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ICPH: Bringing Family 
Homelessness into Focus

• The Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness (ICPH) 
is a New York City-based policy research organization 
focused on family homelessness in New York City and 
throughout the United States

• All materials we produce are available for free at 
www.ICPHusa.org



http://bit.ly/SHCatICPH
Resources . Handouts. Presentations. 



About 
SchoolHouse 
Connection
SchoolHouse Connection works 
to overcome homelessness 
through education. We provide 
strategic advocacy and technical 
assistance in partnership with 
schools, early childhood 
programs, institutions of higher 
education, service providers, 
families, and youth.

● Website: http://www.schoolhouseconnection.org  

● Facebook Group

● Newsletter: https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/sign-up/ 

● Federal and state policy advocacy

● Q&A from our inbox

● Webinars and implementation tools

● Youth leadership and scholarships

http://www.schoolhouseconnection.org
https://www.facebook.com/groups/SchoolHouseConnection/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/sign-up/


Our Agenda ● What is the YRBS, and how does it 
measure homelessness?

● Summary of YRBS data on 
prevalence and demographics

● Identification strategies
● Summary of YRBS data on health 

risk behaviors of homeless high 
school students

● Trauma-informed, practical 
strategies to mitigate health risks, 
including strategies recommended 
by youth who have experienced 
homelessness



What is the YRBS?

• Youth Risk Behavior Survey

• Administered with support 
from CDC by states and 
urban school districts every 
other year

• Measures health-related 
behaviors

• Housing questions first 
appeared in 2005

• Two housing questions 
added to optional question 
list in 2017





YRBS Housing Questions

During the past 30 days, where did 
you usually sleep?
• In my parent’s or guardian’s 

home
• In the home of a friend, family 

member, or other person 
because I had to leave my home 
or my parent or guardian cannot 
afford housing

• In a shelter or emergency 
housing

• In a motel or hotel
• In a car, park, campground, or 

other public place
• I do not have a usual place to 

sleep
• Somewhere else

During the past 30 days, did you ever 
sleep away from your parents or 
guardians because you were kicked 
out, ran away, or were abandoned?
• Yes
• No



How Many High School 
Students Experience 

Homelessness?
• Overall, 8% of high school 

students experienced 
homelessness

• 52% were homeless with their 
parents or guardians, 33% were 
unaccompanied and 15% 
experienced both types of 
homelessness

• Likely an undercount of 
unaccompanied students, and 
homeless students overall



Where Do Homeless High 
School Students Sleep?

• About half (47%) of 
homeless students live 
doubled up with friends or 
family

• About 1 in 6 students 
(16%) live in shelters

• 1 in 5 (20%) sleep 
somewhere else



Race/Ethnicity

• Homeless students were 
more likely to be 
Hispanic/Latino and 
Black/African American 
than housed students

• Racial and ethnic 
breakdowns vary greatly 
by geography



Sexual Orientation

• Nearly one third (31%) of 
homeless students 
identified as LGBTQ, over 
twice the rate of housed 
students

• Being both homeless and 
LGBTQ may create 
additional barriers for 
these students when 
seeking housing and 
other resources



Identification
ICPH’s analysis of YRBS data found that 8% of high school students 

experienced homelessness.

In contrast, public schools reported only 2.27% of their high school 
students as experiencing homelessness.



How can schools effectively identify 
McKinney-Vento students?

67% of students say they were 
uncomfortable telling people at 

school about their homelessness and 
asking for help.



Identification

Don’t say ”homeless”. 

Use descriptive language; ask 
questions with discretion:

● Where would you go if you 
couldn’t stay here?

● What led you to move in to 
this situation?

Training, training, 
training.

● School counselors
● Registrars
● Teachers
● Bus drivers
● Resource officers
● Nurses
● Dropout prevention 

specialists
● Attendance officers
● Principals
● Food service staff

Work with your liaison and 
the entire school team.

● Help school staff build 
relationships with students, 
so students feel safe 
revealing their 
homelessness.

1. 2. 3.



Identification

Educate students, parents 
and community partners.

● Put information on the school 
and district websites.

● Posters in school buildings, 
libraries, motels, 
campgrounds, service 
providers.

● Meet with teen parent 
programs, LGBTQ youth 
organizations, youth 
organizations, homeless 
service providers, health, 
housing and social service 
agencies.

Ask about 
preschool-aged 
siblings.

Make special efforts to identify students of color 
and LGBTQ and gender non-conforming 
students.

● Build collaborations between LGBTQ youth 
organizations, organizations catering to recent 
immigrants, ethnic/religious minorities, and 
youth of color, and schools. Community 
organizations can lead trainings at school and 
consult on district/school policies and practices.

● Engage LGBTQ, gender non-conforming youth, 
and youth of color in school climate and equity 
efforts. Ask them for help spreading the word 
about McKinney-Vento services.

● Develop and implement a school district or 
charter school data-driven Racial and Ethnic 
Justice Action Plan. The Plan should be based on 
the lived experiences of students of color.

● Ensure that strong anti-bullying policies and 
practices are in place and respected.

4. 5. 6.

https://neaedjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Racial-Justice-in-Education.pdf
https://neaedjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Racial-Justice-in-Education.pdf


Bullying

• Homeless students were 
nearly twice as likely as 
housed students to be 
bullied at school or 
electronically 

• Bullying can contribute to 
a hostile and unsafe 
environment for students



School Safety

• Nearly 1 in 4 
homeless students 
missed school 
because they felt 
unsafe at school or on 
their way to or from 
school, about 4x the 
rate of housed 
students



Depression and Self Harm

• Nearly half of homeless 
students (49%) said they 
were depressed, about 
1.75x the rate of housed 
students

• Homeless students were 
almost 2.5x more likely 
than housed students to 
hurt themselves on 
purpose



Suicide Attempts

• Homeless students 
were more than 4x as 
likely to attempt 
suicide and nearly 6x 
more likely to attempt 
suicide more than once



Emotional and Physical Abuse 

• Over one third (36%) of 
homeless students had been 
victims of emotional abuse 
by a partner

• Homeless students were 5x 
more likely to be physically 
hurt on purpose by a partner 
and 4x more likely to be 
forced into sexual acts by a 
partner



Sexual Violence

• Homeless students were 
more than 3x more likely 
to have been sexually 
assaulted by anyone

• Nearly 1 in 4 homeless 
students had been forced 
into sexual intercourse, 
over 3x the rate of housed 
students



Drug Use

• Homeless students 
were anywhere from 5 
to 16 times more likely 
to report using hard 
drugs

• Homeless students 
used prescription pain 
meds without a 
prescription at over 3x 
the rate of housed 
students



Binge Drinking

• Almost one quarter 
(24%) of homeless 
students binge drank in 
the past month, twice 
the rate of housed 
students



Mental Health and 
Substance Abuse



Strategies from Young People

“I would emphasize confidential, 
non-reporting counseling options…I never 
sought the therapy that could have helped 
me cope or provided me with strategies to 
better my situation for fear of legal 
reporting requirements.”

“Destigmatizing depression, anxiety, 
and mental illness, in general, would 
be a big step in the right direction. 
Nurses and counselors could visit 
classrooms and discuss the 
commonality of things like this.”



Strategies

Open the school to community-based providers, to address the transportation 
barrier.02

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet at nec 
at adipiscing05

● Donec risus dolor porta venenatis 
● Pharetra luctus felis
● Proin in tellus felis volutpat 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet at nec 
at adipiscing04

● Donec risus dolor porta venenatis 
● Pharetra luctus felis
● Proin in tellus felis volutpat 

Destigmatize treatment through peer-based mentorship and other measures.05

Ensure all school personnel are trained in evidence-based suicide prevention 
strategies and information about where to refer students for immediate 
support.

03

Provide school-based mental health care providers (psychologists, counselors, 
social workers) with training on student homelessness.01

Ensure discretion and privacy.04



Making Connections



Strategies from Young People

“Let students know what resources are 
available to them. Be clear about the 
procedure followed when students disclose 
[feelings of suicidality] so they can make 
an informed choice about 
disclosure—don’t force interventions that 
students don’t want, [and] let them know 
what they need to do to avoid them.”

“Students experiencing homelessness 
are more likely to seek and ask for 
help from those they trust.”



Strategies

Establish a culture of care

● Talk openly and often
● Open door policy
● Clear cultural norms
● Immediate response
● Trauma-informed 

practices that specifically 
include students 
experiencing homelessness

Empower self-advocacy

● Equip students with 
language

● Respect youth autonomy
● Create targeted resources
● Make resources and 

reporting mechanisms 
easily available

Create physical safe spaces

● Before- and after-school 
use of classrooms

● Affirming messages and 
resources

● Clear anti-bullying and 
anti-violence policies

1. 2. 3.



Questions?



SchoolHouse 
Connection 
Resources

SchoolHouse Connection
http://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/

Short briefs on specific YRBS data elements
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/student-homel
essness-lessons-from-the-youth-risk-behavior-survey-y
rbs/

Full paper on YRBS analysis
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/risk-and-resilie
nce-differences-in-risk-factors-and-health-outcomes-be
tween-homeless-and-non-homeless-students-in-2017-yr
bs-data/

Centers for Disease Control YRBS information
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/index.htm 

For help getting homelessness questions on your state’s 
YRBS, contact Patricia Julianelle, 
patricia@schoolhouseconnection.org

For practical strategies to help prevent and mitigate risk 
behaviors, contact Kara Freise,
kaf2203@tc.columbia.edu   

http://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/student-homelessness-lessons-from-the-youth-risk-behavior-survey-yrbs/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/student-homelessness-lessons-from-the-youth-risk-behavior-survey-yrbs/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/student-homelessness-lessons-from-the-youth-risk-behavior-survey-yrbs/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/risk-and-resilience-differences-in-risk-factors-and-health-outcomes-between-homeless-and-non-homeless-students-in-2017-yrbs-data/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/risk-and-resilience-differences-in-risk-factors-and-health-outcomes-between-homeless-and-non-homeless-students-in-2017-yrbs-data/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/risk-and-resilience-differences-in-risk-factors-and-health-outcomes-between-homeless-and-non-homeless-students-in-2017-yrbs-data/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/risk-and-resilience-differences-in-risk-factors-and-health-outcomes-between-homeless-and-non-homeless-students-in-2017-yrbs-data/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/index.htm
mailto:patricia@schoolhouseconnection.org
mailto:kaf2203@tc.columbia.edu


media@ICPHusa.org
(212) 358-8086

   
To download copies of our publications:

http://www.ICPHusa.org/reports/

Thank You!


