you ever eaten a meal in a shelter? 

10- Do you live with—mother/ both parents/ grandparent/ 

other? Circle One. 

Revised Homeless Aptitude Screening Test (Phase II.) 

1- What would you do if you were Mayor (or Governor) for 

a day? 

2- Can I borrow your keys for a second? 

3- If you knew a student who was having a problem in 

school because of his living situation, how would you 

help him? 

4- If you had a teacher or staff person you could really 

trust (they'd be the only one to know) , would you tell 

them if you knew a student who was living outside 

their home? 

5- Describe for me where the members of your family sleep? 

6- Ever wish you lived somewhere else? 

7- Ever had to (been forced to) live anywhere else? 
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APPENDIX C 

U.S. CENSUS HOMELESS UNDERCOUNT 

The numbering of homeless, and data collection 

methods by Department of Commerce agency guarantee a 

gross undercount, nationally. 

Recently (March, 1990), I took temporary employment 

with the U.S. Department of Commerce as part of the 

research phase on homelessness for my doctoral project 

for BSSP. From previous research, as well as direct 

experience in the field of homelessness, I was aware that 

estimates of the number of homeless nationally varied 

widely, and that official data seemed woefully 

inadequate. 

The last U.S. census (1980) did not deal at all with 

the "street" homeless, and what shelter counts that have 

been undertaken have been incomplete. Acutely aware that 

funding from government bureaucracies is invariably 

contingent upon "numbers", I was anxious to observe how 

the Census Bureau went about collecting their data; to 

see if the official count had a chance of approximating 

the reality on the streets. 

Bureau Methodology 

The night of March 20/21, 1990 was set aside by the 

Census Bureau as the designated time to attempt to count 

the nation's homeless. During Phase One (6-10 PM) 

Tuesday evening the 20th, census enumerators with (in 
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some cases) help from shelter residents were to count all 

people residing in shelters that night throughout the 

country. Phase Two was the "street " phase intended to 

enumerate all homeless who do not reside in shelters. 

The street phase was conducted between 2 and 4 AM the 

morning of Wednesday the 21st. Fifteen hundred special 

workers were employed nationally for this one-time count. 

Reported estimates of the cost vary from 3 million to 7.2 

million dollars. 

Shelters 

The shelter phase was designed with forms and 

procedures to count accurately the people in a given 

shelter that night. The problem arose when many shelter 

operators across the country, wary of deliberate 

underestimation by the government, refused to allow 

census workers into their shelters. 

Street 

The street phase of the count was considered by most 

homeless professionals to be an abysmal failure. Listed 

below are several reasons why the methods employed by the 

census bureau contributed to the failure to obtain an 

accurate count of street homeless. 

Time of Count 

Two in the morning is an hour when street people, 

with the exception of those sleeping on streetside 

heating grates, are the most invisible. This is an hour 
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when, for the most part, they are hidden and sleeping. 

It is safer to travel in daylight. Vagrant and forced to 

be nomadic by day, these people are tired and want to be 

off their feet by night, (see also "locations”, below) 

Sites 

Each team of enumerators (workers were all sent out 

in teams of twos and threes; never alone) were assigned 

several sites in a given town, city section, or 

neighborhood to go to, to count homeless. Individuals 

and teams were chosen by county and were to work within 

the county in which they were domiciled. They were not 

allowed to count people seen elsewhere or to go to sites 

not on their designated list? even if they knew homeless 

people resided there. 

Weather 

No provision was made for weather. In inclement 

weather, fewer homeless people will be visible. I do not 

know the weather at all the designated sites throughout 

the country that night, but in the Eastern Massachusetts 

area, it rained. Our team was assigned two parks in the 

list of seven areas in which to count homeless. The 

weather assured that there would be no homeless visible. 

Even those hardy enough to brave New England spring 

temperatures were not sleeping on park benches or milling 

about the park in the rain waiting to be counted. 
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Choices of Locations 

Because I was familiar with the community and 

assigned locations, I questioned the choice of sites 

because I knew in advance that the libraries and 

laundromats on the list were closed at two AM. The 

supervisor questioned said that she had called the police 

and "some human service people” in the community, and 

solicited from them potential sites where homeless people 

might be found. I polled several human service workers 

in the same community and found the Drug and Alcohol 

Coordinator from the Health Department had been asked via 

telephone. I asked if he had been questioned as to time 

of day the sites would be visited. He had not. It seems 

that was not a question asked by the government people 

choosing sites, because all the sites assigned to my team 

were sites where homeless people could be found all day, 

virtually any day of the year— but not at two AM, and 

not during a rain. I would have to conclude that if the 

same oversights were made when questioning community 

resource people in many other parts of the country that 

this would contribute to undercounting. 

Limitations of Locations 

During the eight hour ($3.75 per hour training pay 

rate) training session conducted by the Census Bureau, we 

were repeatedly admonished not to exceed instructions. 

For example? if we were assigned a public library, it 

meant we were to count the homeless at the public 
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library? not in the garage under the library where they 

may be hidden, or inside any doors left unlocked behind 

the library, and so on. This would be fine at two in the 

afternoon when many homeless frequent libraries for 

warmth, quiet, and a chance to rest, but there are very 

few encountered at two AM when the library is closed. 

The same was true of other locations, (see above re: 

parks) Additionally, enumerators were never allowed to 

go beyond the bounds of their assigned area. Even if 

they encountered the most promising site imaginable, if 

it was outside their assigned area, it was forbidden. 

Restrictions at Locations 

Enumerators were specifically barred from going into 

things during the course of the count. The avowed 

reason, and I presume it to be true, was for the personal 

safety of the enumerators. Unfortunately, the 

restriction precluded the discovery of any homeless 

(especially on a rainy night in early spring in New 

England) because most people find shelter in something: 

cardboard box, dumpster, parked car, or abandoned 

building. Be it even a sleeping bag or blanket in a rear 

doorway, most people go under cover and seek as much 

privacy as possible by getting in somewhere. Being 

hidden is also a survival tactic for the homeless who are 

particularly vulnerable to muggings and other forms of 

molestation and victimization. Those enumerators with 

abandoned buildings or buildings suspected of harboring 
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homeless on their list of assigned sites were instructed 

not to go in, but to park outside the building and count 

them (the homeless) when they came out in the morning. 

Time 

The time, two hours, (actually spent at the sites 

and the minimal time spent travelling between them and 

calling in to census headquarters after completing each 

site, but not counting travel from headquarters to the 

community) was sufficient for the number and size of 

areas assigned. This sufficiency bore out with several 

other teams questioned, also. 

Attitudes of permanent census Employees 

The federal government employees professed an 

official concern for the right to privacy of the homeless 

and expressed a desire to preserve the dignity of the 

people being counted. They instructed us to guess in any 

instance where questioning would insult or bother those 

being counted. I saw nothing that would lead me to think 

this attitude was not sincere. Even if it were not so, 

it was at least being promulgated as official. 

Attitudes of Enumerators 

Most temporary census employees were very middle- 

America, and felt they were performing a service for 

their country as well as supplementing retirement incomes 

or whatever monetary need they had. This was especially 

true for the people working "S” night. The assignment 
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was extra, and voluntary. Although there was a fifty 

dollar bonus added to the seven dollar and fifty cent an 

hour pay; the hours were short and this was a one-time 

only assignment. Beyond curiosity, most enumerators 

there believed they could be helpful. Nonetheless, 

several suffered from negative preconceptions; assuming 

all homeless were shiftless, alcohol or other drug 

addicted, and dangerous. One suburbanite asked 

(seriously) if he should carry his handgun with him 

during the count! The census employee—rather than 

flatly disallow this, or suggest restraint—ambiguously 

inquired only if the individual were legally licensed. I 

cannot be certain, but I believe the vocal derision of 

his fellow census trainees disabused him of the notion of 

"carrying”. 

Positive Societal Consequences 

These came in the form of altered attitudes 

regarding homelessness and homeless people. Most of my 

fellow workers arrived uninformed or with some of the 

aforementioned negative preconceptions. Many came with 

the idea that homelessness was a moral issue. "If only 

these people were willing to work!" Few realized how 

close a vast segment of our population is to homelessness 

and how often it is not the person's fault that they are 

homeless. People do not choose to be homeless. 

I will go to greater lengths in my dissertation to 

press the point of how imminently homeless many people 
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are in this the most affluent society in the world, but 

suffice it to say for now, that the newly-minted bromide 

that most Americans are three paychecks away from 

homelessness is close to the truth. Homelessness happens 

because of unemployment and other economic factors? 

marital and familial problems, governmental policy, 

neglect of political administrations, and many other 

reasons, but seldom because a person is "just plain 

lazy”. 

A video tape depicting the plight of our homeless 

fellow citizens helped enlighten some attitudes, as did 

exposure to temporary enumerators who had some experience 

with the homeless and some interaction in the field with 

actual homeless people. 

Congressional Apportionment/ Federal Funding/ Education 

Historically, Massachusetts has been cantankerous 

and uniquely autonomous when it comes to constitutional 

redistricting within the Commonwealth. One result is 

that we do not have the fear that more conventionally 

operated states have— that the census might expose 

population shifts within the state— which would require 

redistricting. We march to a more distant drummer, 

redistricting-wise, as would attest Eldred Gerry. 

But we do fear losing a congressional seat in 

Washington. 

The most obvious reason to attempt to manipulate 

numbers and census results is that national congressional 
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representation (Beyond the initial one representative 

allotted to each state, regardless of size or population) 

and much federal funding, including federal aid to 

education, and some HUD programs, is tied in to the 

population base. The count specific to homeless would 

also specifically affect amounts distributed to the 

states for their homeless programs. This is, of course, 

the agenda—hidden and explicit—that one must consider 

when interpreting census results and methods. 

Method 

The method of apportionment currently employed by 

the government is called the method of Equal Proportions. 

With allowances for mathematical and formulaic 

refinements, the method yields approximately 1 

representative per 600,000 population. 

Suggestions 

I would (and did) suggest to the census bureau that 

they continue to foster a non-judgmental attitude toward 

the homeless and strenuously advocate for governmental 

treatment with dignity. Especially I would suggest they 

consult more with homeless people themselves and people 

who work in the field of homelessness. This would 

eliminate some of the more obvious hindrances to a 

realistic count and estimate of the homeless in America. 

This assumes there is no hidden agenda, nor reason why a 
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low homeless count would be desirable, either politically 

or economically to the present administration. 

As stated in the Department of Commerce publication: 

Counting For Representation: The Census and The 
Constitution (1990): 

Today the census is even more important than it 
was 200 years ago. Equal representation is for 
everyone, citizen or not, and everyone must be 
counted for that. But the census results provide 
more than just the figures for apportionment. 
Distributing Federal and State funds among some 
39,000 local governments also depends on census 
data. In addition, social and economic data are 
used in marketing studies and in locating new 
businesses; academic research; Federal, State, 
and local planning (such as for child-care and 
senior-centers, schools, and transportation); 
affirmative action programs; and many other 
activities... 
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APPENDIX D 

WALKING THE TIGHTROPE: A CASE STUDY 

"America is being transformed into a nation of 
housing 'haves' and 'have-nots'." 

(William C. Apgar, Jr., Director, Joint Center 
for Housing Studies, Harvard) 

Introduction 

A curmudgeonly but lovable, elderly hobo crawls out 

of his cardboard box home and is immediately adopted by a 

family of wealthy Beverly Hills youngsters in return for 

guiding them down the shining path of life. 

However askew, this view of homeless people in the 

United States has been given some form of ultimate 

recognition through enshrinement in a television sitcom 

and by tap-dancing bagladies. 

Despite considerably more realistic media attention 

in the form of documentaries, front page stories, and 

think-pieces all purporting to describe the reality of 

the problem, two preeminently popular myths still survive 

about homelessness. 

Myths 

I. That the majority of homeless people in 

America are down and out, single, street bums, alcoholics 

and panhandlers who prefer to be homeless, or who could 

rise up out of this situation, "if they only applied 

themselves". 
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II. The most commonly held misconception: 'It 

could never happen to me7. 

Part of the goal of this case study will be an 

attempt to dispel those myths with information that 

counters the misconceptions. 

Facts 

I. Families comprise fully one-third of the 

homeless in America (America, Vol. 159 No. 15; November 

19,1988) and constitute the overwhelming majority of the 

growing numbers of new homeless. 

II. It can happen to you. And to virtually 

anyone in the United States but the well-insulated upper 

class. 

Homelessness is primarily an economic consequence, 

not a divine judgement, or an event precipitated by 

laziness. Most Americans (without a home as a 

liquidatable asset) are living up to the edge of their 

credit and income limits. It would not take many Fridays 

without a paycheck to exhaust the average person's 

savings and place them on the verge of homelessness, if 

not amongst the statistics. (A popular shelter industry 

saw states the average American is three paychecks away 

from homelessness.) 

Rationale for Case Study 

The life of a person is an ongoing process, rather 

than a static experiment that can be isolated in a 
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laboratory. Because of the nature of the problem of 

homelessness and imminent homelessness, and because the 

problem involves people we are attempting to observe and 

understand, a case study seemed the most manageable and 

productive method of investigation. 

Though the types of causes and Results of 

homelessness may be replicated in a general way, and 

charted and graphed? because we are dealing with human 

beings, the impact on the individual lives cannot be 

shown numerically. The psychological impact and cost of 

homelessness is only later delineated in the cost of 

increased social services and in the criminal justice 

system. It is well to note that imminent homelessness— 

living on the brink—is nearly as destructive as actual 

homelessness. 

Example: One person loses a job, their savings run 

out, they cannot pay the rent, they become homeless. 

Another person has a job but the pay scale is not high 

enough to keep up the rent on even a studio apartment and 

still feed three people; they too become homeless. Yet 

another person works long hours at minimum wage and has 

enough to eat and pay a modest rent, but can never amass 

enough to pay the required first and last months rent and 

security deposit in advance. In each case the cause is 

economics and the result is homelessness. 

But charts and statistical comparisons could not 

properly report the circumstances of the example. Or the 
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impact. The felt pain and suffering, the way of reacting 

and responding, and the choice of surrendering to 

circumstances or attempting transcend them is all 

uniquely individual and could only be recorded by a case 

study. 

Methodology 

The case study is based on qualitative research 

dealing with one family, and in-depth interaction 

including direct observation, participant observation, 

interviews with the subject for one and one half years, 

and follow-up interviews and observation over another two 

years. A survey of literature, official records 

research, and expert opinions were also employed. 

This case study observes and attempts to understand 

what factors contribute to homelessness, what some of the 

familial consequences are, and how one family staves off 

or succumbs to it. The case study is about an American 

family that has been homeless once before in the past, 

has known some intervening years of near-stability, and 

now [at the time of this writing] has been on the verge 

of homelessness for about two and a half years. 

G. K. Chesterton once said: ”The honest poor can 

sometimes forget poverty. The honest rich can never 

forget it.” 

I suggest using the sense of Chesterton's dictum as 

a warning that to appreciate how close many of us are to 

homelessness, it is important never to forget that when 
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walking a tightrope if anything upsets the delicate 

balance even slightly, chances are everything comes 

tumbling down. Living on the edge economically, 

concessions are made; sometimes, facing immediate 

priorities, people are forced to make unworkable 

compromises. 

That this family has not had to resort to a shelter 

during the past few years is due largely to heroic effort 

on the part of the main subject, Bucky Berg, and 

incredible good fortune in the form of no serious illness 

in the family, or other major budget upset and help from 

generous friends. 

The case study shows how one family has come to the 

verge of homelessness and how even the threat of 

homelessness can negatively affect the entire family 

dynamic, and impact the developmental process in 

children, including education. 

Disclaimers 

A. The names of the subjects have been disguised so 

as to respect anonymity and enhance revelation. 

B. The only thing that is constant about the 

homelessness issue and the people caught up in it, is 

change. Nothing is static. Therefore? there are no 

predictable outcomes. Even as this is written, the lives 

of the people involved are constantly changing and 

evolving, and policies of governmental neglect are 

subject to change for the better or worse. 
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C. All description being necessarily selective, only 

that which impacts the case study will be included. 

D. The conversations and interviews herein took 

place essentially as reported, in roughly the 

chronological order they appear, but some deletion of 

inessential information and obscenities has occurred. 

One family on the brink of Homelessness 

The subject, Bucky Berg, fit the purpose of this 

study for several reasons: she was accessible, she was 

willing, and her life situation fit the parameters of the 

study. Being on the verge of homelessness but managing, 

at least temporarily, Bucky's situation represented much 

of what I wanted to study and afforded the opportunity to 

make a point about family homelessness. Her problems 

were not one-dimensional but complex, which is true of 

virtually all people needing the Human Services network, 

and she has been open to sharing her journey— even 

though she still does not know the destination. 

That we worked together assured us much opportunity 

to share philosophies and afforded a chance to observe, 

interview, and catalogue over an extended period of time. 

That we worked and interviewed in a shelter for the 

homeless was a catalyst? motivating, and serendipitous. 

I first encountered Bucky in early 1988 when I took 

the position of Executive Director of the third largest 

homeless shelter in the Commonwealth. The shelter housed 

about 120 guests per night and by the time I resigned, 
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provided a spate of services including three meals a day, 

a full range of counseling and referral services, and 

comprehensive medical facilities. 

Bucky was employed as the shelter secretary and 

bookkeeper. Petite and attractive, Bucky dresses like an 

unregenerate hippie, leaning towards jeans, flannel 

shirts and construction boots. In age she is late '30 

something' but appears much younger with her youthful 

good looks and styles straight from the 60's. 

As her immediate supervisor sharing a private 

office, I was able to observe Bucky closely, interface 

daily, and informally interview her often, as a natural 

part of everyday job interaction. 

Bucky was aware from the beginning that I was 

working on a nebulous paper that: "Had something to do 

with homelessness." She trusted me, knew that 

information about her life would be in the paper, and 

welcomed any opportunity to further the cause of homeless 

people. 

A strident, untiring advocate for the most 

disadvantaged: "the bottom of the barrel," those who 

"fall through the holes in the social service net," 

Bucky was eager to share her insights, empathy, and 

concern for the homeless, especially for those least able 

to help themselves. 

I believe she was at first trying to convert me to 

assure my good offices on behalf of her 'pets', who were 
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often difficult to love. Also, she perceived me as 

having power in the shelter structure (power to effect 

change, set and implement policy, instigate programs 

affecting the daily welfare of the clients, raise funds, 

allocate power, and influence opinions beyond the 

shelter) and that I networked with federal, state, and 

local authorities as well other shelter operators and 

homeless experts around the state. I did have more power 

than she, but less power than she perceived. 

Assisting Bucky, and an interesting economic and 

perceptional contrast, was Linda Evans, an affluent, 

making it in the nineties socially aware volunteer. 

Linda first came to the shelter out of a feeling that she 

should give back something to society out of gratitude 

for her own success. She chose the shelter because: 

"homelessness was in the news a lot and it looked like a 

good place to help." 

She came despite her fear of "the bums", (so-called 

by many unenlightened citizens) but wanting to help. 

Linda's coming of age and reaching a new level in social 

consciousness with the realization of the truth about 

homeless people and how virtually anyone can become 

potentially homeless would serve as a model of what I 

would hope for all unenlightened Americans . 

We contributed to the educating of Linda, while she 

became an inestimable boon to our beleaguered budget. 

Linda and Bucky bonded well with each other and were 
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helpful with the female clients when they manifested 

special problems such as physical abuse, pregnancy or 

maternal/parental matters. Such as when, occasionally, 

one of the female shelter guests were periodically 

homeless and their children were remanded to foster homes 

due to substance or physical abuse. 

Before I actually met Bucky, certain members of the 

shelter's board of directors cautioned me about her, 

hinting of potential "problems” and that if she was not 

"cutting it", now would be the time to get rid of her. 

They were not specific what the potential problems were, 

beyond complaining she spent too much time: "doing case 

management stuff with the clients (meaning direct one to 

one contact), when she should be doing her book work". 

Without committing myself to specific action I assured 

them that if she was not doing her job, she would be let 

go. 

On the job, it quickly became apparent that Bucky 

was a capable professional as a bookkeeper and secretary, 

and a compassionate human being as well. As part of my 

staff development plan, and trying to to learn the 

organization, I interviewed all the staff as quickly as 

possible, hoping amongst other things, to glean from them 

ideas for quick, positive changes that would get my 

administration off to a good start. During the interview 

Bucky confided that she was an alcoholic and drug abuser 

fresh out of a rehabilitation program, following a brief 
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relapse. She impressed me as a woman who was very 

serious about her recovery, seeing it as a life or death 

matter for her and imperative for her two young 

adolescent sons that she remain sober and drug-free. 

Though she at first was reluctant to go any deeper than 

that or to discuss personal business, we quickly 

developed a relationship of trust that deepened as time 

went on. 

I learned from this and subsequent events that the 

complaining board members knew or cared nothing about the 

human dynamics of recovery from addiction but were acting 

from a selfish and pragmatic stance. They were not 

really eager to replace her. For one thing they were 

getting a lot of work for their dollar and did not want 

to have to hire and train a new person, and they were 

nervous that if Bucky left under a cloud caused by 

addiction, it might prompt the state authorities to 

request an extra, or surprise, financial audit. This is 

not to intimate that there were any financial 

wrongdoings? simply that, like many non-profit 

organizations they had fiscally 'flown by the seat of 

their pants' through their start-up and initial operation 

period, and it was time to get more professionally 

aligned. 

Bucky knew she was on some thin ice at work and 

admitted the strain of that, added to the effort of 

recovery, made life difficult. "On top of the stress of 
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just day to day 'gettin on,' I sometimes gotta wonder is 

it all worth it?" She joked, with seeds of truth hidden 

in the joke and her determination to accept whatever life 

threw at her, and overcome. 

Once, back in our office after a staff meeting where 

I had tried to sensitize the line staff by graphic 

illustrations how any one of us working at the shelter 

could become clients ourselves, given certain negative 

sequences of circumstances, Bucky said: "If it weren't 

for this job... that, and the help of some friends, or 

I would be sleeping here tonight, myself." 

At first, I thought she was joking. But Bucky was 

used to a slippery grip on economic security. A single 

female parent, having once before been homeless, she was 

acutely aware the transitory nature of having a decent 

roof over one's head, even in this land of plenty. 

Bucky was pleased with my scholarly as well as 

practical interest in homelessness and in addition to the 

interviews provided me with a stream of printed 

information on the subject, hoping she could somehow 

alleviate the indignity of homelessness for someone else, 

or lend weight to the argument for more affordable 

housing. She even tolerated what must have seemed like 

stupid questions. 

"Are you really that close to living in a shelter?" 

I asked. "What about family?" 
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"None in this state, Bucko," she frowned. 

"Besides, they are a long way off, (Ohio) and they aren't 

in financial shape to bail me out, they're on a fixed 

income." 
4 

"I know it would be tough to pass up the princely 

salary here, and I'd hate to lose you, but what about 

another job for better pay?" 

"Sure! Wang is laying off, not hiring," she 

snorted. "Massachusetts Miracle my ass! ...Nah, at least 

I've got this job, I'm not a 'techie', and for now being 

here's helping me stay sober." 

Wang Laboratories is the largest employer in the 

Merrimac Valley north of Boston and is the area's (and 

one of the state's) largest employer. In 1988 they began 

a period of retrenchment and layoffs which worsened 

drastically in 1989 and worsened further still in 1990 

and '91 with the death of founder An Wang and the onset 

of recession. 

Shelters are excellent places to have an economic 

ear to the ground. As layoffs begin, those employees 

living closest to the economic edge start trickling in. 

I mentioned that at least the Wang lay-off was not 

affecting those already here in the shelter. 

"Except indirectly," she advised. "When the Wang 

layoffs apply for unemployment and other social services, 

it will put a load on a system that is already pretty 

tax—weary. Not to mention the trickle down effect? as 
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these technical people settle for less lucrative jobs, 

they bump less educated people from them. I make more 

than twice what most of our guests do and I can just 

barely pay the rent and eat, too." 

Bucky prodded me that my research should show the 

extreme paucity of low income housing, given the booming 

real estate market of the 80's and condo conversion as 

well as the dearth of federal money. Since the beginning 

of the Reagan administration, 80% had been cut from 

federal spending for housing. 

“He's (President Reagan) done nothing but gut the 

federal housing program and Bush isn't gonna do any 

better; count on it. The people who need housing aren't 

his constituents. It takes bucks to live here.” 

It costs fifteen thousand dollars to maintain the 

median one room apartment in the Commonwealth today. Far 

above minimum wage. And, that is if one can be found. 

The pool of low income housing stock has shrunk 

alarmingly since 1974 (up to 75% in many urban areas such 

as Boston). 

"How did you become homeless before," I asked. 

"Easy enough (and common enough, research and 

experience later bore out). My then husband took the 

kids and me out to California on the promise of work. 

The hippie's dream, right? His job didn't last long and 

he started acting a little weird. He was smokin' a 

little weed (marijuana) but it wasn't that. He got into 
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a whole born-again cult kind of thing which was tolerable 

for awhile—even though I'm Jewish, I'd married him. But 

he started trying to brainwash the kids and telling us we 

were going to hell and Satan was hiding behind every 

rock, you know? He wasn't treating me any too 

pleasantly, but when he started abusing the kids, that 

was it. I pulled out. My parents sent me enough to get 

us back here... There's a limit to what I can ask them 

for..." 

"Were you drinking and drugging then?" 

"At first, only a little to numb the feeling of 

failure. I was working a lot of jobs then, didn't have 

too much time. Whenever I could get someone to watch the 

kids I was working But they were all crap jobs, 

McDonalds... I was like a gypsy, strange hours, strange 

jobs. $5.25 an hour doesn't even get you a flop. The 

booze and stuff seemed to be the only thing that helped. 

I got hooked and didn't even know it. Crazy. The kids 

were still doing well in school but they were looking at 

me a little strange once in awhile, like Mom had popped a 

major diode. When they did that, I knew I might have 

overdone it the night before. I'm not taking anything 

away from the fact that I did what it took to get 

addicted, but that day to day tension of not knowing 

where your next,... whatever? is coming from, can be 

tough. It wasn't until I landed this job that any 

stability, regularity came into our lives. We could 
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apply to rent an apartment; scrape up the necessary first 

and last month's rents and all the other deposits. The 

phone came later." 

"Mark was okay, then?" I asked about her older son 

Mark, 15, who— when I first met Bucky— was going 

through a period of on and off truancy and behavior 

problems in his freshman year in high school. His 

behavior escalated to drop-out, and arrests for theft and 

motor vehicle violations, and drug problems. He has been 

in and out of incarceration and various programs, since. 

At the beginning of writing this he was resident in a 

Department of Youth Services (DYS) high security program 

in Southeastern Massachusetts. 

"Yeah, and Jesse's good, too. (her 13 year-old) 

...The school was doing the best they could, really. 

Mark was just one of many." 

Their city, mirroring the higher rate of urban 

systems, had a 50% dropout rate in 1987. Responding to 

that alarming rate, funding was sought and innovative 

programs teaching basic skills were set up at his school. 

Saturday classes were added? all aimed at reducing the 

numbers of youngsters dropping out. But, according to 

the Massachusetts Office For Children publication, 

Childwatch (90): 

Massachusetts has been in the forefront of the 
education reform movement during the 1980's. While 
the federal government has backed away from its 
support for education programs, Massachusetts moved 
aggressively to invest in programs to improve 
educational opportunities for children at risk of 
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academic failure. Passage of education reform 
legislation, and growth in the public higher 
education system made public education in 
Massachusetts more responsive to the needs of 
disadvantaged children. Research shows that 
students who attend early childhood programs do 
better when they enter elementary school. Dropout 
prevention programs keep children in school. The 
state's fiscal crisis has jeopardized many of these 
important accomplishments. 

Despite their success, the Dropout Prevention Grant 

has been cut by 60%, from $140 thousand to $56 thousand. 

The innovative program has been eliminated. 

Bucky constantly helped me to better understand the 

strategies people like her employ to avoid homelessness. 

In December 1989, Bucky celebrated living a full year 

clean and sober. Her oldest son had recently escaped 

from a Youth Service program and she'd been stressed out. 

In her joy and pride this day she was relaxed enough to 

give me a chance to chide her about how tired she'd been 

looking. 

"Life has an edge to it," she said, cryptically. 

"It all depends on how close you live to the edge." 

"What the hell does that mean," I asked, though I 

thought I knew. 

"Meaning that those less close to the edge may 

become only intermittently homeless instead of 

permanently. Meaning I'm working a second job because 

the bills are piling up and the shelter medical policy 

stinks. It doesn't cover much, but it's better than no 

coverage. It also means this is one of those days when 

I'm sick and tired of going it alone. Tired of 
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struggling, tired of being a single parent. My social 

life is A.A. meetings, and seeing Jesse in a school 

play.” 

What follows is a stichometrical sequence of 

highlighted events in Bucky's life from January 1989, to 

the present, which bear on her ability or dis/ability to 

avoid becoming homeless. 

January, 1989: 

-Mark, her oldest son, runs away to Florida and has a 

life-threatening auto accident. Despite help from 

friends and family, the expense of treatment and bringing 

him back pushes her closer to the brink. 

-Though he's staying in school; Jesse, the youngest son, 

has his own periods of acting out. Presumably over lack 

of attention which is being lavished on the family 

miscreant. 

July 1989: 

-I resign from the shelter which, beyond morale, has the 

immediate effect of lowering the level of physical 

security at the facility. Work is no longer a safe place 

for Bucky, nor am I a buffer for her with the board of 

directors. 

-Bucky feels conditions worsening for the clients, sees 

her effectiveness limited. 

-With my advice, she applies for the assistant director's 

job at one of the state-run seasonal armory shelters. 
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October 1989: 

-She gets the job with a substantial raise in pay. Bills 

get paid, but location of new job and late night hours 

demands she have reliable transportation. Bucky buys a 

mini-van. Keeps second job for a while to pay taxes, 

insurance on van. Life has a decidedly positive cast to 

it for the first time in years. 

-Meets, falls in love with, and marries former shelter 

client who is himself new to sobriety. He also lands a 

job in the armory shelter. 

-They plan eventual move to Vermont for a new start and 

new life. Two salaries coming in, they start to build a 

nest egg; a few dollars per week. 

-Bucky becomes pregnant. 

January 1990: 

-Husband relapses briefly, but gets another chance at 

work. 

-Husband relapses again, loses his job, warns Bucky to 

abort her pregnancy because: "We'll never be able to 

afford it." 

-Bucky refuses to abort, despite lack of medical 

coverage. Feels gifted by God. Husband leaves home. 

-Husband returns again, promises to get treatment, never 

to drink or drug again if only Bucky will go to Vermont 

with him to "Start life all over, out of the rat race". 

-Bucky quits job, goes north. Husband in treatment two 

days, leaves against medical advice. 
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-Bucky returns to Mass., learns he has returned there 

also, and that he is drinking down on skid row, 

presumably living at old shelter. 

- She realizes too late their savings are in a joint 

account. He has cleaned out the $1000 nest egg. 

Luckily, she had a month's rent tucked away. 

March 1990: 

-Bucky accepts referral to Catholic Charity's Pregnancy 

Hotline. She does not want to lose the baby and she is 

worried about potential for AIDS. Wonders if husband 

shared drug "works", after learning he was 'booting' 

heroin during his first relapse. 

-Oldest son in Youth Detention in Worcester. 

-Youngest son worried they are: "going to be out on the 

street." His school work slipping despite his obvious 

high aptitude. 

-Bucky formulates a 'bare bones' monthly budget: Rent 

$630 with heat. A bargain in today's housing market. 

Utilities & phone $70 
Food $250 
Transportation (including payment) $410 
Insurance $100 
Laundry $50 
Clothing $0 * 
Medical $0 * 

* The reason nothing is allotted for those items, or for 

entertainment, is obvious, it just is not there. The 

most important, medical insurance? cannot be afforded 

unless it comes with a job. 
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-Applies, and is accepted for AFDC benefits. ($486 per 

month, plus $122 in food stamps.) 

-Is accepted for unemployment benefits, ($520 every two 

weeks for 50 weeks) drops AFDC. 

-Forgoes Unemployment benefits, takes temporary 

enumerator's job with U.S. Census Bureau (Approximately 

$300 per week for 12 weeks). 

May 1990: 

I asked Bucky why she was working at this stage of 

her pregnancy, rather than accepting AFDC. 

"I get tired, but it's not too bad yet. Maybe 

they'll let me inside to do (census) book work later. 

Every buck counts, with no medical coverage. If I stayed 

on AFDC, I got MedicAid, but I can't live on what AFDC 

gives me. So I got unemployment. I can live on 

unemployment—if I don't eat, I can live on unemployment. 

And Jesse likes to nosh on a little something, too. So 

I'm working. When the baby comes, we'll see.” 

December 1990: 

The baby came. The husband came back, temporarily 

clean and sober. Bucky full of family plans. Riding 

herd on the youngsters in school but concerned for the 

oldest. Jesse, the youngest is thriving in school during 

this apparently stable hiatus. 

January 1991: 

Husband not working, takes up with alcohol and 

drugs again. During these weeks he came back and left 
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again several times. Money and work runs out. Bucky 

cannot pay the rent. Eventually Bucky and the children 

are allowed to live for a while in a friend's condo. 

Oldest boy drops out of school. Youngest grades are yo- 

yoing to extreme highs and lows. Has an attention 

deficit. 

February 1991: 

Bucky planning move to NH for work. 

February 1991 (late): 

Phone disconnect. No news. Friends report she has 

left the condo but they do not know where she is. She 

has not gone to the old shelter. 

May 1991: 

Contact. Bucky is "trying it again” with her 

husband. He again promises this time will be different. 

They are living with his mother in Vermont. The mother 

is making life difficult. Oldest son impregnates girl 

back in Mass., he leaves to live with her. Husband 

leaves again. 

June 1991: 

Bucky lands a steady job. Husband back for a few 

weeks, leaves again. Bucky determined to get a divorce. 

February 1992: 

Bucky moves away from mother in law. Relocates with 

youngest son after finding cheap enough apartment in 

Vermont. Difficult commute, but it is survival. 
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Given the federal government's neglect, the housing 

situation for low income families can only get worse. 

Without help, chances are that large numbers of those 

people like Bucky and her family now walking the 

tightrope on the verge of imminent homelessness will join 

the already swelling homeless population. The chronology 

of Bucky Berg shows how each unplanned budgetary upset 

causes a shifting of priorities and, without offsetting 

good fortune, brings families closer and closer to the 

edge. 

Recommendations 

Federal set-asides, more Section Eight subsidies and 

mortgage subsidies for low income people. Sweat Equity 

projects such as Habitat for Humanity. Massive Federal 

aid for low income housing. Not projects, but affordable 

homes: townhouses, cooperative apartments, and 

condominium-style homes. Federally administered 

universal health insurance is a must. 
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