
IncreasIng OppOrtunItIes fOr HOmeless 

YOutH tHrOugH educatIOn

There are an estimated 6.7 million youth, ages 16-24, who are not engaged in education or a part of the work-
force across the United States (Belfield, Levin, & Rosen, 2012).  These youth are disconnected from systems  
that support their skills and knowledge development.  Homeless youth represent the most extreme case of  
disconnection.  They lack the educational attainment and employment experience that result in living wage jobs.  And they 
are off track to reach a future that includes self-sufficiency, economic stability, and overall well-being.  An essential compo-
nent to getting them back on track is increasing their level of educational attainment to expand the opportunities available 
to them that would support their long-term self-sufficiency.

Improving Youth Outcomes through Education

Limited Opportunity

A large number of homeless youth have not 
had positive educational experiences or 
the opportunity to complete high school, 
which limits their employment options and 
earning potential.  Lack of high school  
completion is linked to unemployment and  
diminished earnings among those who are  
employed.  Someone who has not completed 
high school is four times more likely to be un-
employed than a college graduate (American 
Human Development Project, 2009).  Those 
wi thout  a  h igh school  diploma who do 
manage to secure a job should expect to earn 
significantly less than those with a diploma.  High 
school completion translates to approximately  
a 40% increase in annual earnings  
(American Human Development Project, 
2009).  

But a high school diplma is not enough in to-
day’s market.  Individuals with a high school diploma still have few viable employment opportunities, limited potential for  
advancement, and reduced potential for future earnings.  Most of the workforce growth in the past 30 years has been in 
fields that require at least a college degree (Rouse & Barrow, 2006).   A college graduate can expect to earn 2.4 times as 
much in a year as someone without a high school degree  (American Human Development Project, 2009).  And a four-year 
degree is not the only path.  By 2017 there will be an estimated 29 million career track jobs nationwide that will require  
either a two-year Associates degree or an occupational certificate (Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 2012).  Post-secondary  
credentials are the key to long-term economic stability.
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Financial Barriers

The cost of education itself is a barrier.  Many youth from more affluent backgrounds depend on the support of their  
family members for assistance with post-secondary educational costs.  Homeless youth don’t have access to these  
financial resources which impacts their view toward pursuing education as well as their ability to engage in educational  
pursuits.  Most homeless youth don’t see education as a viable option because they don’t have the means.  Because they are financially 
unstable and unable to meet their basic needs such as housing, food, clothing, and utilities they focus on obtaining immediate employ-
ment to generate income.  Under these conditions it is easy to understand why youth would defer their educational pursuits and long-
term career planning.  Research found that the number one reason that youth don’t complete college is because they need to hold a 
job and are unable to balance work and school (Johnson, Rochkind, Ott, & DuPont, 2010).  Addressing financial barriers to education 
for homeless youth requires a two-pronged approach.  First, youth must be provided with the stability necessary to be able to shift their 
focus from meeting their immediate needs to envisioning a future.  Then they can start to see how education can assist them with their 
long-term goals.  Second, youth need assistance in identifying the financial assistance available to them to assist in their academic pursuits.  

Academic Preparedness

Most homeless youth have been off-track educationally for an extended period of time.  This includes long periods without school  
attendance or enrollment.  This often culminates in dropping out prior to completion of a high school degree.  The lack of consistency 
in their educational participation impacts overall skill development.  Homeless youth demonstrate literacy and numeracy skills which are 
consistently lower than their highest reported level of attainment.  For example, a youth may report that they completed the 10th grade 
but a skills assessment indicates they are performing at the 6th grade level.  Intensive academic support aimed at remediation and  
developing competency in the core academic areas as building blocks for later attainment is essential.

Lack of Support Systems 

Services must be provided in a way that meets the diverse needs and life circumstances of homeless youth.  A youth  
centered approach to service delivery is crucial for homeless youth who are contending with multiple other issues in their 
lives.  Providing youth with housing support gives them the ability to shift the focus from meeting their immediate needs to  
developing long-term goals.  And then they are better able to see how education can assist them in reaching their goals.  Other non- 
academic support is also an essential component of the work with this group.  Relationship development and creating systems of  
support will help keep youth continue with their education.  Most homeless youth have had few relationships with trusting adults who 
are invested in their future.  Program staff often fill this role in the youth’s life and provides the emotional support they need to weather 
the tough patches.  Peer support is also a great benefit to youth and can be incorporated into educational programming.  Finally, in addi-
tion it is important to help youth to build a network of support within institutions of learning so they are equipped to navigate through the  
system and are able to communicate effectively regarding their educational needs.  

Educational Pathways for Homeless Youth

Reconnecting to Education 

Reconnecting youth to education is the first step.  This often begins by changing  
youth’s experiences with education given that many have not had positive  
experiences in earlier learning environments.  Approximately a third of Larkin 
Street youth under age 18 are not enrolled in school at intake and 9% of these 
youth report that they have dropped out.  In addition approximately 30% of Larkin 
Street youth age 18 or older do not have a high school diploma or equivalency.   
Although only 20% of homeless youth surveyed in San Francisco were currently  
engaged in educational activities, 72% stated that they wanted to further their  
education (Applied Survey Research, 2013). Given youth’s educational histories  
programs aimed at increasing homeless youth participation in education should 
take a strengths-based approach that builds on students’ incumbent knowledge, 
emphasizes prior milestones, and celebrates achievements.  Creating an affirma-
tive learning environment that is supportive of individual progress and bolsters  
participants’ confidence is vital to reengaging youth in educational settings.
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Secondary Education

Thirty-five percent of California youth who drop-out of high school never attain a diploma or complete their GED (Rumberger & 
Rotermund, 2008).  As previously discussed this limits long term prospects for employment and earnings.  Completion of a high school 
degree, or an equivalency, is crucial to later economic vitality.

For school age youth the focus should be on providing ongoing academic support to reengage youth in school.  This includes  
help in obtaining school records so youth can re-enroll in school.  Also assessment of skill level to identify any discrepancy  
between grade level completed and competency demonstrated in core areas should be done early.  Academic support  
services such as mentoring, tutoring, and study workshops are integral to maintaining school engagement and getting youth to high 
school completion.  

For older youth who did not complete high school adult education services aimed at completion of a GED are an essential building 
block.  For homeless youth who have had interrupted educational experiences and limited educational attainment GED services should 
include intensive one-on-one tutoring and remediation.  Initial assessment is crucial to assess skills gaps.  Services are then tailored to 
develop skills in those areas.  Test preparation services should include practice tests which build confidence and prepares youth for 
the actual testing experience.  Assistance with GED testing fees is an important element as the cost may prevent youth from testing.  

Supported Transitions

Preparing youth for college is more than just academic preparation.  Youth with less traditional paths to post-secondary  
education often do not have much knowledge of the college application process.  Homeless youth living on their own don’t have 
parents to look through school catalogs with, to take them on college tours, or to just give basic advice on choosing and applying to 
schools.  Therefore it is necessary to include programming that supports youth in the transition to post-secondary education by pro-
viding them with the academic and practical knowledge they need to succeed.  This includes information regarding selecting an aca-
demic institution, college tours, financial aid, course selection, and class registration.  This is crucial for youth who lack the necessary 
support to prepare for and enroll in postsecondary education.

Post-Secondary Education

Post-secondary education is important for career development and long-term financial independence.  By 2020,  65% 
of all jobs will require post-secondary credentials (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2013).  Post-secondary programming for homeless  
youth should include services to assist youth to develop educational goals.  This includes career exploration to determine  
the educational requirements for various occupations so that youth may choose the most appropriate course of study based on 
their long-term aspirations.  College counseling services include assistance with the financial aid process, guidance  
on course se lect ion,  and mentor ing .   Serv ices  must  extend beyond enro lment .   Ongoing counse l ing,  academic  
support, financial support, and social support are important for persistence and completion of credentials.  Providing a  
comprehensive and dynamic range of support to youth the entire time they are pursuing their postsecondary degree and as they tran-
sit ion into the workforce is crucial to their lasting success.

Conclusion
Improving long term outcomes for homeless youth includes getting them on a path out of poverty and toward a sustainable,  
living-wage career.  The first step is assisting youth in obtaining the education necessary to attain career track employment  
to ensure long-term economic stability.  A growing body of evidence shows that economic opportunity for those without  
a postsecondary degree has decreased measurably since the 1980s.  In fact, over the past third-century, all of the net job 
growth in America has been generated by positions that require at least some postsecondary education (Carnevale, Smith, 
& Strohl, 2010).  Therefore the development of a next generation workforce must include strategies to increase educational  
attainment.  Studies have shown that programs that combine training and education; employment preparation and job  
placement; and services such as housing and transportation support can have a social return on investment of $9.10 for every dollar 
spent (Social Impact Research, 2011).  This is the path from youth homelessness to self-reliant adulthood.
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HIRE UP EdUCATIOnAL SERvICES

Wire Up
Computer ski l ls training to bridge the digital l i teracy gap

Secondary Education
Services to assist youth in earning a high school diploma

•  Re-enrollment support
•  Academic Support
•  Tutoring
•  Mentoring

GEd Program 
Services to assist youth in earning a GED

•  GED Instruction
•  Intensive One-On-One Tutoring
•  Test Preparation
•  Assistance with Testing Fees

Bridge Academy 
Services to support youth in the transit ion to post-secondary education

•  College Exploration
•  Academic Support
•  Peer Mentoring
•  Enrollment Support

Post-Secondary Support
Services to assist youth in earning post-secondary credentials

•  Financial Aid Counseling
•  Scholarships
•  Additional Financial Support 
•  Academic Tutoring
•  Career Planning
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San Francisco, CA 94109
P:  (415) 673.0911, ext. 332
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Since 1984, Larkin Street Youth Services has been committed to helping  
San Francisco’s most vulnerable youth ages 12-24 move beyond street life. 

This commitment has fueled the development of a comprehensive continuum 
of services that is nationally recognized as a model of innovative and effective 

care. We offer stability, safety and the opportunity for a better life.


