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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



Reports

ICPH researches the causes of family homelessness, the demographics of this growing 
population, the conditions that make it difficult for homeless families to become self-
sufficient, and the programs that are most effective in helping them transition out of 
poverty. ICPH works with programs and partners across the U.S. to conduct and 
disseminate this research in order to improve services and influence public policy.



Interactive Data

ICPH produces interactive tools and data for users to further explore the effects of 
homelessness on children and their families. These tools allow people from different 
fields to tailor and engage with ICPH data in a way that is meaningful to them and the 
unique needs of their organization.
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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



School Climate

• Supportive school climates can improve 
academic and well-being outcomes for homeless 
students

• Based on the Safe and Supportive Schools Model
• Engagement: feeling connected to the 

school through participation in academic 
and extracurricular activities, and positive 
relationships with staff and peers

• Safety: students are free from concerns of 
bullying, harassment, and violence at school

• Environment: exposure to drugs and alcohol 
at school, clear and fair rules, and school-
based health supports



Engagement

• Academic achievement
• Sports and extracurriculars
• Connections with teachers



How Do Homeless Students 
Perform in School?

• Nearly two thirds of homeless 
students (63%) got mostly A’s 
or B’s, compared to 80% of 
housed students

• Homeless students were 
about 1.7x more likely to get 
mostly C’s, D’s, or F’s (36% vs. 
21%)



Are Homeless Students 
Involved in School Activities?

• Homeless students were nearly as 
likely as their housed peers to 
participate in extracurricular 
activities (56% vs. 59%)

• Extracurriculars create opportunity 
for homeless students to stay 
connected, involved, and have a 
safe place to be after school



Do Homeless Students Feel 
Connected to Teachers and 

Other School Staff?
• Homeless students are about 

1.3 times less likely than 
housed students to have a 
positive connection with a 
teacher or other adult at school 
(54% vs. 71%)

• These relationships are vital for 
homeless students



Discussion Questions

• What are some other ways to measure school 
engagement?

• Does your school have any initiatives that 
specifically address school engagement?

• Are there any initiatives you think would help 
students feel more engaged at school?



Safety

• Bullying
• School Safety
• School Violence



Are Homeless Students More Likely 
to Be Bullied than Housed Students?

• Homeless students were 
nearly 2x more likely to be 
bullied

• Students may be bullied 
because of their housing 
status or related reasons, 
like not having clean clothes 
or access to a shower



What Are Some Reasons 
Homeless Students Are Bullied?

• Homeless students were over 2x 
more likely to be bullied for their 
sexual orientation

• Homeless students were also bullied 
at 1.5 to 2x the rate of housed 
students for their weight, size, or 
physical appearance, race or ethnic 
background



Do Homeless Students Feel 
Safe at School?

• In Arkansas, over two thirds of 
homeless students said they 
never or rarely felt safe and 
secure at school

• More likely to say harassment 
and bullying are problems at their 
schools



What Happens When Students 
Do Not Feel Safe at School?

• Homeless students were 
nearly 4x more likely to miss 
school because they felt 
unsafe

• Making sure students feel 
safe could help reduce 
chronic absenteeism



Are Homeless Students Experiencing 
Violence at School?

• Nearly 1 in 4 homeless students 
were threatened at school

• Over 1 in 5 homeless students got 
into a fight at school

• 18% of homeless students carried a 
weapon at school, 6x the rate of 
housed students



Discussion Questions

• What are some other ways to measure school 
safety?

• Does your school have any initiatives that 
specifically address school safety?

• Are there any initiatives you think would help 
students feel safer at school?



Environment

• Illegal substances at school
• School rules
• School-based health services



Are Homeless Students More Likely 
To Be Exposed to Drugs at School?

• Homeless students were twice 
as likely to have been offered, 
sold, or given drugs at school

• Homeless students are 
already more likely to use 
drugs, and having easy access 
at school makes them harder 
to avoid



Are Homeless Students More Likely to 
Drink, Smoke Cigarettes, and Use 

Marijuana at School? 
• In New Mexico, homeless students 

were 9x more likely than housed 
students to drink alcohol at school

• In Kentucky, homeless students were 
8x more likely to smoke cigarettes at 
school

• In Idaho, homeless students were 
10x more likely to use marijuana at 
school



Do Students Believe There Are Clear 
School Rules About What Students 

Can and Cannot Do?

• 1 in 3 homeless students said 
it was very much true that 
their school had clear rules, 
compared to over half of 
housed students

• Nearly 1 in 4 homeless 
students said it was not true 
at all, compared to just 4% of 
housed students



Do Homeless Students Use 
School-Based Health Services?

• In New York City, homeless 
students were twice as likely to 
have gotten help from a 
counselor, social worker, or 
therapist at school

• Homeless students in NYC were 
also slightly more likely to have 
gone to the nurse or clinic at 
school



Discussion Questions

• What are some other ways to measure school 
environment?

• Does your school have any initiatives that 
specifically address school environment?

• Are there any initiatives you think would help 
improve school environments?



The Cumulative Impact of Negative 
School Climate Among Homeless 
High School Students



How Was School Climate 
Measured?

• Bullying

• Missing school due to feeling unsafe

• Lacking positive relationships with teachers or adults at 
school

• Being offered, sold, or given illicit drugs on school property



Homeless Students 
Disproportionately Experience 

Negative School Climates
• Although more than half of homeless 

students experience just one or no 
negative school climate factors, they are 
half as likely to have experienced very 
positive school climates as housed 
students

• Homeless students are about 3x more 
likely to have very negative school 
climates, experiencing three or four 
negative school climate indicators



Homeless Students 
Disproportionately 

Experience Negative 
School Climates

• Overall, 6% of students in this 
sample experienced homelessness

• Homeless students were 
disproportionately likely to 
experience two or more negative 
school climate indicators

• 27% of students that experienced 
the most negative school climates 
were homeless, 4.5x the overall rate 
of homelessness



How Does School Climate Affect 
Homeless High Schoolers’ 
Academic Performance? 

• Overall, 65% of homeless students got 
mostly A’s or B’s

• Only 58% of homeless students 
experiencing the most negative school 
climates got mostly A’s or B’s, 
compared to 71% of homeless students 
who experienced the most positive 
school climates



How Does School Climate Affect 
Homeless High Schoolers’ College 

Plans?
• 61% of homeless students overall 

planned to attend college, only 
slightly lower than the 68% of 
homeless students with very positive 
school climates that planned to 
attend college

• Homeless students that experienced 
four negative school climate 
indicators were about 1.8x less likely 
to plan to attend college than those 
with positive school climates



What Is the Relationship 
Between School Climate and 

Depression?
• Overall, 48% of homeless students 

were depressed

• Experiencing even two negative 
school climate indicators was 
correlated with above average rates 
of depression (59%)

• 84% of homeless students who 
experienced the most negative 
school climates were depressed



What Is the Relationship 
Between School Climate and 

Suicide?
• Like depression, experiencing even 

two negative school climate indicators 
was associated with rates of suicide 
attempts that were above the overall 
rate of 24%

• Homeless students that experienced 
four negative school climate indicators 
were 7.5x more likely to attempt 
suicide than homeless students who 
did not experience any negative 
school climate indicators



Conclusions and Policy 
Considerations

• Homeless students are disproportionately impacted by school 
climate

• Initiatives aimed at tackling homelessness tend to focus on 
housing, schools can play a positive role and should not be 
overlooked as a key point of service provision

• Anti-bullying and safety measures can improve school climate
• Trauma-informed approaches especially benefit homeless 

students
• School-based mental and physical health supports are crucial
• Positive school climates have the largest impact on low-income 

students and can serve as a protective factor against the 
negative impacts of homelessness



Discussion Questions

• Is school climate discussed in your school or district?

• Are there any broader initiatives that address school 
climate in your area?

• Are there any school climate initiatives that have not 
been discussed that you have found beneficial?

• As educators or others that work in schools, what could 
your districts do to support you in creating a positive 
school climate?



Questions?



media@ICPHusa.org
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To download copies of our publications:
http://www.ICPHusa.org/reports/
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