
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Influence of Student Homelessness on Educational Outcomes: A Multiple Case 
Study of Four Unaccompanied Homeless Youth  

 
Kathy Mustacato Wigtil, Ed.D. 

 
Mentor: Brooke Blevins, Ph.D. 

 
 
 Students experiencing homelessness often face barriers to school success. The 

purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth with 

whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. Student homelessness was defined by the 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (2001). For the purposes of this study 

educational outcomes were defined as graduating from high school and/or college. To 

study the complex phenomenon of student homelessness and its influence on educational 

outcomes, and for the purposes of triangulation, multiple data collection techniques were 

implemented including case notes, my recollections of interactions with the participants, 

and interviews. Pattern matching, analytic induction, and a cross-case analysis was used 

to analyze the data. In this explanatory multiple case study, I examined how the students’ 

homelessness influenced their educational outcomes and if their stories illustrated 

common themes from the literature regarding the influence of homelessness on 

educational outcomes. The data were analyzed from the perspective of themes found in 



the literature and using aspects of culturally responsive teaching and care ethics. Themes 

that were highlighted in the study included: the hiddenness of student homelessness 

(Ingrim, Bridgeland, Reed, & Atwell, 2016; Morton, Dworsky, & Samuels, 2017), the 

importance of student connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 2006, 2012; Gay, 2002; 

Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 1999, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012), and the need for positive 

adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012).  

The study findings highlight several themes to note when working with students 

experiencing homelessness. Programs and activities that created a sense of belonging and 

support for homeless students were shown to be helpful interventions. Additionally, all 

the students described the need to have been better prepared for post-secondary life and 

they gave examples of the determination and resiliency it took to graduate from high 

school and/or college. The study findings also pointed to implications for educators, 

students, and community partners, and recommendations are presented. Finally, areas for 

future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Students experiencing homelessness often face barriers to school success. The 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (McKinney-Vento Act, 2001) defines 

homelessness for school-age children as those who are in shelters, motels, unsheltered, 

and doubled-up due to economic hardship. Additionally, according to McKinney-Vento 

Act, homeless students who are not in the physical custody of a parent or legal guardian 

are considered unaccompanied youth. During the 2013-2014 school year, 1.3 million 

homeless students identified by school districts represented a 50% increase in the number 

of students experiencing homelessness since 2006 (Ingrim et al., 2016). This is 

problematic since they are much more likely than their non-homeless peers to struggle 

academically and drop out of school (Ingrim et al., 2016). According to the Institute for 

Children, Poverty and Homelessness (ICPH, 2017), student homelessness has reached 

crisis level in many states and prompted an increased need for educators to be aware of 

the challenges that homeless students face and to address those challenges. This is 

especially important since the new version of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), requires school districts to take steps to 

counter the negative effects of homelessness and remove barriers to enrollment, 

attendance, and achievement. I examined the influence of homelessness on the 

educational outcomes of four unaccompanied homeless students.  
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Statement of the Problem 
 

There is a lack of current studies related to achievement and educational outcomes 

for homeless students, specifically related to understanding what types of interventions 

are most helpful for students experiencing homelessness (Cowen, 2017; Ingrim et al., 

2016). Cowen (2017) noted that “the plight of children who are homeless or lack safe and 

reliable housing on a regular basis is largely absent from recent studies of achievement 

and attainment gaps” (p. 33). Additionally, there is a need to understand the factors that 

contribute to student resiliency as it relates to educational outcomes (MacDonald, 2013). 

MacDonald noted a gap in the literature concerning homeless students’ resiliency related 

to their education. Instead, MacDonald found the research tends to highlight the negative 

aspects of youth homelessness, failing to recognize the “adaptability and creativity 

encompassed within a framework of survivability and resilience” (p. 425). Further, since 

connections and social supports are critically important for students experiencing 

homelessness, there is a need to examine the influence of positive adult supports for 

homeless students (Aviles de Bradley, 2015). However, Loomis (2017) identified a gap 

in the literature regarding the influence of social supports for youth experiencing 

homelessness that warrants further study. In order to explore these topics, I examined 

how homelessness influenced educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless 

youth. 

 
Student Homelessness 

According to a report published by the Institute for Children, Poverty & 

Homelessness (2017), student homelessness has reached crisis level in many states and 

resulted in the need to understand the influence that homelessness has on students’ 
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educational outcomes. The report noted that since the passage of the McKinney-Vento 

Act 30 years ago, the number of students identified as homeless has grown by 160%. 

This is an alarming statistic and the report identified student homelessness as a 

“worsening crisis” (Institute for Children, Poverty & Homelessness , 2017, p. 4) since 

“mitigating the impact wrought by bouncing perpetually from one educational setting to 

another is more powerful than many observers might expect” (p. 1). For example, 

homelessness and high student mobility have been linked to lower academic achievement 

(Herbers et al., 2012; Murphy & Tobin, 2011; Rafferty, Shinn, & Weitzman, 2004). 

Additionally, research demonstrates that homelessness can have a serious impact on 

children including struggling with the effects of both physical and emotional challenges 

(Cowen, 2017; Tobin, 2016; Whitman, Accardo, Boyert, & Kendagor, 1990).  

This is concerning since families with children make up a large percentage of the 

homeless population. In 2010, homeless families with children made up a third of the 

homeless population in the United States, but that number has continued to increase so 

that by 2017 families represented 40% of the homeless population (Bassuk & Gallagher, 

2010; Zeeble, 2017). Furthermore, 51% of all children in Housing and Urban 

Development shelters are under the age of six, and the age at which someone is most 

likely to stay in a homeless shelter is under 1-year-old (Duffield & Julianelle, 2016). As 

these children enroll in school, the number of homeless students in classrooms will 

likewise increase resulting in a greater need for educational reforms and interventions to 

assist students experiencing homelessness. 
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Legislative Reforms to Address Student Homelessness 

 To promote educational efforts to assist students experiencing homelessness, 

several states have passed legislation that complements the federal requirements 

established by the McKinney-Vento Act. Table 1 summarizes existing state laws 

regarding students experiencing homelessness in Texas and California, since these are the 

home states of study participants. Unfortunately, legislative reforms intended to assist 

these students have not resulted in a reduction in reported student homelessness. As noted 

earlier, identification of students experiencing homelessness has continued to rise since 

the passage of the McKinney-Vento Act 30 years ago (ICPH, 2017). Therefore, there 

remains a need to examine the influence of homelessness on students’ education. In 

particular, I examined the influence of student homelessness on the educational outcomes 

of four unaccompanied students using a theoretical framework described in the next 

section. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 As the number of homeless students increases, there is a need for educators to 

understand these students’ experiences and how homelessness influences the students’ 

education (Aviles de Bradley, 2011). In this study, I used an a priori theoretical 

framework to recognize the importance of the lived experiences of students and that 

students value input and caring student-educator relationships. Data collected were 

analyzed from the perspective of the theoretical framework combining aspects of two 

theories: culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994) and care 

ethics (Noddings, 2005, 2012).  
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Table 1 

Summary of California and Texas State Laws on Student Homelessness  

California state laws that complement the 
federal requirements for high school students 
experiencing homelessness (California 
Legislative Information, 2014) 

Texas state laws that complement the federal 
requirements for high school students 
experiencing homelessness (Texas SB 1220, 
2017) 

A student experiencing homelessness who 
transfers school any time after completing the 
second year of high school is exempted from 
coursework and other graduation requirements of 
that school district that exceed state requirements, 
unless the district determines the student is 
reasonably able to complete the district 
requirements in time to graduate by the end of the 
student’s fourth year in high school. 

If a junior or senior experiencing homelessness 
changes schools and is ineligible to graduate from 
the new district, the prior district shall award a 
diploma if the student meets the graduation 
requirements of that district. 

School districts and county offices of education 
must issue full or partial credit for coursework 
satisfactorily completed at a previous school for a 
student experiencing homelessness 

School districts must develop procedures to allow 
students experiencing homeless who was 
previously enrolled in a course required for 
graduation the opportunity to complete the course 
at no cost before the beginning of the next school 
year, to the extent practicable. 

When partial credit is awarded in a particular 
course, the student shall be enrolled in the same or 
equivalent course, if applicable, to complete the 
entire course 

School districts must ensure that a student 
experiencing homelessness who is not likely to 
receive a high school diploma before the fifth 
year in high school has the student’s credit 
accrual and personal graduation plan reviewed. 

 School districts must promote practices that 
facilitate access to extracurricular and summer 
programs, credit transfer and electronic course 
services, and after-school tutoring at nominal or 
no cost. 

 School districts must establish procedures to 
lessen the impact of school transfers. 

 Schools must develop systems to ease the 
transition of students experiencing homelessness 
during the first two weeks at a new school. 

 School districts must develop procedures for 
awarding partial credit for coursework completed 
at a prior school. 

Note. CEC §§51225.1 and 51225.2 (California Legislative Information, 2019a, 2019b; 
CEC §§25.007 and 28.015(i) (Texas.Public.Law, 2017a, 2017b). 
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Culturally Responsive Teaching 

 Multicultural educators, such as Delpit (2006), Gay (2002), Ladson-Billings 

(1994), and Nieto (1999, 2013), explain that culturally responsive teaching (CRT) regards 

the importance of the lived experiences, cultural references, and voices of marginalized 

students, such as those experiencing homelessness, and encourages educators to learn 

about their students’ lives (Blad, 2017; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2013). 

Characteristics of CRT include positive attitudes toward students, communicating high 

expectations, student-centered teaching, and instruction that is sensitive to students’ 

cultures. Teachers who engage in CRT recognize the knowledge, skills, and lived 

experiences that students bring to the classroom (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

Nieto (2013) explained CRT involves teaching students their voice matters and that 

teaching is “always about advocacy” (p. 122). It is this aspect of CRT, valuing students’ 

lived experiences and voices, that was used as a framework from which to analyze the 

data in this study. This aspect of CRT, combined with aspects of care ethics (Noddings, 

2005, 2012), was used as a theoretical framework in this study. Similar to CRT, care 

ethics focus on students’ educational and relational needs.  

 
Care Ethics 

 Noddings’ (2005, 2012) care ethics focus on the significance of care and 

relationships as a foundation for education. According to Noddings, care ethics is a 

relational ethic where mutuality is important and caring student-educator relationships 

provide an environment conducive to successful educational activities. Noddings (2012) 

noted that when educators engage students in dialogue they can learn about students’ 

needs, interests, and talents and, therefore, be better prepared to meet students’ unique 
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educational needs. For unaccompanied homeless students, positive adult relationships 

play a critical role in helping these students succeed in school since many are estranged 

from parents and lack family support (Aviles de Bradley, 2011). Noddings (2012) 

asserted that caring adults can learn to be attentive to these students’ needs, listen and 

then respond appropriately. This is especially important for students experiencing 

homelessness because often the students’ immediate and practical needs overwhelm their 

academic needs (Noddings, 2005).  

 
Combining Aspects of CRT and Care Ethics 

 Both CRT and care ethics focus on respecting students’ voice and creating 

supportive mutual relationships and in that sense both theories are rooted in a critical 

pedagogy that asks whose stories are to be told and whose stories carry the most 

influence over students’ education (McLaren, 1998). If educators do not consider 

students’ stories, valuing their voices and including their input, critical pedagogy 

functions only in the abstract and does not affect the advocacy it is supposed to 

accomplish (Ellsworth, 1989). Therefore, it is important that homeless students be 

included in discussions about their education and that educators listen and respond.  

 Unfortunately, Aviles de Bradley (2011) noted that the voices of homeless youth 

are often excluded from discussions about their education, reminding educators that “it is 

imperative that spaces are provided to youth to share their experiences” (p. 156). Delpit 

(2006) said that the answers to how to teach marginalized students, which would include 

students experiencing homelessness, “lie not in a proliferation of new reform programs 

but in some basic understanding of who we are and how we are connected to and 

disconnected from one another” (p. xxv). Instead, students must be involved in their own 
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education and their voices included in instruction or they may become disconnected from 

the learning process (Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 2013).  

 Julianelle (2008) explained how damaging that disconnection can be for homeless 

students, stating that “being disconnected from school robs youth of a critical resource for 

meeting immediate needs and building a stable future” (p. 480). Thus, in order for 

educators to understand how to assist homeless students and create those connections, 

they must hear their stories and understand their challenges. As Noddings (2005) noted, 

in order for students to succeed, their immediate needs must be met, along with their 

educational needs. To facilitate this type of understanding, I examined the influence of 

homelessness on four unaccompanied homeless students’ educational outcomes, paying 

attention to the following themes that are noted in the literature on student homelessness: 

• the hiddenness of student homelessness (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 

2017); 

• the importance of student connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 2006, 

2012; Gay, 2002; Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 1999, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012) 

and; 

•  the need for positive adult interventions (Aviles de Bradley, 2011; Dill, 2015; 

Endres, 2012).  

These themes are represented in Figure 1 and aligned with important theoretical concepts 

related to CRT and care ethics. 

 
Purpose of the Study 

 As the number of homeless students increases, there is a need for educators to 

understand the experiences of these students and how homelessness influences the 
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students’ education (Aviles de Bradley, 2011). However, there is a lack of research 

related to student homelessness and educational outcomes (Cowen, 2017; Hart, 2017; 

MacDonald, 2013). 

 

 

Figure 1. Literature themes aligned with theoretical framework. 

 
The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth with 

whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. Student homelessness is defined by the 

McKinney-Vento Act (2001) as school-age children who are in shelters, motels, 

unsheltered, and doubled-up due to economic hardship. Additionally, according to 

McKinney-Vento Act, homeless students who are not in the physical custody of a parent 

or legal guardian are considered unaccompanied youth. For the purposes of this study, 

educational outcomes are defined as graduating from high school and/or college.  

 
  

Hiddenness of Student Homelessness

CRT: Knowing 
students' lived
experiences, 

valuing student 
voice 

CRT: Students' 
knowledge, skills, 

resiliency

Importance of Connectedness and Social 
Supports
Care Ethics: Student 

connnections to 
friends, family, 

school personnel

Care Ethics: Social 
supports from 

service providers, 
community

Positive Adult Interventions

CRT & Care Ethics: Psychosocial
factors

CRT & Care Ethics: Strategies and 
interventions
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Participants 

 All four of the students in the study were unaccompanied homeless youth while 

they were in high school and/or college. According to Fernandes (2007), unaccompanied 

youth are often on their own and many have been rejected by parents or guardians, a term 

known as throw-away youth. It is important to note that student homelessness is not a 

choice, even for those students who have left home and are on their own (Aviles de 

Bradley, 2011; Bernstein & Foster, 2008; Tierney & Hallett, 2012). Youth often end up 

unaccompanied and on their own due to conflict within the family or due to some type of 

abuse (Aviles & Helfrich, 2004; Bernstein & Foster, 2008). Since homeless students 

encounter varied circumstances and experiences depending on their housing/living status, 

studies that focus on subgroups of homeless students, such as unaccompanied youth, may 

provide a more in-depth understanding of student homelessness (Tierney & Hallett, 

2012). In the current study, I focused on the influence of homelessness on four 

unaccompanied students’ educational outcomes.  

 Three of the participants in this study were students who attended and graduated 

from Waco Independent School District (WISD) in Waco, Texas, and one participant was 

a homeless unaccompanied college student who earned his undergraduate degree from 

Baylor University in Waco, Texas. Since the circumstances that homeless students 

encounter may vary, I chose a case study design which can provide important insight into 

the uniqueness of students’ experiences and help educators who are charged with 

supporting these students (Cowen, 2017; Yin, 2014). The students’ stories were 

developed using portraiture, a method that provides a rich and complex narrative of each 

participant’s experience as a homeless student in an attempt to portray a holistic picture 
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of the influence of homelessness on the lives and educational outcomes of each student in 

the study (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).  

 
Research Questions 

 The central question, addressed from the data and the stories of the four 

unaccompanied homeless students, was,  

• How has homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? 

I also examined these sub-questions. 

• What interventions did the students find most helpful? 

• What interventions did the students find least helpful? 

The results of this study highlight collaborative solutions and innovative strategies that 

worked to counter the negative effects of homelessness and influenced educational 

outcomes for the four homeless unaccompanied students in the study. 

 
Significance of the Study 

 Homeless students often lack access to resources that students need to succeed in 

school (Murphy & Tobin, 2011). They face daily practical challenges, such as dealing 

with food insecurity and a lack of access to proper medical care (Berliner, 2009). These 

challenges make it difficult for homeless students to attend and succeed in school. 

Fortunately, educators are uniquely positioned to assist students experiencing 

homelessness (Dill, 2015). In order to do this effectively, more information is needed 

about the complex phenomenon of student homelessness. 

 Since the circumstances that homeless students encounter may vary, case studies 

can provide important insight into complex phenomena like student homelessness 
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(Cowan, 2017; Yin, 2014). In this explanatory multiple case study, I examined how the 

students’ homelessness influenced their educational outcomes and how their stories 

illustrated common themes from the literature regarding the influence of homelessness on 

educational outcomes.  

 Studies such as this one are important because there is a lack of current research 

regarding the influence of homelessness on educational outcomes (Cowen, 2017; Ingrim 

et al., 2016) and the resiliency of homeless students as it related to their education 

(Bryan, 2005; Loomis, 2017; MacDonald, 2013). Instead, the literature points to the 

problems created by the hiddenness of homelessness (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 

2017), the importance of student connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 2006, 2012; 

Gay, 2002; Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 1999, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012) and the need for 

positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012). These ideas will be explored in 

Chapter Two. 

 
Researcher’s Perspective 

As the researcher in this study, it is important to note that my educational 

background in counseling and educational psychology, coupled with my experience as a 

school counselor and case manager, has influenced my approach to this research. 

Specifically, I have 15 years of experience working as a school counselor, both on the 

middle and high school levels, as well as 5 years working as a student advisor at a 

university. As a result, I have approached the students in this study from a counselor’s 

perspective, always being mindful of the students’ emotional and psychological needs 

when meeting with and/or interviewing them. In regard to working with students 

experiencing homelessness, between the years 2012 to 2016, I worked as a Homeless 
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Population Specialist and Case Manager for WISD Office of Homeless Outreach 

Services in Waco, Texas, providing case management services to over 300 

unaccompanied homeless students including the students in the study. I have also worked 

with homeless college students who served on a committee to establish an after-school 

nurturing center for homeless unaccompanied high school students. These experiences 

allowed me to gain extensive knowledge about the phenomenon of student homelessness, 

which is helpful in allowing identification of emerging assertions (Nolan & Talbert, 

2011). 

 
Significance of Methodology 

 Student homelessness is a broad and complex problem (Ingrim et al., 2016; 

Morton et al., 2017). Creswell and Poth (2018) noted that qualitative research is an 

inquiry process of understanding as a means of exploring social and human problems, 

which would include student homelessness. Specifically, case study methodology can 

provide an in-depth understanding of complex social phenomena in real-life contexts 

(Yin, 2014). Yin also noted that case studies are an appropriate method of research when 

there are multiple sources of data.  

 The rationale for conducting a multiple case study includes the fact that I worked 

closely with the four students over a 1- to 3-year period and compiled various and 

detailed forms of qualitative data including case notes, recollections of interactions with 

the participants, and interviews. Case study research provides an effective method to 

share the students’ stories and experiences related to the influence of homelessness on 

their education. Aviles de Bradley (2011) stressed how important it is that homeless 

students be afforded space to share their stories. Case study allows for an in-depth and 
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thick description of the students’ circumstances and experiences that can provide the 

reader with a better understanding of the influence of homelessness on the students’ 

educational outcomes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2014). 

 This case study includes the stories of the four unaccompanied homeless students 

told using portraiture, a method that provides a deep and comprehensive narrative of each 

students’ experiences with homelessness (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). The 

authors explained that portraiture is a “method of inquiry and documentation” (p. 3) to 

share the students’ stories to a broad audience and that presents students’ voices in a way 

that academic writing would not fully communicate. Using portraiture, a researcher can 

paint a picture of the students’ experiences in written form that is both personal and 

insightful and that presents a view of the students’ lived experiences that is aesthetic as 

well as analytical (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983). 

 
Definitions 

 The commonly held terms related to student homelessness including terms related 

to the education and case management of homeless students are defined in this section.  

Student Homelessness–According to the McKinney-Vento Act (2001),  

the term homeless children and youths 

(A) means individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence 
(within the meaning of section 103(a)(1)); and 
(B) includes— 

(i) children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons due to 
loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in motels, 
hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative 
adequate accommodations; are living in emergency or transitional shelters; or 
are abandoned in hospitals;  
(ii) children and youths who have a primary nighttime residence that is a 
public or private place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular 
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sleeping accommodation for human beings (within the meaning of section 
103(a)(2)(C));  
(iii) children and youths who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, 
abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar 
settings; and (iv) migratory children (as such term is defined in section 1309 
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965) who qualify as 
homeless for the purposes of this subtitle because the children are living in 
circumstances described in clauses (i) through (iii). (Sec. 725. Definitions) 

 
Unaccompanied Homeless Students–According to the McKinney-Vento Act 

(2001), homeless students who are not in the physical custody of a parent or legal 

guardian are considered unaccompanied youth. Tierney and Hallett (2012) identified sub-

groups within unaccompanied homeless youth according to their living situation: 

 Street Youth–Those who live or have lived for a period of time without a 

guardian on the street.  

 Transitional Youth–Those who are aging out of foster care or who live in an 

emergency shelter. 

 Couch Surfers–Those who couch surf without an adult in a different person’s 

home from night to night. 

Educational Outcomes–For the purposes of this study, educational outcomes will 

be defined as graduating from high school and/or college.  

Case Management–Since I provided case management for homeless students, the 

term “case management” is defined as a “collaborative process of assessment, planning, 

facilitation, care coordination, evaluation, and advocacy for options and services to meet 

an individual’s . . . needs” (Case Management Society of America, 2016, p. 1) and 

promote positive outcomes.  
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Resiliency–Resiliency is defined as a student’s ability to cope well with adversity 

by taking advantage of interventions that help the student to change in order to adapt and 

survive (Lifton, 1994; MacDonald, 2013; Werner, 2006).  

Educational Resiliency–Educational resiliency is defined as a student’s ability to 

overcome barriers and challenges and find success in school (Bryan, 2005). 

Student Connectedness–Student connectedness is defined as a student’s ability to 

rely on and seek help from adults and service providers in order to cope with 

homelessness and continue their education. It also includes students’ connections to 

teachers who serve as positive role models (Abdul Rahman, 2014; Aviles de Bradley, 

2015; Doll, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012).  

Culturally Responsive Teaching–Culturally responsive teaching is a pedagogy 

where educators recognize the importance of including students’ cultural references in all 

aspects of learning, and regards the importance of the lived experiences and voices of 

marginalized students, such as those experiencing homelessness (Blad, 2017; Gay, 2002; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2013). 

Care Ethics–According to Noddings (2005, 2012), care ethics is a relational ethic 

where mutuality is important and caring student-educator relationships provide an 

environment conducive to successful educational activities. 

 Finally, the terms “homeless students” and “students experiencing homelessness” 

are used interchangeably throughout the study, and the McKinney-Vento Homeless 

Assistance Act (2001) will also be referred to as the McKinney-Vento Act.  

 

 



17 

Limitations and Delimitations 

As the researcher in this study, I have extensive knowledge about the 

phenomenon of student homelessness, which is helpful in allowing identification of 

emerging assertions (Nolan & Talbert, 2011). Providing case management to homeless 

students allowed me to work closely with the students in the study and to gain an 

understanding of the complex phenomenon of student homelessness. However, this may 

lend itself to researcher bias because I have approached the phenomenon from a student 

advocate’s perspective. As a school district Homeless Population Specialist and Case 

Manager, I worked exclusively with students experiencing homelessness to ensure that 

the students received the benefits afforded them by the McKinney-Vento Act (2001). 

Additionally, I worked with unaccompanied homeless students who served on the 

Student Advisory Committee for a teen nurturing center, including three of the students 

in the study. During a 1-year period, we met on a monthly basis and worked closely 

together to organize and promote the center, which gave me an opportunity to hear the 

students share their stories. My background as a professional with a master’s degree in 

Educational Psychology and Counseling and my experience as a school counselor 

enabled me to conduct this research in a way that is sensitive to any emotional or 

psychological effects that the interview questions may have on the students in the study. 

Participation in the study was delimited to high school and/or college students 

who met the McKinney-Vento Act (2001) definition of homeless and unaccompanied, 

and with whom I had worked for at least one school year. I worked closely with the four 

unaccompanied homeless students in the study and chose a N of 4 for this multiple case 

study because the students’ lived experiences reflect many of the challenges described in 
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the literature even though their circumstances differed. Although a N of 4 is not a large 

sample, I had access to multiple sources of student data including case notes, interviews, 

and personal notes from my interactions with the participants. Rather than providing a 

broad view of homeless students’ experiences, in this case study, I aimed to share the 

four students’ stories in order to give educators a better understanding of the challenges 

homeless unaccompanied students face and how homelessness influenced the students’ 

educational outcomes. Finally, through this study, I highlight interventions and strategies 

that assisted these students. 

 
Conclusion 

 Students experiencing homelessness are much more likely than their non-

homeless peers to struggle academically and drop out of school (Ingrim et al., 2016). 

Currently there is a gap in the literature related to the influence of homelessness on 

student achievement and educational outcomes (Cowen, 2017; Ingrim et al., 2016). At the 

same time, school district leaders are required to develop strategies and interventions to 

meet the requirements of the ESSA (2015) regarding student homelessness by removing 

barriers to enrollment, attendance, and graduation. With this study, I sought to understand 

the influence of student homelessness on the educational outcomes for four 

unaccompanied homeless youth with whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. I used a 

theoretical framework that combines aspects of culturally responsive teaching that values 

the students’ lived experiences and voice (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; Gay, 

2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 1999, 2013), and aspects of the care ethics that 

focuses on the importance of student-educator relationships (Noddings, 2005, 2012) in 

order to frame the students’ stories. 
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 In Chapter Two, I review research about homelessness and education, student 

resiliency as it relates to education, the hiddenness of student homelessness, the 

importance of student connections, the perils of being an unaccompanied homeless youth, 

and the need for positive adult interventions. I also review culturally responsive 

educational strategies (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Bartolome, 1994; Blad, 2017; Delpit, 

2006, 2012; Nieto, 2013), community interventions, and trauma-informed approaches 

(Hallett & Skrla, 2016) that can assist students experiencing homelessness and help 

school districts to meet ESSA’s (2015) requirements regarding homeless students. 

 Finally, I will present information from this multiple case study to examine the 

influence of student homelessness on the educational outcomes for four unaccompanied 

homeless youth with whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. The central question 

addressed from the data and the stories of the four unaccompanied homeless students 

was, 

• How has homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? 

I also examined these sub-questions. 

• What interventions did the students find most helpful? 

• What interventions did the students find least helpful? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

 
In a 2016 report, Hidden in Plain Sight, Ingrim et al. referenced 1.3 million 

homeless students identified by school districts in 2013-2014, a 50% increase in the 

number of students experiencing homelessness since 2006. In this chapter, I present 

research findings from the literature that support the need to learn about the influence of 

homelessness on student outcomes. While schools are mandated by the McKinney-Vento 

Act (2001) to identify and enroll students experiencing homelessness, it can be difficult 

to do so (Tierney & Hallett, 2012). In this chapter, I provide an overview of the 

challenges created by student homelessness, both for educators and the students 

themselves, and explain the need to study the influence of homelessness on students’ 

educational outcomes. In this study, based on a theoretical framework that uses aspects of 

both culturally responsive teaching and care ethics, I highlight the importance of valuing 

homeless students’ lived experiences and voices, providing supportive connections for 

these students, and creating interventions that positively influence the students’ 

education.  

 
Identifying Students Experiencing Homelessness 

Students are usually identified by their schools as homeless and unaccompanied 

based on their responses on a Student Residency Questionnaire (SRQ; Texas Education 

Agency, 2012). Tierney and Hallett (2012) used Figure 2 to illustrate the process for 

enrollment and identification of homeless students using the SRQ. Although Figure 2  
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represents homeless students who are being enrolled by a parent, the same procedures 

would apply for homeless unaccompanied high school students who seek to enroll on 

their own. 

 

 

Figure 2. Enrollment process for homeless students. Source: (Tierney & Hallett, 2012,   
p. 65) 

 
 

In addition to the mandate to identify and enroll students experiencing 

homelessness, the 2015 passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which 

reauthorized the provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act (2001), also included stronger 

provisions for schools to assist students experiencing homelessness by removing barriers 

to enrollment, attendance, and graduation. Due to ESSA’s (2015) passage, there is a 

timeliness to this study.  
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Every Student Succeeds Act 

The need to understand the influence of student homelessness and to find 

strategies and interventions to assist students experiencing homelessness is important in 

light of the newest version of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, the 

ESSA (2015). ESSA contains new provisions that require schools to focus on the needs 

of students experiencing homelessness and better assist educators to meet those needs. 

Hallett and Skrla (2016) noted that until ESSA was passed in 2015, “school districts were 

not held accountable for how these students performed” (p. 104). Fortunately, ESSA’s 

new guidance includes stronger requirements for states, districts, and schools to assist 

students experiencing homelessness, for example, including awarding partial credit for 

work completed at the students’ previous schools. Additionally, beginning in the 2017-18 

school year, districts must disaggregate data for students identified as homeless and 

report attendance and graduation rates for these students (Superville, 2016). A policy 

update written by Paris and Duffield (2016) published by the National Association of 

State Boards of Education summarized the five changes school boards should know: 

• Coordinators and Liaisons. States must designate state coordinators to monitor 
local education agencies (LEAs), inform parents and the public of homeless 
students’ rights, and provide high-quality training for local liaisons charged 
with building local capacity to implement the McKinney-Vento provisions of 
ESSA. 

• Stability. LEAs must consider student-centered factors in making the best 
determination of schools for homeless students to attend, with a presumption 
that students will remain in their original schools and their wishes will be 
given priority. 

• Enrollment and Full Participation. State education agencies and LEAs must 
develop, review and revise policies to remove barriers and create 
opportunities for homeless students to be identified, enrolled, and engaged in 
school, including in public pre-K programs. 

• Opportunity to Engage in a Rigorous Education. Homeless students must have 
full access to academic and extracurricular activities, credit for full or partial 
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completion of coursework, and counseling to help support a transition to 
postsecondary education and career opportunities.  

• Accountability. States must disaggregate data on state report cards by 
homeless student category starting in the fall of 2017-18. (p. 2) 

Those who support the rights of homeless students agree that the new 

requirements in ESSA (2015) may help schools focus on the needs of this underserved 

student population and better assist educators to meet those needs (Blad, 2016; Johnson 

Cain, 2016; Stamp, 2018). The strength of ESSA’s provisions for students experiencing 

homelessness derives from the authority it gives educators to create solutions to help 

these students enroll, attend, and remain in school, such as providing transportation and 

excusing absences that are due to homelessness (Raikes, 2016). However, Ingrim et al. 

(2016) concluded that though the implementation of ESSA is an important step toward 

necessary changes for serving homeless students, it may require building stronger 

networks between schools, community organizations, and homeless students. So, while 

ESSA gives states and school districts more flexibility in some areas, it requires much 

regarding serving homeless students (Klein, 2016). As a result, the success of ESSA’s 

provisions for homeless students may depend on how educators carry out the law and 

how well educators understand homelessness’ influence on students’ education (Aviles 

de Bradley, 2015). 

 
Homelessness and Education 

In 2017, a national survey estimated that at least one in 30 students ages 13 to 17 

have experienced some form of homelessness, and in the last 10 years the number of 

students experiencing homelessness has doubled (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 

2017). The increase in the number of homeless students presents many challenges to 

educators, including the need to understand how homelessness influences the students’ 
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education. However, Tierney and Hallett (2012) pointed out that much of the research on 

youth homelessness deals with general problems created by homelessness, leaving a gap 

in the literature regarding the education of homeless students. Research tends to focus on 

issues such as homeless youth’s sexual activity, substance use, history of abuse, and 

developmental problems (Halcon & Lifson, 2004; Tierney & Hallett, 2012).  

 This is problematic since gaps in learning may result from high student mobility 

and often educators are unaware of the connection (Morton et al., 2017). Moore (2005) 

found that nearly half of homeless students changed schools at least once during the 

school year and a third of the students changed schools more than once. High student 

mobility can equate to high absenteeism (ICPH, 2015). For example, the ICPH report 

noted that during the 2013-14 school year, homeless elementary students missed an 

average of 4 weeks of school which was 12 days more than their low-income housed 

peers. Often teachers are not aware that students’ homelessness is connected to their high 

absenteeism (Dill, Lopez, Stahlke & Stamp, 2016). Morton et al. (2017) found that 29% 

of homeless young adults had experienced homelessness while they were students, but 

their homelessness was unknown to the teachers and school staff who could have 

provided help. Perhaps most concerning, Morton et al. determined that students who 

lacked a high school degree or its equivalent were 4.5 times more likely than their 

degreed peers to become homeless adults. The study findings related to homeless youth 

are represented in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. What we learned from the voices of youth count (Morton et al., 2017, p. 12). 

 
 When teachers are unaware of students’ homelessness and its effect on their 

education, it may lead to students feeling that “the school environment is unjust or 

designed for someone from a different cultural background” and they “may become 

disengaged or not recognize his or her own potential” (Blad, 2017, p. 4). This can result 

in the student becoming further disconnected which is problematic for students 

experiencing homelessness since school can often be the one stable influence in their 



26 

lives (Julianelle, 2008; Moore, 2013). Quint (1994) argued that schools may need to 

provide these students with the type of stability and support that families usually provide 

for their children. The lack of awareness, stability, and support for students experiencing 

homelessness can create barriers to succeeding and remaining in school (Murphy & 

Tobin, 2011).  

Although ESSA (2015) reauthorized the McKinney-Vento Act (2001), requiring 

districts to remove barriers to enrollment, attendance, and graduation, and mandating that 

school districts designate a homeless liaison tasked with meeting the needs of homeless 

students, there are limitations for districts attempting to do so (Ausikaitis et al., 2015). 

For example, limitations may result from how school staff interprets the McKinney-

Vento Act’s importance and from a lack of resources and training to support liaisons 

(Aviles de Bradley, 2015). School staff often fail to recognize homelessness as defined 

by the McKinney-Vento Act (2001) and to understand the rights provided to homeless 

students by this law (Rafferty, 1998). The dearth of research related to education and 

homelessness contributes to this lack of awareness and can impede educators’ efforts to 

develop effective interventions that remove barriers to enrollment, attendance, and 

graduation. The fact that graduation rates for homeless students remain among the lowest 

in the nation, somewhere around 25%, should be cause for increased efforts to assist 

students experiencing homelessness (Murphy & Tobin, 2011). One such effort focuses on 

the need to provide strategies to support students experiencing homelessness in accruing 

and recovering credits (National Center for Homeless Education, 2010).  

Due to the transient nature of student homelessness, these students face unique 

challenges related to credit accrual. Since this presents a barrier to retention and 
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graduation, ESSA (2015) requires that schools award partial credit to homeless students. 

The National Center for Homeless Education (2010) published recommendations for 

districts and schools to revise their credit accrual policies by convening a stakeholder 

group that includes staff who are knowledgeable about awarding credit to students from 

diverse backgrounds and those who work directly with highly mobile students. The report 

specified that “states and districts must revise seat-time and credit policies that create 

barriers, and local liaisons must assist homeless students in accruing and recovering 

credits” (p. 2). The National Center for Homeless Education urged educational agencies 

to work collaboratively with each other to award partial credit to homeless students in 

order to ensure that students receive all the credits they have earned. 

Efforts to promote understanding of issues related to homeless students’ education 

also focus on policy development and enforcement. Tierney and Hallett (2012) conducted 

a year-long study of student homelessness in the Los Angeles area. The researchers 

focused on educational policy but lacked inclusion of students’ voices and input. While 

policy enforcement is important, it may be more effective when educators hear from 

homeless students and understand their lived experiences (Morton et al., 2017). Instead, 

Morton et al. noted that educators may have missed opportunities to recognize and 

understand the influence of homelessness on students’ education. So, while student 

homelessness has doubled in the last decade, often educators have not encountered 

homelessness until they learn that a student in their class is homeless (Abdul Rahman, 

2015; Endres, 2012). Wehmiller (1992) cautioned educators that  

when we don’t know each other’s stories, we substitute our own myth about who 
that person is. When we are operating with only a myth, none of that person’s 
truth will ever be known to us, and we ill injure them - mostly without meaning 
to. (p. 380) 
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Thus, for educators to understand how to assist these students they must hear their stories 

and be aware of the effects of student homelessness. 

 
Effects of Student Homelessness 

Research demonstrates that homelessness can have a serious impact on children 

(Cowen, 2017; Tobin, 2016). Children who experience homelessness struggle with the 

effects of both physical and behavioral problems such as malnutrition and developmental 

delays (Whitman et al., 1990). Children who have been in homeless situations, including 

shelter stays and living on the streets with their family, often function in a crisis mode 

that makes it difficult for the children to focus in school and concentrate on their studies 

(Whitman et al., 1990). Homeless and highly mobile students appear to be at greatest risk 

for falling behind their peers in early academic achievement (Herbers et al., 2011). In 

fact, students who experience homelessness have lower attendance rates and are more 

often retained when compared with their low-income, non-homeless peers and the longer 

the students’ experience homelessness, the more dramatic the impact tends to be (Ingrim, 

et al., 2016; Stone & Uretsky, 2016). 

 
Effects of Stress 

Additionally, the stress that homelessness creates for children can lead to the 

development of learning difficulties that become evident once these children enroll in 

school (Grant et al., 2007). Holgersson-Shorter (2010) found that the rate of 

developmental delays in homeless students is four times greater than their non-homeless 

peers. Students experiencing homelessness are also likely to demonstrate signs of post-

traumatic stress disorder (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2012). The trauma that 
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homeless students experience can result from a complex series of traumatic events (Stien 

& Kendall, 2004). Often an episode of homelessness, which can be traumatic, is preceded 

by another traumatic experience such as incarceration of a parent, loss of a parent’s job, 

family violence, or abuse (Dill, 2015). Unfortunately, much of how traditional education 

functions further traumatizes these students because of a lack of understanding on the 

part of the staff (Hallett & Skrla, 2016). As a result, these students may have difficulty 

learning (McInnes, Diamond, & Whittington, 2014). In addition, students experiencing 

homelessness are often afraid to identify as homelessness, fearing being ridiculed or that 

Child Protective Services will remove them from their parents’ custody (Anzilotti, 2016).  

 
Effects of Housing Instability 

The lack of stable housing also creates a series of practical challenges for 

students, including difficulties getting to school, not having access to laundry and shower 

facilities, and not being able to do homework. The lack of a safe place to sleep can also 

cause students to sleep poorly at night and fall asleep in class during the day (Endres, 

2012). Thomas-Murray (2017), Homeless Liaison for Saint Louis Public Schools, 

described the dilemma this creates for many students saying, “regardless of how students 

become homeless, and the trauma it brings, they are expected to be prepared to learn and 

attend school each day” (p. 1). Ingrim et al. (2016) interviewed homeless youth who said 

that homelessness had a big impact on their lives, including 67% who said it had a big 

impact on their education. Similarly, for children who became homeless as they aged out 

of the foster system, academic and practical supports were needed for positive 

educational outcomes, but these students lacked access to those supports (Pecora, 2012). 
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Effects on Well-Being 

Perhaps most concerning, in their study of children and youth homelessness, 

Murphy and Tobin (2011) confirmed that homelessness has a series of negative effects on 

a child’s well-being, regardless of the child’s age. Their conclusions are represented in 

Figure 4. According to Murphy and Tobin, homelessness exasperates other problems in 

the child’s life such as abuse or struggling in school, which can then make them 

vulnerable to other risk factors and result in long-term harm to their social, emotional, 

and educational well-being. 

 

 

Figure 4. The homelessness impact model (Murphy & Tobin, 2011, p. 33). 

 
Due to the damaging influence of homelessness and the constraints that it creates 

for students both academically and practically, there is a need for educators to have 

conversations surrounding homeless students’ education and the role teachers play as a 

“helper of the students in their process of formation, of their growing up” (Shor & Freire, 

1987, p. 30). Once educators understand the barriers homeless students face, they can 

create interventions and strategies for better student outcomes. So, while homelessness 
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can have negative effects on students’ academic achievement, educators play an 

important role in helping students overcome those negative effects and succeed 

academically (Dill, 2015; Rafferty, 1998). 

 
Student Resiliency 

 
 Despite the challenges created by student homelessness, some students find 

academic success. Werner (2006) examined why some children cope well with adversity, 

while others do not. Werner found that resiliency in children who experienced adversity, 

which includes homelessness, seemed to be the result of interventions that worked to 

counter the effects of difficult experiences. Werner and Smith (1989) described resiliency 

as a self-righting mechanism and Lifton (1994) said it was a person’s ability to change, 

while Benard (1991) concluded that resiliency will “consistently result from the presence 

of a nurturing climate” (p. 21). Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007) used 

the term “grit” to describe resiliency as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals. 

Grit entails working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over 

years despite failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress” (p. 1087). However, the study 

of resiliency in homeless youth is lacking in much of the research on youth homelessness 

(MacDonald, 2013). Instead, MacDonald found that the research tends to highlight the 

negative aspects of youth homelessness, failing to recognize the “adaptability and 

creativity encompassed within a framework of survivability and resilience” (p. 425). 

Furthermore, there appears to be a gap in the literature regarding the influence of social 

supports for youth experiencing homelessness (Loomis, 2017).  

Social supports for youth experiencing homelessness is concerning since there is 

evidence that social connections and emotional supports play an important role in 
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homeless youths’ resiliency (Lee, Liang, Rotheram-Borus, & Milburn, 2011). Research 

conducted by Lee et al. affirmed the importance of the survival skills used by resilient 

homeless youth including their ability to identify people who would provide the support 

they needed. Eman (2017) determined that social and emotional supports are also 

important for encouraging homeless college students’ resiliency. In addition to the 

supports that help homeless students become resilient in life, there is also an aspect of 

resiliency related to their education that gives homeless students a better chance of 

succeeding in school (Bryan, 2005). 

 
Educational Resiliency & Student Connectedness 

In a 2005 study, Bryan described educational resiliency as that which results 

when students find ways to overcome barriers and challenges and find success in school. 

While connections and problem-solving skills are factors for any student success, they 

are critical for students experiencing homelessness (Abdul Rahman, 2015). Abdul 

Rahman noted that youth who were connected to a community before they became 

homeless were able to recognize the benefits of staying in school and graduating. This 

illustrated the importance of connections and relationships as a factor in educational 

resiliency (Bryan, 2005; Noddings, 2012). Teachers are in a unique position to engage in 

the type of informal mentoring relationships with students experiencing homelessness 

that builds resiliency (O’Shea, 2014). This type of mentoring is similar to Noddings’ 

(2012) care ethics, which encourages developing caring relations in teaching that requires 

understanding on the part of educators to listen and respond to students’ needs 

accordingly. Especially for unaccompanied youth who are on their own, the need to rely 
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on and seek help from adults is a key factor in their ability to cope with homelessness and 

continue their schooling (Abdul Rahman, 2014; Aviles de Bradley, 2015).  

This pattern was also true for resilient college students. Eman (2017) found that 

social connections and emotional supports helped to maintain unaccompanied college 

students’ resiliency after they arrived on campus. Similarly, in a study of children who 

had overcome difficult circumstances, several factors were identified that helped the 

children succeed in school (Doll, 2013). These included academic self-efficacy and goal 

setting, but one of the most important elements was the students’ connection to positive 

relationships with teachers. Werner and Smith (1989) pointed to the positive influence 

that teachers can have on at-risk students stating, “for resilient youngsters a special 

teacher was not just an instructor for academic skills, but also a confidant and positive 

model for personal identification” (p. 162). O’Shea (2014) explained that teachers who 

create positive emotional relationships with their students, especially at-risk students, 

help them become the type of trusted guide these students need in order to navigate 

school and succeed. The studies’ results imply that homeless students who can identify 

supports and make connections with teachers are more likely to stay in school and find 

some degree of academic success (Doll, 2013; Eman, 2017; O’Shea, 2014; Werner & 

Smith, 1989). However, since student homelessness is often a hidden problem, it may be 

difficult for students to find support and make connections. In the next sections, I explore 

the hiddenness of student homelessness and the dangers this creates for unaccompanied 

youth. 
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The Hiddenness of Student Homelessness 

 One of the challenges for teachers attempting to support homeless students, and 

for the students themselves, is the fact that student homelessness remains a broad and 

hidden problem (Morton et al., 2017). Ingrim et al. (2016) concluded that student 

homelessness is a largely misunderstood and misidentified problem that has impacted 

these students’ academic progress. It is difficult to know the exact number of students 

experiencing homelessness since there may be many who remain unidentified by school 

personnel. Then, when homeless students are not properly identified under the 

McKinney-Vento Act (2001), they may not receive the services they need to achieve in 

school (Toro, Dworsky, & Fowler, 2007). According to Ingrim et al. (2016), the 

hiddenness of student homelessness hinders the students’ education, explaining that, 

for the more than 1.3 million homeless students identified during the 2013-14 
school year, these students and the school liaisons and state coordinators that 
support them tell us that student homelessness remains an invisible and extremely 
disruptive problem, compounded by the lack of awareness of the issue in many 
communities. (p. 4)  
 

The disruptiveness of student homelessness is shown in Figure 5. 

When educators fail to recognize a student’s homelessness, the student is less 

likely to receive the services needed to help them attend and succeed in school. For 

example, in Texas, which ranks third in the nation for the highest number of homeless 

students, staff at the Texas Homeless Education Office noted a link between 

homelessness, health, and school performance (Zeeble, 2017).  
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Figure 5. Impact on homelessness on staying in and succeeding in school (Ingrim et al., 
2016, p. 19). 

 
 

Zeeble (2017) interviewed Jeanne Stamp, project director for the Texas Homeless 

Education Office, who explained, “. . . obviously, children that have issues that go 

untreated without access to care aren’t very likely to be attending school very regularly or 

being successful in school” (p. 4). Data about student homelessness in Texas are 

illustrated in Figure 6.  

In addition to the lack of care that all homeless youth may experience, there is a 

subpopulation of homeless youth who are extremely vulnerable. Unaccompanied 

homeless youth who are not in the physical custody of a parent or legal guardian are often 

vulnerable to adverse health issues, such as substance use, risky sexual behavior, and a 

general lack of hygiene, that result from being on their own and can negatively impact 

school attendance and performance (Hudson, Nyamathi, & Sweat, 2008).  

 Tierney and Hallett (2012) studied homeless youth with different living situations 

and described how they encountered both similar and different educational issues. The 

issues for unaccompanied youth are outlined in Table 2 and differentiated by their living 
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situation, including transitional youth aging out of foster care or in an emergency shelter, 

street youth who were literally living on the street, and couch surfers who move between 

different people’s homes from night to night.  

 

 

Figure 6. Texas homeless education by the numbers (Texas Homeless Education Office, 
2017). 
  



37 

Table 2 
 

Typology of Homeless Unaccompanied Youth and Educational Outcomes  
 

Type of Homeless Youth General Issue Educational Outcomes 

Transitional Youth High mobility 
Lack of parental guidance 

Frequent movement 
between schools and lack 
of resources to complete 
homework 

Street Youth High mobility 
Daily survival concerns 
Lack of parental guidance 
High rate of victimization 

Frequent movement 
between schools and lack 
of space and resources to 
complete homework 

Couch Surfers Unstable residence 
High mobility 
Daily survival concerns 
Lack of parental guidance 

Frequent movement 
between schools and 
education is secondary to 
survival. Limited space and 
resources to complete 
homework. 

Note. Tierney & Hallett, 2012, p. 67. 
 
 

Unaccompanied Youth: The Search for Stability 

Often called couch surfers, unaccompanied youth are vulnerable to risky behavior 

and circumstances that make them more likely to drop out of school (Hudson et al., 2008; 

Morton et al., 2017). The lack of stability in unaccompanied homeless students’ lives 

creates tremendous challenges that make it difficult for those students to succeed in 

school (Ingrim et al., 2016; Zeeble, 2017). In their study conducted in 2016, Ingrim et al. 

detailed the challenges caused by student homelessness and a lack of stability. According 

to the study, 82% of homeless youth interviewed said their unstable housing situation had 

a big impact on their life and 67% said it had a big impact on their education. The authors 

reported this data in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Impacts of homelessness on the lives of youth (Ingrim et al., 2016, p. 16). 

 
Likewise, a 2016 report from the Institute for Children, Poverty & Homelessness 

highlighted the struggles homeless students face in finding stability and academic 

success. The report included Figure 8 showing that even for students living in shelters 

regular school attendance was a challenge compounded by the lack of cooperation 

between social service providers and education agencies. 

 

 

Figure 8. Four-year graduation rates, by housing transitions and housing status, Class of 
2015 (ICPH, 2016, p. 3). 
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The ICPH (2016) report noted that regardless of the setting, stability is an 

influencing factor in graduation rates for homeless students. For unaccompanied youth 

experiencing homelessness, their lack of stability outside of school often limits the 

practical support needed to engage in school and find help (Aviles de Bradley, 2015).  

 Unfortunately, finding stability can be a challenge for many unaccompanied 

homeless students who are navigating life on their own. There are many reasons why 

youth end up unaccompanied and on their own. As part of the California Homeless Youth 

Project, a study was conducted of unaccompanied youth who were living on the streets. 

The youth expressed feelings that they were not wanted, were a burden to their families, 

were rejected due to their choice of partners, or were simply tired of the constant fighting 

(Bernstein & Foster, 2008). School may not be a priority for students who are on their 

own and struggling to survive (Tierney & Hallett, 2012). This can cause teachers to 

misunderstand the students’ lack of connection to school and further complicate efforts to 

assist these students (Aviles de Bradley, 2015). When teachers are unaware of the 

influence of homelessness on the students’ education, it can create a disconnect between 

the student and teacher (Julianelle, 2008). Without that connection and relationship 

unaccompanied homeless students may seek connections that place them at risk for 

engaging in behaviors that can result in negative outcomes, even to falling victim to 

dangerous situations (Haynie, 2017).  

 
Unaccompanied Youth: The Risks of Being Disconnected 

 In their search for stability, homeless unaccompanied youth often engage in risky 

behavior, sometimes even trading sex for a place to sleep or a meal. According to the 

National Runaway Safeline (2017), the term, “survival sex” is defined as, “exchanging 
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one’s body for basic subsistence needs, including clothing, food, and shelter. It is a form 

of currency on the street, and homeless and runaway youth fall prey to this for several 

reasons” (p. 1). The search for stability speaks to the deep-seated need for acceptance and 

a sense of belonging that unaccompanied students often express and can cause them to be 

extremely vulnerable (Jimenez, 2016).  

In 2017, a study of homeless teenagers and young adults in shelters across the 

United States and Canada reported that nearly one-fifth of homeless youth had been 

victims of human trafficking (Haynie, 2017; Mzezewa, 2017). Likewise, a previous 

report to Congress stated that sex trafficking of children was fueled by both runaway and 

throw-away youths’ vulnerability when they are on the street (Finklea, Fernandes-

Alcantara, & Siskin, 2015). The executive director of the University of Pennsylvania’s 

Field Center for Children’s Policy, Practice and Research explained how this happens 

stating that, “without training, support and resources to survive, they [homeless young 

adults] become victimized,” (Haynie, 2017, para. 13) and that to limit trafficking of 

homeless youth, homelessness itself needed to be eliminated. While school districts may 

not be able to eliminate the causes of student homelessness, they can provide strategies 

and interventions for better student outcomes. One strategy would require educators to 

review their perceptions about homeless students and to reframe any deficit views to 

asset-focused views by learning the students’ stories and creating a sense of belonging in 

the classroom (Moore, 2013; Noddings, 2012). 

 
Reframing Deficit Thinking: The Foundation for Strong Positive Relationships 

Educators are positioned to be a strong influence in homeless students’ lives to 

counter the negative effects of homelessness (Dill, 2015). However, for teachers to assist 
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students experiencing homelessness effectively, they may need to adjust their perceptions 

about these students (Moore, 2013). Creating strong positive relationships between 

teachers and students begins by understanding these students’ situations in order to help 

them find a sense of belonging and some degree of success (McLaughlin & Talbert, 

1993). According to Noddings (2012), caring relations are a basic moral requirement in 

order to foster the type of educational environment where students can flourish. 

Unfortunately, for students experiencing homelessness, who do not find a sense of 

belonging at home, school often compounds the sense of not fitting in. As Nieto (1999) 

explained,  

For culturally . . . dominated students, whose schooling can hardly be defined as 
occurring under the best conditions, . . . Aside from the normal anxieties 
associated with adolescence, additional pressure for culturally subordinated 
students may be the result of several factors, including the physical and 
psychological climate of the schools they attend, the low status their . . . cultures 
are accorded in the societies in which they live, the low expectations that society 
has of them, and their invisibility in traditional curricula. (p. 191) 
 

Furthermore, not only is there an invisibility for these students within the curricula, but 

the lack of understanding about student homelessness can cause the students to feel 

invisible (Ingrim et al., 2016). Ingrim et al. concluded that most school staff lacked the 

training and understanding to recognize student homelessness. Then, when students’ 

stories are not heard and understood, it may result in teachers having a deficit view of 

these students which can impede their ability to help (Aviles de Bradley, 2015).  

 Perhaps due to the hiddenness of student homelessness, educators are often 

unaware of how to help homeless and highly mobile students. Israel and Jozefowicz-

Simbeni (2009) found that “little effort has been put toward discovering the positive 

characteristics of these children and how to enhance and build on those to create 
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beneficial outcomes” (p. 159). Moore (2013) agreed that few teachers have focused on 

successful strategies to assist homeless and highly mobile students, noting that it begins 

by having an asset-focused view of homeless students. Instead, when teachers and school 

staff possess a deficit view of homeless students it can detract from their ability to assist 

the students (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; Moore, 2013). Quoting a school 

social worker from the Chicago Public Schools, Aviles de Bradley (2015) illustrated this 

point: 

Many of these kids have unrealistic goals of college. They don’t have the grades 
or test scores to be in college . . . I tell them what they need is a skill set, 
something they can do to help them make money. If they get a trade, make $20 an 
hour, that’s pretty good; not everyone is college material. (p. 57) 
 

The result of this mindset, is that students who are labeled at-risk, including homeless 

students, are often viewed as academic outcasts who are looked upon as less-than their 

peers (Brown, 2016).  

 However, when educators know the students’ stories and view these students from 

a strengths-based perspective, they can create strong positive relationships with the 

students that can challenge stereotypes (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Delpit, 2012). Positive 

adult relationships play a critical role in unaccompanied students’ lives since many are 

estranged from parents and lack family support (Aviles de Bradley, 2011). Caring adults 

can learn to be attentive to the students’ needs, listen, and then respond appropriately 

(Noddings, 2012). Since educators are positioned to provide the type of support that can 

have a positive impact on these students, there is a need for educators to understand 

student homelessness and its influence on students’ educations, to reframe deficit 

thinking to asset-focused views, and to develop positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; 

Elster, 2008; Moore, 2013). 



43 

The Need for Positive Adult Interventions 

 The literature on positive adult interventions for students experiencing 

homelessness tends to fall into one of two categories, either school-based interventions or 

community-based interventions. Murphy and Tobin (2011) suggested a multi-faceted 

approach to helping students experiencing homelessness. Their suggestions for educators 

included increasing awareness about student homelessness, providing for students’ basic 

needs, using effective instructional strategies, creating a stable and supportive learning 

environment, and finally, collaborating with community organizations and parents to 

provide the type of supports that are beyond the scope of public educational services.  

 
School-Based Interventions 

 As the numbers of homeless students continues to rise, there is a need for 

educators to know about student homelessness and for teachers to provide interventions 

for better student outcomes (Aviles de Bradley, 2015). Specifically, to assist students 

experiencing homelessness effectively, teachers need to employ strategies and 

interventions designed to meet the students’ unique academic needs (Moore, 2013). 

School-based interventions for students experiencing homelessness include strategies 

outlined in Table 3. 

 Effective school-based interventions begin with educators knowing about the 

experiences homeless students bring to the classroom. Nieto (2013) explained how 

important it is for teachers to learn about the “sociocultural realities of their students and 

the sociopolitical conditions in which they live” (p. 151). In order to do this, teachers 

need to know about students’ lived experiences so that teaching can be situated in the 

students’ experiences, allowing them to use the knowledge they bring to the classroom to 
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construct new knowledge and understanding (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Nieto, 2013; 

Perkins, 2014). Bartolome (1994) described this as using instructional methods and 

strategies that are “situated in the students’ cultural experiences” or “students will 

continue to show difficulty in mastering content area that is not only alien to their reality, 

but is often antagonistic toward their culture and lived experiences” (p. 191). 

 
Table 3 

School-Based Interventions 

School-Based Interventions Literature Regarding Interventions 

Knowing students’ lived 
experiences 

Including metaphors and concepts that connect 
instruction to the knowledge students bring to the 
classroom (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Delpit, 
2012; Moore, 2013). 

Creating a sense of belonging in 
the classroom 

Students are more motivated when they believe 
they belong and are accepted (Noddings, 2005, 
2012; Perkins, 2014). 

Ongoing assessment Determining where homelessness may have 
caused gaps in learning (Darling-Hammond, 
2008; Moore, 2013). 

Flexible performances of 
understanding 

Offering a variety of assessment options to allow 
student-choice and flexibility in completing 
assignments (Blythe, 1998; Moore, 2013). 

Collaborative learning Teams usually outperform individuals (Darling-
Hammond, 2008). 

Metacognition Helping students understand how they think and 
learn so they can manage their learning (Aviles 
de Bradley, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2008; 
Delpit, 2012).  

 

Unfortunately, though, teachers often dumb-down instruction for students who are 

labeled at-risk and fail to recognize the type of problem-solving skills that homeless 
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students possess that can help them succeed in the classroom (Delpit, 2012; Moore, 

2013). Conversely, when teachers use concepts and metaphors from the students’ lived 

experiences, they can design instruction that is connected to the knowledge the students 

bring to the classroom (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Delpit, 2012; Moore, 2013).  

 In addition to these instructional strategies, ongoing assessment is a critical tool 

for teachers who work with homeless and highly mobile students. Moore (2013) 

explained that “it is best for teachers not to wait until there is time to administer formal 

assessments” and “found positive impacts on homeless and highly mobile students’ 

learning when teachers . . . used the data effectively to inform their instruction and 

planning” (p. 8). It is important to use ongoing assessment of understanding for homeless 

and highly mobile students since the students’ homelessness may have caused absences 

that resulted in gaps in learning. Teachers can also provide creative assignments that 

make use of the problem-solving skills that homeless and highly mobile students may 

possess, while allowing for flexible performances of understanding (Darling-Hammond, 

2008; Moore, 2013).  

 Teachers should develop performances of understanding that encourage creativity 

and critical thinking and allow for flexibility to complete assignments for homeless and 

highly mobile students (Blythe, 1998; Moore, 2013). For example, Moore (2013) 

suggested offering a variety of assessment options, including art, music, and other 

activities, that allow for student-choice in the learning process. Barron and Darling-

Hammond (2008) also suggested using collaborative learning strategies as a means of 

helping struggling students since teams usually outperform individuals. If teachers allow 

for ample in-class time to work on collaborative projects, collaborative learning and 
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project-based learning can be effective strategies for teaching homeless and highly 

mobile students (Moore, 2013).  

Another educational strategy that would benefit homeless students who are 

struggling academically involves metacognition and the need for students to understand 

how they think and learn (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Delpit, 2012). Formative 

assessments and metacognition work together to encourage students since formative 

assessments help students recognize what they know about a topic and what they may 

still need to learn (Blyth, 1998; Delpit, 2012). To illustrate the idea that students can 

grow and develop in their understanding and learning, Aviles de Bradley (2015) 

reminded educators that one can ever know a student’s full potential, saying, 

You don’t know where the next cure for cancer will come from, you don’t know 
where Bill Gates is sitting, you have no idea where Toni Morrison is, you don’t 
have any clue that Cesar Chavez is sitting there ready to, at some point in his life, 
lead farm workers, so you have to teach as if they are in that classroom, they’re 
there somewhere. (p. 102) 
 

If educators are not mindful of this, students like the one Aviles de Bradley interviewed 

may allow their struggles to influence their view of themselves as learners. The student 

shared, 

I been through a homeless shelter and all of that stuff . . . like my life like 
changed. . . Last year I had honors English, good stuff, but now I don’t want to 
come to school, my grades are going down. . . It’s making me like I can’t learn, 
‘cause I got a lot of stuff going on in my head . . . my learning part can’t function. 
(Aviles de Bradley, 2015, p. 32) 

This student’s story illustrates how important it is that educators help struggling students 

understand the learning process and provide strategies to help the students manage their 

learning. Finally, in addition to school-based strategies, the literature also points to the 

importance of community-based interventions.  
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Community-Based Interventions 

 The literature presents a second category of interventions that can assist homeless 

students, community-based interventions that result from school-community 

collaborations. This is especially important since homeless students often lack access to 

resources that students need to succeed in school (Murphy & Tobin, 2011). Table 4 

outlines suggestions for the type of community-based interventions that can assist 

students experiencing homelessness. 

 
Table 4 

Community-Based Interventions 

Community -Based Interventions Literature Regarding Interventions 

Food-based interventions Efforts to combat food insecurity include 
free and reduced lunch and access to food 
pantries (Berliner, 2009).  

Community partnerships to provide one-
stop access to services, including 
healthcare 

Kansas City Public Schools organized 
“Impact Wednesdays” (Wrenick, 2018). 

Partnerships with mental health 
professionals 

Homeless students need access to mental 
health professionals who can provide 
trauma-informed care (Hallet & Skrla, 
2016; Venet, 2017). 

 

 Community-based interventions can help homeless students meet the daily 

practical challenges they face, such as dealing with food insecurity and a lack of access to 

proper medical care (Berliner, 2009). These are the types of resources that community 

collaborators can provide when school staff are willing to reach out and partner with their 

community. McGee Banks (2010) noted that when teachers, students, parents, and 

community members collaborate everyone benefits. Additionally, Anzilotti (2016) noted 
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that it will take collaboration between school districts and service providers in order to 

meet the requirements of ESSA (2015) regarding students experiencing homelessness. 

An example of how school districts can work collaboratively with community partners 

can be seen in the Kansas City Public Schools’ work to combat student homelessness 

(Wrenick, 2018). According to Wrenick, efforts resulted in a partnership between 

educators and community service providers who worked toward the goal of meeting the 

students’ basic needs so that the schools could focus on the students’ educational needs. 

Wrenick explained that the partnership created “Impact Wednesday,” where “agencies 

came together under one roof to create a one-stop-shop experience” (p. 3) to provide 

families and students with much needed resources in one accessible location.  

 Additionally, school districts may have to partner with community mental health 

professionals to provide the type of trauma-based interventions that homeless students 

may need. The ongoing trauma that homeless students experience can affect their 

performance in school. Hallett and Skrla (2016) have suggested that schools need to 

implement trauma-informed practices in order to best serve students experiencing 

homelessness. They explained that school personnel are more likely to have “greater 

effectiveness in meeting the educational needs of students and families experiencing 

homelessness if those in the educational arena understand the complex cognitive, 

psychological, and physical effects that both acute and chronic trauma have on children 

and youth” (Hallett & Skrla, 2016, p. 108). However, this type of intervention requires 

specialized training and specific intervention strategies. Information about trauma-

informed educational practices is discussed in Chapter Five. Finally, when community 

interventions, including those that meet practical and emotional needs of homeless 
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students, are paired with specific academic supports, students have a better chance of 

remaining in school and graduating (Venet, 2017). 

 
Summary of Literature 

 In my review of the literature related to the education of students experiencing 

homelessness, I described the challenges these student face as they attempt to enroll, 

attend, and remain in school. For unaccompanied homeless youth who are navigating 

educational systems on their own the challenges are even greater. The hiddenness of 

student homelessness, the lack of understanding by educators, and the students’ need for 

positive adult support has resulted in high drop-out rates and low graduation rates for 

homeless students. Additionally, there is a lack of research related specifically to 

understanding how homelessness influences students’ educational outcomes, and how 

student resiliency and positive adult interventions and social supports can help these 

students to remain in school and graduate. In the next section, I discuss a theoretical 

framework that was used in this study to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 While the number of homeless students in United States schools is increasing, 

many educators have not had the opportunity to hear from students who have experienced 

homelessness and, therefore, are unaware of the influence that homelessness has on 

students’ education (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; Moore, 2013). The purpose 

of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of student homelessness on 

educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth with whom I worked over 
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a 1- to 3-year period. In this study, I used a theoretical framework in order to recognize 

the importance of the students’ lived experiences that values students’ voices and 

understands the importance of relationship. This framework combined aspects of two 

theories: CRT (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994) and care ethics (Noddings, 2005, 

2012). 

 
Culturally Responsive Teaching 

 CRT encourages educators to learn about their students’ lives (Blad, 2017; Gay, 

2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2013). In order to provide marginalized students 

inclusion in the educational process, multicultural educators have stressed that teachers 

must hear their stories and seek their input (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; Gay, 

2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 1999, 2103). For students experiencing 

homelessness, Aviles de Bradley (2011) explained that as the number of homeless 

students continues to rise, “it is imperative that spaces are provided for youth to share 

their experiences” (p. 156), allowing for the creation of solutions to meet these students’ 

needs. Delpit (2006) said that the answers to how to teach marginalized students, which 

would include students experiencing homelessness, “lie not in a proliferation of new 

reform programs but in some basic understanding of who we are and how we are 

connected to and disconnected from one another” (p. xxv). Instead, teachers should 

engage in CRT that recognizes the knowledge, skills, and lived experiences that students 

bring to the classroom and that understands the importance of including students’ cultural 

references in all aspects of learning (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings,1994). Nieto (2013) 

explained that culturally responsive pedagogy involves teaching students that their voice 
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matters and proposed that teaching is an important form of advocacy, especially when 

working with marginalized students such as those experiencing homelessness. 

 
Care Ethics 

 Care ethics, according to Noddings (2005, 2012), is a relational ethic where 

mutuality is important and caring student-educator relationships provide an environment 

conducive to successful educational activities. Noddings encouraged educators to create 

caring relations in teaching through understanding and responding to students’ needs. 

This is especially important for homeless students who are often marginalized and may 

feel disconnected from school (Julianelle, 2008). In order to establish and maintain 

positive connections to students experiencing homelessness, educators should foster 

caring relations that create a learning climate that is attentive and responsive to students’ 

needs (Noddings, 2012). 

 
Combining Aspects of CRT and Care Ethics 

 Both CRT and care ethics focus on respecting students’ voice and creating 

supportive mutual relationships, and in that sense both theories are rooted in a critical 

pedagogy that asks whose stories are to be told and whose stories carry the most 

influence over students’ education (McLaren, 1998). CRT and care ethics include the 

type of critical pedagogy that uses a dialogical approach where education is a mutual 

relationship between students and teachers, and teachers listen and respond with empathy 

to students’ expressed needs (Freire, 1970; Noddings, 2012; Shor & Freire, 1987). 

However, educators must allow marginalized students, which would include homeless 



52 

students, legitimate inclusion in decisions about their education or they are simply 

resorting to tokenism (Arnstein, 1969; Ellsworth, 1989).  

 One means of including students in their education is through the use of CRT and 

care ethics to create classrooms that foster a student’s sense of belonging and allow 

students to use the knowledge and skills they bring to the classroom in the learning 

process (Bartolome, 1994; Blad, 2017; Delpit, 2006; Nieto, 2013; Noddings, 2005). If 

teachers fail to understand the students’ lived experiences, Blad (2017) cautioned that 

those students may feel that “the school environment is unjust or designed for someone 

from a different cultural background” and they “may become disengaged or not recognize 

his or her own potential” (p. 4). This can lead to the student becoming further 

disconnected which is problematic for students experiencing homelessness since school 

can often be the one stable influence in their lives (Julianelle, 2008; Moore, 2013).  

 In fact, Aviles de Bradley (2011) found that students experiencing homelessness 

want to share their experiences with supportive adults in order to help them process their 

feelings and experiences. Providing positive adult support in school is important since 

Noddings (2005) found that often students’ “pressing needs overwhelm the academic 

ones” (p. 151). That can certainly be true for unaccompanied homeless students. Venet 

(2018) agreed that relationships should take precedence over content in order to support 

students who have experienced trauma such as homelessness. However, as Apple (1999) 

asked, “how do we create pedagogies that are deeply connected to the daily realities of 

people’s lives and . . . struggles?” (p. 15). Therefore, it is critical that educators hear from 

homeless students and learn about homelessness’ influence on students’ education in 
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order to connect their education to their daily realities and provide the support these 

students need to succeed.  

 In order to facilitate this type of understanding, in this study I examined the 

influence of homelessness on four unaccompanied homeless youths’ educational 

outcomes, paying particular attention to the following themes that are noted in the 

literature on student homelessness: 

• the hiddenness of student homelessness (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 

2017); 

• the importance of student connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 2006, 

2012; Gay, 2002; Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 1999, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012); 

and 

• the need for positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012).  

These themes, which are aligned with theoretical concepts found in the literature, were 

represented in Figure 1. This is a timely research topic since the new version of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 

2015), requires school districts to take steps to counter the negative effects of 

homelessness and remove barriers to enrollment, attendance, and achievement. 

 As the number of homeless students in United States public schools continues to 

increase, educators have not had the opportunity to hear from students experiencing 

homelessness in order to understand how homelessness has influenced their education. 

CRT and care ethics create educational environments where educators recognize the 

importance of the students’ lived experiences, value students’ voices, and provide caring 

student-educator relationships conducive to successful educational activities. These 
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aspects from both theories were used in this study to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth. There is 

a need for this type of study considering ESSA’s (2015) stronger requirements for states, 

districts, and schools to assist students experiencing homelessness by removing barriers 

to enrollment, attendance, and graduation.  

 
Conclusion 

 In 2017, on the 30th anniversary of the McKinney-Vento Act, the ICPH published 

The Silent Crisis, a report on the state of student homelessness in United States public 

schools. The authors of the report concluded that educational advocates must re-think 

their approach to student homelessness, stating that “as we plot our approach to this 

ongoing and worsening crisis, focused concern on the plight of homeless students should 

point advocates, educators, and policy makers to take a more comprehensive view” (p. 1). 

Homeless and highly mobile students need strategies and interventions that provide 

holistic solutions to meet their unique educational needs. However, as reflected in the 

literature review, there is a lack of current studies regarding the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes (Cowen, 2017; Hart, 2017; MacDonald, 2013). 

Toward that end, the purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence 

of student homelessness on the educational outcomes of four unaccompanied homeless 

youth with whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. In Chapter Three, I provide an 

overview of the methodology for this study.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

 
The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on the educational outcomes of four unaccompanied homeless youth with 

whom I worked over a 1-3-year period. To answer the research questions, four purposely 

selected homeless unaccompanied students participated in the case study. Case study 

methodology can provide an in-depth look into complex social phenomena in real-life 

contexts (Yin, 2014). The rationale for conducting a multiple case study includes the fact 

that I worked closely with the four students over a 1- to 3-year period and compiled 

various and detailed forms of qualitative data. Yin (2014) stressed the importance of 

collecting “many different sources of evidence” (p. 119) when conducting a case study.  

Between the years 2012 to 2016, I provided case management services to 

unaccompanied homeless students, including the students in the study. During that time, I 

worked as a Homeless Population Specialist and Case Manager for WISD Office of 

Homeless Outreach Services in Waco, Texas, and also worked with college students who 

served on a committee to establish an after-school nurturing center for homeless 

unaccompanied high school students in Waco. As a result, I have extensive knowledge 

about the phenomenon of student homelessness, which is helpful in allowing 

identification of emerging assertions that can answer the research questions (Nolan & 

Talbert, 2011). 
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Research Questions 

The central question addressed from the data and the stories of the four 

unaccompanied homeless students was, 

• How has homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? 

I also examined these sub-questions. 

• What interventions did the students find most helpful?  

• What interventions did the students find least helpful?  

The results of this study will highlight collaborative solutions and innovative strategies 

that worked to counter the negative effects of homelessness and influenced the 

educational outcomes of the four homeless unaccompanied students in the study. 

 
Research Rationale and Design 

 In this qualitative study, I used an explanatory multiple case study design to 

answer the research questions. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), qualitative 

research is an inquiry process of understanding as an approach to exploring social and 

human problems. Yin (2014) noted that case study research can provide important insight 

into a complex phenomenon like student homelessness. Yin explained that case study is a 

thorough method of qualitative research when there are multiple variables and multiple 

sources of data.  

 Since homeless and highly mobile students’ circumstances and experiences are 

diverse and varied, there are many factors that might influence the students’ educational 

outcomes (Morton et al., 2017). This is one reason that a case study design was chosen 

for the current study; case study is an appropriate research design when there are multiple 

variables involved (Yin, 2014). I have worked with students experiencing homelessness 
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and collected multiple sources of data over several years, including recollections of 

interactions with the students, case notes, and interviews. Especially when studying 

students with diverse backgrounds and varied experiences with homelessness, such as 

those in this study, case study can highlight students’ voices in a way that provides rich 

descriptions of the students’ lives (Nieto & Bode, 2018). Additionally, since case studies 

are conducted within a bounded system such as time and place, the participants in this 

case study were bounded by their experience as students who were homeless and 

unaccompanied during high school and/or college (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The purpose 

of this case study, then, was to understand the influence of homelessness on the students’ 

educational outcomes. 

 
Addressing Credibility 

 Using a case study, the researcher can provide in-depth insight and a thick 

description of a phenomenon that provides the reader with a complete picture in order to 

understand the study findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2014). However, within 

qualitative research, constructs such as validity and reliability are viewed from a broader 

perspective and described using terms such as credibility and dependability. Creswell and 

Poth (2018) suggested operationalizing these terms using “techniques such as prolonged 

engagement in the field and the triangulation of data sources, methods, and investigators” 

(p. 256). As a researcher, I have spent 6 years assisting homeless students and working 

directly with them in the field, allowing for the prolonged engagement that Creswell and 

Poth described and helping to ensure the credibility and dependability of the study.  

 Although case study results do not allow for scientific generalizability, Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) explained that a case study can be a powerful tool for establishing an 
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“intuitive, empirical” type of generalization “based on personal direct and vicarious 

experience” (p. 120). This is what Stake (1978) described as a “natural basis for 

generalization” (p. 5), and what Lincoln and Guba (1985) said could serve as an 

alternative to a scientific understanding of generalization. Lincoln and Guba also 

explained that within qualitative research “there are always factors that are unique to the 

locale or series of events that make it useless to try to generalize therefrom” (p. 123). 

This is relevant to this study of student homelessness since the students’ circumstances 

and experiences with homelessness are broad and varied and I have prolonged experience 

working directly with homeless students on school campuses (Morton et al., 2017). 

Therefore, based on the direct and vicarious experiences shared through the students’ 

stories and my interactions with the students, with this study I sought to provide a thick 

description of homelessness’ influence on the students’ educational outcomes using an 

explanatory multiple case study design (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 
Explanatory Multiple Case Study Design 

 I conducted an explanatory multiple case study as it is an effective design for 

answering “how” questions such as the central research question in this study: How has 

homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? Four students participated 

in this multiple case study, a design which can provide a stronger study than a single case 

study design and allow the study results to provide a broad view of student homelessness 

(Yin, 2014). Yin noted that a multiple case study can reveal themes that are replicated 

across cases even when individual cases have unique circumstances, which is true for the 

students in this study. Additionally, my first-hand knowledge about the challenges of 

student homelessness and my experiences working collaboratively with homeless 
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students, school staff, social workers, and community partners can provide in-depth 

insight into interventions and practices that helped the students graduate. My role and 

positionality as the researcher in this study will be addressed in the next section. 

 
Role of the Researcher 

 Creswell and Poth (2018) explained that qualitative researchers “position 

themselves in their writings” (p. 229), reminding the reader that the researcher’s voice 

and bias will be reflected in their writings. As the researcher in this study, I have 

extensive experience in the field of education in general, and particularly in working with 

students experiencing homelessness. I have worked in the field of education for 40 years, 

both on the secondary level and in higher education. After teaching high school social 

studies, I earned a master’s degree in Educational Psychology and Counseling. That led 

to a 15-year career in student services at a university, followed by 15 years working as a 

high school counselor. The last 4 years of my career were spent working as a Homeless 

Population Specialist and Case Manager for homeless youth in WISD in Waco, Texas. 

The Case Management Society of America (2017) defines case management as a 

“collaborative process of assessment, planning, facilitation, care coordination, evaluation, 

and advocacy for options and services to meet an individual’s and family’s 

comprehensive . . . needs through communication and available resources to promote”     

. . . positive “outcomes” (para. 1). I also continue to serve on various community 

committees that address the needs of students experiencing homelessness. 

 During the 4 years (2012–2016) that I served as a district Case Manager for 

homeless students, I also served as a founding member and treasurer for a non-profit 

organization that was established in the community to serve unaccompanied homeless 
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youth in the school district. In that role, I acted as an advocate for homeless students, 

speaking publicly to community groups and the school board about the need for an after-

school nurturing center that would serve unaccompanied students. Throughout the time 

that I served as a school district Case Manager and non-profit board member, I worked 

closely with the four homeless unaccompanied students in the study and I approached the 

issue of student homelessness from an advocate’s perspective that is reflected in this 

study. My deep connection to the study topic and to the participants themselves is 

important to note and as Lincoln and Guba (1985) explained, it is one reason that case 

study can be an appropriate research design for this study since case studies accurately 

describe the researcher’s “interaction with the site and consequent biases that may result” 

(p. 42). Additionally, it was important that I had established a trusting relationship with 

the participants in order to honestly explore the complex and sensitive nature of student 

homelessness (Ingrim, et al., 2016). Finally, my background and experience as a school 

counselor allowed me to interact with the participants in a way that was mindful of the 

emotional and psychological impact that homelessness can have on students. As a result, 

I approached the interviews from a counselor’s perspective in order to ensure that the 

interview process would not further traumatize the participants. 

 
Context 

 Case management, interviews, and interactions with two of the high school 

students took place at the students’ high school on a weekly basis over a period of 1- to 3-

years, depending on the student. The other two students were in college at Baylor 

University during the 2 years that I worked with them and those meetings took place on 

campus at a teen nurturing center and in public settings, such as local restaurants or at 
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community events. In the next section, I provide information about the participants in the 

study and my relationship to those students. 

 
Participants 

From 2012–2016, I provided case management to over 300 high school students 

who were identified as McKinney-Vento Act (2001) homeless and unaccompanied in 

WISD. During that time, I also served on a committee to organize a nurturing center for 

homeless unaccompanied youth and worked closely with a student advisory group 

comprised of current and formerly homeless high school and college students. I chose a N 

of 4 for this multiple case study because the four homeless unaccompanied students’ 

lived experiences illustrate many of the challenges described in the literature even though 

their circumstances differed. These students represent a purposeful selection of the 

homeless unaccompanied students with whom I worked, and I have chosen four students 

who can provide rich and informative details about their diverse experiences as homeless 

students (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995).  

Purposeful sampling is an important aspect of naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Purposeful sampling can serve various purposes depending on the type of 

sampling. (Patton, 1980). Patton categorized different types of purposeful sampling 

according to the intended focus of the study, including sampling sensitive cases such as 

the four students in this study. Patton noted that this can be an effective way to draw 

attention to the study. The students in this study were chosen to draw attention to their 

stories. It is important to note that I do not intend to make generalizations but rather to 

tell the students’ stories in order to provide an understanding of the complex phenomenon 

of student homelessness. Table 5 provides an overview of the participants in this study.  
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Table 5 

Participants 

Students Years Homeless Homeless Context Educational 
Outcome 

Silas  6+ 
Homeless and unaccompanied in 

high school (California) and 
college (Waco) 

Bachelor’s degree, 
Baylor University 

Mary 6+ 
Homeless and unaccompanied in 
middle and high school (Waco 

ISD) 

High school 
graduate 

Destiny  3 Homeless and unaccompanied in 
high school (Waco ISD) 

Bachelor’s degree, 
Texas A&M 

Master’s degree, 
Baylor University 

Danny 2 Homeless and unaccompanied in 
high school (Waco ISD)  

Bachelor’s degree, 
Park University 

 

Three participants were students who attended and graduated from WISD, and 

one was a homeless unaccompanied college student who earned his undergraduate degree 

from Baylor University in Waco, Texas. One of the students was African American, one 

was Hispanic, and two were bi-racial—White/Polynesian and White/African American. 

All four came from low-socioeconomic backgrounds and three of the four were the first 

in their families to graduate from high school and continue on to post-secondary 

education, including one student who earned a master’s degree. Of the three students who 

attended and graduated from WISD, two were female, one was male, and the Baylor 

student was also male. 

Since the study participants were at least 18 at the time data were collected, Silas, 

Destiny, and Danny agreed to use their real names. Although this may seem contrary to 
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common research protocol, it is effective when using portraiture to share participants’ 

stories. Watson (2018) noted that portraiture allows the researcher to use participants’ 

real names and settings in order to acknowledge their stories in an authentic and 

meaningful way. Sauer (2012) described how portraiture allowed study participants to 

advocate for themselves by not allowing the researcher to create nameless subjects whose 

stories do not focus on the participants’ real lives. The use of portraiture and the 

participants’ real names both serve to create a sense of agency for the participants as they 

share how homelessness influenced their educational outcomes. 

 
Researcher Relationship to the Participants 

Due to my role as Case Manager and advocate for students experiencing 

homelessness, I have extensive knowledge of and access to various types of data about 

these four students’ situations. It was important that I had established a trusting 

relationship with the participants in order to explore the complex and sensitive nature of 

student homelessness honestly, particularly among unaccompanied youth (Ingrim et al., 

2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested spending sufficient time in the culture of the 

participants, which they termed as “prolonged engagement” (p. 301), is necessary in 

order to build trusting relationships needed to gain an accurate understanding of the 

problem or issue being studied. To that end, over a 1- to 3-year period, I worked closely 

with these students on their school campuses and as we served together in a community 

organization to address the needs of unaccompanied homeless students in our city.  
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Participant Sketches 

 I have chosen to use portraiture, a term described by Lawrence-Lightfoot and 

Davis (1997) as a “method of inquiry and documentation” (p. 3) to share the students’ 

voices in a way that develops a rich, complex story of their experiences with 

homelessness and schooling. According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, portraiture 

speaks to a broad audience by including both narrative and human experiences that 

present students’ voices in a way that academic writing would not fully communicate. 

The authors pointed to the use of portraiture as an alternative to merely documenting 

problems. Instead, portraiture allows the researcher to focus on “the complex dimensions 

of goodness” (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, 1997, p. xvi) within the students’ stories. 

In the following section, I provide glimpses into the participants’ portraits: 

 
Silas. A bright student who was also a talented and determined athlete, was asked 

to leave his home during high school as a result of conflict with a parent. As a successful 

athlete who earned good grades, Silas was recruited to play football at an Ivy League 

university. He scored six touchdowns during his freshman year but did not enjoy the cold 

weather and the lower level of athletic competition in the Ivy League conference. Instead, 

because he knew a student who played football at a university in Texas, he transferred 

after his freshman year, leaving his Ivy League Scholarship behind and walked-on to the 

football team. Silas loved everything about being at his new university, but the day before 

classes were to start in the fall of 2013 he could not enroll because, as a homeless 

unaccompanied student who was not identified as homeless, he did not have the finances 

to pay for college. That also meant that he was no longer a member of the football team, 

nowhere to live, and no provision for meals and basic necessities, things college athletes 
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are provided. Once again, Silas found himself experiencing homelessness, this time as a 

college student. 

 
Mary. Mary was chosen for this study because her story encompasses all the 

challenges a student experiencing homelessness may face and I provided case 

management to her for 3 years. As an unaccompanied, homeless youth who had been 

abused, addicted, and trafficked, Mary’s story is one of struggle, resilience, and 

perseverance. Mary was 16 years old when she was identified as McKinney-Vento Act 

homeless and unaccompanied, but she had experienced homelessness from the time she 

was 13. Throughout her childhood she had to deal with the effects of a drug-addicted 

mother who moved from place to place. As a result, Mary was at least 1 year behind in 

her studies when I began working with her. 

 
Destiny. A formerly homeless student who graduated from a Waco ISD high 

school and then earned her bachelor’s degree from Texas A&M University and a 

master’s in Social Work from Baylor University. I met Destiny in 2015 when she was 

working on her master’s degree and we served together on the board of a non-profit in 

order to help create an after-school nurturing center for homeless unaccompanied high 

school students. Since Destiny had first-hand experience as a homeless student who had 

found academic success, her story served to highlight the need for educators and 

community partners to understand youth homelessness. Destiny shared her story openly 

in many community meetings and described her experiences as a homeless high school 

student in a 2016 publication.  
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Danny. A high school athlete who was a leader in school organizations, well-liked 

by his teachers and peers, and had good grades. During his senior year, however, he 

suffered an athletic injury that created conflict within his single-parent home over who 

was going to pay for his surgery and physical therapy. As a result of the constant conflict, 

Danny’s parent asked him to leave the house and he couch-surfed for the rest of his 

senior year, navigating through the surgery and recovery process on his own.  Danny’s 

homelessness caused him to miss a lot of school during that semester and, due to his 

absences, he failed to receive credit for his coursework although he had good grades. 

 These are mere glimpses into the students’ stories but illustrate the challenges that 

homeless unaccompanied students face. Their stories will be told in later chapters and, in 

order to paint a more complete picture of the influence of homelessness on the students’ 

educational outcomes, include the five features of portraiture that Lawrence-Lightfoot 

and Davis (1997) outlined. The five features of portraiture that will bring the students’ 

stories to life include:  

• Context—the setting,  

• Voice—of both the researcher and the participants,  

• Relationship—between the researcher and the participants,  

• Emergent themes—interpretive insight from the data, and 

• Aesthetic whole—completing the picture.  

Each of these features are discussed in detail as the students’ stories are portrayed in later 

chapters. In the next section, I discuss how the students’ stories were compiled and the 

data collection methods that was used in this study. 
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Data Collection 

 As the researcher in this study, I have access to detailed qualitative data about the 

students in the study. The data collected for this study include archival data since the 

students shared their stories publicly and some had their stories published in local and/or 

national media. The students’ published stories serve as a credible source of information 

about the students’ experiences with homelessness and mirror the information provided 

from the other data sources for the study. I also included my case notes from the years I 

worked with two of the students, Mary and Danny, when I served as a school district 

Homeless Population Specialist and Case Manager. Additionally, I worked closely with 

three of the students in the study, Silas, Destiny and Danny, as we served together on the 

board of a local non-profit organization. In my roles as both district Case Manager and 

non-profit board member, I have functioned as an observer in the field, interacting with 

the students in various settings (Angrosino, 2007). At times, I have been fully engaged 

with the students in the study, even acting as an advocate for three of the students. 

Finally, interviews were conducted with all four students to answer the research 

questions. The central research question was, 

• How has homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? 

The students were also asked the following sub-questions: 

• What interventions did the students find most helpful? 

• What interventions did the students find least helpful? 

 
Collecting Various Data 

 Collecting various forms of data, such as field notes and interview transcripts, 

helps to ensure the type of internal validity that case studies can provide (Yin, 2014). 
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Data for two of the WISD students, Mary and Danny, were obtained from the case notes, 

student interviews, and their published stories in local media. The third WISD student, 

Destiny, was in graduate school at the time I began working with her on a committee that 

assisted homeless students in the city. During that time the student shared her experiences 

as a homeless high school student and her story was also printed in a local blog and will 

be included in the study. The homeless unaccompanied Baylor student, Silas, also 

worked with me on the same committee. His story has been published in Sports 

Illustrated, sportsillustrated.com, broadcast on ESPN Central Texas radio, and 

highlighted in a documentary on HBO (Rodriguez, 2014; Stoute, Obaid-Chinoy, & 

Dalton, 2018; Volk, 2015; Wertheim & Rodriguez, 2014). Both Destiny and Silas also 

served as advocates for homeless students, sharing their stories in community meetings. 

Additionally, I have personal recollections of my interactions with all four participants. 

Table 6 provides an overview of the data collected for this study.  

 
Table 6 

Data Collection Efforts 

Participant Date(s) Collected Archival Data Interviews 

Silas 2014–2019 Published stories, 
interactions 

Conducted in 
Spring, 2019 

Mary 2013–2017 Published stories, case 
notes, interview notes 
from class project 

Conducted in 
Spring, 2019  

Destiny 2015–2016 Published stories, 
interactions 

Conducted in 
Spring, 2019 

Danny 2014–2016 Case notes, student 
essay, interactions 

Conducted in 
Spring, 2019 
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In the next section, I provide details about each of the data collection methods used in 

this study.  

 
Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all four students. The interview 

protocol was designed for a class project on student diversity (Blevins, 2017). The 

interview questions relate to the research questions and themes identified in the literature. 

For example, participants were asked about their sense of belonging and connectedness 

as it related to their education. Additionally, following the semi-structured format, I 

began the interviews by asking the students to describe their experiences of being an 

unaccompanied homeless student and explain how that experience has influenced their 

education. To maintain fidelity, which Lincoln and Guba (1985) described as the 

researcher’s ability to “later . . . reproduce exactly the data as they become evident” (p. 

240), the interviews were audio recorded. Due to the transient nature of student 

homelessness, it was only possible to interview each student once. Prior to conducting the 

interviews, each student signed an informed consent (Appendix A). Although conducting 

only one interview with each participant is not ideal, my long history with the students, 

coupled with the archival data, served to provide an in-depth look at the influence of 

homelessness on the students’ educational outcomes. The interview protocol is Appendix 

B and is outlined in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Interview  

Question Literature Review 

What was your home life like? (Ingrim et al., 2016) 

How do/did you define your identity?  (Dill, 2015) 

Who know/knew you were homeless or couch-surfing as a 
student?  

(Morton et al., 2017) 

How is school different from home?  (Julianelle, 2008; 
Noddings, 2005, 2012) 

Describe your schooling experiences.  (Ingrim et al., 2016) 

What are some goals you have/had for your education? (Bryan, 2005) 

What do/did you want to get out of school? (Aviles de Bradley, 
2015) 

How did homelessness influence your education? (Ingrim et al., 2016) 

What interventions do/did you find the most helpful? (Darling-Hammond, 
2008) 

What interventions do/did you find the least helpful? (Aviles de Bradley, 
2015) 

 

Case Notes 

 Case notes from my interactions with two of the WISD students, Mary and 

Danny, were also used to describe the students’ experiences in real time. Case notes are 

essentially field notes which also allow the researcher to include their own thoughts and 

reflections about what the students have experienced. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested 

that field notes are important since they may not be as intimidating to the participants as 

interactions that are recorded with audio-visual equipment, and field notes allow the 
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researcher to easily access reflections about the participants’ experiences easily. As an 

example of data that was collected from my case notes, I have included an excerpt from a 

meeting with one of the high school students in this study. On October 10, 2013, I 

recorded the following notes: 

2:00 – met with Mary until 2:50 p.m. She ran away Tuesday night but was picked 
up by the police and returned to the house where she is staying. She doesn’t want 
to live in the home anymore and is having conflict with one of the other women in 
the house. She wants to be a nurse and is interested in the CNA program. But she 
wants to live with her stepmother, who is Jehovah Witness, or with her friend 
from [another town]. I told her she could stay at school no matter where she 
moves. 

 
Data from my case notes were analyzed and included in the study findings detailed in 

later chapters. 

 
Summary of Data Collection 

 Collecting various forms of data, such as case notes and interview transcripts, 

help to ensure the type of internal validity that case studies can provide and allows for 

what Yin (2014) called “converging lines of inquiry” (p. 120). Multiple forms of data 

allow for triangulation of the data using case notes, archival data from the students’ 

published stories, and interview transcripts—including verbatim quotes—to provide 

insight into the lived experiences of the students in the study. Yin stressed the importance 

of data triangulation, converging data collected from different sources in order to 

determine the consistency of the findings. Patton (2002) also suggested triangulating the 

data by using multiple evaluators who review the data, particularly the interview 

transcripts and case notes, to ensure fidelity. Therefore, a peer review was used in this 

study to evaluate the data. As Yin (2014) noted, by converging the evidence and 

establishing a plan for data triangulation, the researcher is developing the type of validity 
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or credibility that case studies can provide. In the next section, I present the data analysis 

methods used in this study.  

 
Data Analysis 

 
 The data collection and analysis methods used in this case study will provide 

insight into the complex phenomenon of student homelessness, particularly related to the 

influence of homelessness on the students’ educational outcomes. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) pointed out that if data were the constructs derived from the sources, then data 

analysis is the process of reconstructing those ideas. Data analysis, then, becomes an 

inductive method of synthesizing the concepts and ideas generated from the data in order 

to provide a more complete understanding of the topic of study. In this case study, an 

analytic induction model was used for each of the four cases, enabling me to recognize 

emerging categories. This served to reduce the extensive amount of data by identifying 

categories of key phrases, main concepts, and recurring issues that appeared in the 

interview transcripts, case notes, and published stories. Yin (2014) suggested 

manipulating the data by considering different perspectives and arrays of the data to 

begin analysis. I used NVivo 11, a computer-assisted tool, to examine case notes, 

interview transcripts, and the students’ published stories in order to code and categorize 

the data. Yin noted that this can be especially helpful when analyzing large amounts of 

written information.  

 
Theoretical Propositions 

 Yin (2014) also suggested using theoretical propositions as a data analysis 

strategy. In this study, I used an a priori theoretical framework to recognize the 
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importance of the lived experiences of homeless students that values student input and 

positive relationships. Data collected were analyzed from the perspective of a theoretical 

framework that combines aspects of two theories: CRT (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 

1994) and care ethics (Noddings, 2005, 2012). CRT encourages educators to learn about 

their students’ lives (Blad, 2017; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2013). Care 

ethics, according to Noddings (2005, 2012), is a relational ethic where mutuality is 

important and caring student-educator relationships provide an environment conducive to 

successful educational activities. Both CRT and care ethics focus on respecting students’ 

voice and creating supportive mutual relationships, and in that sense both theories are 

rooted in a critical pedagogy that asks whose stories are to be told and whose stories carry 

the most influence over students’ education (McLaren, 1998).  

 Nieto (2013) explained that culturally responsive pedagogy involves teaching 

students that their voice matters and proposed that teaching is an important form of 

advocacy, especially when working with marginalized students such as those 

experiencing homelessness. CRT and care ethics create classrooms that foster a student’s 

sense of belonging and allow students to use the knowledge and skills they bring to the 

classroom in the learning process (Bartolome, 1994; Blad, 2017; Delpit, 2006; Nieto, 

2013; Noddings, 2005). Additionally, educators should create a learning climate that is 

attentive and responsive to students’ needs and establish caring relations (Noddings, 

2012). This is the type of critical pedagogy that uses a dialogical approach where 

education is a mutual relationship between students and teachers, and teachers listen and 

respond with empathy to homeless students’ expressed needs (Freire, 1970; Noddings, 

2012; Shor & Freire, 1987). These aspects of CRT and care ethics are especially 
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important for educating students experiencing homelessness, particularly in light of the 

theoretical propositions revealed in the literature review.  

 The theoretical propositions included in this study, which were revealed in the 

literature review and are based upon the aspects of CRT and care ethics, include: 

• The hiddenness of student homelessness (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 2017); 

• The importance of student connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 2006, 2012; 

Gay, 2002; Julianne, 2008; Nieto, 1991, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012); and 

• The need for positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012). 

In the next section, I discuss specific data analysis strategies that will be used in the 

study. 

 
Pattern Matching 

 Yin (2014) explained that pattern matching is a useful technique for case study 

analysis because this technique compares “an empirically based pattern - that is, one 

based on the findings . . . with a predicted one made before” (p. 143) data are collected. I 

began data analysis by using a pattern matching technique to scrutinize the various data 

in order to identify codes and typologies that align with common themes found in the 

literature. In this study, patterns that align with the themes in Table 7 were compared to 

the findings. Additionally, Yin noted that pattern matching can reduce threats to validity 

when comparisons are made across the various types of data and among all participants. 

In this study, comparisons were made using archival data which included the students’ 

published stories and case notes, as well as information from the interviews. This 

provided a more complete picture of the students’ experiences with homelessness and 
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school. Table 8 shows how the data were used to address the themes found in the 

literature. 

 
Table 8 

Data Collection Instructions 

Research Question Themes from Literature Data Analysis 

How has homelessness 
influenced the student’s 
stories, educational 
outcomes? 

Hiddenness of 
homelessness and 
importance of 
connectedness 

Case note, interviews, 
interactions` 

What interventions were 
most helpful? 

Social supports, positive 
adults 

Interviews 

What interventions were 
least helpful? 

Social supports, positive 
adults 

Interviews 

 
 
Cross-Case Analysis 

 Finally, a cross-case analysis was conducted across all four cases to identify 

common patterns. Creswell and Poth (2018) explained that after detailed descriptions of 

each case are provided then a cross-case analysis can follow, revealing emerging themes 

common to the multiple cases. Additionally, the use of portraiture to tell the students’ 

stories allowed me to look for emerging themes across the four cases. Lawrence-

Lightfoot and Davis (1997) suggested portraitists can “listen for repetitive refrains . . . 

resonant metaphors . . . themes expressed through cultural . . . rituals that seem 

important” (p. 193) and use triangulation to discover converging themes from the 

different sources of data. As noted earlier, triangulation was one of the methods used in 

the study to establish the type of credibility that was needed in case study research. 
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 It is important to note that my extensive knowledge about student homelessness in 

general, and specifically with the four cases, can pose a threat to validity and credibility. 

Therefore, a peer review of the data, by someone not associated with the students in the 

study was conducted. In qualitative research such as this study, a peer review can aid in 

establishing reliability of the study through intercoder agreement (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). This, along with triangulation of the multiple sources of data can serve to make it 

more likely that the study findings will be credible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 

2002). 

 
Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I described the data collection and data analysis techniques used in 

this study. The analytical process used in this study began by examining the archival data 

such as case notes and the students’ published stories and continued throughout the 

interview process. The study findings are reported in Chapters Four and Five and include 

each students’ story described using portraiture to provide a rich, complex account of 

their experiences with homelessness and schooling (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Results 
 
 

 In this study, I used a multiple case study design to examine the influence of 

student homelessness on the educational outcomes of four homeless unaccompanied 

youth. Archival data such as case notes and the participants’ published stories, along with 

data from interviews were used to answer the research questions in the study. The central 

research question was, 

• How has homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? 

With the study results, I also answered the following sub-questions: 

• What interventions did the students find most helpful?  

• What interventions did the students find least helpful?  

The theoretical framework used in the study, which was described in previous chapters, 

combined aspects of two theories, CRT and care ethics. Both CRT and care ethics focus 

on respecting students’ voice and creating supportive mutual student-educator 

relationships. Using this theoretical framework in the analysis of the data, I highlight 

common themes found in the literature which were represented in Figure 1. Using the 

analysis of the data from the perspective of the theoretical framework, I also identify 

emergent themes revealed from the cross-case analysis. Finally, the study results provide 

a collective consideration of the research questions in order to help educators understand 

the influence of student homelessness on the students’ educational outcomes.  
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Telling Students’ Stories 

 In this study, I used portraiture as described by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 

(1997) to tell the stories of the four participants. The use of portraiture can illustrate the 

connection between participants’ experiences with homelessness and the way the students 

related to the world around them (Chapman, 2007). Portraiture also situates the 

researcher’s voice as an integral part of the participant’s story. According to Lawrence-

Lightfoot (2005), in portraiture researcher’s “dispositions, experiences, relationships and 

professional knowledge all come to bear on the research” (p. 13). Lawrence-Lightfoot 

described portraiture as a “clinical storytelling” (p. 7) that can serve as a co-constructed 

interpretive narrative that includes both the voice of the participant and the perspective of 

the researcher. This format works well in this case study since I have developed 

relationships with each of the participants and have extensive knowledge about the 

students’ experience with homelessness. 

 Each participant’s story is told as a co-constructed narrative and presented as a 

separate case. Although a brief glimpse into each participant’s portrait was provided in 

Chapter Three, in this section I provide detailed insight into each participant’s story 

including my interactions with the participants. Each participant’s narrative is followed 

by their answers to the research questions. Finally, each participant’s portrait concludes 

with a table indicating the five features of portraiture identified in their stories, as 

outlined by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) including 

• Context—the setting,  

• Voice—of both the researcher and the participants,  

• Relationship—between the researcher and the participants,  
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• Emergent themes—interpretive insight from the data, and 

• Aesthetic whole—completing the picture.  

The use of portraiture to tell the students’ stories allowed me to paint a complete word 

picture of the students’ experiences with homelessness through an empathetic and critical 

lens (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983). After the four cases have been presented, I analyze the 

findings using a cross-case analysis to indicate how the findings from all four cases align 

with themes from the literature. I also look at the data from the perspective of the 

theoretical framework and identify emergent themes that present a collective 

consideration of the research questions. This provides a broader examination of how 

homelessness influenced the participants’ educational outcomes. 

 
Participants 

 In order to situate the students’ portraits, Table 9 provides a review of information 

from Chapter Three regarding the participants’ experience as homeless students. I am 

using the student’s real names and settings in all but one of the stories. Silas, Destiny, and 

Danny have served as student advocates who have publicly shared their experiences as 

homeless students and they have allowed me to use their names and published stories. 

However, due to the sensitive nature of Mary’s story I have used a pseudonym and have 

not provided specifics about her educational setting. In the next section, I provide a 

portrait of each of the participants using a narrative format followed by their answers to 

the research questions and concluding with a summary of the five features of portraiture 

for each participant. 

 
  



80 

Table 9 

Participants-Recap 

Students Years Homeless Homeless Context Educational 
Outcome 

Silas  6+ 
Homeless and unaccompanied in 

high school (California) and 
college (Waco) 

Bachelor’s degree, 
Baylor University 

Mary 6+ 
Homeless and unaccompanied in 
middle and high school (Waco 

ISD) 

High school 
graduate 

Destiny  3 Homeless and unaccompanied in 
high school (Waco ISD) 

Bachelor’s degree, 
Texas A&M 

Master’s degree, 
Baylor University 

Danny 2 Homeless and unaccompanied in 
high school (Waco ISD)  

Bachelor’s degree, 
Park University 

 

Participants’ Portraits 

 
Destiny—A Story of Homelessness and Hope 

 Destiny is a formerly homeless student who graduated from Waco ISD, earned a 

bachelor’s degree from Texas A&M University and a master’s in Social Work from 

Baylor University. I met Destiny in 2014 when she was a graduate student at Baylor. 

Since Destiny had first-hand experience as a homeless WISD student who had found 

academic success, she agreed to serve on the student advisory board for the after-school 

center that our community was developing for homeless high school students. Destiny 

shared her story openly in many community meetings. She also described her experiences 

as a homeless high school student in a blog saying, “One Saturday morning, [police] 

officers entered my home and flipped everything upside down . . . my belongings, my 
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life.” It was through my experience as a board member for the after-school center that I 

got to know a little about Destiny’s story. However, it was not until I met with her for the 

study interview that I learned how her homelessness had influenced her education.  

 
 An unlikely homeless student. Destiny described herself as a good student who 

was involved in many high school activities. However, as she reflected on her school 

years, she acknowledged that her home life was “scattered” because her family usually 

lived with other family members, often moving between families. Destiny’s family 

consisted of her mom, stepdad, younger brothers, and an extended family that included 

her grandparents. She felt that she had a close-knit family and was especially connected 

to her grandparents, but during her freshmen year in high school she noticed that her 

lifestyle was different from her friends. She shared that when she went out with friends 

and they would drop her off at home “every single time it was somewhere different, and I 

think that’s when it was really apparent to me that something wasn’t stable.” Then, 

during her sophomore year things dramatically changed for Destiny and her family. 

 
 A life turned “upside down.” During her sophomore year in high school Destiny’s 

family was finally able to rent a house of their own. However, for reasons unknown to 

her, Destiny’s stepdad began selling drugs and Destiny knew they were in trouble. She 

explained,  

I knew . . . that my stepdad was in trouble and . . . I thought if he goes to jail my 
mom and myself will just have to figure it out. I wasn’t thinking of the 
implications that decision would have on the rest of us. 

 
Destiny’s stepdad’s arrest was a traumatic experience for her family and as a result, her 

mother experienced a deep depression that caused her to leave her family for three 
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months. Fortunately, because of Destiny’s connection to extended family, she and her 

brothers were able to stay with her grandparents. In fact, Destiny identified her 

grandfather as always being “consistent in my life.” Destiny was able to remain safely 

with her grandparents until her mom returned, but no one outside of the family knew 

what was going on at home. “Just my immediate family . . . knew. Outside of family 

members I think the only person I talked to was [her ROTC instructor at the high school]. 

I don’t think I shared all the details with him. I was pretty general. . .” As noted in the 

research, student homelessness is often a hidden problem especially when it involves 

students who do not show outward signs of trauma (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 

2017). While Destiny’s home life was in turmoil, school continued to provide a sense of 

normalcy where no one really knew what was happening at home. 

 
 School was a safe haven. Destiny commented that her time in high school was a 

“safe haven for me.” She explained that she was a good student and that she participated 

in several activities including sports and Junior ROTC. These activities provided a type 

of stability and structure for Destiny. She reflected on this saying, 

I got involved in so much . . . I would show up super early to do physical training, 
go to class, stay after school, go to soccer practice or cheer practice or softball 
practice. So I just kept myself busy with so many activities [that] gave me a lot of 
discipline and support through my coaches, fellowship with my teammates, or 
whoever was in that organization. 

 
Involvement in school activities gave Destiny a sense of belonging. “I felt included . . . I 

felt really taken care of because I was part of a family, being on different teams . . . and 

so school was really my home at that time.” Destiny’s reflections speak to the sense of 

community and connectedness that can provide the stability that homeless students need 

to stay in school and find success. 
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 Making a way. Destiny said that her Junior ROTC instructor was the most 

positive influence in her life throughout high school. She shared that he taught his 

students a mantra that she repeats to this day, “make a way.” She explained how this has 

impacted her. 

By the time I got to college and I would face adversity or . . . something I couldn’t 
do, I would hear First Sergeant say, “make a way.” Even now in my career, for 
instance . . . when I’m writing a grant proposal and I’m like, “make a way, 
Destiny, it’s going to be okay.”  

 
Destiny recounted several examples of her instructor’s positive influence, including the 

fact that he always kept snacks for his students so that when she came to school and was 

hungry, she would have access to food. She explained how significant that was saying, 

“he just really looked out for us . . . it was just a very hospitable environment. I never felt 

judged.” By providing discipline and encouragement in a caring environment, this 

teacher became a supporter who also encouraged the type of determination that homeless 

students need to overcome the challenges they often face, always reminding them to 

make a way.  

 
Answering the Research Questions 

 Destiny’s answers to the research questions provided an interesting perspective 

about the influence of student homelessness. She expressed how her experience with 

homelessness gave her a great appreciation for the benefits that education can provide. 

Destiny’s responses revealed, 

• Homelessness caused her to be thankful for her education. 

• Education was always important to Destiny and she was encouraged to earn a 

college degree. 
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• Positive adult relationships, supportive teachers, and family were important to 

her success. 

 
Central Research Question—How has homelessness influenced the student’s educational 
outcome? 

 
 Thankfulness. In answer to the central research question, Destiny said that her 

experience with homelessness taught her to “value the whole [college] experience . . . 

what people take for granted, I was so happy to have all of my meals.” She explained that 

by living on campus and having a meal plan, she did not have to worry about those basic 

necessities saying, “You go in [to the dining hall] and it’s ‘what do you want to eat 

today,’ not “is there anything to eat today?” So, just having the stability of having a place 

to stay, having food, I was so grateful.” She also recognized the opportunity that a college 

education afforded explaining, “it just really opened my eyes to a whole new world, and I 

appreciated and valued my education . . . that I was getting to go to school.” Additionally, 

Destiny expressed a determination to succeed in this new educational environment and 

she acknowledged the encouragement she received from educators and her family. 

 
 Encouragement and determination. Destiny laughed when she shared about her 

first few days as a college student. It was her first time away from family and she 

remembered driving home the first week because she was so homesick. She jokingly said 

that her mom and grandmother “had to convince me to go back.” In reality, she felt the 

support and encouragement she had received from teachers in high school and from her 

family and she expressed “wanting to create a new path, wanting to show all of my 

younger family members that it could be done.” Destiny wanted to prove to herself and 

those who had encouraged her that she had “made it this far and I was not about to quit.” 
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This is an example of the determination she expressed when she remembered her 

instructor’s admonition to “make a way.” Destiny elaborated on the encouragement she 

received in her answer to the first sub-question. 

 
Sub-Question 1—What interventions did the student find the most helpful? 

 Destiny described being a Latina student at a largely White university and how a 

college program helped her cope with feeling like she “grew up so different from 

everyone else.” Additionally, she credited her high school teachers and her college 

professors with providing the support she needed. 

 
 First-generation college programs. Destiny mentioned the support she received 

from attending a special college class that was designed to help first-generation college 

students acclimate to life at a large, competitive university. However, it was not the class 

content that helped her as much as being with other first-generation students who could 

understand what she was experiencing. She explained, “I felt like I really needed a friend 

that understood me, so once I found that friend, I [knew] we’re going to be ok.” The 

sense of belonging that Destiny gained from meeting other first-generation students 

helped her to know that she was not alone. This was similar to the sense of belonging she 

experienced in high school through her involvement in activities and through support 

from faculty. 

 
 Supportive faculty and a caring environment. Destiny credited the adults in her 

life as being caring and supportive saying, “all the coaches, First Sergeant, I had teachers 

that were incredible, so supportive.” She explained that, “my teachers really cared about 

their students,” and even if they did not know what was going on in her home life, 
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Destiny’s teachers created a caring environment that provided the encouragement she 

needed. Destiny also found that her college professors “were the nicest people” and were 

approachable. The support Destiny received in high school gave her confidence and a 

feeling of being “believed in.” She explained,  

[that gave me] the confidence I needed to show up to school, ready to learn even 
if I didn’t have enough to eat the night before. Even if I didn’t know where I was 
going to stay that night. No matter how I got to school, when I came in, I think 
my teachers did an outstanding job encouraging me. 

 
Students who experience homelessness need that type of stable and supportive learning 

environment (Murphy & Tobin, 2011). However, there were some aspects of her college 

education for which Destiny did not feel prepared. She discussed those in her answers to 

the second sub-question. 

 
Sub-Question 2—What interventions did the student find the least helpful? 

 
 A lack of guidance and college preparation. Destiny found that the least helpful 

intervention proved to be her high school’s lack of guidance and counseling regarding 

college and careers, saying, “it wasn’t really a thing at our high school.” As a result, she 

felt ill equipped to navigate life in college, sharing that it would have been helpful if her 

high school had prepared her for what college was really like. Destiny was initially 

“terrified of [her college] professors” and she failed to make the connection between 

choosing a college major and choosing a career path because “no one had ever talked to 

me about choosing a major.” Finally, she expressed frustration that although she 

graduated third in her class she was not “college ready.” Instead, she wished her teachers 

and high school counselors had done a better job preparing students for their future 

beyond high school. 
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 Destiny also shared that the type of classroom structure that she experienced 

throughout her K-12 education did not prepare her for the expectations she would face in 

her college classes. She explained, 

reflecting on my K-12 education, the whole time you’re told to sit down, be quiet, 
don’t get up, do what you’re told . . . And then you go to college and all of a 
sudden you’re supposed to think for yourself and create knowledge and bring new 
ideas to the table, and be innovative and creative and have thoughtful dialogue 
with people who don’t agree with you. 

 
While many college freshmen may feel the same “shifting of gears” that Destiny 

described, for students who have experienced homelessness the demands of college life 

may become overwhelming. Fortunately for Destiny, she found support from her first-

generation peers and from professors who were not as intimidating as she had first 

imagined. These are examples of the type of social connections and emotional supports 

that help to maintain homeless college students’ resiliency after they arrive on campus 

(Eman, 2017). 

 
Summarizing Destiny’s Case 

 Destiny’s own words summarize why it is important to hear the stories of students 

who experienced homelessness. Her story provides a picture of the type of resiliency and 

support she needed to graduate from high school and college, earn a graduate degree and 

find a fulfilling career. She shared, 

Every student, including those experiencing homelessness, has unique gifts, 
talents, interests, passions, goals, and dreams. They should feel cared for, valued, 
and empowered enough by those around them to relentlessly pursue those dreams. 
Someone in my life was crazy enough to tell me that I was called, equipped, 
chosen, set apart, loved. . . 

 
Destiny found support from her family, teachers, college peers, and her professors that 

enabled her to pursue her dream of becoming a Licensed Master Social Worker. 
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Destiny’s story is also a reminder that culturally responsive pedagogy involves teaching 

students that their voice matters and that teaching is an important form of advocacy for 

marginalized students like those who have been homeless (Nieto, 2013). In the next 

section, I outline the five features of portraiture that complete Destiny’s story.  

 
Completing the Portrait 

 Using Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’ (1997) five features of portraiture to 

complete Destiny’s portrait, the main points of Destiny’s story are outlined in Table 10. 

The next case tells the story of a successful student who struggled with homelessness 

during high school. 

 
Danny—A Story of Perseverance and Support 

 Danny was a high school athlete who was a leader in Junior ROTC, well-liked by 

his teachers and peers, and had good grades. During his senior year in high school, he 

suffered an athletic injury that created conflict within his single-parent home and, as a 

result of the constant conflict, Danny’s mother asked him to leave the house. He couch-

surfed for the rest of his senior year, navigating through the surgery, and recovery process 

on his own. 
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Table 10 

Five Features of Portraiture—Destiny 

Five Features of 
Portraiture 

Destiny 

Context—setting 
while homeless and 
current setting 

• Homeless in high school  
• Earned a master’s degree in Social Work  
• Currently married and working as a Licensed Social 

Worker in Dallas, Texas 

Voice—both the 
researcher and the 
participant 

• Destiny was shy and initially not wanting others to know 
about her struggles  

• Later, she was willing to articulate what she learned and to 
share her story publicly in order to help raise funds for a 
homeless youth program 

Relationship—
between researcher 
and participant 

• I served with Destiny on a local committee to advocate for 
homeless youth in Waco, Texas 

Emergent Themes—
from Destiny’s story 
and interview 

• Destiny’s experience with homelessness gave her an 
appreciation for what education can offer 

• Destiny received support from her family, peers, and 
teachers 

• Destiny was determined to succeed, reminding herself to 
“make a way” 

• Destiny gained a sense of belonging by being involved in 
school activities 

Aesthetic Whole - a 
portrait of Destiny 

• Homelessness caused Destiny to be thankful for her 
education 

• Education was always important to Destiny and she was 
encouraged to earn a college degree 

• Positive adult relationships and supportive teachers and 
family were important to Destiny’s success 

 

I met Danny during the first semester of his senior year when his situation came 

to my attention and he was identified by the school district as homeless and added to my 

caseload. I learned that he was a hard-working student and I mentioned his situation in 
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my case notes from 2015, writing, “Danny is now living with his grandmother and there 

are eight people in the house - it is difficult. He is still working the late shift at 

McDonald’s and goes there after track practice until closing.” I worked with Danny for 

the remainder of his senior year and have maintained contact with him throughout his 

college career. He was a senior in college at the time of this interview and he graduated in 

May 2019. 

 Danny’s episode of homelessness in high school caused him to experience 

depression and to need help from friends and positive adults in order to continue his 

education. Additionally, Danny never wanted to be a burden to his family or friends, so 

he worked 30-40 hours a week during high school and college in order to support 

himself. The following sections chronicle Danny’s experiences with homelessness and 

how he has worked to overcome the challenges he faced. 

 
 A toxic home environment. Danny grew up in a single-parent home with his 

mother and siblings. He described his dad as a “tyrant” who was an abusive alcoholic. 

Even though Danny had occasional contact with his father, it was never a positive 

relationship. Then, during Danny’s senior year in high school his relationship with his 

mom became “toxic.” Danny described the conflict that developed with his mother 

because he had signed up for early admission to the Marines and he was told not to play 

football his senior year. Danny disregarded that advice, played football, and sustained an 

injury that made him ineligible to be accepted into the Marines after high school. Danny 

shared his mother’s angry reaction, “my mom was livid - she was pissed. She was like, ‘I 

told you not to play football, I knew this was going to happen.’” As a result of the 

conflict he left home, saying,  
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Words were exchanged. She was like, “if you’re not happy here, you could 
leave.” And I was 17 years old, I work on my own, I don’t ask for anything 
because I don’t want to be a burden to you . . . 

 
Danny left home that day, spent that night in a park and ended up couch-surfing with 

friends and relatives for the rest of his senior year. His experience is an example of the 

type of “throw-away” students who become homeless because they are asked to leave 

home (Bernstein & Foster, 2008). 

 
 Needing help but feeling like a burden. After his injury, Danny needed surgery 

and then physical therapy. He tried to hide both the physical and emotional pain he was 

experiencing but found that he began to struggle with depression. When a friend asked 

him why he was not dropping him off at home, Danny shared, 

Immediately I started crying and I told him what was up . . . I felt like that’s when 
depression hit. I felt real alone; I couldn’t talk to anybody about my problems . . . 
There was a point that I came to school on the medicine they gave me, I got 
addicted to the pain killers . . . I missed a lot of school. 

 
He explained how one of his coaches took him aside and began to help him recover and 

make up the schoolwork he had missed. A school counselor also helped him to make up 

the class time he had missed, and our office helped him to petition to recover course 

credits he failed to receive because of absences that were due to his homelessness. 

Although he needed the help, Danny commented several times that he “did not want to be 

a burden to anybody.” 

 
 Being “gritty.” Danny’s story showed his determination to become self-sufficient. 

He shared an experience from his Sports Psychology class that illustrated the type of 

determination he possessed. The students were asked to take a survey to measure their 

“grit factor.” Duckworth et al. (2007) used the term “grit” to describe resiliency as 
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“perseverance and passion for long-term goals.” (p. 1087). The grit-factor survey results 

were displayed in class and they revealed that Danny was “the grittiest” student in the 

class. The professor asked if the students were comfortable sharing why they had 

answered the questions the way they did, and Danny shared some of his story with the 

class. When I asked him if that was difficult to do, he said, “the more I get older, it’s 

easier to discuss these things.” Danny was very open during the interview and shared 

details about what he had experienced. His answers to the research questions revealed 

more about the influence that homelessness had on his ability to graduate from high 

school and attend college. 

 
Answering the Research Questions 

 Danny’s experience with homelessness during high school had left him feeling 

determined to succeed and to do whatever it took to not be a burden to anyone. His 

answers to the research questions revealed, 

• Danny’s experience with homelessness made him determined to never be 

homeless again 

• Danny did not want to be a burden to anyone, so he worked long hours 

• Homelessness caused Danny to realize the importance of education 

• Danny found a high school support group to be the most beneficial intervention 

• Danny struggled to find a sense of belonging in college 

 
Central Research Question—How has homelessness influenced the student’s education? 

 
 Never go back. Danny shared about his determination to never be homeless again. 

He said he “would never go back,” even though he had struggled financially while in 
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college. He talked about his decision to move off-campus his senior year and room with a 

friend who then left school, leaving Danny without the ability to pay rent on his own. 

Danny told me that experience created a determination that “I’m not going to be 

homeless again. It’ll be a cold day in hell.” So instead, he found a full-time job and took 

on another roommate in order to pay for housing. This is the type of resiliency that 

Benard (1991) said stems from “personal strengths of resilience” which can enable 

students to “buffer risk” (p. 21) factors they may face. Danny’s determination to never be 

homeless again stemmed from his passion to fulfill his goal of being self-sufficient.  

 
 Never be a burden. Danny had worked throughout high school and college so that 

he did not have to rely on financial help from anyone, including his family. In order to 

pay for housing his senior year in college, he earned his Personal Trainer’s license and 

took a full-time job managing a health and fitness center while he continued his classes 

and was a member of the college track team. He explained that the scholarships and 

grants he received were enough to pay for college but not enough to cover all his 

expenses. That made it necessary for him to “still have to go to work. I don’t ever want to 

get comfortable.” 

 
 Importance of education. In addition to creating a determination to never be 

homeless or be a burden to others, Danny’s experience with homelessness gave him a 

sense of “the importance of education.” He shared that if he had not gone to college, he 

would not have found a career he loves, specifically,  

fitness and human performance, [if I hadn’t gone to college] I wouldn’t have put 
forth the effort to get my Personal Trainer certification, I wouldn’t have gotten the 
study skills to study for my certification and then get certified to get the job to be 
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in the position I am now . . . What job can you get out of high school? At least I 
have high school, certification, and college. 

 
This speaks to Danny’s understanding that education is a pathway out of homelessness. 

Danny also highlighted an aspect of his high school education that proved helpful in 

college and he discussed that in his answer to the first research sub-question. 

 
Sub-Question 1—What interventions did student find the most helpful? 

 
 Learning to be on your own. Danny shared that the most helpful intervention was 

the student group he attended during the spring semester of his senior year in high school. 

It was a 6-week group that our staff offered to homeless seniors who were on our 

caseload. Our staff and interns used a curriculum designed to help high school seniors’ 

transition to life after high school. The sessions included topics such as how to develop a 

budget, apply for jobs, lease an apartment, and file income taxes. Danny found that the 

“book and workbook gave me the blueprints to how it should be [when you’re on your 

own] . . . learning how to actually be an adult.” He said that he often refers to the book 

and has even loaned it out to friends. Students who are homeless and disconnected from 

their families may face extra pressures once they are in college and must make decisions 

about finances and housing. For example, Danny explained that he was not prepared for 

the “psychological impact that coming to college brings.” Danny’s answer to this 

question shows the role that support groups can play for students experiencing 

homelessness. 

 
Student support groups. Danny mentioned only one intervention that he found the 

most helpful which was the support group he attended in high school. As he explained, it 
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was important for Danny to have information about the practical aspects of post-

secondary life and he gained valuable information from the group’s book and workbook. 

However, Danny noted that even though the group’s information was helpful in 

addressing practical needs like signing a lease or opening a bank account, it did not 

adequately prepare him for college life. He elaborated on this in his answer to the second 

sub-question. 

 
Sub-Question 2—What interventions did the student find the least helpful? 

 
 Feeling like you don’t belong. Danny explained that initially going out of state for 

college was “to kinda run away from home and being homeless.” But once he arrived on 

campus he felt as though he did not belong. He described his first day of class saying,  

you see everyone has a textbook. You’re the only one who doesn’t. Everyone is 
whipping out the new iPad, new iPhone, everybody’s clicking on their MacBook 
and you’re sitting there with an 85-cent notebook that you just happened to get 
because it was free. It was just the shock of feeling like I didn’t belong. 

 
Danny found it difficult to connect with peers and other adults and wished that 

“somebody had given me a huge warning” that you may feel like you do not belong at 

first “but it’ll be okay.” It took Danny all his freshman year to find the type of 

connections that can help homeless students stay in college. Perhaps his own sense of 

determination was enough to sustain him, although he described that year as “a real dark 

time.” Fortunately, he found purpose in his work and made connections to friends that 

encouraged him to finish his education.  

 
 Ask me, are you ok? Danny also mentioned that he wanted his teachers, especially 

those who knew him well, to ask him if he was okay, saying “I wish they knew that some 
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days they were the best part of my day.” He shared how important affirmation was to 

him, for example, when one of his track coaches would tell him that he was doing a great 

job even when he wasn’t successful at a track meet. He explained, “I don’t need 

somebody down my throat, but ask me, are you okay?” He also wanted someone to tell 

him that it was going to be okay.  

 
Summarizing Danny’s Case 

 Danny’s admission that he wanted teachers and coaches who expressed their care 

and concern for him speaks to the importance of connection and social supports for 

students experiencing homelessness. It is an example of the kind of support that educators 

can provide when they are attentive to the students’ needs, listen, and then respond 

appropriately (Noddings, 2012). This is especially important for students like Danny 

whose immediate and practical needs often overwhelm their academic needs and who 

struggle to navigate school on their own (Noddings, 2005). However, Danny’s sense of 

determination and his desire to never be a burden to others enabled him to pursue options 

in order to continue his education. He also indicated that programs like the support group 

he attended in high school were helpful, suggesting that a similar program in college 

could have helped him deal with occasional periods of depression or discouragement.  

 
Completing the Portrait  

 Table 11 provides Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’ (1987) five features of 

portraiture to complete Danny’s portrait.  
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In the third case in the study, I present the story of a student who was homeless in 

both high school and college, which illustrates how homelessness caused his educational 

plans to change. 

 
Table 11 

Five Features of Portraiture—Danny 

Five Features of 
Portraiture 

Danny 

Context—Setting while 
homeless and current 
setting 

• Homeless in high school.  
• Graduated from college in May 2019 
• Member of the college track team and the National 

Guard. 
• Working full-time to support himself while in college 

Voice—both researcher 
and the participant 

• Danny expressed his determination to be self-sufficient.  
• Danny shared about his vulnerability and emotional 

struggles, even tearing-up during the interview 

Relationship—between 
the researcher and the 
participant 

• I served as Danny’s case manager during his senior 
year in high school  

• I continued to provide assistance during Danny’s 
freshman year in college, helping him arrange 
transportation home during his breaks 

• I traveled to observe him in college and conduct the 
interview for this study 

• Danny said that he would not be in college if he had 
not received help from adults like me 

Emergent Themes—
from Danny’s story and 
interview 

• Danny’s experience with homelessness left him 
determined to never be homeless again 

• Danny did not want to be a burden to others  
• Danny always worked hard to provide for himself 
• Danny wanted adults to express their care for him 

Aesthetic Whole—a 
portrait of Danny 

• Danny’s experiences caused him to have a sense of the 
importance of education 

• Danny had a difficult time adjusting to life in college 
• Danny had benefited from a high school support group 

that taught students how to navigate life on their own 



98 

Silas—A Story of Determination and Connection 

 Silas’ story as a homeless athlete has been well-documented in the media 

(Rodriguez, 2014; Stoute et al., 2018; Volk, 2015; Wertheim & Rodriguez, 2014). I 

initially met Silas in the fall of 2014 when he was a sophomore at Baylor University and I 

eventually became a friend, mentor, and supporter. Silas experienced homelessness in 

high school and again in college. Homelessness had a direct impact on his ability to finish 

college, causing him to change plans, and to rely on help from adults in authority in order 

to enroll and graduate. In the sections that follow, I provide the details of his experiences 

with homelessness and chronicle his determination to never give up. 

 
Becoming an Unaccompanied Homeless High School Student 

 Silas’ story as an unaccompanied homeless student began in California, where he 

was a bright high school student who was also a talented and determined athlete. 

However, he ended up leaving home during his senior year as a result of conflict with his 

mom who was struggling to raise a family on her own. Growing up in a single-parent 

home had an impact on his relationship with his mom and Silas described how it led to 

his leaving home, 

I would say that the biggest home issue was that because of the family split, there 
was no development of a relationship between my mom and me. . . . So, yeah, my 
senior year of high school is when I first became unaccompanied, couch-surfing. 
Just that relationship with my mom got so bad . . . that I couldn’t live at the house. 
I left and lived on my friend’s couch. 

 
 
The Hiddenness of Student Homelessness 

 Few people knew about Silas’ homelessness in high school and despite leaving 

home and couch-surfing, he continued to be successful in athletics and in the classroom. 
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In many ways school was a “get-away” for Silas and he explained how that worked in his 

favor. 

I was in survival mode and sports and good friends, my team and coaches kept me 
going. I used sports as an outlet for my feelings. School was nice, it was like a 
get-away. Like being at school, being in extra-curricular activities, I didn’t have 
to worry about anything, I just had to do my thing . . . Had good friends just like, 
didn’t feel judged by anybody. In fact, at school I felt like one of the best because 
I had great grades and I was a star athlete and everybody was like, “Silas has got 
his life together,” but I didn’t live at home . . . I left and lived on my friend’s 
couch but I, like many like me—nobody, we don’t want anyone to know this 
garbage so very few people knew. 

 
Silas hid his homelessness from all but his closest friends because he did not want them 

to know about “this garbage.” This speaks to the hiddenness of student homelessness that 

is noted in the research (Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 2017). Silas gave an example 

of this saying,“. . . if from the outside I looked like I had everything together—it took my 

recruiter, who was recruiting me to Cornell—months to figure out I wasn’t even living 

with my mom.” Silas was recruited to play football at Cornell, an Ivy League university 

in New York state, but his experience with homelessness was not over. 

 
Becoming an Unaccompanied Homeless College Student 
 
 Silas experienced success on the football field at Cornell, but he did not enjoy the 

cold weather and what he considered to be a lower level of athletic competition in the Ivy 

League conference. Instead, because he knew of a fellow Californian who played football 

at Baylor University in Waco, Texas, he moved to Baylor in the summer of 2013, leaving 

his Ivy League scholarship behind and walked-on to the Baylor football team. However, 

he could not enroll because as a homeless unaccompanied student he did not have the 

finances to pay for college. That also meant that he was no longer a member of the 

Baylor football team, with nowhere to live, and no provision for meals and basic 
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necessities, things college athletes are provided. Once again, Silas found himself 

experiencing homelessness, this time as a college student. He explained the impact this 

had on him. 

I had to leave Baylor. I was off the team . . . so I was like, “I’m not going to just 
quit.” So, I went to a soccer game and saw [Baylor University’s president] . . . and 
walked up to him and . . . I told him my entire story . . . told him everything.  

 
 
Finding Support and Help 
 

Determined to overcome this setback, but with no means to leave Waco and with 

no other options, Silas sought help to enroll in on-line classes at the local community 

college. He described how he was able to enroll at Waco’s McLennan Community 

College (MCC) for his sophomore year because he went directly to the college president 

to seek help. 

I went to have a meeting with [the MCC college president] and the Vice President 
about earning a scholarship for MCC . . . they offered me the Presidential 
Scholarship. I went to MCC and in a day I applied, got accepted, got my classes 
in like an hour because I went there, and I was with the president of the school. 

 
Silas’ description of being able to get the help he needed “in a day,” reflects the 

determination that led him to go directly to the president of Baylor University and the 

president of the community college to ask for help. 

 
Determination Leads to a Dream Come True 

 Silas would not give up, continuing to pursue his dream of enrolling at Baylor 

University and playing Division I football. In storybook fashion, he did exactly that by 

earning a 4.0 in his on-line classes at MCC and qualifying for an academic scholarship to 

Baylor, where he once again walked-on to the football team in the summer of 2014. Silas 

had met his goal through sheer determination, explaining, “and so, I say all that to say 
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you have to have some serious extraordinary drive and just willingness to do whatever it 

takes to succeed.” This type of determination stems from what Benard (1991) called,  

personal strengths of resilience . . . consistently result from the presence of a 
nurturing climate . . . the power of three environmental factors that buffer risk and 
allow development to unfold: caring relationships, positive and high expectations, 
and opportunities to participate and contribute. (p. 21) 
 

For Silas, his success was the result of his persistence to seek help from adult leaders in 

positions of power, from relationships he developed with a few students on the football 

team, and from the high expectations he placed on himself both in the classroom and on 

the football field. As Rodriguez (2014) described it in a post, 

Nacita walked on at Baylor in June [2014], homeless and hungry, with a few 
dollars saved from waiting tables. After workouts, he slept on the apartment floors 
of friends. In August, Nacita began classes with a financial-aid package that 
included money for tuition but none for books. Occasionally, Nacita borrowed a 
text from a classmate. Sometimes, he snapped pictures of book pages in the 
student bookstore and studied the images on his phone. Often, he relied on his 
smarts. “I had to take a lot of my classes on memory,” he says. Bookless and 
broke, Nacita made Academic All-Big 12. (para. 7) 
 

However, Silas’ homelessness would again cause his college plans to change. 

 
Homelessness Causes the Dream to End 
 

In February 2015, Silas’ dream of playing college football came to an abrupt end. 

Baylor’s athletic staff called him into their offices and informed him that he was no 

longer eligible to play college football because he had accepted assistance with housing 

due to his homelessness. The university considered that an NCAA violation and removed 

him from the team, which meant he no longer had access to athlete’s housing. The story 

was widely covered in the media, including this on-line post from SBNATION dated 

February 26, 2015, 
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News broke Wednesday that once-homeless walk-on running back Silas Nacita 
would not be eligible to play for Baylor after claiming he accepted housing from a 
close family friend (he later called his “close family friend” description 
“misleading,” saying, “the family members who offered assistance were merely 
acquaintances”). (Volk, 2015, para. 1) 

 
Heartbroken, but determined to graduate from college, Silas pursued a variety of options. 

 
Connecting to Positive Adults 

 Silas sought help from supportive adults in order to stay in college and graduate. 

He was eventually connected to a host-home family in Waco and applied for financial aid 

that enabled him to complete his education and graduate from Baylor in the spring of 

2016. In spite of the many setbacks he had faced, he understood the connection between 

education and fulfilling his goals, saying, “then all I think I really cared about was getting 

a degree, a bachelor’s degree . . . all I knew is that you have to get your degree, that’s 

important.” In addition to valuing a college education, Silas also recognized the 

importance of the positive adult relationships in his life. 

 In order to continue his education and graduate from Baylor, Silas had to rely on 

help from adult mentors and people in authority, saying, “through meeting [his college 

pastor], we became friends . . . And just like, walking with him, and walking with me in 

community . . . the biggest thing was seeking help . . . like I had to seek out the perfect 

people.” Silas’ connection to his youth pastor and a church community enabled him to 

find a host-home family, graduate from Baylor University, and make Waco his 

permanent home base. After graduation, Silas signed a contract to play professional 

football in Europe where he found success in the sport he loves. More information about 

Silas’ story is available in various online posts, including 

https://www.si.com/college.../baylor-runningback-silas-nacita-homeless-salsa-nacho and 

http://www.sbnation.com/college-football/2015/2/25/8107233/silas-nacita-baylor-football-ncaa-eligibility
http://www.sbnation.com/college-football/2015/2/25/8107233/silas-nacita-baylor-football-ncaa-eligibility
https://twitter.com/Salsa_Nacho/status/570944704562331648
https://www.si.com/college.../baylor-runningback-silas-nacita-homeless-salsa-nacho
https://www.si.com/college.../baylor-runningback-silas-nacita-homeless-salsa-nacho
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at http://www.americanfootballinternational.com/former-baylor-sensation-rb-silas-nacita-

returns-germanys-marburg-mercenaries/. The next section includes Silas’ answers to the 

research questions. 

 
Answering the Research Questions 

 My most recent interview with Silas, which took place in December 2018, 

revealed answers to the research questions and details about how homelessness 

influenced his educational outcome including how he was able to find the help he needed 

in order to graduate from Baylor University. 

 
Central Research Question—How has homelessness influenced the student’s educational 
outcome? 

 Silas was clear about the fact that homelessness “obviously makes it [education] 

more difficult.” His answers to the interview questions coupled with events from his 

story, revealed four aspects of student homelessness that influenced his educational 

outcome. They included: 

• Homelessness caused him to carry a weight of responsibilities that many 

college students may not experience.  

• Homelessness caused him to take what he considered desperate steps to seek 

help. 

• Homelessness caused him to change plans many times, ultimately costing him 

his college football career. 

• Silas’ determination to succeed led him to seek help from those in authority 

who could help him to finish his education and earn his college degree.  

The next section includes Silas’ answers that illustrate these points. 

http://www.americanfootballinternational.com/former-baylor-sensation-rb-silas-nacita-returns-germanys-marburg-mercenaries/
http://www.americanfootballinternational.com/former-baylor-sensation-rb-silas-nacita-returns-germanys-marburg-mercenaries/
http://www.americanfootballinternational.com/former-baylor-sensation-rb-silas-nacita-returns-germanys-marburg-mercenaries/
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 Carrying the weight of responsibilities. Silas explained that homelessness made 

his educational experiences more difficult because he was always worrying about having 

his basic needs met. He described what that felt like when he was a college student, 

It makes it more difficult because . . . your mind is split between working on the 
school part and also figuring out where you’re going to live, what’s going to 
happen next week, how you’re going to pay for this, how you’re going to pay for 
that?  

 
The additional stress this created for Silas had a negative influence on his college 

education and homelessness interrupted his educational plans and caused him to seek 

“loopholes” in order to continue his education. 

 
 Taking desperate action. Silas’ homelessness caused him to take what he 

considered to be desperate actions to find help, including asking a friend’s father to help 

him secure a loan. “I asked him to co-sign on a loan and he told me ‘no’ because he 

valued our friendship so much that he told me that he didn’t want that to get in the way.” 

Silas shared this as an example of how desperate he had become saying, “I knew the 

answer was ‘no’ going in and I still made the call, that’s how desperate I was.” He 

explained that it took time and determination for him to continue to seek help when he 

was initially told “no,” saying,  

[determination] that’s something that’s a huge factor . . . [to] have the self-drive to 
navigate being homeless and still trying to pay for school, succeed, find all those 
loopholes, find all that stuff. . . . I spent hours and hours and hours talking with 
[people]. 

 
His determination also led him to go directly to people in authority, including the 

presidents of both Baylor University and McLennan Community College, to seek help to 

continue his education. He explained,  
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I say all that to say you have to have some serious extraordinary drive and just 
willingness to do whatever it takes to succeed . . . I had to seek out the perfect 
people, and when I say the perfect people, I literally went to the highest person at 
the university. 

 
Homelessness also caused Silas to change his plans and enroll in on-line classes at the 

community college during his sophomore year rather than enrolling at Baylor. 

 
 Changing plans. Silas originally planned to enroll at Baylor University in the fall 

of his sophomore year but when he left Cornell University, he no longer had a college 

scholarship. The lack of finances led to his being unable to enroll at Baylor as he had 

planned. Instead, he sought help to enroll at the community college and explained that he 

“had to take the on-line courses at MCC because [I] had no way of getting there [to 

MCC] . . .” Ultimately, homelessness led to the end of his college football career.  

 Regardless of these challenges, Silas was determined to graduate. This is the type 

of educational resiliency mentioned in the literature (Bryan, 2005) that enables students 

to overcome barriers and find school success. Silas was able to complete his college 

education through helpful interventions and positive adult support. These will be 

described in the next section which includes Silas’ answers to the research sub-questions. 

 
Sub-Question 1—What interventions did the student find the most helpful? 

 In response to the first research sub-question about which interventions were the 

most helpful, Silas was able to identify two types of interventions that helped him enroll 

in college and graduate. The two most helpful interventions included a close friendship 

with a positive adult mentor and asking for help.  
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 Positive adult mentor. Silas described the help he received by having a close 

personal relationship with his college youth pastor. He explained, “that was through 

meeting [his college pastor], we became friends. And just like walking with him and 

walking with me in community and then that was like on a deeper level as a human . . .” 

This is the type of positive adult relationship that can serve as an intervention to counter 

the effects of negative experiences and that provides the social connection and emotional 

support unaccompanied students need to maintain their resiliency when they are in school 

(Eman, 2017; Werner, 2006). Silas was also clear that the most helpful intervention came 

as a result of asking for help from those in authority. 

 
 Asking for help. Silas understood how difficult it is for students experiencing 

homelessness to ask for help because “we don’t want people to know this garbage.” But 

he also understood that finding help began by asking for help, saying, “from a strictly . . . 

practical way, the biggest thing was seeking help. . . . I asked every question known to 

man to everybody and anybody.” Finally, he asked people in authority who could provide 

the help he needed to enroll in college. Silas said, “I had to seek out the perfect people, 

and when I say the perfect people, I literally went to the highest person at the university.” 

Silas noted that asking for help was only successful when he asked the “perfect people,” 

and in his case that meant going directly to the college president. On the other hand, Silas 

found that seeking help from “anybody and everybody” was not always productive. He 

explained this in his answers to the second sub-question. 

 
  



107 

Sub-Question 2—What interventions did the student find the least helpful? 

 Silas reached out to the people around him in order to pursue his dream of playing 

college football, enroll at Baylor University, and ultimately to graduate. However, he 

often found it frustrating that he was not getting the answers and help he needed. Silas 

concluded that asking “anybody and everybody” was not always helpful, saying, “I 

would say the average person just doesn’t know what advice to give you.” He explained 

that no other intervention or plan helped except asking those in authority, “I didn’t find 

anything helpful except just like going up to the [university] president.” Silas also 

remarked about the type of determination it takes to do that, saying “if you’re not that 

person [determined], it’s going to be very hard . . . because the average kid . . . would 

[not] just walk up to [the college president] and tell him a story.” 

 
Summarizing Silas’ Case 

 Silas’ story illustrates the type of determination and resiliency that can help 

homeless students find success in school. However, Silas also stressed that it took 

connections to positive adults in order for him to find the resources and personnel that 

could help him attend Baylor University and earn his bachelor’s degree. Silas’ experience 

as a homeless high school student revealed the hiddenness he experienced because he did 

not want people to know that he was couch-surfing. Additionally, the social supports that 

Silas received from his teammates, friends, his church community, and Waco service 

providers provided the type of psychosocial supports that homeless students need to find 

success.  
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Completing the Portrait 

 Finally, there are aspects of Silas’ story that complete his portrait by categorizing 

important events or experiences according to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’ (1997) five 

features of portraiture as shown in Table 12. 

 
Table 12 

Five Features of Portraiture—Silas 

Five Features of 
Portraiture 

Silas 

Context—setting while 
homeless and current 
setting 

• Homeless in high school and college 
• Lived with a host family during senior year in college in 

order to finish his education 
• College graduate, married, playing professional football 

in Europe 
• Silas has made Waco his home-base, staying with his 

host-home family whenever he returns 

Voice—both the 
researcher and 
participant 

• Once I got to know Silas and to hear his story, I became 
a mentor, friend, and supporter. Our friendship has 
continued since Silas’ host-home family are also my 
friends 

• I also continue to follow him on social media and keep 
in touch with him 

• Once I got to know Silas and he learned about the work 
in Waco to help homeless teens, he was eager to share 
his story and speak publicly about the challenges he 
faced 

• Silas has a YouTube channel that chronicles his current 
adventures living in Europe and he was featured in an 
October 2018 HBO documentary entitled Student 
Athlete. He has shared his story often in social media 
and on-line posts. 

 
 (table continues)  
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Five Features of 
Portraiture 

Silas 

Relationship—between 
researcher and 
participant 

• I befriended Silas when he was a Baylor student and 
offered assistance when he was struggling with 
homelessness as a college student. 

• Coincidentally, Silas and I attended the same church and 
he became friends with some of my friends, allowing us 
to stay connected after he graduated from Baylor. 

Emergent Themes—
from Silas’ story and 
interview 

• Determination to succeed 
• Willingness to go directly to people in authority who 

could help 
• Connections to and relationships with coaches, friends, 

church leaders, and community members who can help 
• Eager to become part of a host family and to belong 

Aesthetic Whole—A 
portrait of Silas 

• Silas’ determination and resiliency allowed him to 
overcome the challenges created by homelessness and to 
seek help from educational and community leaders who 
could provide needed resources 

• Without both determination and connections, he may not 
have been able to graduate from college 

• Silas connected to a host-home family in Waco and 
maintained relationships with me and other adult 
mentors including his college pastor and social workers 
from Baylor University. 

• Upon college graduation, Silas gave his host family a 
plaque with this inscription, “Baylor gave me an 
education, but you have given me a home.” 

 

The fourth case in the study points to the dangers homeless students can face 

when they become disconnected from school and social supports. 

 
Mary—A Story of Struggle, Loss, and Perseverance  

During my 4 years as a case manager for homeless students, I provided case 

management and counseling to Mary on many occasions and was familiar with her story. 

Due to the sensitive nature of her story, I have changed this participant’s name. “Mary” is 
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a pseudonym and her situation made it difficult for me to meet with her and conduct a 

lengthy interview for this case study. However, I was able to connect with her via 

telephone and briefly ask her the research questions. Therefore, in addition to her answers 

to the research questions, I have used case notes from our many meetings and included 

quotes from a 2017 interview with the student. Finally, Mary’s story was featured in a 

local publication and I have included quotes from that article. Her story is necessary to 

hear in order to understand the influence that homelessness, abuse, and addictions can 

have on students. 

I met Mary for the first time during her sophomore year, but Mary told me she 

had experienced homelessness from the time she was 13 years old. I recorded that 

meeting in my case notes from September 2013: 

Met with Mary . . ., 10th grader, whose mom is in a rehab program . . . and who is 
living with people from the church. She was in ISS [in school suspension] today 
because she got a dress code violation and then ran away from a teacher. She said 
she was in Missouri last year and was using [drugs]. But now feels like she is on 
the right track . . . She said she is getting counseling at the church and I told her I 
would call [the people she is staying with] (Case notes, 9/3/13). 

 
 
A Challenging Childhood 
 

During our many meetings over the years, Mary shared openly about her 

background and her struggles. The daughter of a White mother and an African American 

father, Mary described herself as the result of a one-night stand. Since her parents were 

never in a relationship, her father was not in her life while she was growing up. 

Throughout her childhood she had to deal with the effects of a drug-addicted mother who 

moved from place to place. Drug addicts and pushers were a constant presence in Mary’s 

early life, and she recounted many instances of physical and sexual abuse. My 
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conversations with Mary showed me that her identify was influenced by her 

homelessness and victimization, telling me, “You’re always wondering where you 

belong, are you loved?” That question seemed to influence how she viewed herself and 

how she related to her world. When I asked Mary what she would have done differently 

if she could, she replied, “I wouldn’t have the mother I have,” explaining that she had to 

act as a parent to her mom most of the time. 

From my first meeting with Mary, I recognized that she was intelligent, articulate, 

and determined. In fact, she once shared an essay she had written, and I remember 

commenting that it was well written. But as a result of the constant moves and instability 

during her childhood, she was at least 1 year behind in her studies. Due to her mom’s 

addiction and the frequent abuse Mary received, Child Protective Services had removed 

Mary from her mother’s care several times throughout her childhood. During that time, 

she was placed with different relatives from both her father’s and mother’s family. 

However, Mary never found a stable home, often being told she was the problem and the 

constant moves from school to school resulted in long absences from class and gaps in 

learning. Unfortunately, perhaps due to her frequent absences, teachers at the high school 

failed to recognize her abilities and often school was not a priority for Mary. To further 

complicate things, Mary’s file revealed that she had been diagnosed with ADHD and I 

learned that she was not taking medication for her learning disability. 

 
Lacking Stable Housing 

Mary came to town in 2013, when her mom enrolled in a live-in drug 

rehabilitation program. The program arranged for Mary to live with several young 

women who would provide the oversight she needed as she attended high school and 
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maintained contact with her mom. But Mary could not follow the rules and regulations 

that were placed upon her and she left that home, as noted in my case notes from October 

2013:  

Met with Mary . . . She ran away Tuesday night but was picked up by the police 
and returned to [the home]. She doesn’t want to live in the home anymore and is 
having conflict with one of the other women in the house . . . she wants to live 
with her stepmother or with her friend from [another city]. I told her she could 
stay at [this high school] no matter where she moves (Case notes, 10/10/13). 

 
Mary was placed in precarious housing situations once she started couch-surfing, staying 

with friends, and looking at an uncertain future.  

In spite of all the help our staff was able to provide for Mary, including case 

management, assistance with food and medical care, she continued to lack the one thing 

she most needed to stay in school and focus on her education, which was a safe and stable 

place to live. My case notes from October 22, 2013, revealed that Mary was no longer 

enrolled at the high school. I wrote, “[a staff member] gave me three students’ SRQs 

[Student Residency Questionnaires] . . . for me to check on their status. I checked [our 

school database]—one was Mary—who is now at [another campus].” Once Mary began 

couch-surfing during her sophomore year, she went from one harmful relationship to 

another. She told me that she would often trade sex for a place to sleep or a meal. During 

one of my meetings with Mary, she jokingly commented that she had been looking for 

love in all the wrong places. My case notes from a 2014 meeting with her described this: 

Met with Mary. She has left the home of the woman she was staying with . . . She 
ran away one night and spent the night with a guy she knows. She is now staying 
with someone she calls her sister, although she is not related to her. She said her 
mom knows and is ok with it. Mary thinks this will be a good, stable place to stay. 
But her relationships are up and down—she is hooking up with random guys and 
girls and said she needs the affection/attention. She talked about maybe going to a 
rehab place for teens in Tenn . . . I told her that would be a good thing for her if 
she would do it and follow the rules. I encouraged her that she is strong enough to 
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do it and that this might be her chance to turn her life around. She is still using 
and that is a big issue for her, and she knows it—mentioning that she trades sex 
for drugs. We talked about how unsafe it is for her to engage in these casual 
relationships and how hurtful it is emotionally (Case notes,  1/31/14). 

 
Even though Mary often sought help from school and community resources, she 

frequently found herself in challenging situations that were sometimes dangerous and 

interrupted her education. After several unsuccessful attempts to live with family 

members or friends, Mary found a guy she thought she loved, and she followed him from 

Waco to Kentucky and Missouri. That led to a series of bad experiences, including being 

trafficked/pimped. Mary mentioned this in an article in a local publication, saying, “I 

came from being on the streets, trafficked, and everything.” As a result of those moves, I 

lost contact with Mary in 2014. 

 
Determined to Graduate 

However, a year later she returned to town and was in a desperate situation. 

According to Mary, she had been trafficked in another state and then hitched a ride with 

an older man and returned to town in 2015. That is when she contacted me to say she 

feared for her safety and since she was now 18 had checked herself into a women’s 

shelter. Despite all that happened to her, Mary was determined to continue her education 

and she asked if I could help her enroll in a credit recovery program. Our staff was able 

to place her in the program on an emergency basis due to her situation, bypassing the 

waiting list. We even arranged for her to do all her classes on-line and issued her a school 

laptop that allowed her to take her classes without leaving the shelter since she feared that 

her pimp was looking for her. However, the shelter rules posed a challenge for Mary and 

she left, putting her education on hold once again.  
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Throughout 2015 and into 2016 she went from one low-paying job to another, one 

shelter to another and one guy to another and was in and out of our school system. 

However, during that time she kept in touch with me, and in August 2016, just before I 

left my position with the district, she called to say that she had re-enrolled in the credit 

recovery program and was going to finally earn her degree. When I met with her for the 

last time in my role as her case manager, she only had three credits left to complete and 

she seemed to be on track.  

Then in the spring of 2017, although I was no longer Mary’s case manager, I was 

working on a research project for a class and I asked if I could interview her for the 

project. She agreed and I met with her one final time. My notes from that meeting 

illustrate the nature of our relationship: 

I found Mary in her classroom, and she hugged me and expressed how glad she 
was to see me again. She said she had missed me and wanted to fill me in on all 
that had happened since we last met. As is always the case when I meet with 
students, I began our time together by just listening as she shared (Notes, 
1/24/17).  
 
During our conversation Mary recounted all that had happened to her over the 

course of her life. She expressed frustration with school saying she wished teachers were 

not “just teachers,” that they could provide resources for students in need maybe even 

opening their homes to students like her. However, she also expressed thankfulness for 

the things she had learned both in school and in life. Mary said that in her life every day 

was different, full of uncertainties and possibilities. She commented, “life is like a chalk 

board” that gets erased at the end of the day giving the sense that you must start over and 

over again every day. We ended that conversation on a hopeful note and went to meet 

with her high school counselor to ensure that all her credits were posted to her transcript 
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and to finalize a plan that would assist her to complete the necessary credits for 

graduation.  

Mary finally graduated from high school in May 2017. Her story was included in 

a local publication that featured 2017 graduates who had experienced homelessness. 

Mary was one of the featured students saying,  

I was homeless . . . I came from being on the streets, trafficked, and everything. 
But I motivated myself to go my own way and everything and figure out things on 
my own . . . I don’t know how I got out of that situation. I guess it was faith. I 
went to church, and I had a couple of people that took me in and just loved me 
and encouraged me to keep pushing forward and not let that bring me down. 

 
Unfortunately, that article was not the last one featuring Mary. 

 
A Sad Turn of Events 
 
 In February 2018, I learned that Mary had been arrested. The incident was 

mentioned in a published police report: 

A 20-year-old woman was arrested after she was involved in a mid-January fight 
with another person and sprayed mace into a car, spraying a 10-year-old child . . . 
Mary . . . was arrested after police began to investigate a fight . . . Police 
continued to investigate the incident and later received a warrant for [Mary] on a 
second-degree felony charge of injury to a child. She was arrested . . . and taken 
to jail. 

 
The next time I saw my school colleagues, I inquired about Mary and asked if they knew 

where she was. They did not. As I prepared to conduct the research for this study, I had a 

difficult time finding Mary. I was finally able to contact with her via telephone and she 

told me she was in a local rehabilitation program. She informed me that she had just had 

a baby, who was then 6 weeks old, and that she was trying to “get back on [her] feet.” 

Although I was not able to audio-record our phone conversation, Mary agreed to answer 

the research questions and her responses are included in the next section. 
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Answering the Research Questions 

 I was able to take notes as Mary answered the research questions. While her 

answers were not lengthy, largely because her time was limited, they were consistent 

with information she had shared with me in the past and they aligned with themes from 

the literature about the importance of social connections and positive adult relationships. 

Mary’s answers highlight several ways in which her experiences with student 

homelessness influenced her education including, 

• As a student, homelessness was a distraction to her. 

• There was a need for stability in Mary’s educational setting. 

• Supportive adults played an important role in Mary’s ability to graduate from 

high school. 

• Mary felt judged by educators because of her homelessness. 

 
Central Research Question—How has homelessness influenced the student’s educational 
outcome? 

 
 Homelessness is the biggest distraction. When I asked Mary the central research 

question, she said she wanted to think about it for a minute, saying that it was a hard 

question to answer. Finally, she said that homelessness was the “biggest distraction.” She 

explained that homelessness made it hard to “focus on grades, attain credits, and 

attendance” while she had to think about being homeless and where she was going to 

stay. She said it felt hopeless and we talked about the many times she would make some 

progress only to face a setback or make a decision that resulted in an interruption to her 

education. 
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 The need for stability. Mary’s answers illustrated how important it is that school 

staff follow the mandates of the McKinney-Vento Act (2001) and ESSA (2015) to 

remove barriers to enrollment, attendance, and graduation for students experiencing 

homelessness. In Mary’s case it may have helped if she could have stayed in the same 

school throughout high school. Instead, during the 4 years she was enrolled in the local 

district she attended all three high schools at different times. Consistency in an 

educational setting can be a source of stability for students who do not find stability at 

home, and Mary lacked stability in both settings (Julianelle, 2008).  

 
Sub-Question 1—What interventions did the student find the most helpful? 

 
 Supportive people. Mary’s answer to the first sub-question was immediate and 

brief. According to Mary, it was the after-school center and “people like you” that helped 

her to graduate. Mary began attending the after-school center for homeless students a few 

months before she graduated. The center provided students with access to their on-line 

classes so they could complete schoolwork and earn “seat time” to meet attendance 

requirements. The center’s staff also provided programming and access to social services 

that can become the type of psychosocial supports where caring adults listen to students 

and respond to their needs (Noddings, 2012). This type of support is important for 

students like Mary whose immediate and practical needs often overwhelm their academic 

needs (Noddings, 2005). In her answer to the second sub-question, Mary explained how 

she did not find that kind of support from school staff. 
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Sub-Question 2—What interventions did the student find the least helpful? 

 Mary was very clear about the lack of help she found among school staff, 

especially her teachers. She expressed feeling that she was not believed and always felt 

judged. 

 
 Judgment. As soon as I asked Mary the second sub-question she said, “They think 

you’re making excuses.” She was referring to teachers’ and administrators’ failure to 

believe her when she explained about the challenges she experienced because of 

homelessness, including missing school. “They add barriers,” she said, alluding to their 

lack of understanding about student homelessness and commenting that she wanted 

teachers to “see you as an individual” and not just like everyone else. Mary felt that her 

teachers failed to learn about or understand her life. Mary had expressed a similar 

sentiment in her interview from 2017, when she said that she wished teachers were not 

“just teachers” but could also offer resources and support. When educators do not know 

or value students’ lived experiences it may be difficult for them to provide the help that 

students like Mary need. 

 
 Needing to belong. Mary’s experience with teachers at the various schools she 

attended left her feeling misunderstood and devalued. Moore (2013) cautioned that 

teachers may need to adjust their perceptions of homeless students in order to assist the 

students better to find a sense of belonging in school. That was something Mary always 

sought, telling me, “You’re always wondering where you belong, are you loved?” 

Teachers who engage in CRT understand the importance of hearing students’ stories, 

seeking their input and providing an educational environment that communicates a sense 
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of belonging (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 

Nieto, 1999, 2013). In the next section, I provide a summary of Mary’s case including my 

reflections. 

 
Summarizing Mary’s Case 

 Since the day I read about Mary’s arrest, I have wondered if her failure to stay 

connected to after-school center’s staff after she graduated had influenced her 

experiences after high school. Unlike the other three participants in the study, perhaps 

due to the constant moves from school to school, Mary was not involved in activities at 

school and never connected to teachers and campus staff. Mary’s lack of community both 

within her family and at school, along with her constant moves, contributed to her 

instability. That was problematic since students who do not find a sense of community 

are less likely to stay in school, graduate, and overcome homelessness (Abdul Rahman, 

2015). Additionally, once Mary enrolled in the credit recovery program she was in an 

educational environment where students work individually at their own pace and are not 

provided the type of structure or discipline that the other three students experienced in 

their traditional school settings. Then after graduation, Mary did not maintain 

connections with those who had supported her when she was in school. For example, the 

after-school center’s staff had lost contact with her by the fall of 2017. Mary’s story 

illustrates how the lack of understanding from educators can create barriers for students 

experiencing homelessness, that there is a need for educational stability for these 

students, and how important it is for homeless students to stay connected to positive adult 

relationships. 
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Completing the Portrait 

 Even without a more thorough interview with Mary for this case study, my notes 

from case management meetings and past interviews, along with published stories about 

Mary, provided a portrait of her experiences with student homelessness. Table 13 outlines 

the five features of portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) from Mary’s story. 

 
Table 13 

Five Features of Portraiture—Mary 

Five Features of 
Portraiture 

Mary 

Context—setting while 
homeless and currently 

• Homeless from the time she was 13 and into adulthood.  
• Trafficked while unaccompanied.  
• Problems with addictions.  
• Graduated from high school but arrested for injury to a 

child  
• In a rehabilitation program at the time of this case study  

Voice—both researcher 
and participant 

• An articulate student who wanted others to know about 
her struggles.  

• She was willing to share the details of the trauma and 
hardships she experienced 

• I admired her resilience but witnessed how she often 
made decisions that resulted in failing to follow through 
with help offered 

Relationship—between 
researcher and 
participant 

• I served as a case manager for the student for 3 years 
when she was in high school.  

• Mary was always happy to see me and to share with me 
about her life 

• I lost touch with the student after she graduated from 
high school and was only able to talk to her by phone 

 
 (table continues)  
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Five Features of 
Portraiture 

Mary 

Emergent Themes—
from Mary’s story  

• Mary reached out for help but rarely followed through 
on plans 

• Mary’s abusive past and current relationships seemed to 
derail her plans 

• Mary’s determination to graduate speaks to her 
resilience 

• Several times Mary left the places where she had 
received support only to try again in another setting 

Aesthetic Whole—A 
portrait of Mary 

• Mary was neglected, abused, and trafficked 
• Mary sought support and love from many different 

sources and struggled to know if she belonged 
• Mary was unable to stay in a location or program long 

enough to find healing and wholeness 
• Even though she was able to graduate from high school 

and had often lived on her own, Mary seemed ill 
prepared for adulthood 

 

Mary’s portrait is the last of the four cases. In the next section, I summarize the findings 

that were revealed in a cross-case analysis. 

 
Cross-Case Analysis 

 A cross-case analysis was conducted using pattern matching and the NVivo 

computer program to identify common themes and patterns across all four cases. The data 

analysis showed how the study results aligned with themes from the literature. The 

theoretical framework of this study was also used to identify emerging themes and to 

answer the research questions. Table 14 illustrates these findings. In the next sections, I 

present the analysis of these findings.   
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Table 14 

Themes from the Literature and Theoretical Perspectives 

Research Question Literature Perspective Theoretical Perspective 

How has homelessness 
influenced the students’ 
educational outcomes? 

Hiddenness of 
homelessness and 
importance of 
connectedness 

School: safe and stressful 
Valuing education 
Making education difficult 
Desperation 
Needing to belong 

What interventions were 
most helpful? 

Social supports, positive 
adults 

Helpful programs 
Helpful individuals 

What interventions were 
least helpful 

Social supports, positive 
adults 

Lack of understanding 
Lack of Preparation 

 
 
Analyzing the Results from the Literature’s Perspective 

All of the participants shared experiences or actions that aligned with common 

themes found in the literature, particularly the hiddenness of student homelessness 

(Ingrim et al., 2016; Morton et al., 2017), the importance of student connectedness and 

social supports (Delpit, 2006, 2012; Gay, 2002; Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 1999, 2013; 

Noddings, 2005, 2012), and the need for positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 

2012). Table 15 illustrates how these themes appeared in each participants’ story. 

 
 Hiddenness of student homelessness. In each case, homelessness influenced the 

student’s educational outcome by creating challenges that resulted from the hiddenness of 

their homelessness, such as needing help but not wanting anyone to know what was 

really happening in the student’s home life. However, even though few people knew 

about the students’ homelessness, all four participants were able to identify specific 

individuals and/or supports that helped them to graduate. 
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Table 15 

Themes Aligned with the Literature 

 Theme 

Participants 
Hiddenness of 

Student 
Homelessness 

Importance of 
Student 

Connectedness and 
Social Supports 

Need for Positive 
Adult Interventions 

Silas He hid his 
homelessness in high 
school from all but 
his closet friends 

Silas used sports and 
school as a “get-
away” from his home 
situation 

Silas was able to 
complete college 
through help from 
people in authority 
and from host-home 
parents.  

Destiny Only her immediate 
family knew she was 
homeless in high 
school 

Destiny’s teachers 
and college 
professors were 
supportive. She was 
also involved in 
school activities that 
gave her a sense of 
belonging. 

Destiny’s high school 
ROTC instructor and 
the first-generation 
program she attended 
in college were 
extremely helpful. 

Mary Mary’s teachers 
thought she was 
making excuses 
because of her 
homelessness 

Mary said it was 
people at the after-
school center and 
school case managers 
that helped her 
graduate from high 
school 

Mary did not 
maintain connections 
to her supports after 
graduation and failed 
to follow-through 
with plans that could 
have helped her after 
high school 

Danny Although coaches 
knew he was 
homeless in high 
school, he did not 
want to be a burden 
to anyone 

Danny relied on 
friends and coaches 
to recover from his 
high school injury 
and he referred to 
notes from a high 
school support group 
throughout his time 
in college.  

Danny valued the 
support group he 
attended in high 
school. 
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 Student connectedness and social supports. Each student also pointed to specific 

people and/or activities in their educational experience that enable them to work through 

the challenges they faced and to continue their education. The students used school as a 

means of finding social supports, including immersing themselves in activities and 

schoolwork or connecting to helpful individuals and positive adult interventions.  

 
 Positive adult interventions. Each student identified specific people who had 

intervened in their lives to help them graduate from high school and/or college. Although 

each student relied on help from positive adult interventions, the three students who 

maintained connections to those adults or developed new positive adult relationships had 

the best outcomes. For example, Mary did not maintain the positive adult relationships 

she had established in high school and did not follow-through on plans that could have 

helped her after graduation. In the next section, I examine the results using the theoretical 

framework. 

 
Analyzing the Results from the Theoretical Perspective 

 The participants’ experiences with homelessness were analyzed using a 

theoretical framework that combined aspects of both CRT and care ethics. Both theories 

focus on respecting students’ voice and creating supportive mutual relationships. CRT 

and care ethics are rooted in a critical pedagogy that asks whose stories are to be told, and 

aspects of both theories were used to examine the influence of homelessness on the 

students’ educations. For example, teachers who engage in CRT recognize the 

knowledge, skills, and lived experiences that students bring to the classroom and 

understand that teaching students that their voice matters is a form of advocacy (Gay, 
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2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2013). Similarly, care ethics is a relational ethic 

where mutuality is important and caring student-educator relationships provide an 

environment conducive to successful educational activities (Noddings, 2005, 2012). The 

use of these aspects of care ethics and CRT can provide homeless students with the type 

of learning environment and interventions that can result in positive educational 

outcomes.  

 Evidence from the participants’ case notes, researcher interactions, students’ 

published stories and interviews revealed that these aspects of care ethics and CRT 

played a role in their education. Table 16 outlines this information using the aspects of 

CRT and care ethics established in Figure 1. 

 
Table 16 

Themes Aligned with the Theoretical Framework 

 CRT Care 
Ethics 

Students 
connected 

to 
supportive 

adults 

CRT and Care Ethics 

Participants 

Educators 
knew 

students’ 
lived 

experiences 

Educators 
valued 

students’ 
voice 

Students 
found 

psychosocial 
supports 

Students 
identified 
helpful 

interventions 

Silas   X X X 

Destiny X X X X X 

Mary   X  X 

Danny  X X X X X 

 
 

Examining the results from the perspective of the theoretical framework showed 

that all four participants formed connections to supportive adults in their educational 



126 

experiences and identified interventions that helped them to graduate. However, only two 

of the students shared that they felt known and valued through their educational 

experiences. Finally, the students who were able to find supportive adults, psychosocial 

supports, and helpful intervention had the best outcomes. The next section supports these 

findings as I present the emergent themes that resulted from the cross-case analysis and 

that provided answers to the research questions. 

 
Emergent Themes 

 The cross-case analysis of the data using pattern matching and NVivo to query the 

study results revealed emerging themes that presented a collective consideration of the 

research questions. Table 17 outlines the emergent themes that answer the research 

questions as revealed from participants’ portraits, interview responses, published stories, 

and my personal interactions with the students. 

 
Table 17 

Emergent Themes 

Research Questions Emergent Themes from the Research Questions  

Central Research Question—
Homelessness’ Influence 

School: Safe and Stressful 
Valuing Education 
Making Education Difficult 
Determination/Desperation 
Needing to Belong 

Sub-Question 1—Most Helpful 
Interventions 

Helpful Programs 
Helpful Individuals 

Sub-Question 2—Least Helpful 
Interventions 

Lack of Understanding from Educators 
Lack of Preparation for Post-Secondary Life 
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Central Research Question—How has homelessness influenced the students’ education? 

 All four participants identified way in which homelessness had influenced their 

education, and school and college were the most frequently discussed topics in the 

participants’ interviews. 

 
 School as a safe haven and a struggle. School proved to be both a safe haven and 

a struggle for the students in the study. Mary explained that trying to “focus on grades, 

attain credits, and attendance” while also worrying about find a place to stay was a 

struggle. Even the students who found success in academics or athletics, struggled with 

the stress created by balancing schoolwork and being on their own. The three students 

who left home to attend college also expressed finding both security and stress in college 

life, often experiencing feelings of not belonging. But once the students found their 

“place” in college and established relationships with peers and supportive adults, they 

were able to express an appreciation for the benefits that education can provide. In fact, 

both Destiny and Danny described being grateful that college provided them with a stable 

place to stay (the dorm) and food (through their meal plan). 

 
 Valuing education. All the students in the study recognized the value of 

completing their education. Destiny and Danny communicated that their experiences with 

homelessness taught them to appreciate their education. Danny and Destiny also realized 

the opportunity that a college education afforded, saying they were thankful for the 

stability college life provided. Destiny observed that being in college “really taught me    

. . . to value the whole experience” and Danny commented that “college gave me a place 

to stay . . . I was just thankful to have a place.” Danny also noted that his experience with 
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homelessness left him determined that “it’ll be a cold day in hell” before he became 

homeless again and he recognized that his education was a pathway out of homelessness. 

Even Mary, who overcame several obstacles to graduate from high school only to 

struggle after graduation, expressed a thankfulness for the things she had learned in 

school. Silas, Destiny, and Danny also discussed the importance of earning a college 

degree and finding a career, saying, “what job can you get out of high school?” While 

educators would acknowledge the importance of education for all students, for students 

experiencing homelessness their education may be the one stable factor in their lives that 

can prevent them from becoming homeless adults (ICPH, 2017; Julianelle, 2008). 

However, although homelessness gave the students an appreciation for the benefits an 

education can provide, it also created many challenges that made continuing or 

completing their education difficult.  

 
Making education difficult. All the students addressed the negative influence that 

homelessness had on their education. Silas and Mary noted the distractions and 

difficulties that homelessness presented, saying that “your mind is split between working 

on the school part and figuring out where you’re going to live.” Mary commented that at 

times she felt hopeless. Silas and Mary also shared that homelessness had forced them to 

change their educational plans, even costing Silas the right to play college football. 

Danny and Destiny talked about how different their family life seemed compared to most 

of the college students they encountered and when they first arrived on campus, they both 

struggled to feel as though they belonged in college. Finally, all the students mentioned 

ways in which homelessness created a determination and a sense of desperation. 
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 Determination/desperation. Homelessness often created a sense of determination 

in the students that sometimes bordered on desperation. For example, Danny’s experience 

with homelessness left him determined to never be homeless again even if it meant he 

had to work full-time while attending college and participating in college athletics. Silas 

communicated a feeling of desperation which led him to seek help from people in 

positions of authority and to humble himself to ask for financial assistance even though 

he “knew the answer was no.” Mary’s homelessness left her vulnerable to becoming a 

victim of human trafficking and caused her to make decisions that often interfered with 

her ability to attend school. Although all the students referenced the help and support 

they needed to continue their education, it often required determination and resilience on 

the part of the students to follow-through and to “not quit” and to “make a way.” The 

study results also showed that homelessness sometimes made it difficult to find a sense of 

belonging. 

 
 Needing to belong. Perhaps one of the most consistent themes that emerged from 

the cross-case analysis was the need for the students to find a sense of belonging, 

especially in school. Homelessness often made it difficult for the students to find their 

“place” and those who did were better able to deal with the negative effects of 

homelessness. Destiny, Danny, and Silas found their sense of belonging from 

participation in school activities such as sports. It was often the students’ coaches or 

teammates who knew the students well enough to sense that something was wrong and to 

express care for the students. Coaches and teammates gave those students a sense of 

being “part of a family.” In contrast, homelessness left Mary “always wondering where 

you belong.” Mary’s school experiences left her feeling judged and rejected by educators 
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so that instead of finding a sense of belonging in school, she often sought to belong in 

ways that interfered with her education.  

 
Summary of the central research question. Although all the students discussed the 

negative influence of student homelessness, they were also able to identify ways in which 

homelessness had taught them to appreciate and value the benefits that education can 

provide. In the next section, I examine the emergent themes that were revealed through 

the answers to the sub-questions. 

 
Sub-Question 1—What interventions did the students find the most helpful? 

All the participants were able to identify the interventions that were the most 

helpful. Although the students needed help in order to graduate, the participants’ answers 

pointed to two types of helpful interventions: programmatic interventions and helpful 

individuals. Two of the participants identified specific programs in high school and 

college that were helpful while the other two pointed to specific people who were able to 

help them find success. 

 
 Helpful programs. Destiny and Danny identified programs they attended in high 

school and college that proved to be the most helpful interventions. Destiny attended a 

program designed for first-generation students at her college which she identified as the 

one thing that enabled her to find peers who “understood me” and to realize that “we’re 

going to be ok.” This served to provide her with a sense of belonging and to find other 

students who understood her lived experiences. Danny identified the support group that 

he attended during high school as the most helpful intervention because it helped him 

learn “how to actually be an adult . . . I still use it [the material] to this day.” The fact that 
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programmatic interventions can equip homeless students to persevere and succeed in 

school is an important insight for educators who are tasked with meeting the needs of 

students experiencing homelessness. 

 
 Helpful individuals. The students’ stories all pointed to the help they received 

from teachers, coaches, friends, and family. Especially for the students who did not have 

supportive families or positive relationships with parents, the relationships they formed 

with teammates and supportive adults in and out of an educational setting were critical. 

Silas talked about his relationship with his college pastor as a turning point in finding the 

help he needed to stay in college after he was dismissed from the football team, to find a 

host-home family, and to graduate eventually. Mary was certain that the staff at the after-

school center for homeless students and school case workers played a key role in her 

ability to graduate from high school, exclaiming that it was “people like you” who made 

it possible. Destiny credited her high school teachers with being “incredible, so 

supportive” and Danny talked about the school case workers, coaches, teachers, and 

friends who helped him find places to stay and who provided the emotional support that 

he often needed to continue his education. 

 
 Summary of sub-question 1. The participants’ responses to this research question 

indicated that there is a need for positive adult support from school staff and community 

members to help homeless students succeed. Additionally, programmatic interventions 

such as in-school support groups and after-school programs for homeless students are the 

types of interventions that can help school districts assist homeless students to stay in 
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school and graduate. In contrast, the participants were also able to identify the least 

helpful interventions. 

 
Sub-Question 2—What interventions did the students find the least helpful? 

 The participants’ responses to the second sub-question pointed the failure of high 

school staff to either understand the challenges homelessness presented and/or to prepare 

them for life after high school.  

 
 Lack of understanding. Mary and Silas both experienced a lack of understanding 

on the part of teachers or coaches regarding their homelessness. Mary referred to feeling 

judged because of her homelessness and commented that “teachers think you’re making 

excuses.” Silas said that when he was unable to pay for college and no longer had access 

to athlete’s housing, his coach’s response was to say “sorry,” but to offer no assistance. In 

fact, he said that the only intervention that proved helpful to him was his own effort to 

seek out people in authority who could help explaining, “I didn’t find anything helpful 

except . . . going up to the [college] president.” Danny shared that he struggled to deal 

with the emotional pain that homelessness caused, and he wanted teachers to ask him, 

“are you ok?” Destiny was the one participant who felt supported by her teachers 

especially when things were chaotic at home. However, she expressed disappointment 

about the lack of help she received from school staff regarding preparation for life after 

high school. This was a sentiment that other participants also shared. 

 
 Lack of preparation for post-secondary life. All the students shared that their 

experience with homelessness left them feeling unprepared to navigate life on their own 

after high school. Perhaps this was due to the fact that even though the students had been 
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on their own in high school, once they graduated, they no longer had access to the people 

or services they relied on in high school. Silas talked about feeling “like one of the best” 

in high school because he was a star athlete but when he experienced homelessness in 

college, he had to resort to what he considered desperate measures to find help. Destiny 

shared that she was “terrified” to go to college, even feeling unsure of whether she would 

succeed and thinking she was not “college ready.” Danny communicated his wish that 

“somebody had given me a huge warning” that he might feel as though he did not belong 

in college and he wanted someone to tell him “it’ll be okay.” Mary found herself in 

trouble with the law after graduation and she did not maintain contact with individuals 

who had helped her previously. The students’ experience with post-secondary life mirrors 

findings in the literature about the connection between homeless students’ resiliency and 

the importance of maintaining social supports (Eman, 2017; Lee et al., 2011). This 

suggests homeless students would benefit from help in finding college staff or 

community service providers who can continue to provide support in post-secondary life. 

 
Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I presented the research study findings and patterns and themes 

that emerged from a cross-case analysis using pattern matching and NVivo. Using the 

theoretical framework, my analysis of the data highlighted common themes found in the 

literature and identified emerging themes to examine how homelessness influenced the 

students’ educational outcomes. The findings show that all the participants demonstrated 

a determination to graduate from high school and/or college, sometimes even resorting to 

desperate measures in order to meet that goal in the face of the challenges that 

homelessness presented. The findings also revealed that the students valued what they 
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gained from their education. All four of the participants mentioned the need to belong 

and that finding a sense of belonging whether through activities or supportive 

relationships, enabled them to persevere and graduate. Finally, all the students needed 

help in order to continue their education and to meet their educational goals. In Chapter 

Five, I present a discussion of the findings, implications, and recommendations based on 

these findings.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 
 
 

 Students experiencing homelessness often face barriers to school success. 

Research points to the problems created by the hiddenness of student homelessness, but 

also highlights the importance of student connectedness and social supports, and the need 

for positive adult interventions (Delpit, 2006, 2012; Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012; Gay, 2002; 

Ingrim et al., 2016; Julianelle, 2008; Nieto, 1999, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 2012; Morton et 

al., 2017). In this case study, I used portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) to 

provide a rich and complex narrative of each participant’s experience as a homeless 

student in order to examine the influence of homelessness on the four unaccompanied 

students’ educational outcomes. The participants were chosen because I had worked with 

each of them closely for at least 1 year and they had experienced homelessness as 

unaccompanied students in high school and/or college. Each participants’ story was told 

as a separate case which highlighted the five features of portraiture from their stories, 

followed by a cross-case analysis of the four cases. The results of the study findings were 

described in Chapter Four. In Chapter Five, I present a discussion of the findings related 

to the literature and theoretical framework, as well as implications and recommendations 

to help educators understand the influence of student homelessness on educational 

outcomes.  
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Discussion of the Findings 

 The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth with 

whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. There is a lack of current studies related to 

achievement and educational outcomes for homeless students, specifically related to 

understanding what types of interventions are most helpful (Cowen, 2017; Ingrim et al., 

2016). Therefore, the research questions in this study were designed to help educators 

understand how to assist students experiencing homelessness better. The central question 

that was addressed from the data and the stories of the four unaccompanied homeless 

students was, 

• How has homelessness influenced the students’ educational outcomes? 

I also examined the following sub-questions: 

• What interventions did the students find most helpful?  

• What interventions did the students find least helpful?  

The results of this study led to several findings about the influence of homelessness on 

the students’ educational outcomes: 

• Finding 1—homelessness presents a variety of difficulties for students 

attempting to complete their high school education and pursue post-secondary 

options; 

• Finding 2—homeless students need help, including positive adult 

interventions and supports, as well as self-determination in order to graduate 

from high school and/or college; 
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• Finding 3—programs and activities that create a sense of belonging for 

homeless students are important for their success; and 

• Finding 4—educators may need to improve the type of post-secondary 

preparation and/or support they provide for students experiencing 

homelessness. 

 Table 18 illustrates how the findings align with themes from the literature review 

and theoretical framework which combines aspects of CRT, such as knowing students’ 

lived experiences and valuing students’ voices (Blad, 2017; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 

1994; Nieto, 2013), and care ethics (Noddings, 2005, 2012) to create caring relations 

between students and teachers that allow educators to respond appropriately to students’ 

needs.  

Table 18 

Findings Aligned with Literature and the Theoretical Framework 

Findings Literature Perspective Theoretical Perspective 

1—Making education 
difficult 

Need to understand student 
homelessness (Ingrim et 
al., 2016: Morton et al., 
2017) 

CRT: Knowing the 
experience and skills 
students bring to the 
classroom 

2—Positive adult 
interventions and self-
determination 

Connectedness and social 
supports (Noddings, 2005, 
2012) 

Care ethics: psychosocial 
supports 

3—Programs and activities Needing to belong (Aviles 
de Bradley, 2015; Nieto, 
2013; Noddings, 2012) 

CRT and care ethics: 
valuing students’ input 

4—Post-secondary 
preparation 

Self-efficacy and outcome 
expectations (Havlik, 
Sanders, & Wilson, 2018; 
Noddings, 2005) 

Care ethics: listening to 
students’ needs and 
responding appropriately 
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In the next sections, I present a discussion of each finding, followed by a section 

that details the implications of the study findings and recommendations.  

 
Finding 1—Homelessness Presents a Variety of Difficulties for Students Attempting to 
Complete Their High School Education and Pursue Post-Secondary Options 
 
 All the students in the study explained ways in which homelessness made it 

difficult to attend school and graduate. Additionally, all the students shared examples of 

how they struggled in their post-secondary life. During their interviews, Silas and Mary 

talked about how homelessness caused them to change their educational plans and both 

students had difficulty attending school. Mary experienced gaps in her education which 

resulted in a six-year journey to graduate from high school and during one of her 

interviews she shared about the many times she moved and put her education on hold. 

When Silas became homeless during his sophomore year in college, he had to work full-

time to support himself so that he was not able to attend on-campus classes and had to 

enroll in online classes to continue his education. Danny’s and Destiny’s experiences as 

homeless high school students caused them to feel unprepared for college and to struggle 

to find a sense of belonging when they first arrived on campus. They both expressed a 

desire that their high school teachers had prepared them for the realities of college life 

and Danny wished “somebody” had warned him that he might feel as though he did not 

belong. Moreover, Danny wanted somebody to reassure him that eventually “it’ll be 

okay.” The students’ experiences support findings from the literature regarding the 

difficulties presented by student homelessness (Ingrim et al., 2016: Morton et al., 2017).  

 The difficulties and struggles that homelessness presented for each of the study 

participants was similar to research conducted by Ingrim et al. (2016) that indicated 
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homeless students are much more likely than their non-homeless peers to struggle 

academically and drop out of school. However, when educators know about the skills and 

experiences that homeless students possess, they can create educational environments 

that incorporate the students’ lived experiences (Darling-Hammond, 2008). CRT 

encourages educators to learn about their students’ lives in order to provide marginalized 

students inclusion in the educational process (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 

2013). Without that sense of inclusion, homeless students may feel disconnected from 

their education and, like the study participants, they may struggle to feel known 

(Julianelle, 2008). Fortunately, the study participants overcame many of the difficulties 

they faced because of the resilience and self-determination they possessed. All the 

participants shared examples of resiliency and determination, indicating that in addition 

to needing help, homeless students may also need to possess self-determination in order 

to graduate.  

 
Finding 2—Homeless Students Need Help, Including Positive Adult Interventions and 
Supports, as well as Self-Determination in Order to Graduate from High School and/or 
College 
 
 Despite the challenges created by student homelessness, research shows that high 

school and college students can find academic success (Abdul Rahman, 2015; Bryan, 

2005; Eman, 2017; MacDonald, 2013; Werner, 2006). The current study results 

illustrated how the participants were able to overcome the difficulties homelessness 

presented in order to graduate from high school and/or college. All the students identified 

individuals, such as teachers, coaches, social workers, and friends, who provided 

emotional and practical supports. Danny talked about a high school coach who 

encouraged him when he was struggling and both he and Silas relied on friends for help 
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with housing. Destiny stressed how supportive her teachers were throughout high school 

and shared how her grandparents stepped in to help when her family became homeless. 

Silas shared that he would not have been able to finish college if he had not had the 

emotional support from his college pastor and the practical support of his host-home 

family. Mary identified case workers from the after-school center who helped her to 

finally graduate from high school. The students in this study experienced the need to rely 

on and seek help from adults, which the literature showed as a key factor for 

unaccompanied youth’s ability to cope with homelessness and continue their schooling 

(Abdul Rahman, 2014; Aviles de Bradley, 2015). 

 However, the students also discussed how their academic success required self-

determination and effort to seek out, accept, and follow through with the help provided. 

While research indicated that homeless students who can identify supports are more 

likely to stay in school and graduate (Abdul Rahman, 2014; Doll, 2013; Eman, 2017; 

O’Shea, 2014; Werner & Smith, 1989), other studies indicated resiliency is needed to 

self-correct, change, and persevere in the face of difficulties (Bryan, 2005; Duckworth et 

al., 2007; Lifton, 1994; Werner & Smith, 1989).  

 The ability to change and persevere was the type of self-determination displayed 

by the study participants. Silas said that determination was a “huge factor, to have the 

self-drive to navigate being homeless” and stay in school and succeed. Destiny shared 

that she had to use self-talk to persevere, often telling herself to “make a way.” Mary 

described the adversity she faced and explained that she had to “motivate myself to go on 

my own way” and “figure things out,” and Danny said that it will be “a cold day in hell” 

before he became homeless again. The study participants expressed ways in which their 
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practical needs often overwhelmed their academic needs. Noddings (2005) encouraged 

educators to respond to students’ needs by creating caring relations that foster 

understanding and result in learning environments that are attentive to the whole student. 

The study participants needed help and support to meet both their practical and academic 

needs, but they also needed an inner self-determination in order to stay in school (Abdul 

Rahman, 2015; Bryan, 2005). All the study participants were able to muster enough 

determination to find help and graduate, illustrating the connection Bryan (2005) noted 

between the resiliency that homeless students often possess and academic success.  

 
Finding 3—Programs and Activities That Create a Sense of Belonging for Homeless 
Students Are Important for Their Success 
 
 During the interviews, the study participants were asked about the most helpful 

interventions regarding their educational experiences. Three of the students identified 

programs and/or activities in school which created a sense of belonging or connectedness, 

and one of the students pointed to a community-school program as a source for support. 

Destiny and Silas described how school activities, such as clubs or athletic teams, offered 

a sense of belonging and being part of a “family.” Mary identified an after-school center 

as the most helpful intervention and Danny talked about the help he received by engaging 

in a high school support group. Destiny also mentioned the connections she made to 

students from backgrounds similar to hers once she attended a college program for first-

generation students. This was the type of connection to community that created a sense of 

belonging and that Abdul Rahman (2015) found helped homeless youth recognize the 

benefits of staying in school and graduating.  
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 The study participants were able to make connections to educational and/or 

community programs and activities that provided a stable influence and a sense of 

belonging. Researchers noted the need for collaboration between school districts and 

service providers in order to pursue a multi-faceted approach to helping homeless 

students stay in school and graduate (Anzilotti, 2016; Murphy & Tobin, 2011). For 

example, the after-school center that Mary referenced is a collaborative effort between a 

school district and the community. Evidence from the participants’ interview responses 

indicated that school and community support programs and/or activities were positive 

influences on their educational outcomes. However, in order to provide the appropriate 

supports and interventions, educators need a dialogical approach to working with students 

experiencing homelessness (Freire, 1970; Shor & Freire, 1987). Educators must listen to 

homeless students and respond with empathy to their expressed needs (Noddings, 2012). 

Morton et al. (2017) noted that when educators fail to respond to homeless students’ 

needs, they miss opportunities to serve this vulnerable student population. For example, 

even though the study participants identified supportive programs and activities they 

experienced in high school, they also discussed ways in which they struggled after high 

school. 

 
Finding 4—Educators May Need to Improve the Type of Post-Secondary Preparation 
and/or Support They Provide for Students Experiencing Homelessness 
 
 Although all the participants were able to graduate from high school and three of 

the students continued on to college, all four expressed ways in which homelessness 

contributed to the struggles they experienced after high school. Even Destiny, who 

graduated third in her high school class and felt academically prepared for college, found 
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that she struggled at first to find a sense of belonging at the university. Destiny and 

Danny both described feeling as though their experience with homelessness caused their 

lives to be different from that of the college students they met, and Silas talked about not 

wanting anyone to know the “garbage” he experienced due to homelessness. Mary shared 

about her experiences of “being on the streets and trafficked,” which could have 

contributed to her struggles to “get back on [her] feet” after high school graduation. The 

participants’ struggles after high school are similar to examples from the literature 

(Havlik et al., 2018; Schmalz, 2018).  

 Students who experience homelessness in college, for example, may struggle with 

food insecurity. Often students may have funding to pay for tuition but, as was the case 

for Silas, not enough money for books and food. Havlik et al. (2018) found students who 

had experienced homelessness struggled with both practical and educational barriers after 

high school graduation. Particularly for students who continued to college, these barriers 

included a lack of “college self-efficacy” (p. 4), as well as difficulties with goal-setting 

and personal expectations regarding their ability to succeed in college. The authors 

pointed to the lack of a mentor or peer group who could guide the students throughout 

their college experience. Havlik et al.’s findings suggested efforts to prepare homeless 

students for post-secondary life, especially for college, must encourage self-efficacy, 

teach goal-setting skills, and discuss outcome expectations. The study participants 

expressed a similar desire to have had realistic outcome expectations, saying, “I wish 

somebody had warned me.” It may be, then, that programs designed to prepare high 

school students for college and careers should consider the unique needs of homeless 

students and provide training specific to this population.  
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Summary of Findings 

 The study findings illustrated the need for educators to understand the influence 

of homelessness on students’ educational outcomes. Culturally responsive teaching and 

care ethics stress the importance of listening to students’ expressed needs and responding 

appropriately (Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 1999, 2013; 

Noddings, 2005, 2012). The study participants expressed their need to find help for the 

challenges their homelessness created but they did not always find supportive educators 

who understood their situation. Although the participants were able to find helpful 

programs and individuals, they also encountered educators who did not know about or 

understand the difficulties that homelessness presented. As a result, the participants often 

relied on self-determination and their ability to change in order to continue their 

education and eventually graduate from high school and/or college. Finally, all the study 

participants felt unprepared for post-secondary life and they expressed their desire to 

have had more realistic outcome expectations. Implications based on the study findings 

are addressed in the next section, followed by recommendations. 

 
Implications and Recommendations 

 The results of this study provided several implications for educators and 

community partners who serve students experiencing homelessness, as well as 

implications for the students themselves. Following a discussion of the implications, I 

have provided recommendations for educators, homeless students, and community 

partners who serve this population.  
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Implications 

• For Educators 

o There is a need for social workers and counselors on high school 

campuses who are trained to serve students who have experienced trauma, 

such as homelessness. 

o Homeless students should be invited to participate in high school groups 

offered to provide support and teach advocacy skills. 

o Opportunities should be afforded to homeless students to be included in 

decisions about their education. 

o High schools should provide post-secondary workshops to prepare 

homeless students to deal with the challenges they will face after high 

school. 

o Colleges and universities should find ways to identify and serve their 

students who have experienced homelessness.  

• For Students 

o Students should participate in support and advocacy groups.  

o Students experiencing homelessness should find ways to be included in 

decisions related to their education. 

• For Community Partners 

o Service providers, such as shelters and food pantries, should partner with 

local school districts to provide practical supports to homeless students. 
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o Mental health professionals should find ways to partner with local school 

districts to provide psychosocial supports to students experiencing 

homelessness.  

These implications are discussed in the following sections, along with recommendations 

to address each point. 

 
Educators 

 Educators are tasked with meeting the needs of students experiencing 

homelessness and to remove barriers to enrollment, attendance, and graduation (ESSA, 

2015). However, school districts may need to partner with community service providers 

to meet the unique needs of students experiencing homelessness. Strategies and 

suggestions for programs that educators can employ to meet homeless students’ needs are 

presented in the next section. 

 
 Social workers and counselors on campus. The ongoing trauma that homeless 

students experience can affect their performance in school and educational staff need to 

be trained to meet the needs of trauma-affect students (Hallett & Skrla, 2016). Hallett and 

Skrla suggested that schools need to implement trauma-informed practices in order to 

serve students experiencing homelessness. They explained that school personnel are more 

likely to have “greater effectiveness in meeting the educational needs of students and 

families experiencing homelessness if those in the educational arena understand the 

complex cognitive, psychological, and physical effects that both acute and chronic 

trauma have on children and youth” (p. 108). However, this type of intervention requires 

specialized training and school districts may need to partner with social workers and 
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counselors in their community to provide the type of trauma-based interventions that 

homeless students need. 

 
 Recommendation. One recommendation for providing trauma-informed care for 

students involves a partnership between school districts and colleges to provide social 

work interns on school campuses. The school district in which I worked partnered with a 

local university to staff our school campuses with master’s level social work interns 2-

days a week in order to provide the type of one-on-one services that homeless students 

need. Additionally, the school district partnered with community mental health 

professionals to arrange times during the school day for counselors to meet on campus 

with students who were on their caseload. This allowed the students to meet with their 

mental health counselors in a manner that caused the least disruption to their school 

schedule and fewer absences from class. 

 
 Student support groups and advocacy opportunities. Perhaps one of the most 

promising implications to emerge from this study was the students’ identification of 

supportive programs, activities, and student groups as helpful interventions. Julianelle 

(2008) noted that these are the type of interventions that can provide stability for students 

who do not find support and stability at home. In addition to practical supports that 

programs provided, such as help with food or transportation, the students found a sense of 

belonging through interactions with supportive adults and peers. High school staff can 

provide opportunities for students to attend support groups on campus and/or through 

after-school programs, as well as provide opportunities for advocacy training. 

Recommendations for student groups are presented in the next section.   



148 

 Recommendations. Student groups, such as the one in which Danny participated, 

can teach homeless students the type of non-academic skills that can equip them to be 

successful after high school. Doll (2013) found that self-efficacy and goal setting were 

important factors for students who overcame difficult circumstances and succeeded in 

school. Additionally, Doll noted the importance of the positive connections the students 

made with educators who helped students learn those skills. Student groups that are 

facilitated by school counselors or other staff can meet during the students’ lunchtime, for 

example, and offer this type of support. However, it is important that educators structure 

these groups in ways that honor the students and respect their privacy. Participation must 

be voluntary and school staff may need to invite students personally with whom they 

have formed trusting relationships. Curriculum, such as On Your Own: Navigating the 

Road to Independence (Jumper, 2010), can be used for high school student groups. On-

campus support groups can provide students with connections to caring adults who will 

be attentive to the students’ needs, listen, and then respond appropriately (Noddings, 

2012). 

 A second recommendation involves teaching homeless students advocacy skills 

and providing opportunities for those students to advocate for themselves. One means of 

doing this is to form student advisory boards that enable students to speak into decisions 

about their education. Aviles de Bradley (2011) found that homeless students often want 

to share their experiences with supportive adults in order to help them process their 

feelings and experiences. By providing space for homeless students to share their 

experiences and needs, it can create opportunities for the students to become their own 

best advocates. The school district in which I worked afforded homeless students an 
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opportunity to do this by serving on a student advisory board for an after-school center 

that served homeless teens. The students on the advisory board met with the center’s 

adult board members during the students’ lunchtime and provided recommendations 

about issues or decisions regarding the student services and programs offered after 

school. Additionally, if they chose to do so, the students had opportunities to share their 

stories publicly in order to inform the community about issues that were important to 

them. For example, Destiny published her story in a local blog to remind the community 

that often society does not know about the struggles students are facing. Nieto (2013) 

noted that when one teaches students that their voice matters, it is a form of advocacy and 

Ellsworth (1989) stressed that critical pedagogy only functions in the abstract if one does 

not value and include students’ voice.  

 
 Post-secondary preparation. High school and college programs that address post-

secondary life were identified as important interventions by the students in this study. 

Since most school districts offer college and career readiness programs, campuses could 

offer specialized preparation for students who have experienced homelessness. All the 

study participants mentioned feeling unprepared for life after high school. This may be 

due to the hindrance that homelessness presents for students attempting to navigate the 

college admission process and life in college (Havlik et al., 2018). Havlik et al. suggested 

homeless students may need mentors to guide them throughout this experience and 

recommended colleges and universities be prepared to assist students who continue to 

face homelessness and food insecurity once they arrive on their college campuses.  
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 Recommendation. In order to serve college students who have experienced 

homelessness, Havlik et al. (2018) recommended that colleges identify a campus or 

community leader who can assess the students’ needs and provide resources to meet 

those needs best. The National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and 

Youth recommended that college campuses appoint a staff member to be a single point of 

contact for their students who have experienced homelessness (Jackson, 2017). One 

model for serving homeless college students is located on the campus of Florida State 

University (Jackson, 2017). The Unconquered Scholars Program (USP) began in 2012 

following research by a Florida State University professor who found that the university 

was not adequately serving students who had experienced homelessness or had been in 

the foster system (Field, 2015). The university agreed to include a question on their 

application for admission asking the students if they had ever experienced either of those 

situations. Based on student responses, the USP staff were able to identify those students 

early in the admission process and invite the students to campus the summer before their 

freshman year in order to prepare the students for college life adequately. Although many 

colleges have summer programs for students who have been identified as being at-risk, 

the USP program serves only students who have been homeless or in the foster system. 

 The USP has its own dedicated space and staff who provide both practical 

assistance and social support to the students in the program (Jackson, 2017). Each student 

in the USP is assigned a faculty mentor and a financial aid mentor to work with them 

throughout their time at Florida State University. Jackson noted that the students have an 

active voice in all aspects of the program including decisions about services offered. The 

USP has proved to be an asset for the students and the university. According to Jackson, 
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the program has a 94% retention rate, a 90% graduation rate, and an average GPA of 3.0. 

The USP can serve as a model program for universities as they endeavor to serve their 

students who have been homeless. 

 
Students 

 While the data analysis from this study revealed themes that had implications for 

educators, implications for students were also noted. Like the students in this study, 

homeless students who seek to graduate from high school and/or college often need to 

rely on self-determination and educational resiliency in order to pursue their goals 

(Bryan, 2005). Students may have to take the initiative to seek out and become involved 

in opportunities that are offered to them. However, as noted by the students in this study, 

relationships to positive adults who created inclusive environments were important 

factors in the students’ participation. 

 
 Participating in support and advocacy groups. Abdul Rahman (2015) found that 

youth who could connect to a sense of community were able to recognize the benefits of 

education. Like the students in this study, homeless students who participate in 

supportive programs and activities are more likely to find the support they need to 

graduate. However, similar to the students in this study, it may take self-determination for 

students to initiate connections to supportive programs or to follow-through with those 

opportunities. Students need opportunities to connect with educators in a way that allows 

them to be heard and to speak regarding their own education. 
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 Recommendation. Homeless students who have the opportunity to participate in 

support groups and/or advocacy groups must be invited and encouraged to participate. In 

order to do this in a genuine manner, educators, counselors, and other school personnel 

must know these students’ lived experiences, value their input and voice, and provide 

opportunities for the students to have a place at the decision-making table (Arnstein, 

1969; Aviles de Bradley, 2011). Aviles de Bradley (2011) noted “it is imperative that 

spaces are provided for youth to share their experiences” (p. 156). For example, when the 

students in this study were invited to serve on a student advisory board, participate in a 

support group, or share their stories, they took advantage of those opportunities to speak 

about issues that were important to them. It is important that students are afforded 

opportunities to participate in collaborative activities between educators and community 

members who are exploring solutions for better student outcomes. Toward that end, 

implications and recommendations about educator-student-community partnerships are 

discussed in the next section.  

 
Community Partners 

 When teachers, students, parents, and community members collaborate, everyone 

benefits (McGee Banks, 2010). Both the literature and the study findings pointed to the 

positive interventions that can result when school districts partner with their community 

to serve students experiencing homelessness.  

 
 Community service providers. For students experiencing homelessness, 

community-school partnerships can help meet the daily practical challenges these 

students face (Berliner, 2009). All the study participants discussed ways in which they 
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relied on community services to meet basic and psychosocial challenges. These 

challenges often included needs beyond what schools could provide, such as mental 

health care or food assistance. Partnerships between educators and community service 

providers can allow schools to focus on the students’ educational needs while community 

partners work toward meeting the students’ basic needs (Anzilotti, 2016; Wrenick, 2018). 

Community-school partnerships can provide needs-based care that looks to the future by 

considering how the care will impact the student beyond their time in school (Noddings, 

2005). For example, schools may need to partner with community mental health 

professionals to meet the students’ psychosocial needs in a trauma-informed manner. 

Venet (2018) discussed how this type of care can provide social and emotional learning 

for trauma-affected students. However, Venet noted that it requires that schools and their 

community members work together to provide a “broader culture of belonging” (p. 3). 

Schools also need to partner with community service providers to meet homeless 

students’ practical needs. For example, school districts can partner with community food 

pantries to assist homeless students who often deal with food insecurity (Schmalz, 2018). 

Community-school partnerships allow schools to provide the full-service educational 

experiences that Noddings’ (2005) care ethics advocates. Recommendations for 

successful educator-student-community partnerships are discussed in the next section. 

 
 Recommendations. Kansas City Public Schools’ work to combat student 

homelessness provided an example of a successful educator-student-community 

partnership (Wrenick, 2018). The school district partnered with community service 

providers to create “Impact Wednesday,” where “agencies came together under one roof 

to create a one-stop-shop experience” (p. 3) to provide students with much needed 
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resources in one accessible location. Similarly, the school district in which I worked 

partnered with the community’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) to 

bring SNAP personnel to the high school campuses each week to assist unaccompanied 

homeless teens in applying for food stamps and Medicaid benefits.  

 The school district also partnered with community mental health professionals to 

provide on-campus support to students who were on their caseloads. Since transportation 

is often a barrier for homeless students as they seek much needed services, community-

school partnerships can provide easy access to these services. When community partners 

meet the practical and emotional needs of homeless students, it allows educators to focus 

on the academic supports that give students a better chance of remaining in school and 

graduating (Venet, 2018). 

 
Recommendations for Future Research 

 The findings from the current study suggest areas for further study, including 

• Programs and interventions to prepare unaccompanied homeless students for 

post-secondary life, 

• Host-home programs for unaccompanied youth, and 

• Identifying avenues for student advocacy. 

 
Programs and Interventions 

 The study findings pointed to the helpfulness of programs and interventions that 

assisted the students to graduate and the need for more post-secondary preparation. There 

is a need for further investigation into existing programs, like the Florida State University 

program (Field, 2015), that have proven successful in meeting the needs of students 
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experiencing homelessness. Havlik et al. (2018) noted the lack of current research on this 

topic, particularly as it relates to preparing homeless students for life after high school. 

They suggested exploring ways in which high school counselors are meeting the 

mandates of the McKinney-Vento Act (2001) as it relates to college and career readiness.  

 
Host-Home Programs 

 The literature on student homelessness highlighted the need for housing stability 

and the negative influence of instability on students’ education (Endres, 2012; Ingrim et 

al., 2016; Jimenez, 2016). The students in this study noted the challenges created by their 

lack of stable housing and one student identified his host-home family as the reason he 

was able to remain in college and graduate on time. Host homes appear to be a viable 

option for homeless students, but further research is need. Although there are host-home 

programs that operate outside of the foster system, for example, in Minnesota and 

Washington state, there is little research regarding their outcomes for unaccompanied 

high school students. Further study is needed to explore the success rate of such programs 

and to determine factors that result in successful host-home programs for unaccompanied 

homeless high school students. 

 
Avenues for Student Advocacy 

 Educators practicing CRT recognize the importance of students’ lived experiences 

and teach students that their voice matters (Nieto, 2013). Nieto explained that when 

educators value and include students’ voices, teaching becomes a form of advocacy. The 

study participants found ways to become their own advocates including sharing their 

stories in the media and speaking in community meetings about the challenges and 
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successes they had experienced. Multicultural researchers have stressed that educators 

must hear students’ stories and seek their input (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; 

Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 1999, 2013). This is the type of critical 

pedagogy that uses a dialogical approach where education is a mutual relationship 

between students and teachers, and educators listen and respond with empathy to 

students’ expressed needs (Freire, 1970; Noddings, 2012; Shor & Freire, 1987). 

However, more research is needed into methods and educational efforts to teach 

advocacy skills and to provide avenues for homeless students to become their own 

advocates. 

 
Researcher Reflections 

 The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of student 

homelessness on educational outcomes for four unaccompanied homeless youth with 

whom I worked over a 1- to 3-year period. Since research tended to focus on the negative 

aspects of youth homelessness (Bryan, 2005; MacDonald, 2013), often failing to 

recognize the determination and resiliency the students possessed, my intent was to 

provide a more holistic view of student homelessness related to graduation from high 

school and/or college. In order to do that and to highlight the interventions that the study 

participants found the most helpful, I used portraiture to tell the students’ stories. I used 

aspects of CRT (Aviles de Bradley, 2015; Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 

1994; Nieto, 1999, 2013), and care ethics (Noddings, 2005, 2012) as a framework since 

both CRT and care ethics encourage educators to create mutually caring relationships 

between students and educators, to value students’ voices and lived experiences, to listen 

to students’ expressed needs, and to respond appropriately. 
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 Educators who understand the influence of homelessness on students’ education 

can provide the support and interventions homeless students need to graduate (Ingrim et 

al., 2016; Julianelle, 2008). My experience working with students experiencing 

homelessness led me to believe that educators must hear homeless students’ stories in 

order to understand the influence that homelessness can have on students’ education, and 

that school-community partnerships and trauma-informed interventions are needed in 

order to effect positive educational outcomes for homeless students. I witnessed 

collaborative efforts in the community in which I worked that put homeless students at 

the decision-making table. The study participants who served on a student advisory board 

found a platform from which to speak regarding decisions about an after-school center 

designed to serve students experiencing homelessness. Additionally, the students on the 

advisory board became advocates for themselves and for the needs of homeless students 

in the community. When homeless students are empowered to share their stories, it can 

influence educator’s responses to the students’ expressed needs in a way that data alone 

may not. It is my hope that when educators and community stakeholders hear the stories 

of students experiencing homelessness, they can understand homelessness’ influence on 

the students’ educations and work together to provide outcomes that allow the students to 

graduate and be prepared for post-secondary life. 

 
Conclusion 

 In 2017, on the 30th anniversary of the McKinney-Vento Act, the ICPH 

concluded that educational advocates must take a more comprehensive approach to 

helping homeless students stay in school and graduate. In this study, I proposed that 

educators must understand the influence of homelessness on students’ educational 
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outcomes in order to better assist these students. Using portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot 

& Davis, 1997), with this study, I told the stories of four homeless unaccompanied youth. 

The study participants provided insight into the influence of homelessness on their 

education and identified interventions that were the most helpful. The data were analyzed 

from the perspective of themes found in the literature and using aspects of CRT and care 

ethics. 

The study findings highlight several themes to note when working with students 

experiencing homelessness. Programs and activities that created a sense of belonging and 

support for homeless students were shown to be helpful interventions. Additionally, all 

the students described the need to have been better prepared for post-secondary life and 

they gave examples of the determination and resiliency it took to graduate from high 

school and/or college. Educators who desire to assist students experiencing homelessness 

and to meet the mandates of the McKinney-Vento Act effectively, should hear the 

students’ stories, examine best practices, and engage in teaching students that their voice 

matters. This is a humanizing pedagogy that can allow teachers to understand homeless 

students’ lived experiences and use that knowledge to help students achieve positive 

educational outcomes (Freire, 1970).  
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Baylor University 
Curriculum & Instruction 

 
Consent Form for Research 

 
 
PROTOCOL TITLE The influence of student homelessness on 

educational outcomes: A multiple case study of 
four homeless unaccompanied youth 

 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR:    Kathy Wigtil 
 
SUPPORTED BY:  Baylor University 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Please read this form carefully. The purpose of this form is to provide you with 
important information about taking part in a research study. If any of the statements or 
words in this form are unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to answer any 
questions. You have the right to discuss this study with another person who is not part 
of the research team before making your decision whether or not to be in the study.  
 
Taking part in this research study is up to you. If you decide to take part in this research 
study, we will ask you to sign this form. We will give you a copy of the signed form. 
 
The person in charge of this study is Kathy Wigtil, under the supervision of Dr. Brooke 
Blevins. We will refer to this person as the “researcher” throughout this form.  
 
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the influence of homelessness on the 
educational outcomes of four unaccompanied homeless youth.  
 
We are asking you to take part in this study because you have experienced 
homelessness as a student and the researcher has worked with you currently or in the 
past.  
 
Four subjects will take part in this research study at Baylor University. 
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How long will I take part in this research study? 
 
We expect that you will be in this research study for spring semester, 2019. During this 
time, we will ask you to participate in at least one interview with the researcher in a 
public location to be named, for example, a library or restaurant.  
 
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 

• The researcher will include case notes or observations from meetings with the 
students in the study.  

• Information from participants’ published stories about their experiences with 
student homelessness will be included in the final report. 

• Each participant will also be asked to participate in at least one interview that 
will be audio recorded. 

 
If you agree to take part in this study, we will ask you to sign the consent form before 
we do any study procedures. 
 
Study Visit 1 
 
Visit 1 will take about one hour to complete. At this visit, we will ask you to do the 
following: 
 

• Answer interview questions about your experiences with student homelessness. 
 
Audio Recording 
 
We would like to make an audio recording of you during this study. If you are recorded 
it will be possible to identify you on the recording.  We will store these recordings in a 
locked cabinet and only approved study staff will be able to access them. We will label 
these recordings with your name. The researcher will keep the key to the locked file. 
The recordings will be stored until the end of the study, up to one year.  
 
Audio recording is required for this study. If you do not want to be recorded, you should 
not be in this study.  
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
 
To the best of our knowledge, taking part in this study will not harm you.  
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Interviews 
 
You may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions. Tell the 
interviewer at any time if you want to take a break or stop the interview. 
 
Loss of Confidentiality 
A risk of taking part in this study is the possibility of a loss of confidentiality. If you do 
not want your name used in the study, let the researcher know and the researcher will 
use a pseudonym.  
 
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
 
There are no benefits to you from taking part in this research. 
 
What alternatives are available? 
 
You may choose not to take part in this research study. 
 
Storing Study Information for Future Use 
 
Future use of study information is optional for this study. If you do not want your 
information to be used for future research, you can still be in the study. You will indicate 
your decision at the end of this form. 
 
How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
 
We will keep the records of this study confidential to the degree that they will be used 
only for the information in the study, but participants will be asked if they will allow 
their names to be used, along with their published stories.  
 
If, during your participation in this study, we have reason to believe that you are at risk 
for harming yourself or others, we are required to take the necessary actions. This may 
include notifying your doctor, your therapist, or other individuals. If this were to occur, 
we would not be able to assure confidentiality. 
 
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 
quality control or safety: 
 

• The Researcher and any member of her research team 
• Authorized members of Baylor University who may need to see your 

information, such as administrative staff members from the Office of the Vice 
Provost for Research and members of the Institutional Review Board (a 
committee which is responsible for the ethical oversight of the study) 
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The study data will be stored in a locked file drawer in the department of Curriculum & 
Instruction at Baylor University.   
 
The results of this study may also be used for teaching, publications, or presentations at 
professional meetings. If your individual results are discussed, your identity will be 
protected by using a pseudonym rather than your name or other identifying 
information, unless you give permission for your name to be used.  
 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
 
Taking part in this study is your choice. You are free not to take part or to withdraw at 
any time for any reason. If you decide to withdraw from this study, the information that 
you have already provided will be kept confidential. You cannot withdraw information 
collected prior to your withdrawal.  
 
The researcher may take you out of this study without your permission. This may 
happen because: 

• The researcher thinks it is in your best interest 
• You can’t make the required study interview 
• Other administrative reasons 

 
Will I get paid for taking part in this research study?  
 
You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 
 
What will it cost me to take part in this research study? 
 
There are no costs to you for taking part in this research study. 
 
What if I have any questions or concerns about this research study? 
 
You can call us with any concerns or questions about the research. Our telephone 
numbers are listed below:  

• Researcher: Kathy Wigtil – 281-536-4953 
• Faculty Advisor: Dr. Brooke Blevins – 254-710-4581 

 
If you want to speak with someone not directly involved in this research study, you may 
contact the Baylor University IRB through the Office of the Vice Provost for Research at 
254-710-1438. You can talk to them about: 

• Your rights as a research subject 
• Your concerns about the research 
• A complaint about the research 
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Indicate your decision for the below optional research discussed earlier in 
this form: 
 
 
Optional Consent for future research with study information: 
Do you agree to let us store your study information for future research related to 
student homelessness? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
 
Future Contact 
 
We may like to contact you in the future as a to follow-up to this study. 
 
Do you agree to let us contact you in the future? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
 
Statement of Consent  
 
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits. I 
have been given the chance to ask questions. My questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the study.  
 
 
______________________________________ 
 ____________________ 
Signature of Subject  Date 
 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: 
 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions. I will 
give a copy of the signed consent form to the subject. 
 
________________________________________ 
 _______________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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Interview Protocol 
 

 
Date/Time of Interview:_______________________________ 
 
Location of Interview:________________________________ 
 
Interviewer: ________________________________________ 
 
Interviewee:________________________________________ 
 
 
 

• Central Research Question: How has homelessness influenced the students’ 
educational outcomes?  

• Theme addressed: Hiddenness of student homelessness (Ingrim et al., 2016; 
Morton et al., 2017) 

 
Demographic Information 
 
1. What was your home life like? 
 
 
2. How do/did you define your identity (race, or ethnicity, or sexuality, or homeless for 
example)? 
 
 
3. Who knows/knew you were homeless or couch-surfing as a student? 
 
 
4. How is school different from home? 
 
 
School Experiences: 
 
5. Describe your schooling experiences (past and present, if still in school. If still in 
school, what level of education?) 
 
 
6. What are some goals you have/had for your education?  
 
 
7. What do/did you want to get out of school? 
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8. How did homelessness influence your education? 
 

• Research sub question #1:  
• Themes addressed: Importance of connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 

2006, 2012; Gay, 2002; Juliannel, 2008; Nieto, 1991, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 
2012); need for positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012) 

•  
9. What interventions or helps did you find the most helpful? 
 

• Research sub question #2: 
• Themes addressed: Importance of connectedness and social supports (Delpit, 

2006, 2012; Gay, 2002; Juliannel, 2008; Nieto, 1991, 2013; Noddings, 2005, 
2012); need for positive adult interventions (Dill, 2015; Endres, 2012) 

•  
10. What interventions or helps did you find the least helpful? 
 
 
 
What do you want educators to know about students who are homeless? 
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