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YOUTH HOMELESSNESS

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
The remarkable story portrayed in the box office hit “The Blind Side” delivers inspiration while also fueling some frustration.

Inspiration is found in the extraordinary life transformation of Michael Oher, who moved from teen homelessness to the college dean’s list and then into the NFL. All of this happened after he was adopted by the Touhy family.

But there also is frustration, furnished by the questions: Should my family do the same thing? If not, then what can we do?

Those questions are even more relevant as youth homelessness in Indiana continues to rise. An estimated 29,000 Indiana youth are homeless, and the number of Hoosier kids using a school-based program for homeless students has increased by 12 percent since 2006.

Homeless youth fall into two general categories. The first includes kids who are school age or younger and still living with at least one parent. This family is living in a shelter, in a car or hopping from one friend’s home to another. These struggling youth are most directly impacted by the struggling economy, including unemployment and foreclosure.

“In fact, we are now seeing more two-parent, intact families that are homeless,” said Sally Bindley, who directs School On Wheels, an after-school tutoring program conducted in Central Indiana homeless shelters.

The other category of homeless youth includes teenagers who are out on their own. Reasons can include domestic violence, pregnancy, a long history in foster care or simply being told to leave by their parents.

“Every day for these kids is about survival,” said Rev. Eric Howard, director of Outreach, Inc., a ministry serving homeless teens in Indianapolis. “For example, some girls get into prostitution, not for money but for food and a place to stay. They are not bad kids. They are just trying to survive.”

Homeless youth are more likely to be ill and do poorly in school. In fact, homeless youth change schools an average of three times, needing four to six months each time to recover academically. As a result, only one-third of homeless youth are proficient in reading or math.

“Services are available, but we need to connect youth to these services,” said Dr. Cynthia Smith, a Mt. Vernon school administrator who volunteers with the Homeless Youth Coalition in Evansville. “The best way to communicate with homeless youth is word of mouth. If we can serve one homeless kid, he’ll tell five others about your services.”

Jim O’Brien, head coach of the Indiana Pacers, volunteers with the Coalition for Homelessness Intervention and Prevention. According to O’Brien, the winning strategy starts with creating public awareness about this important issue. “We don’t want homelessness to be invisible,” O’Brien said. “They are people, just like you and me, and there are numerous ways each of us can help.”

Those include volunteering at shelters and other service providers and making charitable donations to support their efforts. “It doesn’t matter what you do for a living, even if you’re a pro basketball coach or an NBA player,” O’Brien added. “There is no greater joy that a person can experience than helping someone in need.”

Liz Murray agrees. As portrayed in the television movie, “Homeless to Harvard,” Murray became a homeless high school dropout after growing up on welfare in a home with drug-addicted parents. When her mother died, Murray made a decision to change the course of her life. Murray re-enrolled in high school, completing four years of school work in just two years. She then earned a bachelor’s degree from Harvard, where she now is working on master’s and doctoral degrees.

“A lot of people think I’m a boot-strapper, that I did this by myself,” Murray said. “Nothing could be further from the truth.  I was helped by so many people in the community. Without people like them, there would not be people like me.”

 Assistance came in ways large and small – rent money for an apartment, gifts of food, donations for school supplies, even someone who offered to do her laundry.

“The number one obstacle to people helping is their belief that their effort will not make a difference,” Murray said. “But we’re not asked to solve the entire problem. We’re just called to do our part.”

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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(Note to editors: IYI provides members of the media free data research and information on sources for stories on youth issues. To access this service or to arrange an interview with IYI President and CEO Bill Stanczykiewicz, please contact Glenn Augustine, vice president—communications at 800-343-7060, 317-396-2734 or gaugustine@iyi.org.)
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