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Massachusetts Appleseed promotes equal rights and opportunities for Massachusetts
residents by developing and advocating for systemic solutions to social justice issues.
Massachusetts Appleseed co-drafted House Bill 1862, An Act Providing Housing and
Support Services for Unaccompanied Homeless Youth (“Unaccompanied Homeless
Youth Act™).

The Unaccompanied Homeless Youth Act proposes a continuum of housing and support
services with the goal of creating education stability and better health outcomes for
unaccompanied homeless youth. These youth face obstacles even greater than those faced
by homeless youth that are in the physical custody of a parent or guardian. An estimated
5,900 unaccompanied homeless youth live in Massachusetts.' These youth may be found
sleeping on a friend’s couch temporarily, living in emergency shelters, or wandering the
streets.

Appropriate housing and support services are critical because they serve as a platform
from which unaccompanied homeless youth can stabilize and improve their education
and health outcomes. As we discuss below, education stability leads to positive long-term
life outcomes. Investing early in our youth is critical to give them every opportunity to
become fully engaged, contributing citizens in our local and statewide community.

Education stability has long been a key factor contributing to successful outcomes for
youth living in poverty. Youth homelessness is strongly correlated with high school
dropout rates. Seventy-five percent of homeless youth drop out of school before earning
a high school diploma.2 The factors influencing a youth’s decision to dropout — family
volatility, economic uncertainty, and residential instability - overlap greatly with
circumstances of youth homelessness.” Unaccompanied homeless youth struggle to
access a meaningful public education when confronted with more immediate life issues
such as mobility and lack of an adult’s support. As noted by Touch Point Connection co-
founder Joan Martin in Tuscan, AZ, “[m]any dropouts are capable kids who simply stop
coming to school when life becomes overwhelming and school no longer makes sense.”
When provided with safe and stable housing opportunities, these youth are present to
learn and better able to prioritize and focus on education.

By investing now in housing and education stability for unaccompanied homeless youth,
the Commonwealth can lower its costs and generate additional revenue in the future.
Ensuring access to public education for all Massachusetts children has long been a
priority in this state. Nonetheless, a subset of youth are not benefitting from this
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commitment. High school dropout leads to lost earnings, lost tax revenue, and an
increased dependence on public assistance for those who drop out. Lifetime earnings
estimates indicate that high school graduates can earn between $260,000° and $456,000
more than high school dropouts.” Using the more conservative figure, high school
dropouts from the class 0f 2007 could have earned an additional $329 billion over the
course of their lives, and $12.3 billion in Massachusetts alone, had they graduated.” As
Table 1 demonstrates there is a strong correlation between an individual’s level of
educational attainment and his net financial contributions to society.

Table 1 Annual Earnings and Net Contributions of High School Dropouts in Massachusetts in 2007°

: . N Cash plus In- Net
Education Level Earnings Taxes Paid Kind Benefits Contribution
No H.S. or GED $16,764 $2,498 $7,798 -85,300

H.S. or GED $26,013 $5,456 $3,332 $2,125
1-3 Years College $30,909 $7,838 $2,389 $5,499
Bachelors Degree $50,887 $14,769 $1,150 $13,620
Graduate Degree $74,562 $20,753 $854 $19,899

Massachusetts residents feel this disparity acutely. Recent reports estimate that 60% of
new jobs created in Massachusetts will require an associate’s degree or higher, as

compared with 38% in the United States as a whole.”

Providing today’s unaccompanied homeless youth with access to stable housing helps to
end the cycle of poverty and to mitigate the need for a disproportionately larger
expenditure of social services resources. A disproportionately high number of high school
' Nationally, 58% of high school dropouts are

dropouts are from Iow-income families."
from low-income families.'

' In Massachusetts, students from low-income families

account for nnly 30 6% of the state’s total high school enrollment'? but 50.2% of high

school dropouts. "’

continues to perpetuate its cycle of poverty.

These figures suggest that a portion of the drop-out population

Funds allocated today to provide housing and education stability to our unaccompanied
homeless youth could substantially mitigate future crime-related expenditures by the
state. Having no fixed address correlates with a higher involvement in robbery and

. . 14
violent crimes.

Additionally, utilitarian offenses such as robbery are common when

necessities (e.g. food) are scarce due to unemployment or a general lack of income.'> A
high school dropout is eight times more likely to be incarcerated than an individual with

at least a high school degree.'

® A high number of unaccompanied homeless youth are

high school dropouts. High school dropouts constitute 59% of federal and 75% of

Massachusetts state inmates. '’
spent $45,917.05 per inmate.'®

In 2010, the Massachusetts' Department of Corrections
Taking into account the high cost of incarceration, a 1%

increase in the male hlgh 'iChOOl graduation rate today could save $1.4 billion in crime-
related costs nationwide.'
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With access to stable housing and education, today’s homeless youth will experience far
more desirable health outcomes, and society will be spared the cost of treating potential
maladies in the future. Homeless youth face increased health risks as compared to housed
peers. Homeless youth experience more irregular sleep and dietary patterns,” higher rates
of major depression and post traumatic stress dlsorder (thref: times that of their housed
peers),”' and increased vulnerability to victimization.” In Massachusetts, homeless youth
are more likely to use drugs and alcohol and more likely to experience sexual contact
against their will than are their housed eers ? Less schooling leads to more risky
behavior, such as smoking and obesity.”* More educated individuals have access to safer
homes in safer neighborhoods, better healthcare, healthier food, and have fewer social
stressors.”” Moreover, 24 8% of high school dropouts are on Medicaid, as compared to
1% of college graduates.”® Processing this data in economic terms, if the dropouts from
the high school class 0f 2004 had graduated, the country could have saved $41.8 billion
in healthcare costs over the course of those graduates’ lives.”’

Data is fundamental to reducing the incidence of youth homelessness across the state.
Understanding numbers and demographics is key to developing best practices to address
the needs of unaccompanied homeless youth. At a time when the number of homeless
families with children is growing, unaccompanied homeless youth remain undercounted
and underserved.

One way in which unaccompanied homeless youth are currently identified is through
public schools. Massachusetts public schools were able to identify 735 unaccompanied
homeless youth in grades PK-12 during the 2009-10 school year.”® Contrast that with the
Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s youth risk behavior survey, which reported
an estimated 5,900 self-identified unaccompanied homeless high school students in
Massachusetts in the spring of 2009. The vast discrepancy between these numbers speaks
to the challenges of reliable and comprehensive data collection.

Unaccompanied homeless youth are also identified through state agencies. This
mechanism makes a complete count difficult because state agencies use different
definitions of youth homelessness depending on the services the agencies provide.

Further clouding the picture, unaccompanied homeless youth “fly under the radar” and
are reluctant to identify themselves to service providers and state agencies alike to access
the available services.

Proper identification of unaccompanied homeless youth is critical. Unfortunately, as MA
Appleseed recently learned from its recently conducted research to see what other states
are doing to address the unique unmet needs of unaccompanied homeless youth, data
collection is a significant challenge in serving this population nationwide.

A Special Commission is needed to develop strategies for accurate identification and to
make recommendations on improving access to education, housing and services for
unaccompanied homeless youth to ensure a comprehensive and effective systemic
response to the unique needs of this population. Unaccompanied homeless youth face
many barriers in accessing education and services. One goal of the Commission would be
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to develop best practices to identify and conduct outreach to unaccompanied homeless
youth. Mandatory reporting requirements are an example of one important policy which
can inadvertently create a barrier to identification and outreach. Like many states,
Massachusetts requires individuals in certain professions, such as social workers and
child advocates, to report any interactions they have with certain at-risk underage youth.
Within 48 hours of identifying a young person who, with reasonably surety, is a victim of
neglect or abuse, these “mandatory reporters” must file a report with the state.”’
Additionally, state-licensed shelters cannot provide services to underage youth for more
than 72 hours without parental consent.”” While these important requirements are in place
to ensure that at-risk youth receive as much state and family support as possible, they
can, in certain circumstances, have negative consequences. The requirements may deter
youth who fear return to an unstable home life, particularly in light of the fact that the
majority of homeless youth have faced physical or sexual abuse in the home.”'
Furthermore, homeless youth often have very specific emotional and physical needs, and
72 hours simply may not be enough time for shelters to connect with a youth, triage
needs and tailor appropriate assistance. The Special Commission would have the capacity
to investigate the practical implications and address such issues, along with any other
barriers to access to justice faced by unaccompanied homeless youth.

The Legislature is best positioned to convene stakeholders, service providers, public
interest advocates and unaccompanied homeless youth to develop statewide systemic
solutions to meet the needs of this unique population.

Unaccompanied homeless youth face unique obstacles in securing stable housing and
meaningful access to public education. Investing early to meet the needs of this
population could have a direct bearing on the state’s financial well-being. Not only would
the desired funding bring a level of permanence and consistency to the lives of these
youth, but there would also be a profound return to the state and its residents on each
dollar spent.

Please do not hesitate to contact us if we can be of further assistance or provide additional
information.

Respectfully submitted by,

Joan Meschino

Executive Director

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and Justice
jmeschino@appleseednetwork.org
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