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M A L L A R D  F I L L M O R E

OPINION

By Laura Eastes Akers

In Ardmore and across 
the country, home-
lessness is a complex 

and growing problem. 
As homelessness grew 

more visible in downtown 
Ardmore, it sparked a com-
munity discourse: Why are 
so many people homeless? 
Why is homelessness a 
problem in Ardmore? Why 
can’t we just solve this prob-
lem (or at least remove them 
from downtown)? 

Consider these cases, 
which the Grace Center 
of Southern Oklahoma’s 
staff and volunteers have 
encountered this summer: 

A stroke survivor in his 
early 60s became home-
less this spring when his 
Ardmore apartment was 
condemned. His limited 
resources mixed with a 
lack of affordable hous-
ing in Ardmore prohibited 
him from securing a home. 
When he didn’t receive a 
stimulus check, the Grace 
Day Center Director inves-
tigated. His Social Security 
number was compromised. 
He was a victim of fraud, 
including a stimulus check 
scam. 

A 40-year-old U.S. Army 
veteran suffers from severe 
mental illness. His benefits 
can cover monthly rent but 
his delusions prevent him 
from sleeping inside the 
apartment that the Grace 
Day Center helped him 
obtain. 

And a 48-year-old Ada 
mother — who cannot recall 
the last time she and her 
14-year-old son had stable 
housing. A friend dropped 
them off in Ardmore at the 
Salvation Army, which 
could provide only a short-
term solution to a long-term 
problem. 

When most people hear 
“homeless,” a very stereo-
typed image comes to mind: 
a person with poor hygiene 
and dirty clothes, with a 
lack of desire to work, and 
who is addicted to drugs 
or alcohol. A dangerous, 
distrustful person. While 
this can be the case, in the 
Grace Center’s tenure of 
working with Ardmore’s 
homeless community, our 
staff and volunteers see 
humans trapped in their 
unique, complex web of 
circumstances, stripped of 
stigma and stereotypes. In 
reality, most homeless resi-
dents are out of sight, and 
they include families with 
children. 

Many think Ardmore’s 
homeless arrive from else-
where, riding a pipeline from 
larger cities to abuse our 
good will or naiveté. Indeed, 
some come from larger cities 
and end up in Ardmore. 
However, an internal Grace 
Center client survey found 
that two-thirds of our 
clients consider themselves 
locals, having attended high 
school in Carter County, 
held jobs with the area’s 
largest employers, and 
have family members living 
nearby. The jail-to-home-
lessness-pipeline, and the 
forthcoming foster-care-
to-homelessness-pipeline, 
are much more real. For 
better or worse, Ardmore is 
home to the least of these.

Nevertheless, this 
summer provided a stark 
homelesness revelation 
in downtown. Homeless 
residents have roamed 
the downtown streets, 
trashed and camped outside 
business’ doors, including 
the Grace Center’s. The 
community has turned to 
us with a mix of reactions. 
Many have wanted to know 
how they can help. Others 
offered contradictory accu-
sations: “You're not doing 
enough to serve the home-
less,” and “The homeless are 
enabled by the Grace Center 
and all these other service 
organizations.” 

Moreover, COVID-19 
and the need to lower the 
risk of viral transmission at 
the Grace Day Center has 
created new difficulties for 
our homeless residents and 
the community. Currently, 
only 10 clients may access 
services at a time in the Day 
Center. When 10 clients 
are inside the building, 
others wait outside the door 
or across the street in the 
shade. For many, the image 
of people sitting or lying 
down, presents an array of 
emotions and thoughts. 

In an ideal world, the solu-
tion to ending homelessness 
would be pretty simple. A 
one-size-fits-all program 
that moves people out of 
homelessness while ending 
their suffering to housing 
and happiness. There is no 
program that works that 
way. Homelessness is just 
too multifaceted. 

In Ardmore, a patch-
work safety net, woven by 
nonprofits, faith-based 
organizations, and volun-
teers struggles to prevent 
homelessness by providing 
meals, clothing, and shelter 
to those who are homeless. 
The Band-Aid approach 
cannot address systemic 
issues. More collaboration is 
needed to optimize services, 
engage long-term solutions, 
and reduce redundancy. Our 
current Band-Aid approach 
to homelessness leaves 
indelible scars. 

This month, the Grace 
Center is convening a 
Homeless Coalition with 
community partners and 
collaborators. With the help 
of a facilitator, there will be 
guided conversations and 
discussions resulting in a 
well-defined, written com-
munity action plan — one 
with practical approaches 
to reducing and eliminat-
ing homelessness. Leaders 
from government, business, 
faith, and social services are 
coming to the table. After 
all, our homeless are exit-
ing our jails, hospitals, and 
crisis units, even our high 
school classrooms and foster 
homes, with no prospects 
but the streets. 

Ardmore is facing a 
homelessness crisis. This 
is the time to develop an 
Ardmore solution to our 
Ardmore problem. 

— Laura Eastes Akers is the 
executive director of The 
Grace Center of Southern 
Oklahoma, a nonprofit orga-
nization committed to pre-
venting homelessness while 
providing essential services 
to those in the community 
experiencing homelessness. 

Homeless Coalition holds 
real promise to fi nding 

our solution

By David M. Shribman

‘American youth today 
has its fringes, but 
that's part of the 

greatness of our country. I 
have great faith in American 
youth. The youth of today 
can change the world, and if 
they understand that, I think 
we are going to go forward 
to a great age.” — former 
Vice President Richard M. 
Nixon, in a television cam-
paign advertisement, 1968

BOSTON — Maybe the 
important gap in next month's 
election isn't only gender. 
Maybe it's generational, too. 

The gender gap — yawn-
ing again this political season 
— has been a hardy perennial 
of American politics for 40 
years, first emerging in the 
1980 election, when Jimmy 
Carter outperformed Ronald 
Reagan among women by 8 
percentage points. But the 
generation gap that is emerg-
ing in the 2020 political cycle 
has the potential to have as 
much effect on American pol-
itics as the gender gap had in 
the past four decades — per-
haps to redeem the statement 
Mr. Nixon made in an election 
in which Vice President 
Hubert H. Humphrey had a 
9-point advantage among 
voters under 30. 

More than a half-century 
later — and when the voting 
age is 18, not 21 — a series 
of polls shows former Vice 
President Joseph R. Biden 
Jr. with a substantial edge 
over President Donald 
Trump among young 
voters. The Forbes Under 30 
Voter Survey, for example, 
gives Mr. Biden a 22-point 
advantage. At this point in 
a political column like this, 
readers often ask the same 
vital question: “Fine, but will 
they vote?” A separate poll 
undertaken by the Institute of 
Politics at Harvard's Kennedy 
School of Government found 
that 63% of young people 
say they will “definitely be 
voting” — a huge surge from 
the 47% of the same age 
group surveyed at this point 
in the 2016 election cycle. 

Why? A third poll holds 
the answer. More than four 
out of five of these young 
people, according to a survey 
conducted by the Tisch 
College at Tufts University, 
say they believe their genera-
tion has the power to change 
the country, with three out 
of five saying they consider 
themselves part of a move-
ment determined to express 
its views. 

This is both a new phenom-
enon and a very old one. 

But either way, it is poten-
tially a very powerful one. 
And it occurs in a circum-
stance in which, historically, 

young people have had 
enormous influence. This 
year — with young people in 
the streets calling for a new 
American reckoning on race 
and, according to polls, with 
their political awareness 
heightened because of the 
coronavirus — voters under 
30 are choosing between a 
Republican candidate who is 
74 years old and a Democratic 
candidate who is 77 years old.  

“So much of the energy 
we are seeing in protests and 
movements is coming out 
of a young demographic,” 
Democratic Gov. John Carney 
of Delaware said in an inter-
view, “and that energy comes 
from a generation different 
from that of the nominees.” 

In some ways, that is part 
of a great American tradi-
tion. In a landmark 1961 
article in Political Science 
Quarterly titled, “The 
Founding Fathers: Young 
Men of the Revolution,” 
historians Stanley Elkins and 
Eric McKitrick wrote, “The 
Republic is now very old, 
as republics go, yet it was 
young once, and so were its 
followers.” 

Three-quarters of a 
century after the American 
Revolution, a number of 
insurgencies emerged with 
telling names and important 
adherents: Young England 
(with Benjamin Disraeli), 
Young Ireland (with a group 
that would for a time ally with 
Daniel O'Connell), Young 
Italy (Giuseppe Mazzini), the 
Young Hegelians (Karl Marx 
and other firebrands) and 
Young America (radicals from 
New York and the Northeast). 
These were nationalist, lib-
eral, democratic movements 
of the 1840s determined to 
reform their respective coun-
tries, feeding into the doomed 
revolutions of 1848 but 
shaping their nations' futures 
nonetheless. 

More recently, the commu-
nist gerontocracies that ran 
the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe were challenged by 
young people in the 1980s. 
Eventually, in 1989, the Berlin 
Wall fell, in part because of 
a subculture of East German 
youth who were insistent on 
political reform and greater 
freedom. 

Today, the two presidential 
candidates seem completely 
out of sync stylistically if not 
also politically with the young 
people who are providing the 
energy of cultural change in 
the streets; the Tufts survey 
indicates that more than 
one-quarter of young people 
have participated in street 
protests.  

Just as in the 1960s, 
remembered and roman-
ticized as a time of great 
youthful liberalism, many 

young people are harden-
ing their conservatism just 
as their generational peers 
are hardening their progres-
sivism. But though Robert 
Frost wrote he “never dared 
be radical when young/
For fear it would make me 
conservative when old,” the 
progressives in this 21st-cen-
tury generation outnumber 
the conservatives, at least for 
now, and they have reshaped 
the Democrats. 

“The Democratic Party has 
taken a turn to the left,” said 
Alice Stewart, a Republican 
political consultant who was 
the communications direc-
tor for the 2016 presidential 
campaign of Sen. Ted Cruz 
of Texas. “Moved by the 
younger generation that is 
more liberal than their par-
ents, the party is far more to 
the left than it has been in the 
past.” 

That, of course, is part of 
Mr. Trump's argument as 
he seeks to prevail over Mr. 
Biden, who is trying to bal-
ance traditional Democratic 
constituencies with the 
young people who powered 
the winter primary candida-
cies of Sens. Bernie Sanders 
of Vermont and Elizabeth 
Warren of Massachusetts, 
both of whom advocated the 
Green New Deal and a single-
payer health-care scheme. 

History never quite repeats 
itself, but in the early 1960s, 
an old-guard government 
led by a Conservative prime 
minister, Harold Macmillan, 
suddenly was undermined 
by a new youthful, satiri-
cal culture led by Private 
Eye magazine and the BBC's 
“That Was the Week That 
Was” with David Frost, 
both of which ridiculed the 
outdated politicians who 
ran the country. The Labour 
Party won the 1964 election. 
Suddenly Britain was known 
for the Beatles and the Rolling 
Stones. 

Here, however, younger 
voters must chose between 
two septuagenarians, both 
molded in the past. 

“You have an old 
Republican guy who took 
over the party, and on the 
Democratic side you have 
a warmed-over version of 
the last 30 or 40 years,” 
said Lester Spence, a Johns 
Hopkins University political 
scientist. “If everything was 
'righter' — made more sense 
— we would have two late-
40s or mid-50s candidates 
who speak to both ideolo-
gies. There's an institutional 
vacuum in our politics now.”  

— David M. Shribman is 
the former executive edi-
tor of the Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette. Follow him on 
Twitter at ShribmanPG. 

Young voters feel energized to 
change the future


