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SYNOPSIS 
Children are rarely seen as members of the homeless 

population. Their voices are seldom heard. 
Described is a Homeless Children’s Art Project undertaken 

in 1998 by a coalition of metropolitan St. Louis organizations to 
bring attention to the plight of homeless children and families. 
Participating children and families appeared not to differ 
demographically from those in the metropolitan homeless 
population, which contained sizable numbers of children.  

The Art Project included the production of pictures by 
homeless children and their display during Homelessness 
Awareness Week. Some troubling characteristics of twenty 
paintings by these children are mentioned. 

Concern is expressed that public and private programs 
often ignore homeless families and children. Picture displays such 
as that described in this article may reduce stereotyping of 
homeless people and build support for effective programs and 
policies. Future displays of homeless children’s art might consider 
an appropriate integration of advocacy, research and clinical 
components. 

; never independent; and, substandard housing. The average 
e for a homeless household in 2003 was $8,949. 



Home, Sweet Homeless! 
Drawings of  Homeless Children 

 
Tom Gould, MPA, Project Director 
Homeless Missourians Information stem 
Missouri Association for Social Welfare 
 
Arthur R. Williams, PhD., MPA, MA (Econ.), Chair 
Health Care Policy & Research 
Mayo Clinic 
Rochester, Minnesota 
 
Phoebe D. Williams, PhD, MN, MA, RN, FAAN, Professor 
School of Nursing 
Kansas University Medical Center 
Kansas City, Kansas 
 
Patricia Ferrell, Supervisor 
Division of Homeless Services 
St. Louis County, Missouri 
 
Joe Yancey, MPPA 
Eastern Region Mental Health Manager 
Missouri Department of Mental Health 
State of Mis
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Missouri Association for Social Welfare 

606 East Capitol Ave. Jefferson City Missouri 65101 
573-634-2901  www.masw.org 

November 2004 
“The welfare of the people shall be the supreme law.” 

 

Sy

souri 



References 
1. Herman DB, Susser ES. Homelessness in America: a collection of articles 

from the American Journal of Public Health. Washington, DC: APHA, 
1998. 

2. Wright, JD, Rubin BA, Devine JA. Beside the golden door: policy, politics, 
and the homeless. New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1998.  

3. Quigley, JM. The homeless. J Economic Literature 1996;34:1935-1941. 
4. Better Homes Fund. American’s homeless children: new outcasts. Newton, 

MA: The Better Homes Fund, 1999. 
5. Phelan JC, Link BG. Who are “the homeless”? reconsidering the stability 

and composition of the homeless population. Am J Public Health 
1999;89:1334-1338. 

6. Missouri Association for Social Welfare. Census of shelter providers for 
homeless people in Missouri, 1998 report. Jefferson City, MO: Missouri 
Association for Social Welfare, 1999. 

7. Missouri Association for Social Welfare, Task Force on Affordable 
Housing. Homelessness in Missouri: eye of the storm? Jefferson City, MO: 
Missouri Association for Social Welfare, January 1998. 

8. Malchiodi CA. Understanding children’s drawings. New York: Guilford 
Press, 1998. 

9. Di Leo JH. Children’s drawings as diagnostic aids. New York: 
Brunner/Mazel, 1973. 

10. Williams PD. Children’s concepts of illness and internal body parts. 
Maternal-Child Nurs J 1979;8:115-123. 

11. “No Place Like Home”. Public Health Rep 2000;115: cover 3.  
12. Gregorian VS, Azarian A, Demaria M, McDonald LD. Colors of disaster: 

the psychology of the “black sun”. The Arts in Psychotherapy 1996;23:1-
14. 

13.  O’Flaherty B. Making room: the economics of homelessness. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1996. 

14. Jenks C. The homeless. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994. 
15. 15.Blau J. Illusions of prosperity: America’s working families in an age of 

economic insecurity. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999 

ss! 

ited on 
adult d

ome”, 

nd 
ipation 

e.1-3   

face. 

xcept that their number is substantial, perhaps 
more t

. One 

Home, Sweet Homele
Drawings of Homeless Children 

 
Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. 
A charm from the sky seems to hollow us there, 

Which, seek through the world, is ne’er met with elsewhere 
 

John Howard Payne (1791-1852) 
 

Many assume, and it can be reassuring to assume, that 
homeless persons are not like us. Rather, they are losers and 
derelicts. Through personal failings, they forsake the bounty 
available to all Americans.  Homelessness is a sanction vis

ropouts. 
 The American ethos reflected in “Home, Sweet H

however, suggests that homelessness is an extreme sanction. A 
house (preferably a very large one) has become part of the 
American Dream and US Tax Code.  Inadequate and unstable 
housing and shelter can be a nightmare. Erratic and unsafe living 
arrangements exacerbate personal and public health problems, a
can have long-term negative consequences for health, partic
in labor markets, and integration into community lif

 The limited research now available shows that the 
experience of homelessness can have profound effects on 
children.4 Yet, the image of homelessness rarely has a child’s 
Very little is known about the number and characteristics of 
homeless children, e

han a million any one night.4, 5  This article describes an 
attempt to let some homeless children speak through pictures
painting is shown on the cover. 
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Uni shington University), the United Way, St. 

 and 

this

Sal Partnership, and Urban League 

edu with 
children at these shelters.  Three themes were selected for the 
children: “Dream House”, “No Place Like Home”, and “My 
Favorite Place”.  One theme was used at each shelter.  Children 
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not im ay be 

ery helpfu ice 
agencies, inc dvocacy 
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this one possesses some characteristics that may be related 
existentially to experiences of homeless children. Some 
background is provided concerning the setting in which pictures 

e obtained and the demographics of the homeles
summary review of the content of the children’s pictures then is 
pre ented, followed by a brief discussion and conclusion. 
 

ting 
The pictures were obtained for Homelessness Awareness 

ek in 1998 from children, 4-16 years, in metropolitan St. Loui
eless shelters. The Homeless Childr
ned for more than a year, and was undertaken by a broad 

coalition of groups that interacted with hom
included state and county service agencies, city and county 
government officials, universities (students from Maryvil

versity and Wa
Patrick’s Center, St. Louis Empowerment Center, and advocacy  
groups such as the Mental Health Association of St. Louis
National Alliance for the Mentally Ill.  Significant contributors to 

 coalition were the homeless shelters themselves. 
 Children at Hope House, Christian Service Center, 

vation Army Community in 
Passage House completed thirty-two pictures. Local artist 

cators and occupational therapists volunteered to work 

 more systematic and scientific collection of da
pede its use for display and public education, and m

v l to families; professional care providers; and serv
luding homeless shelters. Unfortunately, a

 thei unt tr eagerness to “do something” may disco
n

Effective use of children’s pictures comb
aphic information describing family situations can low

barriers between viewers and homeless people. Homeless pare
involved in this project and at shelters do not appear to be 
strikingly different from the general public in terms of education 
and a number of other characteristics.15 Most parents appear to 
have satisfactory educational skills, at least as measured by 
credentials.  Difficulties appear to arise from failure to earn a 
regular and sufficient income and perhaps also from family size
These are difficulties not uncommon among lesser-educated a
low-income wage earners in the United States. 

Appropriately directed information about homeless persons 
may reduce stereotypes. Homeless people are not just single, 
mentally disturbed, male substance abusers. Substantial portions of 
the homeless population are homeless families like the sub
this article. Inattention to homeless families is a quiet failu
hospitals, clinics, schools, correctional facilities, and other public 
and private institutions. The future public consequences of the 
private pain of children may be substantial and is disquieting. 
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g depicts the child, but her image is faintly painted in ligh
orange or amber. The child’s head and extremities demateri
the doorway.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 

The display of the children’s pictures appeared to be 
effective in stimulating interest on the part of viewers in th
t
Unsurpris

upport of homeless shelters were initial foci. However, 
attention soon turned to the mental health, health, and education of 
children. Many of the pictures raise concerns about the needs of 
children subjected to periods of homelessness. Examination of
pictures suggests that many children may be troubled. The possib
long-term effects of this experience on children and parents 
only be guessed. We do know that direct access to education
health services is impeded.   

Discussions of homelessness often assume that some 
personal deficit produces homelessness.5 Little attention has bee
given to the possibility that a period of homelessness or instability 
in living arrangements can lead to outcomes promotin

ssness and social deviance.13-14 Certainly, interaction
within families can be altered profoundly. 

Due to the manner in which the children’s pictures 
obtained, little can be said about the clinical condition of childre
or parents.  Further efforts to collect such expressive works wo
benefit from the presence of professional art therapists on the

produced pictures using finger paints, tempera, construction paper
and cutouts for collages. 

Materials were supplied through the coalition, and 
volunteers provided instruction.  Sessions with children lasted 
between two and three hours. The number of volunteers per ch
ranged from 1:4 to 2:1.  Often picture

 for completion.  In some cases, mothers simultaneo
created their own works; however, these were not saved or 
exhibited.  

A professional volunteer matted all the pictures for 
children. The matted pictures were displayed in the St. Louis City
Hall, St. Louis County Council Offices, Barnes-Jewish Hospital
and Maryville University. The Missouri Association for Soc
Welfare arranged to have the pictures displayed within the Sta
Capitol, Jefferson City, Missouri. 

Media attention was excellent. The displays colorfully 
informed the public about children and homeles

ng either children or parents to potentially harmful media 
attention. The pictures also provided a vivid and often eloque
display of the attitudes of children toward homelessness. Favorable 
comments came from the public and members of the State 
Legislature. The display at the State Capitol was used to build 
support for ongoing efforts to expand the Missouri Housing Trust 
Fund.  Such pictures and their appropriate use were an effective
way to focus attention on the health, mental health, housing an
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service directly to children using volunteers and advocacy, the 
collection of systematic data 
describing children and 

, 

n 
obtaine

on The

The City and County 

unsafe places, 
r 

t 
 

 

nts and 
gs. The family had moved to three shelters in a three-

month 

and pa

shows 

 curtain.  The 

families was neglected.  
Attempts to reconstruct a 
database have been 
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by the Missouri Association 
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The modal parent in shelters. The typical parent in shelte
was between 30-40 years of age, with more than one child.  
Appearance at the shelter frequently occurred after several periods
of homelessness and fruitless searches for adequate shelter. 

Known characteristics of Art Project participants. As noted 
earlier, the children and parents involved in the Art Project 
followed the demographics of the sheltered population. Most 
participating parents were African-American single, female head
of household who were in their mid-thirties. A third of the 
participating children may have been in shelters with two 
accompanying adults. 

Characteristics of Art Project children. Most childre
between 9-13 years of age with siblings also in the shelter.  
the percentage of male children slightly outnumbered females in 
the sheltered population, this order was reversed slightly amon
those who produced pictures. Many participating children had been
through several periods of homelessness and searches by parents 
for suitable shelter. Often in these families two to three years of
stability

djustment. Children and parents frequently moved between
shelters during these periods. 
 

Comments on the Content of Twenty Children’s Pictures
Children at four homeless shelters produced pictures, but only 
two shelters were pictures drawn and painted. The themes used by 
children at these two shelters were “My Favorite Place” and 

 “No Place Like Home.” Comments below are restricted to the 
twenty paintings done at these shelters. The palettes and materia
used were similar, and instructions provided by volunteers
consistent. Many studies of children’s drawings and paintings have
been reported in the literature.8-10 

 Six pictures made with glue and construction paper were 
obtained at another shelter in response to the theme “My Fa
Place”.  At a fourth shelter, six pictures were collages mad
poster board and cutouts from news media on the th

 House”.  We are not commenting on these constructions or
collages, since we have insufficient information about how the 
construction materials were distributed and how instructions were 
conveyed to children. 

Below, we briefly report on some conspicuous 
characteristics of the twenty children’s paintings. These pictures 
were not collected in a manner that permits more detailed analysis. 
A few comments also will be made about the picture included wi
this article and one published in Public Health Reports.11

Despite differences in themes, the “No Place Like Home” 
and “My Favorite Place” paintings shared a common

eristic. Ninety percent of the paintings about home used 
cold colors such as dark blues as background as did 70% of the 
favorite place pictures.  

Several differences, however, exist between the two groups
of paintings. In the “No Place Like Home Pictures”, a child was 
depicted in only 30% of the pictures, and other members of the 
family in only 10%. Half the pictures had spots similar to “black 
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children. Many of the pictures raise concerns about the needs of 
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pictures suggests that many children may be troubled. The possib
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only be guessed. We do know that direct access to education
health services is impeded.   
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exhibited.  

A professional volunteer matted all the pictures for 
children. The matted pictures were displayed in the St. Louis City
Hall, St. Louis County Council Offices, Barnes-Jewish Hospital
and Maryville University. The Missouri Association for Soc
Welfare arranged to have the pictures displayed within the Sta
Capitol, Jefferson City, Missouri. 

Media attention was excellent. The displays colorfully 
informed the public about children and homeles

ng either children or parents to potentially harmful media 
attention. The pictures also provided a vivid and often eloque
display of the attitudes of children toward homelessness. Favorable 
comments came from the public and members of the State 
Legislature. The display at the State Capitol was used to build 
support for ongoing efforts to expand the Missouri Housing Trust 
Fund.  Such pictures and their appropriate use were an effective
way to focus attention on the health, mental health, housing an
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Uni shington University), the United Way, St. 

 and 
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Sal Partnership, and Urban League 

edu with 
children at these shelters.  Three themes were selected for the 
children: “Dream House”, “No Place Like Home”, and “My 
Favorite Place”.  One theme was used at each shelter.  Children 

Indeed, the ta need 
not im ay be 

ery helpfu ice 
agencies, inc dvocacy 
groups in he 
utility of systematic data collectio .  

ined with 
demogr er 

nts 

. 
nd 

jects of 
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this one possesses some characteristics that may be related 
existentially to experiences of homeless children. Some 
background is provided concerning the setting in which pictures 

e obtained and the demographics of the homeles
summary review of the content of the children’s pictures then is 
pre ented, followed by a brief discussion and conclusion. 
 

ting 
The pictures were obtained for Homelessness Awareness 

ek in 1998 from children, 4-16 years, in metropolitan St. Loui
eless shelters. The Homeless Childr
ned for more than a year, and was undertaken by a broad 

coalition of groups that interacted with hom
included state and county service agencies, city and county 
government officials, universities (students from Maryvil

versity and Wa
Patrick’s Center, St. Louis Empowerment Center, and advocacy  
groups such as the Mental Health Association of St. Louis
National Alliance for the Mentally Ill.  Significant contributors to 

 coalition were the homeless shelters themselves. 
 Children at Hope House, Christian Service Center, 

vation Army Community in 
Passage House completed thirty-two pictures. Local artist 

cators and occupational therapists volunteered to work 

 more systematic and scientific collection of da
pede its use for display and public education, and m

v l to families; professional care providers; and serv
luding homeless shelters. Unfortunately, a

 thei unt tr eagerness to “do something” may disco
n

Effective use of children’s pictures comb
aphic information describing family situations can low

barriers between viewers and homeless people. Homeless pare
involved in this project and at shelters do not appear to be 
strikingly different from the general public in terms of education 
and a number of other characteristics.15 Most parents appear to 
have satisfactory educational skills, at least as measured by 
credentials.  Difficulties appear to arise from failure to earn a 
regular and sufficient income and perhaps also from family size
These are difficulties not uncommon among lesser-educated a
low-income wage earners in the United States. 

Appropriately directed information about homeless persons 
may reduce stereotypes. Homeless people are not just single, 
mentally disturbed, male substance abusers. Substantial portions of 
the homeless population are homeless families like the sub
this article. Inattention to homeless families is a quiet failu
hospitals, clinics, schools, correctional facilities, and other public 
and private institutions. The future public consequences of the 
private pain of children may be substantial and is disquieting. 
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Home, Sweet Homele
Drawings of Homeless Children 

 
Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. 
A charm from the sky seems to hollow us there, 

Which, seek through the world, is ne’er met with elsewhere 
 

John Howard Payne (1791-1852) 
 

Many assume, and it can be reassuring to assume, that 
homeless persons are not like us. Rather, they are losers and 
derelicts. Through personal failings, they forsake the bounty 
available to all Americans.  Homelessness is a sanction vis

ropouts. 
 The American ethos reflected in “Home, Sweet H

however, suggests that homelessness is an extreme sanction. A 
house (preferably a very large one) has become part of the 
American Dream and US Tax Code.  Inadequate and unstable 
housing and shelter can be a nightmare. Erratic and unsafe living 
arrangements exacerbate personal and public health problems, a
can have long-term negative consequences for health, partic
in labor markets, and integration into community lif

 The limited research now available shows that the 
experience of homelessness can have profound effects on 
children.4 Yet, the image of homelessness rarely has a child’s 
Very little is known about the number and characteristics of 
homeless children, e

han a million any one night.4, 5  This article describes an 
attempt to let some homeless children speak through pictures
painting is shown on the cover. 



Addendum:  Demographic Update for 2003 
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% Asian, and; .23% Native American. 
Numbers of children and family compositions: At any time 

during 2003, the average number of children in shelter remained 
relatively constant. Of that number, 2,828 were school aged.  
Family size varied from one adult with one child to one adult with 
4 or more children.  

The modal parent in shelters: The age breakdown of adults 
in shelter with children was between the ages of 19 and 42.  
Reasons for requesting shelter include: loss of income; lack of  

Numbers served in shelter: During 2003, homeless sh
served 3,159 heads of household. The numb

e households numbered 4,285.  When comparing the same 
data from 1998 with those of 2003, it shows that 665 fewer 
households were served in 2003. In fact, there is more to the sto
than the numbers tell.  Between 2001 and 2003, three eme
shelters closed, creating a bed deficit of 80 to 100 beds.  A 
year effort to replace those beds has netted 25 beds opened

g shelter. At the same time, the number of households 
requesting shelter increased between 12-17% since 1999  

Composition of shelter households:  Fewer beds and 
need have created a crisis that is best demo

ng statistics:  24,541 households requested shelter: 86%
were women and children; 14% were men; 65.14%, or 15,987, 
were unable to be referred, and; shelter bed utilization rates
131% or 31% over capacity.  Single males and females represe
10.90% and 7.40% respectively.  Racial and ethnic breakdown 
shows: 89.79% were African American; 9.4% white; .48% 
Hispanic; .06
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SYNOPSIS 
Children are rarely seen as members of the homeless 

population. Their voices are seldom heard. 
Described is a Homeless Children’s Art Project undertaken 

in 1998 by a coalition of metropolitan St. Louis organizations to 
bring attention to the plight of homeless children and families. 
Participating children and families appeared not to differ 
demographically from those in the metropolitan homeless 
population, which contained sizable numbers of children.  

The Art Project included the production of pictures by 
homeless children and their display during Homelessness 
Awareness Week. Some troubling characteristics of twenty 
paintings by these children are mentioned. 

Concern is expressed that public and private programs 
often ignore homeless families and children. Picture displays such 
as that described in this article may reduce stereotyping of 
homeless people and build support for effective programs and 
policies. Future displays of homeless children’s art might consider 
an appropriate integration of advocacy, research and clinical 
components. 

; never independent; and, substandard housing. The average 
e for a homeless household in 2003 was $8,949. 
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