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Outside Looking In: Homelessness in America
There are many people in our society who are treated as outsiders, but the group that most often suffers from discrimination in American culture is the homeless.  However, there are many misconceptions about this group that fuels their mistreatment. Initially, when brainstorming on this topic, I considered the homeless to be much the same. First, I thought of them as uneducated, perhaps school dropouts or even mentally challenged. Next, I thought of them as being mostly adult males as a population, often begging for change at public events. Finally, I thought, in some sense, they were on the street because of their own mistakes. I hoped through my research to find out answers to several important questions dealing with how they became homeless and how others mistreat them.
My questions initially revolved around the causes of homelessness. More specifically, what factors led to living on the streets and what was it like to live without a home? Furthermore, I wanted to know about the diversity that existed among the homeless; races, age groups, family background, etc. After some initial reading, other questions emerged, such as how are the homeless mistreated and why are homeless people more likely to be victims of violent crime? Finally, I wondered how our public laws and policies affected the homeless population. By seeking answers to these questions, I hoped to improve my understanding of the lives of this overlooked outsider group.
My methodology for finding answers to my questions was pretty simple. Using the Nagel Middle School online catalogue, I explored several WebPaths that took me to some excellent websites on the Homeless. The National Alliance to End Homelessness website was helpful in understanding the government policies that impact those on the street, as well as how spread out spending is. The Kids Health website was useful in finding information on runaways, which helped answer my questions on diversity in homelessness. The book Why Do People Live on the Streets was especially helpful, as it included both statistical data and personal stories of people who have ended up on the street. These sources provided more than enough information to answer my inquiry questions.
In conclusion, I learned that many of the things I thought I knew about our homeless population is actually based on misconceptions and stereotypes. For example, the causes and population of homeless are much more diverse than I first realized. According to the article “Running Away”, 85% of homeless young people, a growing population, are homeless due to domestic physical or sexual abuse. On a related note, many women who are homeless are running from abusive situations at home, as well. In fact, 50% of homeless women are fleeing from abusive relationships. Other homeless people are actually military veterans suffering from mental illness and post traumatic stress syndrome. Some families are also homeless, living in shelters while working low paying jobs to get on their feet. Those engaged in substance abuse also contribute to the population. Sadly, I found that our laws do not often support our homeless population, as laws focus on pushing the homeless into other areas rather than helping them regain their independence. Overall, my inquiry taught me that the homeless are not one group with common features. They are unique individuals with a common desire to get back on their feet.
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