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Abstract

This study investigated what five homeless
youths in Chicago, Illinois, perceived as their pri-
mary and secondary service needs and their
awareness, use and assessment of services designed
to meet those needs. For the purpose of sampling,
homeless youths were considered those teenagers or
young adults who had no permanent address for any
length of time, no parents or family to rely on for
daily support, and no regular source of income,
food, or shelter, except through homeless shelters
and food pantries. The five youths interviewed for
this smdy were self-selected off of the streets of
Chicago’s Lakeview neighborhood and from a
night-time activity program sponsored by two local
orzanizations that work with homeless children. The
study utilized a descriptive research method, and the
respondents were administered a survey designed by
the investigator to elicit both qualitative and quanti-
tative data.

Problem Formulation

Rothman and David found that “the number of
youth who run away from home or who experience
homelessness in the course of a year is unknown,
and any estimate of their population size is consid-
ered highly problematic” (cited in Robertson, 1991,
p- 33). However, in 1985 the Illinois Governor's
Task Force on Homeless Youth estimated that
there were as many as 21,535 homeless youths in
Mlinois alone (Governor’s Task Force on Homeless
Youth, 1983, p. 5). Regardless of the large size of
this population, there remains a lack of information
about these forgotten children. “Only limited empir-
ical information is available, and most of it is based
on data from client samples from shelters (Shaffer &
Canton, 1984}, health clinics (Yates, 1988), or insti-
tutions (Mundy et al., 1989) which likely misrepre-
sent the larger homeless youth population™
(Robertson, 1991, p. 33).

Additionally, as Robertson stated, the informa-
tion that does exist is drawn from interviews with
service providers and homeless youths engaged in
services. Those children not receiving services are
not having their voices heard by the people who may
be able to help them. Unfortunately, while this
is happening the situation is worsening. “Recent
surveys of service providers nationally suggest that
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their contemporary clients seem to be younger, more
troubled, and more likely to have multiple problems
compared to clients in previous years” (Robertson,
1991, p. 39). For these reasons, this study was
designed to examine the service needs and uses of
homeless youths in Chicago, Illinois, from their own
perspectives.

In order to begin such a project, certain ontologi-
cal assumptions had to be made. First, homelessness
is a reality for some minors. Second, homelessness
can be defined as a period in a person’s life when
they have no permanent address, no parents or fam-
ily to rely on for daily support, and no regular source
of income, food, or shelter except through homeless
shelters or food pantries. Given the lack of other
data, epistemologically, it was assumed that an
assessment of the needs and service use of this pop-
ulation could be known by analyzing their own
answers to survey questions.

Literature Review

In a review of the literature the investigator found
a wealth of definitions of homeless youths but a lack
of a narrow, consistent definition of the population
as a whole. In her own literamire review, Marjorie
Robertson indicates that there are a variety of terms
used to describe this population, “including ‘home-
less,’ ‘runaways,’ ‘throwaways,” ‘push-outs,” ‘system
kids," ‘street kids,’ ‘unaccompanied youth, ‘dam-
aged teens,’ ‘outcasts,’ and ‘hard-to-serve youth'™
(Adams, Gullotta, & Clancy, 1985; Chelimsky
1982; Greater Boston 1985: National Network
1985, p. 34). Several researchers have attempted to
manage this problem by breaking down the larger
homeless population into subcategories or typolo-
gies (Adams, Gullotta, & Clancy, 1985; Cherry,
1993; Jones, 1988; and Zide & Cherry, 1992).
However, as Robertson states, so many descriptions
prove problematic because “they require assump-
tions about the youths' motives and the degree of
access youths may have to homes™ (p. 34).

Furthermore, in the literature reviewed, most
researchers sampled only those homeless youths
who were engaged in services at schools, shelters,
and other youth agencies (Kurtz, Kurtz, & Jarvis,
1991: Levine Powers, Eckenrode, & Jaklitsch, 1989:;
Lundy, 1995; Ray & Roloff, 1993; Shai Levine,
Metzendorf, & VanBoskirk, 1986; Shane, 1989;
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