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ABSTRACT
Youth experiencing homelessness are part of the large, diverse
student population served by community colleges in the
United States. These students, who are often unsupported in
college environments, turn to housing agencies to provide
critical resources. This qualitative study included interviews
with 20 students, ages 18–24, attending community college
while homeless. Students in this study accessed critical services
and social supports in homeless service agencies; however,
the requirements of some agency policies were a barrier to
reaching academic goals. Housing agencies provided partici-
pants with necessary resources; however, participants described
facing unique obstacles as they navigated agency eligibility
requirements while attending college.

Introduction

Among the large, diverse student population served by community colleges in the
United States is a generally unknown and underserved population of students expe-
riencing homelessness. Although the benefits of earning a college degree are well
known (Holland, 2010; Howard, 2003; Ma, Pender, & Welch, 2016; Perna, 2000;
Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000; Renn & Arnold, 2003), research shows that chil-
dren and youth experiencing housing instability have low college graduation rates
(Dworsky & Perez, 2009; Peters, Dworsky, Courtney, & Pollack, 2009; Stagner &
Lansing, 2009). Youth who experience homelessness have a wide range of unique
barriers, needs, strengths, and aspirations that influence their participation in col-
lege (Gupton, 2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2018; Hallett & Freas, 2017; Tierney,
Gupton, & Hallett, 2008). However, the narratives of their higher education experi-
ences have rarely been told.

Overall, research on youth homelessness in higher education is very limited (U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development [HUD], 2015a). There is some
research that speaks to the precollege experience for students who are homeless
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(Dworsky, 2008; Hallett, 2010; Hallett, Low, & Skrla, 2015; Hallett, Skrla, & Low,
2015; Miller, 2015; Murphy & Tobin, 2012; Tierney xet al., 2008), but there is very
little research addresses the experience of these youth once they get beyond admis-
sion into college. Research must also address how youth who experience homeless-
ness engage with college systems, how housing and homeless service agencies can
support students, and how guiding policies for services agencies present access and
barriers for college youth who are homeless.

Strategies of supportmust be based in research and require distinctive knowledge
of overall vulnerability and protective measures (Clayton &McGill, 2000; Obradovi
et al., 2009) as well as an understanding of how institutions have responded, or not
responded, to these youth. This study informs practice and policy for community-
based agencies serving youth who choose to enroll in college. College-going youth
who experience homelessness have specific experiences and needs that must be
addressed. I aim to begin to fill the gap in research with this understudied popu-
lation using their own words and perspectives.

Literature review

Homelessness in higher education

The education subtitle of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (1987), as
amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) (hereafter referred to as the
McKinney-VentoAct), defines homelessness for youth as thosewho lack a fixed, reg-
ular, and adequate nighttime residence as well as unaccompanied homeless youth,
as those youth not in the physical custody of a parent or guardian. This definition
is the basis for homelessness determinations for K-12 students. The McKinney-
Vento Act definition provides a frame of reference for understanding the experi-
ence of college-going youth who are homeless. However, the McKinney-Vento Act
provides little guidance or protection for students who are homeless in higher edu-
cation other than stipulations for access from high school. Research also has mini-
mally focused on higher education for youthwho experience homelessness, favoring
instead issues such as the connection between youth homelessness and economic
stability (Ferguson, Bender, Thompson, Maccio, & Pollio, 2012; Gwadz et al., 2009;
Lenz-Rashid, 2006), trauma (Bender, Thompson, Ferguson, Yoder, & Kern, 2014),
and individual outcomes such as psychological health (Bearsley-Smith, Bond, Lit-
tlefield, & Thomas, 2008), drug use, and family formation (Bantchevska, Bartle-
Haring, Dashora, Glebova, & Slesnick, 2008; Bearsley-Smith et al., 2008; Busen &
Engebretson, 2008; Miles & Okamoto, 2008).

According to the most recent data from 2015–2016, 31,948 U.S. college financial
aid applicants were unaccompanied homeless youth, as indicated on Free Appli-
cation for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA®) applications or as determined by a col-
lege or university federal aid administrator (National Center for Homeless Educa-
tion, 2017). These are likely low estimates, asMorton, Dworsky, and Samuels (2017)
report that in theUnited States during a 12-month period, aminimumof 3.5million
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young adults ages 18–25 experience at least one incidence of homelessness. Further,
for college students among this population, many students are unaware of the status
designation on the FAFSA or may be hesitant to identify as such (HUD, 2015b).

Recent research indicates there are a significant number of college students expe-
riencing homelessness. Research at the University of Massachusetts found that
5.4% of students experienced homelessness and 45% of participants reported hous-
ing insecurity (Silva et al., 2015). The City University of New York reported that
40% of students experienced housing instability (Tsui et al., 2011). A study of the
California State University system suggests that 10.9% of students experience home-
lessness (Crutchfield & Maguire, 2018). Studies suggest that community colleges
have even higher rates, ranging from30–50%of students experiencing housing inse-
curity and 13–14% experiencing homelessness (Goldrick-Rab, Richardson, & Her-
nandez, 2017; Wood, Harris, & Delgado, 2016). Much of this available research is
reliant on quantitative study (Broton, Frank, & Goldrick-Rab, 2014; Goldrick-Rab,
Broton, & Eisenberg, 2015; HUD, 2015b; Silva et al., 2015; Tsui et al., 2011).

Barriers and supports in higher education
HUD (2015b) pointed out in its report on college housing instability that the cost of
housing has become a large contributing factor in the college persistence of students.
Students struggle to find affordable housing near their campus, and federal, state,
and institution aid is falling short of the cost of the entire higher education expe-
rience, including housing (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Sackett, Goldrick-Rab, and Broton
(2016) point out that students in general are now less likely to live on campus but are
more likely to live at home, and low-income students are at a higher risk for housing
instability.

Sackett et al. (2016) provide a report of suggestions of best practices for youth in
college. Specifically, the authors explore how to best facilitate the complicated pro-
cess of accessing financial aid. The FAFSA is required for any student who wants
to apply for U.S. federal or state educational financial aid. The FAFSA requires stu-
dents to provide financial information from their parents or guardians to determine
student eligibility for aid andmandates a parental/guardian signature. However, the
law allows students to be considered independent if they are verified as unaccompa-
nied and homeless during the school year in which the application is submitted or
unaccompanied, at risk of homelessness, or self-supporting. Crutchfield, Chambers,
andDuffield (2016) studied community college students and university financial aid
administrator (FAA) perceptions of access and barriers to financial aid for students
experiencing homelessness. This study indicated that youth reported burdensome
verification procedures not required by law, and FAAs reported requiring extensive
justification to prove the homeless status.

Collegiate homelessness is a new field of study. There is evidence to suggest that
students who experience homelessness contend with meeting a variety of compet-
ing needs, including managing personal and financial responsibilities, dealing with
physical and mental stress, and navigating the college environment (Crutchfield,
2016; Crutchfield & Maguire, 2018; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al.,
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2017; Gupton, 2017; Hallett & Freas, 2017). Research in this area largely focuses on
the responsibility of institutions to be aware of and respond to the needs of students
who are not stably housed; however, research suggests these institutions often have
limited capacity to best serve them (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Crutchfield,
2016). These studies provide a larger context for the need for the development
of campus programs and services for youth experiencing homelessness; however,
there is no exploration of the barriers or supports outside of college environments.
Further, most of these studies call for the inclusion of qualitative data to deepen
and further explore the experiences of youth in college experiencing homelessness.

Youth service sector

Within college environments, students are not required to identify as homeless to
college faculty and staff, and the faculty and staff are not trained to look for them
(Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Crutchfield, 2016; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2018).
Additionally, many youth may expressly hide their circumstances and are unwill-
ing to discuss their difficulties with those who are able to help them, mainly due to
the stigma associated with homelessness (Bender, Thompson, McManus, Lantry, &
Flynn, 2007; Gupton, 2017; Milburn, Ayala, Rice, Batterham, & Rotheram-Borus,
2006). Therefore, youth experiencing homelessness attempt to persevere but often
go unsupported in college environments. These students may seek and receive sup-
port reaching their college goals from the homeless service agencies with which they
regularly interact rather than from the college itself.

The availability and capacity of housing agency support for youth who are home-
less varies greatly from region to region (Brooks, Milburn, Rotheram-Borus, &
Witkin, 2004; Esparza, 2009). Many states have few youth-focused housing agencies
and lack the capacity to respond to mental and physical health care or educational
needs. This study took place in southern California, which while not completely
meeting the need, hasmore agencies with the primary focus on this population than
most states (Brooks et al., 2004; Esparza, 2009).

Housing agencies can provide awide range of support services for homeless youth
as these students progress through college. Often focused on critical needs such as
food, physical and mental health care, housing and shelter, employment, and inde-
pendent living skills, these service agencies can become a significant support for
college-going youth attempting to avoid chronic homelessness (Brooks et al., 2004;
Slesnick, Dashora, Letcher, Erdem, & Serovich, 2009).

Agency funding often establishes and defines the policies and practices of
homeless service agencies (Gharabaghi & Stuart, 2010). HUD provides a restrictive
definition of homelessness (HUD, 2012) and sets requirements for funding alloca-
tion and evaluation of success from housing agencies (HUD, 2016) that is at times
also used by a wider audience of funding revenues. Current guidance and program
funding are focused on identifying expedient access to housing, rental assistance,
and case management for those who experience homelessness (HUD, 2015a). To
meet these demands by funding sources, agencies use performance measures such
as quick transition to permanent housing, employment and income growth, and
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use of case management. Although these requirements have shown some success
for many individuals and families experiencing homelessness (HUD, 2013), there
has been no study whether the use of these short-term benchmarks has ongoing
effectiveness specifically with youth (HUD, 2015a; National Alliance to End Home-
lessness, 2014). Service providers are often constrained by the principal concern
for funding with outcome requirements based on immediacy while attempting to
meet the specific needs of youth in their care (Gharabaghi & Stuart, 2010). These
strategies, focused on immediate outcomes such as low wage employment, may be
at odds with long-term goals for higher education.

Despite myriad challenges, college is an important avenue for youth experienc-
ing homeless who do not want their housing status to circumscribe their future.
For those youth who do enroll in higher education, retention through to gradua-
tion comes with enormous challenges; therefore, it is reasonable to wonder whether
homeless service agencies and the policies that fund them are addressing the barri-
ers that keep students from being as successful as possible or abetting them. In some
cases, it may be that social service agency policies are inadvertently creating addi-
tional barriers for homeless youth because these agencies are unaware of or unable to
support the specific needs of college-going students. The lack of research on higher
education experiences for homeless youth perpetuates this problem.

Theoretical framework

As a former staff person in a shelter for homeless youth, now an academic with a
research focused on collegiate homelessness, and a collaborator in the development
of university support services for students who are homeless, I find it important to
use a theoretical framework that incorporates a perspective that reflects an under-
standing of the population as individuals as well as the college and agency systems
they experience. Thus, validation theory provided the theoretical perspective for
this study.

Validation theory incorporates both the efforts of the student as a participant in
her own experience as well as the institution’s active role in engaging and support-
ing her (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011). Rendón (1994) theorized
that first-generation, low-income, and students of color have more difficulty transi-
tioning into college. Students may express doubt about their capabilities to achieve
and are less likely to be aware of the need to take advantage of opportunities such as
faculty mentorship or support services.

This is an appropriate fit for a study of youth homelessness because the popu-
lations share many attributes (Clayton & McGill, 2000). Aware that homelessness
carries stigma, many youth may purposefully hide their circumstances and be
unwilling to discuss their difficulties with those who can help (Bender et al., 2007;
Gupton, 2017; Milburn et al., 2006; Tierney et al., 2008), making them less likely to
seek support. Validation theory requires investigation that recognizes the student
is not the sole proprietor of success, understanding that the exchange between
students and institutions is dynamic. This perspective redirects the focus from the
individual to the interaction between the individual and outside systems.
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From the validation theory perspective, students have the strength and the con-
sciousness tomake personal choices and self-determination that influence their lives
and determine their own success and failure. However, Rendón (2002) contends it
is the responsibility of institutions to develop opportunities and systems to actively
engage and retain students versus waiting for students to persist and take the lead in
accessing support. While this theoretical frame was developed for college environ-
ments, validation theory is expanded in this study to include service agencies that
engage and retain youth to ensure their goals.

Methodology

Interviews were used in this study to obtain a rich, thick, descriptive data set indica-
tive of the experiences of youth experiencing homelessness while in college (Geertz,
1973; Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2012; Huberman & MiJorge, 2002). This qual-
itative interview study (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Merriam, 2009) was well suited
as a methodological approach because it allowed for the exploration of college as
experienced by youth and how they make meaning of their experience (Creswell,
2007; Merriam, 2009; Nichols, 2008). To focus on the youth as people and not as
an abstraction, it was vital to bring richness to the literature by further exploring
their stories using their own voices (Nichols, 2008). The goal of this research was
to reveal the meanings that community college students experiencing homeless-
ness construct by providing broad explanations based on the research findings. The
interview protocol and procedure for this study were reviewed and approved by the
author’s institutional review board.

Participants

At the time of their interview, participants were all homeless, unaccompanied,
between 18 and 24 years old, and enrolled in community college. Though the partic-
ipants were drawn from the greater Los Angeles area, the racial diversity of the sam-
ple was slightly greater than the overall homeless population (Los Angeles Homeless
Services Authority, 2008). Participants were much more female (N = 14) than male
(N = 6), which is inconsistent with other research on homeless youth (Cauce et al.,
2000; Heinze, Toro, & Urberg, 2004). None of the participants identified as trans-
gender.

All of the youth were homeless based on the definition determined by the
McKinney-Vento Act and included those living in shelters or in transitional liv-
ing facilities experiencing ongoing instability in their living arrangements. However,
participants had a variety of homeless experiences, depending on where they were
being temporarily housed (see Table 1). Some participants reported having six- to
nine-month living arrangements with a shelter or transitional agency, and others
reported an ongoing challenge of seeking a place to sleep on a daily basis. All those
living in agency housing reported limits on their housing due to time constraints
placed by an agency.
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Table . Individual participant demographics.

Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity Age Housing Status

Araceli Female Filipina  Transitional Apartment
Charles Male Multi-racial  Transitional Shelter
Elias Male Black  Crisis Shelter
Franklin Male Black  Crisis Shelter
Ginny Female Black  Transitional Apartment
Hailey Female Unknown  Transitional Apartment
Jasmin Female White  Doubled Up
Kassandra Female Latina  Transitional Apartment
Lauren Female Black  Transitional Shelter
Mary Female White  Transitional Apartment
Nathaniel Male Iranian  Transitional Apartment
Omarion Male Black  Crisis Shelter
Penelope Female Unknown  Transitional Shelter
Rachel Female Black  Crisis Shelter
Shannon Female White  Doubled Up
Teri Female Unknown  Transitional Shelter
Urma Female Korean  Transitional Shelter
Vivian Female Filipina  Transitional Apartment
Waldo Male Latino  Sober Living
Yanel Female White  Transitional Shelter

Like other studies of homeless youth, this study relied on recruitment of partic-
ipants using service providers, such as shelters (Gwadz et al., 2009; Kidd & Shahar,
2008; Nichols, 2008) and drop-in centers (Bantchevska et al., 2008; Bender et al.,
2007; Gwadz et al., 2009). Further, many youth serving agencies limit their eligibil-
ity requirements to those under the age of 24. Inevitably left out of the study were
students over the age of 24 and thosewho did not use social services because of a lack
of knowledge of available services, they were otherwise unable or unwilling to seek
agency support, or simply because they wished to avoid the attention of authorities.

Twenty youth participated in semi-structured interviews lasting 60–90 minutes.
Participants were asked broad, open-ended questions about their experiences with
homelessness while in college on and off college campuses. Interviews were held
in semi-private locations such as enclosed community spaces in shelter facilities or
in local coffee shops selected by the participants. Pseudonyms were used to protect
participant privacy. Participants were asked questions focused on four areas: their
perceptions of themselves, their knowledge of support services and how they used
them, their social connections, and the barriers and supports they experiencedwhile
in community college.

Data analysis

Data analysis took place throughout the data collection process before being formal-
ized toward the conclusion of the study and used the constant comparative method
(Glaser & Straus, 1967). Open coding was conducted on each transcript produced
from the interviews (Corbin&Strauss, 2008),maintaining openness to all of the par-
ticipants’ ideas without preconceived notions about what codes and themes might
appear (Saldaña, 2009). Preliminary codes and themes were developed (Creswell,
2007). In a second cycle of coding, data were reduced and analyzed, compared, and
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condensed to developmore accurate codes and themes. Codes and themeswere then
changed and reorganized throughout the analysis process to determine the most
accurate and descriptive analysis possible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

This study examined two research questions for homeless youth:
� How did housing service agencies support their progress in college?
� How did housing service agencies present barriers to their progress in college?
Throughout the coding of these transcripts, three overarching or central themes

emerged from the data: 1) housing and support services as critical resources; 2)
agency staff as key academic and social supports; and 3) the tension surrounding
the need to manage agency responsibilities, manage the demands of employment,
and manage the need to attend college. Together, these themes presented a picture
of how youth perceived their journey in college.

Findings

Participants expressed an understanding of the need for a college degree to reach
their goal of an economically stable adulthood. However, they described facing
unique obstacles in college as they attempted to manage academic demands while
navigating the requirements of homeless service agencies. Participants described
services from agencies that were critical to their college success while also noting
barriers to their experiences. Participants expressed gratitude for a range of services
and important people found in agencies that facilitated their progress. They also
acerbically described the fear and frustration that failing to accomplish their educa-
tional goals could result in long-term poverty since these barriers, at times, diverted
them toward low-income employment rather than college.

Data were analyzed considering the validation theory contention that there is a
reciprocal role between the youth and their agencies in relation to their college expe-
rience (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares et al., 2011). Themes of the data related to
college for youth experiencing homelessness as layered under the context of their
appreciation for the support service agencies provided. At the same time, they had
to simultaneously balance employment to fulfill the requirements of those same
housing and service agencies with meeting their academic requirements. All of the
youth who participated in this study attended college knowing their current living
situation was temporary. Once the allotted time at the agency was up, they would
continue to be homeless without access to temporary housing and without a col-
lege degree. The participants all expressed a passion for learning and for becoming
long-term, self-sufficient adults, yet they proceeded with omnipresent urgency to
get their immediate needs met given the policies surrounding homeless services.

Housing and support services as critical resources

Housing, support, and therapeutic services
Youth who participated in this study expressed clear awareness that housing agen-
cies provided them resources critical to their college-going goals and experiences.
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Many of the participants felt that a lack of housing would havemade going to college
impossible. For Nathaniel, homelessness meant living on the street, in public bath-
rooms, in parks, and other outdoor areas. Hewas emotional when talking about how
important it was to find a housing agency so he could concentrate on school. When
Nathaniel received news he had housing, he said he wanted to cry: “That moment
it was like this was change for me. This was the difference. I’m not going to wander
around, find the next place to sleep kind of thing… I’m not going to go spend the
night in the bathroom at some community pool.” Nathaniel secured housing for a
year and, like others, described the overwhelming relief felt after he was provided
transitional living so he could attend school. As youth found some stability in their
housing, they also reported an upswing in their grades and academic stability. For
many participants, temporary housing provision allowed for the security needed to
focus on college.

Participants expressed an overall appreciation that housing agencies provided far
more than a place to live. Along with housing, agencies provided other resources
such as access to food and toiletries, therapeutic services, transportation, recre-
ational activities, medical care, and internships. Youth also receivedmentorship, job
training, job development, and job search assistance. Further, several youth men-
tioned that the therapeutic services they received through housing agencies were
critical to their emotional and mental health. Hailey, who had lived in a shelter for
more than six months, spoke about how important it was to have someone help her
deal with her emotional health even after her life became more stable:

Seriously, when I came to this program, I was telling [my case manager] like, I need a
counselor now ‘cause I don’t know why the fuck I have been crying so much. Like, I think
this is the time where I am letting it out, like, all those years when I didn’t … all those times
when I would suck it up … just like eat it and be stronger, and like go to school and do it
… like this semester, it got to me, like everything just got to me, and it was like frustrating
… But thank God I have the program cause now I can be like “I’m fuckin’ cryin’ and I don’t
know why.”

For Hailey, as with many others, the assistance that agencies gave went beyond
providing for the students’ basic needs. Participants recognized their own needs
and pinpointed the services they received to help themmanage their logistical con-
straints, develop skills, validate their feelings, and develop their emotional and psy-
chological health. They related their success in higher education to access to these
services.

Time limits to support services
Temporary housing for participants was a critical resource; however, participants
were constantly aware that the time they had in those programs was limited, which
caused stress. They expressed the importance of using the time they had to make
substantial changes in their lives so they could financially sustain themselves after
completing the housing program. Kassandra articulated the struggle of trying to get
an associate’s degree before the end of her housing program so she could earn the
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degree andwork full-time upon being discharged, coming in amonth. Talking about
the struggles she saw ahead, Kassandra shook her head as she spoke about her worry
that her time in transitional housing was running out: “And so when I get out [of
housing], I am going to be so, I don’t even know, I want to think about it, but I don’t,
because it’s a challenge.”

Similarly, Mary knew her housing limit was quickly approaching and struggled
to determine how she could find new housing before her time ran out in 40 days.
She hoped a scholarship program would accept her, but her status at the time of the
interview was uncertain. She said, “So right now I’m like scrambling. Looking on
[online ads] saying, ‘Can I find something affordable?’ And so I’m like really scared
right now.” Mary and Kassandra both were pressing up against their housing dead-
lines and feared the futurewithout housing. Participants felt theywere blazing a hard
path through college completion in a race against time with a weighted knapsack of
homelessness to carry.

Agency academic and social support

Participants suggested that helpful agency staff, such as education specialists, case
managers, and tutors, were invaluable to ensuring their college retention. Agency
staff were universally discussed as more helpful than the academic counselors at
colleges. Specifically, education specialists provided advice, academic counseling,
tutoring, and access to financial aid and scholarships. Teri, who had recently moved
into a nine-month transitional housing program, spoke about the importance of her
education specialist.When asked to explain howher agency had helped facilitate her
college process, she did not hesitate:

A counselor that was assigned tome and could force them to really planmy schedule. That’s
what [my education specialist] did for me for 2012. She put all my prerequisites and she’s
like, “You can take them this semester.” …Why can’t my counselor at school do that more
professionally? Like knowing what you have to do and the system.

Many participants expressed frustration that they had received little or no infor-
mation or received conflicting or incorrect information from financial aid adminis-
trators and academic advisors at their community colleges. Educational specialists at
housing agencies often supplemented campus educational assistance, provided veri-
fication of homelessness documentation, provided support in filling out the FAFSA,
and supplemented or replaced campus-based support services, which participants
perceived as ineffective or counterproductive.

Case managers were often mentioned as social and logistical supports to college
retention. These agency staff met with agency participants and provided guidance
on goal setting, resource referrals, and social and emotional support. Quite often,
casemanagers were people the students viewed as family, who genuinely cared about
them. Kassandra related the following about her case manager:

When I’m on one of my low days, he will kind of just say, “[Kassandra] what are you doing,
get up.” And it kind of just helps. Like, with my English class, I’ll be like, “… I don’t know if
I want to do this.” Like he says, “Just try to do your best, pull through it. You have so much
you need to do.”
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While case managers might not have been addressing college issues directly, all
of these experiences influenced how successful youth could be in college because it
became an overall dialogue about success. Furthermore, casemanagers were viewed
as advocates who facilitated the students’ focus on higher education.

Choosing between employment versus college

All of the participants were financially dependent on college financial aid, as well as
part- or full-time jobs to meet agency work requirements and supplement aid pro-
vided by public assistance or housing agencies. Financial aid was dependent on their
matriculation, enrollment levels, and academic achievement. Some youth chose to
work long hours or multiple low-income jobs to support their basic needs and aca-
demic expenses not supported by financial aid or the agency. There was a fine line
and, at times, a conflicting balancing act for the students to manage their housing
obligations, college demands, and employment.

Employment requirements for housing
Many of the participants said their housing agencies had eligibility requirements
dependent on the employment status of the youth. To stay in housing, many par-
ticipants were required to prove employment or show ongoing attempts to seek
employment. Beyond social support, case managers were described as being advo-
cates for participants, at times interceding with the competing demands of the hous-
ing agency toward acquisition of employment advocating for the need of students
to focus on college. Rachel, in a 30-day crisis shelter, spoke about her case manager
helping her stay focused on school despite being pushed toward employment like
others in the shelter:

I know like the purpose of this place is to find employment. But she says since you’re on a
whole ‘nother track, she actually talked to people for me, like the higher ups and see if it
was okay for me to actually go to school full time and have study time when I should, when
I could be spending that time looking for a job.

Like other participants, Rachel appreciated this help from her case manager
because she realized that simply working, without going to college, would never pull
her out of poverty. She said, “I was just like … I have to, I have to go to school …
California is so high like to live here, I know a 9-to-5 wasn’t or just an 8-hour at $8
[per hour] job wasn’t going to do it.”

While Rachel’s case manager supported her college path despite what appeared
to be opposition of the housing agency requirements, Teri did not have an advocate
for college. Teri was challenged by her case manager to focus on her job, but she
chose instead to focus on college and lost her job. Her case manager let her know
she could not stay in the shelter if she did not gain employment:

I was going to take [a class] in winter and I wasn’t able to because they wouldn’t let me go
back to school … oh yeah, I stopped going to school because I didn’t have a job and they
were like “your focus is too much on school. You’re not really caring about employment.”
They kind of didn’t support me going to school. So I had to stop.
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Nathaniel spoke about being discouraged from going to college by an agency rep-
resentative whom he contacted to get public assistance:

They recommended I didn’t even go to school. Like, I just work. I mean I guess that makes
sense. I would argue otherwise. Going to school … if you just work and you’re living
paycheck-to-paycheck kind of thing, that’s what I was doing at the time. I was like I’m
never really going to make it to school if I don’t start. So, I just went.

Nathaniel, like many others, was advised by a service agency representative to
focus on his immediate needs rather than attend college. While he understood the
necessity of immediate stability, Nathaniel chose to attend college to gain long-term
self-sufficiency.

Program participation requirements
Beyond employment, participants discussed housing agency requirements that
youth participate in shelter services, activities, and structure in order to stay, and
described these as both supportive of and a barrier to a successful college experi-
ence. The agency structure often included a specific time in the morning to leave
the shelter, specific and limited time schedules for accessing personal belongings in
rooms, scheduled meal times and wake-up times, and curfews at night. Required
shelter services also included case manager meetings, therapeutic services, group
meetings, and life skills courses.

Many participants suggested these services and structure were important tools
for college retention. However, for most youth, this ongoing tension among agency,
college, and work responsibilities meant that the students were constantly pressed
for time. Araceli, in a year-long transitional program, related how exhausted she
was after working, taking classes, and meeting the structured time for chores and
wake-up calls:

So, that was like hard for me and I mean before when I was full-time and it was really hard
attending school and at the same attending my work because I’m tired. I barely have sleep
and when I go home [the shelter] I have to like clean my room when you wake up early.…
You know it was really hard.

Araceli wished she could go to school full-time because it would have increased
her progress and given her access to college campus services and textbook fee
waivers that had full-time enrollment eligibility requirements. Unfortunately, she
had to work longer hours to pay for her expenses, including food, books, and other
basic needs and maintain her place in housing. She said, “I’m not full time [as a stu-
dent] anymore, and I just bought my own books. So, I mean maybe in the future
because right now I need a roof over my head, right?” Araceli suggested she would
have loved not to have two part-time jobs and to go to school full-time, but she did
not see another option.

While youth understood that the services housing agencies provided were crit-
ical, they also felt that having to juggle the demands of the agency and attending
college often caused high levels of anxiety. Participants overwhelmingly believed
they needed to go to college to move out of poverty, but balancing varied demands
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of college, agency, and employment often seemed impossible. Youth described try-
ing to manage impending homelessness and competing demands under appar-
ent housing agency policies that seemed to prioritize employment over college,
which undermined their choice to go to college and relegated them to low-income
employment.

Discussion

The participants in this study were committed to college graduation in an attempt
to find long-term stability. They were clear that without the support of a housing
agency and housing staff, there was little chance they would be able to attend col-
lege at all. Participants suggested that housing, in and of itself, was a stabilizing factor
thatmade college possible. They found support from casemanagers and educational
specialists who provided services they had not found on college campuses. At the
same time, participants were meeting the seemingly incompatible demands of their
housing agencies, employment, and college requirements. They experienced stress
and anxiety about the looming end of their temporary housing opportunities and
sometimes navigated the apparent goals of the agencies to lead them to employ-
ment rather than higher education. Participants found it difficult to make time to
study, work, and meet agency obligations due to lack of time and constant pressing
obligations.

The role of service agencies with college going youthwho are homeless

These findings suggest that agencies provided critical support of youth. Playing an
institutional role in the retention of youth in higher education, temporary hous-
ing and services that youth accessed were instrumental, allowing them to focus on
their educational goals. Moreover, agencies facilitated relationships with staff that
would not otherwise have been available, including education specialists and case
managers who provided support that youth lacked in college. From a validation per-
spective, this link acknowledges the responsibility of the agency to ease the passage
into and through college for youth. This is consistent with findings from Esparza
(2009), who contended that despite myriad barriers and financial shortfalls, youth
benefit from homeless agencies’ programs and services. Unfortunately, youth sec-
tor homeless services rarely have the capacity to provide services that address tran-
sitional supports beyond the time youth reside with them (Gharabaghi & Stuart,
2010).

Youth concurrently struggled with the strain of rigorous schedules that included
work and college, which were exacerbated by competing demands of their hous-
ing agencies. They reported a great deal of strain as they responded to a variety of
settings in order to move forward in their lives. This is similar to Miller’s (2011)
finding of “duress of homelessness” (p. 556), or the stress of providing for basic
needs under highly unstable financial housing constraints, making progress in edu-
cation difficult. For youth, the duress of homelessness, the concern about managing
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competing responsibilities, the stress of the inevitable end of temporary housing,
and the need to seek and maintain employment served as ongoing, constant pres-
sure. This is also consistent with other studies that suggest youth who are homeless
and enrolled in college experience high levels of stress due to compounding pres-
sures (Crutchfield & Maguire, in press; Hallett & Freas, 2017). Hurdling the obsta-
cles of instability and the goals set for them by circumstance and, in some cases,
their agencies, youth approached the college experience with urgency. Participants
had little opportunity to relax, to make mistakes, or to lose motivation. Unlike their
housed college peers, youth experiencing homelessness had nothing to fall back on.

Housing agencies, in collaboration with colleges, should use a validation theory
perspective to do more to step forward to catch youth experiencing homelessness,
developing policy and practice that support youth toward their educational goals
(Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares et al., 2011). Though the immediate need to secure
basic needs is clear, the lack of accommodation to allow youth to go to college guar-
antees their futures as members of a low-income workforce. If there is an institu-
tional intention to support youth to be economically sufficient adults, policy and
practice must fund, develop, and support work exceptions that allow participation
in higher education. Further, evaluative measures for agency success must include
enrollment, academic success, and completion of educational goals.

Policy and practice to support higher education
An important question remains: Is the propensity for a focus on short-term out-
comes a product of HUD and other funding requirements, or are these self-imposed
practices a product of internal agency priorities? Housing agencies may be respond-
ing to these funding source requirements, implementing services toward immediate
housing and employment. This study did not explore the perspectives of housing
agency staff or the perspectives of college staff, faculty, and administrators. While
foundational research from the perspectives of college employees has been con-
ducted (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Broton et al., 2014; Crutchfield, 2016), more
exploration in both of these systems is necessary to provide amultidimensional view
of how practices that deter higher education develop.

It is reasonable to support youth in finding employment to ensure they are not
homeless in their immediate future; however, stipulations must be made to allow
youth the opportunity to go to college while accessing service support. It is the
responsibility of the systems around youth to seek to determine how barriers to eco-
nomic wellbeing are embedded in current practices (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares
et al., 2011). The benefits of earning a college degree are well known both to soci-
ety in general and youth specifically (Holland, 2010; Howard, 2003; Ma, Pender, &
Welch, 2016; Perna, 2000; Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000; Renn & Arnold, 2003).
Attempting to earn a degree, students aspired to grow as educated adults who could
share new talents in their communities and in employment positions that provide a
living wage. However, policy and practice may be pushing these youth into ongoing
low-income outcomes.
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As these youth access economic stability through education, they are better able
to provide for themselves and share that wellbeing with society overall. Findings
from this study indicate a potential incompatibility of youth shelter systems and
college systems, suggesting the need for research to determine what role these poli-
cies play in limiting educational opportunities for youth experiencing homelessness.
Augmentation to program or funding policy specifically to allow developmentally
appropriate interventions for youth should shift a model dependent on short-term,
low-income employment to a longer-term investment in housing to allow higher
education goals as a benchmark for success, supporting college enrollment as an
investment in adult wellbeing. Development of policy that embraces both housing
and educationmight provide greater societal benefits by allowing students to realize
a college education.

In its own report on strategies to support students experiencing homelessness,
HUD (2015b) recommended that interagency working groups with other agencies
and higher education institutions explore effective strategies for this population.
These recommendations were mirrored by the National Association for the Edu-
cation of Homeless Children and Youth (2016), which is an organization that has
been working at practice and policy levels to clear paths to higher education for
homeless youth.

Future research

Long-term research on the outcomes of youth who are homeless and choose college
over employment is necessary so that agency resources for youth are directed at
lasting self-sufficiency. Employment and immediate self-sufficiency are themissions
of those tasked to help youth out of their situation. However, as youth in this study
wisely suggested, stopping the bleeding of financial instability does not provide a
durable fix. While they may pull themselves out of homelessness with a low-skilled
job, these strategies may not pull them out of poverty.

Success in college for youth who are homeless is multilayered. Institutional barri-
ers present for youth who experience homelessness restrict their ability to graduate
and hinder their long-term capacity to become economically self-sufficient adults.
A commitment is needed to ensure retention of youth in higher education by estab-
lishing policies and services that enhance their strengths, provide access to resources
that respond to their specific barriers, and augment service systems so that college
policies and practices meet the needs of homeless youth. Further research to explore
the stories of youth experiencing homelessness in higher education is vital for col-
leges and agencies to best implement policy that can make systemic change that will
benefit them.
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