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Abstract

This article examines the role of schools in preventing youth homelessness through a
qualitative autoethnographic study conducted in Quebec from 2022 to 2025. Drawing
on over 150 pages of field notes and constructed vignettes, the research integrates the
author’s lived experience of homelessness with professional practice as an educator in
underfunded, multilingual school settings in Kanien'keha:ka /Montreal. Using
thematic analysis, the study reveals how systemic exclusion, invisibility, and trauma
shape the educational experiences of precariously housed youth. Schools are shown
to be both sites of harm and potential, where individual care often collides with
institutional constraint. By mobilizing cultural and critical pedagogies, the study
argues that schools, if properly equipped, can act as upstream prevention spaces.
Methodologically, the article demonstrates the value of autoethnography for
uncovering insights into youth homelessness often missed by detached, statistical
research. This work offers actionable recommendations for teacher training, education
policy, and community-engaged research, advancing a relational, justice-centered
approach to homelessness prevention in Quebec and beyond.
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Introduction

Youth homelessness is a widespread public health and human-rights concern across
high-income countries and is distinct from adult homelessness in both its causes and
consequences. Recent surveys estimate that 1 in 30 youth aged 13-17 and 1 in 10 young
adults aged 18-25 experience homelessness annually, with disproportionate impacts on
marginalized groups including Indigenous youth, young women, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queer or Questioning, and Two-Spirit, and other sexual and gender-
diverse identities (LGBTQ2S+) youth, racialized youth, and those with child-welfare
involvement (Fowler et al., 2009; Grattan et al., 2022; Kidd et al., 2017; Kidd et al., 2021;
Kull et al., 2024). Youth homelessness disproportionately affects young people who hold
intersectional marginalized identities such as Indigenous youth, young women,
LGBTQ2S+, racialized youth, or those in care (Fowler et al., 2009; Kidd et al., 2017; Kidd
et al., 2021; Kull et al., 2024). Yet scholarship makes clear that homelessness is not a
personal failing; it is more often the culmination of systemic issues such as family
breakdown, poverty, discrimination and gaps in services that push vulnerable youth out
of stable homes (Gaetz et al., 2024). By interrogating those systemic failures through an
educational lens, I position this study in response to a shift from reactive approaches
(shelters, police, “managing” homelessness) to preventative approaches (keeping youth
engaged in safe, inclusive schools and support systems so they don’t become homeless
in the first place) (Gaetz et al., 2024). Root causes typically include family conflict, early
instability, loss of a parent and exits from the child-welfare system (Kull et al., 2024).
Protective factors include supportive families, stable schooling and higher socioeconomic
status, highlighting the systemic nature of the problem (Grattan et al., 2022).

Youth who experience homelessness suffer profound educational, health and social
harms. Homelessness during adolescence is associated with poor physical and mental
health, increased exposure to violence, substance use and trauma, and disruptions to
schooling at a developmental stage when education shapes lifelong outcomes (Grattan et
al., 2022; Kull et al., 2024; Woodhall-Melnik, 2025). Despite this, policy responses in many
countries remain largely reactive and crisis-oriented, focusing on emergency shelters,
policing and criminalization rather than prevention (Partridge & Kennelly, 2024).

Within this internationally accepted prevention landscape, educational institutions
emerge as both potential contributors to and mitigators of youth homelessness. In
Canada and some other high-income contexts, education is provincially funded and there
is no national legislative framework guaranteeing support for homeless students
(Partridge & Kennelly, 2024). Young people who experience homelessness commonly
report that they want to complete school but do not feel believed, heard or supported by
educators (Partridge & Kennelly, 2024). School policies such as suspension can be directly
linked to homelessness, with longitudinal research finding that over half of young adults
who later experience homelessness had been suspended from school, and individual
suspensions in adolescence predict young adult homelessness (Heerde et al., 2025).
Marginalized youth, including those with mental-health concerns, 2SLGBTQIA+ youth,
care-experienced youth and Indigenous youth, face systemic and structural barriers to
accessing safe, culturally appropriate and flexible educational supports (Malenfant &
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Nichols, 2025). This evidence underscores that schools are sites of risk but also, possible
sites for upstream intervention, provided they adopt practices that foster belonging,
address discrimination and engage students before crises emerge. In dialogue with
international prevention scholarship that positions schools as potential upstream
intervention sites, this study examines how everyday school practices in under-resourced
Quebec contexts shape pathways of exclusion and care.

Although prevention is increasingly recognized as critical, knowledge gaps remain.
Much of the existing research on youth homelessness focuses on housing or service
interventions rather than on how students and educators experience homelessness within
schools, or how education systems themselves may reproduce or alleviate housing
instability (Morton et al.,, 2020). Canadian research notes that teachers often lack
understanding of youth homelessness and may unintentionally create structural
impediments that push students out of school (Partridge & Kennelly, 2024). International
literature likewise highlights the need for upstream educational strategies that keep
youth engaged in school and connected to supportive adults (Gaetz et al., 2024).

As a young adult in Quebec, I experienced homelessness firsthand following family
conflict and disengagement from the school system, and this autoethnographic study
emerges from that trajectory. It centers my lived and professional experiences to examine
how youth navigating homelessness experience schools and related institutions in
Quebec, and how educators respond to them. Using field notes, vignettes, and
professional observations, the study offers insight into institutional practices and how
they shape youth pathways into or away from homelessness.

Through highlighting lived and professional perspectives, this research shows how
homelessness is not simply a crisis that unfolds outside of the classroom for some young
people, but often one that is lived, silently, within it. More specifically, the article argues
that schools function as everyday sites where precarity is either misrecognized and
intensified or relationally addressed in ways that open possibilities for upstream
prevention. In particular, my autoethnographic study examines how trauma, exclusion,
and invisibility shape the daily school experiences of youth experiencing homelessness,
and how educators might begin to see and respond differently. Drawing connections
between my own experiences and the stories of youth I have taught, I situate the analysis
within existing international research on youth homelessness prevention and examine
the role of cultural and critical pedagogies in responding to the systemic conditions
documented above. In doing so, I situate my work within scholarship undertaken by and
for people with direct knowledge of homelessness, where lived experience is understood
as a legitimate form of knowledge generated through direct experience of housing
precarity and homelessness (Malenfant et al., 2024).

Grounded in critical pedagogy, the idea that education can empower individuals to
challenge oppression, and culturally responsive approaches, I examine how schools are
experienced and how they might be transformed (Freire, 1970). From my analysis, I
advance the argument that cultural and critical pedagogies should be understood as
upstream educational interventions alongside other models that have been shown to be
successful in upstream youth homelessness prevention, such as The Upstream Project and
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Youth Reconnect (Buchnea et al., 2025; Sohn & Gaetz, 2020; Sohn & McKitterick, 2019); this
recommendation flows from the analysis.

Taken together, this article argues that schools are not secondary to youth
homelessness prevention; they are everyday institutional sites where precarity is
interpreted, managed, and too often misrecognized, and where cultural and critical
pedagogies help illuminate how earlier, more relational, and more just responses can
interrupt pathways into homelessness before crisis.

Context

Across high-income contexts, including Canada, young people in Quebec are
increasingly exposed to structural conditions that heighten their risk of homelessness,
conditions rooted in poverty, racism, marginalization, and school disengagement, and
experienced in part through schooling systems that are chronically underfunded and
unevenly resourced (Gaetz et al., 2024; Mirza, 2023; Nichols, 2016a; Wilkins et al., 2023).
I engaged this knowledge not abstractly, but through my daily work across schools,
shelters, and street-involved environments, where these structural conditions are
encountered in practice. Research across Canada demonstrates that educational systems
shaped by provincial funding structures, centralized curriculum mandates, and
standardized accountability measures, including those in Quebec, struggle with chronic
underfunding and insufficient support for marginalized learners (Nichols, 2016a; Sohn &
McKitterick, 2019). These systemic limitations include inadequate trauma-informed,
culturally responsive, and care-centered teacher preparation, which scholars argue is
essential for addressing the complex needs of precariously housed youth and for
preventing pathways into youth homelessness across diverse educational systems
(Achilleos et al., 2021; Battista, 2025; Freire, 1970).

Within the literature on youth homelessness prevention, schools are increasingly
understood as critical institutional sites where structural inequities are either reproduced
or disrupted. Educational institutions, shaped by provincial funding structures,
centralized curriculum mandates, and standardized accountability measures, are often
constrained in their ability to respond to the social realities of youth experiencing housing
precarity and early forms of homelessness. Nichols documents how Canada’s provincial
funding formulas disproportionately affect schools serving lower-income and racialized
communities, reinforcing educational disparities and limiting access to specialized
supports (Nichols, 2016a). Likewise, policies emphasizing academic performance over
student well-being contribute to systemic inequities by deprioritizing the relational,
social, and trauma-informed interventions that youth at risk of homelessness require
(Battista, 2025; Sohn & McKitterick, 2019). These inequities shape school environments
where early warning signs, such as chronic absenteeism, disengagement, or family
instability, are identified but insufficiently addressed, allowing risks associated with
youth homelessness to intensify rather than be mitigated in ways documented across
multiple national contexts.

Teachers often face significant constraints, large class sizes, minimal professional
development, and rigid curricula, that prevent them from responding adequately to
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students in crisis or at risk of homelessness. This structural inadequacy is compounded
by a lack of intersectoral collaboration between schools, housing services, and
community organizations. The result is a missed opportunity for early intervention and
prevention. Within this prevention literature, a growing body of research has begun to
articulate what upstream youth homelessness prevention in schools looks like in practice.
Recent initiatives such as The Upstream Project and Youth Reconnect explicitly position
schools as key sites for early intervention by identifying and responding to risks before a
housing crisis occurs (Buchnea et al., 2025; Sohn & Gaetz, 2020; Sohn & McKitterick, 2019).
The Upstream Project focuses on the early identification of housing instability within
school settings, such as chronic absenteeism, disengagement, family conflict, and social
isolation, through screening tools and by mobilizing coordinated, cross-sector support to
stabilize young people before they become homeless. Youth Reconnect similarly
emphasizes sustained, relational engagement between young people and trusted adults
in schools and communities, supporting youth navigation of services and strengthening
protective relationships that reduce vulnerability to homelessness. Together, these
initiatives demonstrate how schools can contribute to homelessness prevention not
through academic instruction alone, but by recognizing precarity early, responding
relationally, and coordinating supports that interrupt pathways into youth homelessness
and reflect broader international shifts toward upstream, school-connected prevention
strategies.

Within this broader international and national context, Quebec’s educational
landscape must be understood within its distinct political, linguistic, and governance
context (Nichols, 2019). Quebec’s educational landscape differs markedly from other
Canadian provinces due to its distinct political history, its robust language legislation
(notably Bills 101 and 96), and the organization of its school system through French
service centers (“centres de services scolaires”) and English school boards, which
replaced traditional school boards in 2020. These structures create a dual, linguistically
stratified system shaped by protections for francophone culture, uneven resource
distribution, and differing governance mechanisms compared to other provinces. In
addition, Quebec’s centralized curriculum, unique teacher certification pathways, and
longstanding debates over secularism and identity, including state policies regulating
religious expression in public institutions such as schools, shape school practices in ways
that directly affect how youth experience support, exclusion, and precarity in relation to
housing instability and risk of homelessness within educational institutions while
simultaneously managing housing instability or homelessness.

The autoethnographic data in this article draw on a research project conducted in
Montreal, or Kanien’keha:ka in Tiotia:ke, Quebec, between 2022 and 2025 and reflect my
position as a teacher-researcher with lived experience of homelessness. Working across
school, shelter, and street-involved environments, I observed how the effects of these
structural inequities were experienced daily by young people navigating educational
institutions while facing housing precarity.
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Specific Research Context

My study centers on both my work with youth and my own experience as a youth in
Quebec. As an educator, | have worked with youth between the ages of 4 and 30 in formal
educational settings as well as in shelters, community organizations, and homelessness
services. This included teaching students in traditional classrooms and in street and
alternative-education contexts. The schools in which this study took place included
distinct categories of schools such as alternative, public, and underfunded institutions
operating within both English and French education systems across Montreal, Quebec, a
province in which language legislation governs eligibility, access, and language of
instruction within schools. For youth experiencing homelessness or housing precarity,
these linguistic structures can shape where students are permitted to enroll, what
supports they can access, and how easily families and young people can navigate
educational institutions.

My work was conducted in collaboration with leading provincial organizations,
including Dans la rue, a Montreal-based nonprofit providing services and education to
homeless and vulnerable youth, where I taught at the Emmett Johns Street-School. Across
this period, I worked in both public and private institutions, and at levels ranging from
pre-kindergarten to post-secondary, which enabled me to observe how structural barriers
and possibilities for homelessness prevention recur across Quebec’s diverse educational
settings.

Although schools are widely recognized as critical sites for early homelessness-
prevention work, Quebec’s policy landscape provides inconsistent resources to support
such interventions (Gaetz et al., 2020; Mackenzie et al., 2024; Partridge & Kennelly, 2024;
Sohn & Gaetz, 2020). As a result, many Quebec schools remain structurally unequipped
to intervene early. Despite a robust body of Canadian research identifying the structural
drivers of youth homelessness, far less is known about how these conditions are lived
and negotiated within Quebec’s multilingual and unevenly resourced school systems, or
how educators interpret and respond to early signs of precarity (Kidd et al., 2017;
Malenfant & Nichols, 2025; Sohn & Gaetz, 2020). This gap shapes the purpose of my
study, which asks how the experiences of educators and youth experiencing
homelessness in Quebec schools illuminate the possibilities and limitations of school-
based prevention.

Conceptual Framing

In framing this study, I draw on two complementary prevention typologies to
conceptualize “prevention” in the context of youth homelessness: the upstream
prevention framework developed by Fitzpatrick et al., (2021) and Mackie et al. (2024),
and the prevention typology articulated by Gaetz and Dej (2022). Within these
frameworks, prevention is understood not as crisis response or emergency shelter
provision, but as upstream and early-intervention action that addresses structural and
institutional conditions before homelessness becomes visible as crisis. Specifically, I align
this study with Fitzpatrick et al. (2021)’s definition of upstream prevention and with
Gaetz and Dej (2022)’s primary and secondary prevention categories, emphasizing early,
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school-based and systemic interventions that reduce risk by addressing poverty,
exclusion, and institutional misrecognition. Although these prevention typologies
provide an important foundation for clarifying what counts as upstream and early
intervention in the context of youth homelessness, they require a complementary
framework that can account for how such prevention is understood and enacted within
schools. For this reason, the conceptual framing of this study draws on cultural and
critical pedagogies, which were central to the research design and analysis. This framing
helps illuminate how educators interpret students’ experiences of precarity, how
institutional practices may either interrupt or intensify exclusion, and how schooling can
function as a meaningful site of prevention before homelessness emerges as crisis.

This study further draws on cultural and critical pedagogies (Freire, 1970). By critical
pedagogy, Freire (1970) refers to an educational approach that actively interrogates
power, inequality, and oppression within social institutions, positioning learners as
agents capable of transforming their conditions. Freire emphasizes that education is
never neutral; it either reinforces existing structures of domination or becomes a practice
of freedom through which learners develop critical consciousness (“conscientizagdo”)
and the capacity to act upon the social forces shaping their lives (Freire, 1970). Critical
pedagogy prompts teachers to interrogate institutional logics (e.g., rigid attendance rules)
and partner with community organizations to address material needs, thus offering a
concrete alternative to purely reactive interventions. Central to this framework is
dialogical engagement, wherein teachers and students collaboratively examine
conditions of oppression and co-construct knowledge oriented toward social
transformation. In the context of youth homelessness, this framing is particularly salient,
as it foregrounds how schooling systems can either normalize exclusion and
disengagement or serve as sites where structural risks associated with homelessness are
identified, named, and actively challenged. In the context of this study, I use these
principles to clarify how schooling can function not only as a site where inequality is
reproduced, but also as a strategic location for interrupting the structural conditions that
place youth at risk of homelessness.

Cultural pedagogy builds on this foundation by recognizing students lived
experiences, identities, languages, and community knowledge as central sources of
learning rather than deficits (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2020). Cultural pedagogy frames
students’ survival strategies (absenteeism, withdrawal) not as failures but as responses
to poverty and trauma, enabling educators to respond with empathy rather than
punishment. Together, cultural and critical pedagogies push educators to examine how
schooling systems reproduce structural inequities, such as poverty, racism, and
marginalization, that are empirically linked to pathways into youth homelessness, and to
adopt practices that affirm students’ dignity, foster critical consciousness, and address
the social conditions shaping their lives. While fostering critical consciousness alone does
not prevent homelessness, this study understands it as a necessary precursor to action; a
pedagogical process through which educators and students become better positioned to
recognize early signs of precarity, challenge exclusionary school practices, and mobilize
relational and institutional supports before a housing crisis occurs. In the context of
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international youth homelessness prevention, these pedagogies therefore emphasize not
only awareness, but the translation of critical understanding into trauma-informed,
relational, and care-centered educational practices that intervene in the everyday school
experiences through which homelessness risk is often produced or intensified (Dej et al.,
2022; Fitzpatrick et al., 2021).

Methodology

This study is grounded in autoethnography, a qualitative methodology that integrates
lived experience with scholarly analysis through a reflexive examination of personal
narratives within broader social, educational, and political contexts (Sparkes, 2000; Tilley-
Lubbs, 2020; Vasconcelos, 2011). In essence, autoethnography involves systematically
analyzing one’s own experiences as data to understand broader cultural and institutional
phenomena (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022), and is an ethnographic investigation of a socio-
cultural phenomenon that moves from the inside out- that is, starting from my own direct
experiences but ultimately seeking to investigate and create new insights vis-a-vis the
socio-cultural phenomena under investigation (Brzeska, 2025). Autoethnography is
particularly useful because personal experience can illuminate structural inequities,
particularly when the researcher’s positionality is directly shaped by the issues under
study (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022; Vasconcelos, 2011).

Autoethnography was the most appropriate methodology for this study because the
research questions required access to forms of knowledge that emerge only through
lived, embodied engagement with the phenomena under investigation, namely, how
youth homelessness is experienced within Quebec schools and how educators respond
to early signs of precarity. This approach allowed me to interrogate the ways educational
institutions contribute to or mitigate housing instability by foregrounding my dual
perspective as both participant and observer. My teacher perspective shaped not only
what data could be accessed but also how it could be ethically and analytically
understood. More traditional methodologies, such as surveys or detached observational
studies, would not have captured the relational, emotional, and institutional complexities
that my field notes and vignettes reveal, making autoethnography uniquely suited to
answering the questions guiding this project. Because my professional experience
spanned multiple institutional contexts, it also shaped the interpretive lens used in this
autoethnography; working across the education and social work sectors allowed me to
recognize recurring structural patterns in the field notes and vignettes that may have
remained less visible to researchers situated within a single school system. Emerson,
Fretz, and Shaw (2011) highlight that field notes document the "everyday experiences" of
individuals, providing rich, contextualized data that traditional methods often overlook.
Field notes refer to contemporaneous written records of observations, interactions, and
reflections produced during engagement with the research setting (Emerson et al., 2011).
In this study, I maintained field notes as a research practice, documenting experiences,
observations, and reflections related to housing precarity, schooling, and institutional
response as they unfolded across personal and professional contexts.
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Building on this, in the context of this autoethnographic study, my experiential
knowledge is not presented solely as background but as a key resource that shaped what
I was able to observe, interpret, and document. In my study, autoethnography, as the
guiding qualitative approach, describes, treats and analyzes my lived and professional
experiences not as anecdotal background but as data through which broader social,
institutional, and policy structures can be examined. This approach enables me to
examine schooling not only as a site of academic instruction, but as a lived institutional
space where precarity, exclusion, and care intersect. As Narayan (2012) argues, personal
narratives can illuminate the structural factors that perpetuate marginalization, offering
a foundation for systemic change. This autoethnographic knowledge therefore directly
informed the selection of sites, the development of research field notes and vignettes, and
the interpretive lenses used throughout the study, aligning with autoethnography’s
commitment to grounding analysis in the researcher’s embodied standpoint. In line with
this, the method centers my knowledge as a precariously housed youth, educator, and
frontline worker, not as anecdotal background but as data that enables analysis of how
institutions respond to early signs of youth homelessness.

In the context of this study, this “inside-out” movement involved beginning with my
own embodied experiences of homelessness, mistrust of institutions, and encounters
with school-based exclusion, and then systematically examining how similar dynamics
appeared in my professional observations of youth across multiple Quebec schools and
community settings (Brzeska, 2025). This approach is methodologically significant
because it allows forms of institutional misrecognition, relational care, and precarity that
are often invisible in detached research to become analytically visible through situated
lived experience. My positional experiences therefore served as an initial analytic lens,
but the aim was not to center the self; rather, it was to use that situated knowledge to
illuminate broader socio-cultural patterns, such as institutional misinterpretations of
absenteeism, the emotional burden of precarity, and the structural constraints shaping
school responses, that became visible through the combined analysis of field notes and
vignettes. In this way, the personal became a point of entry into understanding systemic
phenomena rather than the endpoint of analysis. Through snapshots of my experiences
with student housing precarity, teaching, and research, I use autoethnography to
challenge dominant narratives, reframing youth homelessness as a story of resilience,
mental health, and the need for proactive educational policies (Ellis, 2009; Eisner, 2008).
Because my trajectory includes experiences of precarity, homelessness, teaching, and
frontline work with precariously housed youth, my positionality provides access to forms
of knowledge often overlooked by detached research methods, particularly regarding
mistrust of institutions, emotional dimensions of schooling, and system-level barriers.
Within autoethnography personal narratives are not treated as anecdotal opinion but as
systematically collected and analyzed qualitative data. Through field notes (Pacheco-
Vega, 2019), vignettes (Murphy et al., 2021), and thematic coding (Williams, 2019), I apply
rigorous methods to document and interpret lived experience, echoing Ellis’s (2009)
assertion that autoethnography enables critical insight into both the self and the social
world. By mobilizing this autoethnographic data, my analysis makes visible the
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disconnect between educational policy and the lived realities of precarious youth, while
contributing to a deeper understanding of the structural causes of homelessness.

Methods

I use an autoethnographic research design to explore how youth homelessness is
experienced and responded to within Quebec’s school system. I employed two distinct
forms of autoethnographic data: field notes (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022; Emerson et al., 2011;
Pacheco-Vega, 2019) and vignettes (Murphy et al., 2021), which were collected and
analyzed using the thematic coding method outlined by Williams (2019) a qualitative
analytic approach that involves systematically identifying recurring patterns in the data
through open coding, grouping related codes into thematic categories, and interpreting
how these themes illuminate broader social and institutional processes. All field notes
were generated and maintained for the purpose of this research. The dataset includes
tield notes that document and reflect on my earlier experiences of housing precarity and
school disengagement as a young person, as well as field notes produced during the
2022-2025 research period in my adult roles as educator, frontline worker, and teacher-
researcher. Vignettes, constructed from memory and field note prompts, were developed
following Murphy et al.’s (2021) framework, which conceptualizes vignettes as short,
narrative reconstructions of lived experiences used to illuminate complex emotional and
institutional dynamics that may not be fully visible through observational data alone.
Guided by Freirean principles of critical pedagogy, this first involved the collection of
research field notes over a three-year period from my lived experiences of housing
precarity, my work as a frontline educator, and my role as a teacher-researcher embedded
within school and community systems. Field notes were written for the purpose of this
research at emotionally significant moments and during daily interactions with
precariously housed students, which allowed me to identify recurring patterns and
structural conditions across both personal and professional experiences, and to generate
four core themes that shape the findings (Emerson et al., 2011).

Following this, I constructed narrative vignettes using Murphy et al’s (2021)
framework to further explore the affective and institutional dimensions of youth
homelessness to examine how schools and related institutions in Quebec are experienced
by youth experiencing homelessness in the contexts where I taught and worked. The
Murphy et al. framework further guided a critical analysis of educators who work with
these youth, helping to better understand the current educational landscape and its role
in prevention. These methods were strategically employed to address the research
questions.

To integrate the vignettes into the findings, I used them as narrative entry points for
each subsection of the recorded data. These constructed stories, drawn from field notes
and memory, acted as anchors to connect personal experience to the broader themes that
emerged during coding. This approach aligns with Murphy et al. (2021), who
demonstrates how vignettes can serve both analytic and communicative functions in
qualitative research. Malenfant’s work also influences my role as a researcher and expert
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in their own reality, an idea central to this study’s theoretical commitment to lived
expertise (Freire, 1970).

Field notes were chosen as a primary data source because they document real-time
observations from my personal experiences as a precariously housed youth, and
professional experience as an educator, and frontline worker; they provide empirical
descriptions of events, interactions, and contexts that traditional data collection often
overlooks (Pacheco-Vega, 2019). Vignettes were included as a secondary complementary
method to explore the emotional, reflective, and affective dimensions of these
experiences, offering insight into meaning-making processes that are central when
researching sensitive topics such as homelessness (Murphy et al., 2021). These two forms
of data, observational field notes and reflective vignettes, together support the
autoethnographic aim of connecting personal narrative to broader social and political
contexts, while also aligning with critical and participatory approaches that value insider
knowledge (Vasconcelos, 2011). For data analysis, I employed Williams’ coding and
thematic exploration because it offers a structured approach to identifying recurring
patterns and themes within autoethnographic material, allowing me to systematically
organize over three years of field notes into meaningful thematic categories directly tied
to the research questions (Williams, 2019).

Although both contribute to the overall narrative and analysis, they serve
fundamentally different methodological purposes and stem from different
epistemological origins, that is, field notes are grounded in observational, externally
oriented ways of knowing rooted in ethnographic tradition, while vignettes arise from
introspective, interpretive, and emotionally reflective forms of knowledge shaped by
personal memory and lived experience. Field notes offered observational, externally
oriented accounts rooted in ethnographic traditions (Emerson et al., 2011), whereas
vignettes drew from interpretive, affective, and memory-based autoethnographic
practices. Using both allowed me to capture dimensions of youth homelessness that
neither method could fully represent alone: the structural patterns visible in
observational data and the embodied, emotional realities accessible through narrative
reconstruction. This combination aligned with my positionality as both educator and
former precarious youth and ensured that the analysis remained grounded, rigorous, and
not limited to a single epistemological lens. This methodological approach rests on the
integration of methods to highlight the impactful potential of expertise informed by lived
and professional experience. By clearly distinguishing between these two data sources,
tield notes as observational and vignettes as narrative and constructed, this methodology
mobilizes the depth and richness that autoethnographic inquiry affords (Tilley-Lubbs,
2020).

First, field notes were gathered as observational data through direct work with youth
and schools. These field notes were recorded for the purpose of this research across a
three-year span during and after my work in school and shelter settings (Emerson et al.,
2011). Some were written in real time, while others were written shortly after events
through memory-based and emotionally charged reflection. They include descriptions of
events, interactions, contexts, and anonymous observed behaviors, particularly within
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school, street-school, and community-based settings. What I chose to document was
guided by my dual role as educator and researcher: I focused on moments that revealed
patterns of solidarity, exclusion, relational dynamics, and institutional responses that
shaped youths” experiences of precarity. I was attentive to interactions or events that
signaled shifts in belonging, safety, or support, elements directly tied to my research
questions on prevention and the role of schools, while also remaining open to recording
unexpected observations that complicated or challenged my assumptions. Over 150
pages of field notes were analyzed, offering a substantial qualitative record of lived and
professional insights. Observations and field notes taken during my teaching of youth
were shared, coded, and compared with my previous field note data (Emerson et al.,
2011).

To analyze the field notes, I used Williams” coding and thematic exploration approach
with the support of LibreQDA, a qualitative data analysis tool (Williams, 2019). The
process began by organizing and transcribing over 150 pages of field notes, which I then
read and re-read while making initial notes and identifying patterns. Open coding was
used to label specific experiences and observations, both from my personal trajectory and
professional practice, with codes related to themes such as isolation, belonging, mental
health, mistrust of schools, and educational potential which evolved from the data. These
codes were then grouped into broader thematic categories, including “Identity and
Belonging,” “The Emotional Toll of Homelessness,” “Schools as Sites of Potential and
Failure,” and “The Role of Schools in Prevention.” I also used memos to document
reflections during this process, especially when particular field note passages evoked
strong emotional or ethical considerations. This structured approach allowed me to trace
recurring themes and reveal insights grounded in my dual role as both educator and
former precarious youth navigating the same systems I now critique. The analysis made
visible how systemic conditions shaped the experiences of the young people I worked
with, and of myself, in ways that traditional quantitative research often overlooks
(Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008; Ellis, 2009). For example, quantitative indicators can show
absenteeism rates or disciplinary actions but cannot capture how fear, shame, or mistrust
of adults shaped students” decisions to avoid school, patterns that emerged only through
the relational and affective detail contained in the field notes.

Second, vignettes were developed to offer constructed and reflexive narrative
accounts grounded in my experiences as an educator and researcher with lived
experience (Malenfant et al.,, 2019). These vignettes were created by drawing from
memory recall, emotional reflections, and field note prompts, allowing me to craft
narratives that go beyond direct observation to explore the felt, embodied, and
interpretive dimensions of youth homelessness. In total, six vignettes were developed,
each drawn from moments that marked me personally or professionally, whether as a
precarious young person navigating school or as an educator working alongside youth
experiencing similar forms of instability. Appendix A provides an overview-style table
of the six vignettes and their corresponding analytic themes to clarify how each narrative
connects to the broader thematic findings of the study. These were not selected to
illustrate pre-determined themes; rather, the emotional weight, remembered significance,
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or enduring impact of these experiences led to their development as vignettes, and the
broader thematic categories later emerged from these stories. The vignettes I developed
were those experiences that aligned with these analytic themes and carried significant
personal or professional weight, allowing me to illustrate the realities described in my
field note analysis. In this way, the vignettes were grounded in both the empirical
patterns of the data and the lived experiences that gave those patterns meaning.

This process involved reflecting deeply on emotionally significant moments,
synthesizing fragmented memories, and intentionally shaping narratives to illuminate
complex experiences that might be overlooked by purely observational data. In this
study, I draw on vignette scholarship that conceptualizes vignettes as short, context-rich
constructed narrative scenarios that invite readers or participants to engage with ethically
and emotionally charged situations, and that understands them as both elicitation
devices and analytic representations of lived experience (Jasinski et al., 2021; Murphy et
al., 2021; Skilling & Stylianides, 2020).

I conducted the coding process as outlined by Hankivsky et al. (2014) and
continuously compared it to the data emerging from the analysis process of vignettes as
outlined by Murphy et al. (2021). This meant that vignette excerpts were coded,
compared, and analyzed in parallel with the field notes to ensure analytic consistency
across both data sources. The process continued until thematic saturation was reached,
with findings refined through multiple rounds of review. Emerging themes were
organized into preliminary findings and presented to both supervisors and at National
and international conferences. These strategies were employed to support
methodological integrity (Creswell & Poth, 2017). By juxtaposing personal narratives
with broader educational and social realities, autoethnography provided a reflective lens
through which to examine systemic failures in prevention and the potential of schools to
become liberatory rather than oppressive spaces. It positions my data and experience as
a legitimate site of knowledge, offering insights that often remain inaccessible through
traditional, detached forms of inquiry.

Main Findings

The following section presents the findings of the research. Drawing directly from
coded field notes and vignettes, these results document recurring emotional, relational,
and institutional patterns across school and community settings that shape whether
schools function as sites of exclusion or as partial sites of prevention. Four key themes
emerged from the data. Across these themes, the findings speak not simply to individual
youth experiences but to the sociopolitical functioning of schools themselves: how
institutional norms, disciplinary logics, resource constraints, and relational practices
either reinforces cycles of exclusion or supports conditions for stability and prevention.
Rather than documenting prevalence, the analysis traces how institutional processes
operate across settings to shape youth experiences of precarity. The analysis also traces
how cultural and critical pedagogies, manifested in relational care, teacher advocacy and
questioning of disciplinary norms, already emerge within schools, albeit unevenly and
informally. It acknowledges embedded injustices such as poverty, racism, homophobia,
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and resource deprivation as structural drivers of youth homelessness. The analysis
demonstrates how people in schools interpret, and often misinterpret, signs of precarity,
how their structures facilitate or obstruct support, and how specific institutional practices
can either mitigate or exacerbate pathways into homelessness.

Theme One: The Emotional Toll of Homelessness

Across multiple field notes and vignettes, the emotional toll of homelessness emerged
as a cumulative condition that shaped how youth interpreted safety, trust, and belonging
within school spaces, directly influencing their ability to trust, learn, and access support.
Across these two methods, this theme appeared as a pattern of emotional exhaustion,
anxiety, and disconnection that shaped how youth navigated school environments. These
emotional responses functioned as adaptive survival strategies rather than individual
deficits, though they were rarely recognized as such within school contexts. Field notes
also reveal that low-income students, often identified by shrinking lunches or
inconsistent access to food, experienced heightened emotional strain due to economic
precarity. These examples make poverty itself visible as a root cause of homelessness,
rather than reducing distress to individual pathology. This emotional strain was not just
episodic but cumulative, shaping how students engaged (or disengaged) with school. For
example, many of my field notes document recurring experiences of disorientation, fear,
and disconnection while navigating school during periods of housing instability (see
Field note excerpt A: Emotional toll / fear / disorientation / panic). In one entry, I wrote
about being unable to complete an assignment after staying up all night worrying about
where I would sleep next. In another, I described sitting through a lesson while
experiencing a panic attack, unsure whether it was safe to disclose what I was going
through. In both cases, emotional distress was inseparable from institutional expectations
of concentration, productivity, and disclosure. These experiences consistently disrupted
my ability to concentrate, trust adults, or feel safe in educational spaces. As an educator,
I observed these emotional impacts mirrored in the students I taught. Several students
avoided school for days or weeks at a time, citing anxiety, fatigue, or unexplained illness.
Others withdrew in class or reacted with sudden anger or silence when asked about their
home situations.

Field notes excerpt A:

Emotional toll / fear / In the Broader Analysis
disorientation / panic coding thematic

process category
“Could not focus on the In the grouped into | Considered alongside
assignment today. I kept initial the broader other coded entries, this
thinking about where I stages, theme “The pattern showed how
would sleep tonight and passages of | Emotional Toll | emotional distress was
whether I would have to this kind of inseparable from school
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move again. During class, | were coded | Homelessness” | participation and how
my chest tightened and 1 using labels | (Williams, housing precarity

felt panic rising, but I said | such as 2019). shaped concentration,
nothing because I did not fear, productivity, and help-
know if disclosure would instability, seeking in ways that
lead to help or judgment.I [ exhaustion, institutional routines
looked at the page for most | mental often failed to recognize.
of the period without health,

writing. From the outside, it | mistrust of

probably looked like disclosure,

disengagement; from the and school L| b re
inside, it was fear, disengage

exhaustion, and ment. o DA
uncertainty.”

Within school cultures that prioritize behavioral compliance, these responses were
often interpreted through disciplinary or motivational frameworks rather than trauma-
informed ones. Their behaviors were often misinterpreted as defiance or disengagement
rather than recognized as signs of survival and distress. This is further evidenced by a
vignette in which I describe “staying in a friend’s basement... a cold, dark, cluttered
apartment”, overwhelmed by the uncertainty of where I would sleep next and unable to
focus in class despite trying to maintain stability. This moment illustrates how emotional
dysregulation and internal chaos produced by precarity often remain and unfolds
invisibly within the walls of a classroom, even as it directly shapes students” capacity to
participate. This is further evidenced by the following vignette drawn from my period of
housing instability:

“Vignette: Emotional Toll of Homelessness

One night stands out clearly. I was staying in a friend’s basement... a cold, dark, cluttered
apartment that felt nothing like the stability I had known growing up. I sat on the floor with my
head in my hands, surrounded by borrowed belongings and the quiet awareness that none of it was
mine. The uncertainty was constant. Each day I woke up without knowing where I would sleep
next, whether the couch I was staying on would still be available, or how long I could remain
without becoming a burden. The following morning, I tried to focus in class, but my mind kept
returning to the same questions. Would I have somewhere to stay tonight? How long before I ran
out of places to go? Even simple academic tasks felt overwhelming. My body sat in the classroom,
but my attention was elsewhere, occupied by the immediate demands of survival. I remember
looking around the room and realizing that no one could see what I was carrying. From the outside,
it likely appeared as if I was distracted or disengaged. Internally, however, the experience was
defined by exhaustion, anxiety, and the quiet pressure of uncertainty that followed me
everywhere.”
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This moment illustrates how emotional dysregulation and internal chaos produced
by precarity often remain invisible within classroom environments, even as they directly
shape students’ capacity to concentrate, participate, and seek support.

Theme Two: Schools as Sites Of Possibility and Crisis

Schools emerged not as neutral settings, but as institutional sites where precarity was
either mitigated or intensified depending on relational practices and structural
responsiveness. Notably, field notes document that when educators practice relational
advocacy, linking students to housing supports or questioning punitive discipline, their
actions reflect cultural and critical pedagogies in situ. These practices, however, emerge
unevenly and depend heavily on individual educators, underscoring the need for
systemic adoption of such approaches. This theme reflects a complex reality in which
educational spaces either offered pathways to safety and support or deepened
experiences of exclusion and instability. For young people experiencing homelessness,
schools were experienced as institutions that could either support youth toward safety or
push them further into instability. The difference often came down to individual
educators, resource availability, and systemic responsiveness. This variability highlights
how institutional outcomes were shaped less by policy intent than by discretionary
practice. This pattern was particularly evident within Quebec’s bilingual, multicultural
school systems, which often straddle mandates of inclusivity and performance as
expressed by their own Minister in their 1998 “A new direction for Success” report. Many of
the schools lacked social workers, had limited mental health supports, and relied heavily
on punitive discipline measures, contextual realities that shaped student experience in
distinct ways. As one field note shows, a student experiencing chronic absenteeism due
to housing precarity was dismissed by staff as “lazy,” reflecting how institutional
misinterpretations and misrecognition can deepen harm (see Field note excerpt B:
Chronic absenteeism / “lazy” / institutional misrecognition).

Field notes excerpt B:

Chronic absenteeism / In the coding Broader Analysis

“lazy” / institutional process thematic

misrecognition category

“Student absent again on this exemplar which were Read alongside
Monday and Friday. Came | reflects initial later grouped | similar entries

in exhausted, head down on | open codes such | within the across the dataset,
desk, no lunch. Stayed after | as institutional | broader this pattern showed
the bell and seemed misrecognition, | thematic how visible signs of
reluctant to leave. Staff absenteeism, category housing precarity
conversation in hallway precarity, food | “Schools as were frequently
focused on attendance and | insecurity, and | Sites of interpreted through
missing work; one teacher | punitive Potential and | behavioral and
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called him ‘lazy” and said he | response. Failure” deficit-based lenses
just needed consequences. (Williams, rather than through
No one asked where he had 2019). contextual inquiry.

been staying or whether
something was happening
at home. The signs of
instability were visible, but L| b re
the response remained

disciplinary rather than Q DA

supportive.”

In my role as an educator working closely with precariously housed youth, I often
witnessed similar dynamics, misread behaviors, overlooked needs, and inconsistent
supports. In contrast, another vignette describes a student reconnecting with school only
after sustained advocacy linked her to a local housing-support organization, evidence of
the potential that emerges when educators intervene with care. In this case, the advocacy
was carried out by me in collaboration with a community partner, navigating
bureaucratic processes to ensure the student could access basic housing support and
remain enrolled. In that vignette, the educator’s active support literally became life-
saving care. This intervention illustrates critical pedagogy’s emphasis on solidarity and
collective action, one of many examples of teachers practicing critical pedagogy
informally. Here, care functioned not as sentiment, but as institutional intervention.
Together, these examples (drawn from my own field note observations and vignettes)
illustrate that schools can indeed be pivot points. When educators respond with empathy
and concrete resources, they transform crisis points into points of possibility, highlighting
how culturally responsive, trauma-informed care can disrupt cycles of exclusion.
However, these outcomes depended on individual action rather than institutional design,
a pattern that recurred across multiple schools in linguistically diverse, low-income
neighborhoods of Quebec, underscoring the province’s youth homelessness challenges.

Theme Three: Disconnection and Invisibility

Disconnection and invisibility emerged as institutional effects of ongoing precarity
rather than as individual withdrawal alone. While mistrust and disconnection are not
identical, they are deeply intertwined in the lives of precariously housed youth. Mistrust,
particularly of educators, other adults in positions of power like social workers, and
institutional systems, often preceded or reinforced a broader sense of disconnection. This
mistrust developed through repeated experiences of being misjudged, ignored, or
disciplined rather than supported. In one grade ten classroom in a low-income city-
suburb neighborhood, a student remained after the bell before quietly stating, “I don’t
know where I'm staying tonight.” In the weeks prior, her absences had been treated as
willful disengagement, other teachers scolded her for truancy, issued detentions, and
warned her that missing class would cost her credit, without ever asking why she
couldn’t attend. In the coding process, this interaction was initially coded under
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institutional misrecognition, absenteeism, and invisibility of precarity. When interpreted
alongside other entries across the dataset, it illustrated a broader pattern in which signs
of housing instability were framed through disciplinary or motivational lenses rather
than contextual inquiry. In the context of weeks of missed assignments and emotional
withdrawal, this moment illustrates how housing precarity can remain institutionally
invisible until a crisis forces recognition. In my own experiences and those I saw working
in schools, youth described feeling unseen, unheard, or misjudged by those in positions
of authority, contributing to their withdrawal from school, support services, and
relationships that might have otherwise served as protective factors. This was evidenced
in a classroom interaction captured in a vignette, where a student of mine lingered after
class before quietly disclosing that very lack of a safe place to sleep. Their exhaustion,
described through quiet behavior, missed assignments, and emotional withdrawal, had
gone unnoticed for weeks. When they said, “I just feel... invisible,” it captured the
emotional toll of navigating school while experiencing homelessness. The exhaustion,
missed assignments, and irregular attendance I observed in this student, and in others
who expressed similar feelings, often went unnoticed, underscoring how youth
experiencing homelessness can become unseen within school systems not structured to
recognize or respond to such instability. In my own experience as a precariously housed
student, I recall avoiding eye contact with teachers, failing to submit assignments, and
isolating myself, yet rarely being asked if something was wrong. Invisibility was further
compounded for students from low-income backgrounds and for those facing racism or
homophobia, who reported feeling misjudged or unseen by adults in power. These
intersecting injustices underscore how poverty and marginalization structurally produce
both mistrust and withdrawal.

Across both personal and professional contexts, memories and the patterns observed
in my teaching practice revealed a consistent theme; disconnection from adults in power
functioned as both a symptom and a consequence of institutional non-recognition and
ongoing precarity.

Theme Four: Beyond Surface-Level Reform

Across multiple school settings and interactions, one theme emerged that speaks to
both the systemic and emotional dimensions of international youth homelessness
prevention: the need to move beyond surface-level reform for better prevention. Many
existing school-based interventions, while well-intentioned, fail to address the deeper
structural inequities that shape youth disengagement and housing instability. During
classroom interactions marked by chronic absenteeism and visible exhaustion, educators
frequently interpreted student behavior through disciplinary frameworks rather than
contextual inquiry. In the context of attendance-driven accountability structures, this
misrecognition functioned as an institutional mechanism that converted signs of
precarity into grounds for punishment rather than support. Across my field notes, a
recurring pattern emerged where students facing housing precarity often displayed
visible indicators of instability such as chronic absenteeism clustered around weekends,
physical exhaustion, reduced food security, and hesitancy to leave school at the end of
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the day. Yet these signs were rarely interpreted as potential evidence of homelessness.
Instead, they were frequently misread through behavioral or moral lenses, resulting in
punitive responses. One field note captured a case where a student experiencing housing
precarity had been chronically absent and visibly withdrawn for weeks yet received no
meaningful intervention from school staff. Only after I, as the teacher, persistently
advocated, by contacting a community housing support organization, arranging
meetings with administrators, and following up multiple times, did the student gain
access to resources that helped them stabilize and remain in school. This example makes
visible how positive outcomes can depend entirely on the persistence of individual
educators, rather than on any built-in institutional process and how support emerged
despite institutional design rather than because of it. It demonstrates that supports were
not offered as a function of school policy or proactive outreach, but only after an adult
chose to intervene repeatedly, emphasizing that these responses occurred despite
systemic design, not because of it. The example underscores that without structural
change; schools default to reactive rather than preventative responses. Other field notes
describe students showing visible indicators of instability, absenteeism clustered around
weekends, physical exhaustion, reduced food security, and yet receiving punitive
responses. These examples highlight how poverty and hunger are misread as behavioral
problems rather than recognized as structural injustices requiring supportive
intervention. This pattern recurred in several schools I documented, where early signs of
distress were visible but unrecognized. In one school, for example, a student I worked
with experienced chronic absenteeism due to housing precarity and was repeatedly
disciplined for truancy, with little inquiry into their home situation. My field notes
document that his absences followed a consistent pattern, most Mondays and Fridays,
accompanied by visible exhaustion, shrinking lunches, and long periods spent lingering
in the classroom after the bell. Hallway conversations among students indicated he had
been couch-surfing with friends, a detail later echoed indirectly through his own
hesitation to leave school at the end of the day. When staff discussed his absenteeism,
however, these contextual signs were neither raised nor explored; instead, he was
described as “lazy,” and the school responded by escalating disciplinary measures rather
than assessing underlying instability. At the time, this response was consistent with
school disciplinary policy, which prioritizes attendance enforcement over contextual
inquiry. However, it ultimately reinforced a cycle of exclusion and alienation. This
example, like many others in my field notes, underscores how procedural adherence
often replaces contextual understanding, limiting schools' capacity to respond with
nuance or care. Taken together, these examples illustrate how bureaucratic rationality
and rigid proceduralism, such as defaulting to attendance-based discipline without
contextual assessment, fails to accommodate the lived realities of students navigating
housing instability. Rather than identifying signs of precarity as indicators of
vulnerability, schools often framed them as behavioral problems requiring correction.
Across field notes and vignettes, this pattern repeated: students showing signs of
exhaustion, hunger, or social withdrawal were met with sanctions instead of support. In
doing so, schools inadvertently upheld a system that penalized the symptoms of
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precarity while ignoring its root causes. These findings highlight the limitations of
procedural responses that privilege rule enforcement over relational care, and point to
the need for trauma-informed, context-responsive approaches that center students” full
realities. While these findings are not statistically generalizable, they are analytically
transferable to similarly under-resourced, accountability-driven school contexts where
youth precarity and homelessness remains structurally obscured rather than
institutionally addressed.

Discussion

In this section, I interpret the findings in relation to international youth homelessness
prevention, by arguing that schools operate as sites where precarity is either intensified
through misrecognition or interrupted through relational, care-centered intervention. By
examining everyday practices and institutional logics in under-resourced Quebec
schools, I identify a consistent gap in early intervention where signs of housing precarity,
including chronic absenteeism, exhaustion, hunger, and even shrinking lunches, were
often misinterpreted as laziness or disengagement. These misreadings underscore how
poverty and intersecting injustices shape students” experiences and highlight the need
for cultural and critical pedagogies as upstream prevention strategies. At the same time,
the findings show that when educators employ relational care, such as sustained
advocacy for a student’s housing support, questioning punitive policies, and partnering
with community organizations, students begin to re-establish trust and stability. These
moments demonstrate that elements of cultural and critical pedagogies are already
practiced informally and unevenly; however, they depend on individual educators rather
than institutional design. In this study, cultural and critical pedagogies matter for
prevention not because they constitute a formal school-based “program,” but because
they reshape how schools interpret and respond to precarity before crisis. Cultural
pedagogy reframes behaviors like absenteeism, withdrawal, silence, or lateness as
context-bound survival strategies shaped by poverty, racism, and homophobia, rather
than as individual deficits requiring correction. Critical pedagogy, in turn, pushes
educators to interrogate institutional logics (e.g., attendance-as-compliance, punitive
accountability), challenge deficit narratives, and mobilize relational and cross-sector
supports that respond to material conditions. The findings show these pedagogical
practices as partial and emergent, visible in moments of advocacy, contextual inquiry,
and community collaboration, but not yet consistently embedded in school structures,
policy, or teacher preparation.

Addressing youth homelessness therefore requires strengthening and institutionally
supporting these cultural and critical pedagogical practices so they can move beyond
isolated individual actions and become reliable, early, context-responsive forms of
school-based prevention. Educators who advocate for students, challenge deficit-based
interpretations, and collaborate across sectors exemplify critical pedagogy in action. Such
practices disrupt cycles of exclusion and demonstrate that schools can play a preventive
role, but their uneven distribution underscores the need for institutional frameworks and
resources to support them.
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Here, cultural pedagogy reframes survival strategies, such as absenteeism,
withdrawal or lateness, as adaptive responses to poverty, racism and homophobia rather
than personal failings. By validating students lived experiences and recognizing poverty
as a structural driver of homelessness, educators can respond with empathy instead of
punishment. Critical pedagogy, in turn, urges teachers to interrogate institutional logics
that equate attendance with compliance, to question policies that penalize precarity and
to forge partnerships with housing and community organizations. These practices
directly target structural forces (resource deprivation, systemic racism and homophobia)
that push youth into homelessness. The examples in this study, teacher advocacy for
housing support, questioning of punitive discipline and cross-sector collaboration, show
that such approaches exist, but they are partial and emergent. They depend on individual
initiative and are not yet embedded in school policy or teacher preparation.

From my analysis, three central insights emerge.

The Realities of Youth Experiencing Homelessness

First, the findings reveal how the emotional toll of homelessness is produced and
intensified through systemic conditions within schools, rather than existing solely as an
individual mental health issue. As demonstrated in the findings, cycles of exclusion were
reinforced when schools relied on deficit-based interpretations of student behavior, such
as dismissing housing-insecure students as “lazy” or disciplining absenteeism without
inquiry, patterns documented repeatedly in multiple field notes and professional
observations. These interpretations reflect institutional logics that prioritize compliance,
productivity, and attendance over contextual understanding. When emotional distress
manifested as fatigue, withdrawal, or anxiety, it was rarely recognized as a response to
housing instability. Instead, it was often framed as disengagement or misconduct,
reinforcing students” sense of unsafety and mistrust within educational spaces.

Conversely, the findings show that when educators engaged relationally, listening to
disclosures of housing instability, connecting students to community resources, and
questioning disciplinary responses, students began to re-establish trust and stability.
These everyday preventative interventions demonstrate that teachers already practice
elements of critical pedagogy, even if unevenly across contexts. They illustrate how
cultural and critical can interrupt structural forces by recognizing students” experiences
and addressing precarity before it escalates into homelessness.

Schools and Their Roles in Homelessness Prevention

Second, I demonstrate that schools are structurally unequipped to intervene early,
particularly within underfunded and multilingual contexts in Quebec. The data reveal
how institutional constraints, limited access to social workers, insufficient mental-health
supports, and rigid accountability structures, shape how educators respond to housing
precarity. Even well-intentioned educators are constrained by expectations that prioritize
attendance and performance over relational inquiry. These limitations often lead to
surface-level reforms that reinforce cycles of exclusion, when surface-level reforms are
implemented without deeper systemic change.
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While national models of youth homelessness prevention increasingly call for
upstream, school-based interventions, the findings in this study highlight how Quebec’s
educational system, shaped by unique governance structures, language legislation, and
uneven funding, introduces context-specific barriers (Sohn & Gaetz, 2020; Mackenzie &
Thielking, 2014). These constraints complicate implementation of national prevention
strategies, revealing the need for localized adaptations that consider Quebec’s structural
and sociopolitical realities. The field notes taken within these schools, and the data more
broadly, show how specific systemic gaps within educational environments in Montreal
reflect and reproduce broader structural challenges, but also how these environments can
generate distinct forms of harm and care.

At the same time, some educators resist these constraints by practicing elements of
critical pedagogy. For example, one field note recounts a teacher who persistently
advocated for a student and collaborated with a housing-support organization to secure
basic housing, a life-saving intervention that reflected solidarity and collective action. In
other cases, teachers questioned why chronic absenteeism was punished and advocated
for contextual inquiry instead of automatic discipline. Such actions exemplify relational
care and critical reflection on institutional norms. However, because these practices
emerge informally and depend on individual initiative, their impact remains limited.
Systemic adoption of culturally responsive, trauma-informed approaches and better
resource allocation are needed to expand these practices and make schools active partners
in homelessness prevention.

Schools as Sites of Potential and Failure

Lastly, my findings underscore that meaningful prevention requires structural, not
surface-level, reform. Across multiple schools, signs of housing precarity were visible but
repeatedly misinterpreted through behavioral or moral lenses. Procedural adherence,
particularly around attendance and discipline, often replaced contextual understanding
and reinforced cycles of exclusion rather than interrupting them. The data show how
institutional responses depended heavily on individual educator persistence rather than
built-in systems of support; when care occurred, it did so despite institutional design, not
because of it. This reliance on individual goodwill highlights the limitations of current
structures and the need for targeted reforms such as culturally responsive teacher
training, trauma-informed practices, and sustained investment in multilingual and
underserved schools if education systems are to meaningfully disrupt youth
homelessness (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Many youth reported feeling unseen and
misjudged by adults in power, underscoring how invisibility operates as a structural
harm within educational institutions. Although the vignettes describe teachers who made
space for students to disclose housing struggles, listening and connecting them to
resources, these moments of relational care are exceptions. They reveal the potential of
critical pedagogy even as systemic invisibility remains the norm. The cases of teacher
advocacy, relational care, and cross-sector collaboration, while uneven and contingent on
individual action, show that cultural and critical pedagogies provide a blueprint for
transformation. By scaling these practices and addressing systemic barriers, schools
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could shift from reactive to proactive sites of prevention. However, the data reveal only
partial implementation rather than full transformation; structural change is essential to
move beyond isolated successes and embed prevention into the fabric of educational
institutions.

Limitations

As an autoethnographic qualitative inquiry grounded in one situated lived and
professional standpoint, the findings are not intended to be statistically generalizable
across all educational contexts. In addition, while the field notes were generated for the
purpose of this research, parts of the analysis and the constructed vignettes necessarily
involve retrospective reflection and memory. Memory, however, is not treated here as a
flaw in the data but as a recognized feature of qualitative inquiry. As Morrison (1984)
suggests, the act of “remembering” in research combines memory with critical reflection,
allowing researchers to reinterpret past experiences in ways that illuminate broader
institutional patterns. Field notes and narrative reconstruction therefore provide insight
into how precarity, institutional response, and belonging are experienced over time.
Although subjective and interpretive by nature, this approach allows forms of
institutional misrecognition, relational care, and structural exclusion to become visible in
ways that more detached research designs may overlook.

Conclusion

Through this study, I contribute to international youth homelessness prevention
scholarship by examining how schools and related institutions in Quebec are experienced
by youth navigating homelessness and by educators working alongside them, revealing
how everyday educational practices shape pathways of exclusion and care. Across the
findings, schools are shown to function as upstream sites of prevention or harm not
because they replace housing systems, but because they are often the first institutional
spaces where early signs of precarity, such as emotional distress, absenteeism, hunger,
and instability, become visible and are interpreted. What matters, therefore, is not only
whether signs of precarity (emotional distress, absenteeism and instability) are visible,
but how they are interpreted and responded to within school settings (Dej et al., 2022;
Fitzpatrick et al., 2021; Mackie et al., 2024). Importantly, the knowledge of what could be
different, made visible through lived and professional experience, functions not as a new
program or protocol, but as analytic insight into how institutional responses might shift
earlier to interrupt harm.

Methodologically, this work affirms lived experience as foundational to
understanding youth homelessness, aligning with scholars who argue that experiential
knowledge is central to prevention work (Kopec & Smith, 2024; Malenfant et al., 2024;
Nelson, 2020). By documenting how institutional misrecognition, proceduralism, and
relational care unfold in everyday school settings, this study contributes to international
scholarship that centers structural conditions, such as poverty, under-resourcing, and
accountability-driven discipline, rather than individual deficits. While not statistically
generalizable, the findings are analytically transferable to other under-resourced,
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accountability-driven educational contexts where youth precarity is similarly obscured
by disciplinary and performance-oriented institutional logics. They offer a grounded
understanding of how cultural and critical pedagogies function in practice, not as fully
realized interventions, but as partial and emergent practices by centering lived
experience, questioning dominant educational norms, and fostering relational
accountability long before homelessness becomes visible as crisis.

In this paper, I advance a shift in educational philosophy grounded in the data, one
that understands schools not merely as sites of academic instruction, but as institutional
spaces where dignity, empathy, and justice are enacted, or denied, through everyday
decisions about discipline, care, and recognition. This change requires more than
individual goodwill; it demands institutional and political investment, including trauma-
informed and culturally responsive teacher education, sustained funding for mental-
health and social-work supports, clearer referral pathways, and accountability structures
that prioritize contextual inquiry over punishment.

Educators consulted throughout the three years the research was conducted often
wanted to help but lacked adequate training or support, resulting in missed opportunities
to intervene early. Field notes and vignettes document instances where teachers
expressed concern but had no access to social workers, no time or mandate to investigate
absenteeism contextually, and few formal mechanisms to respond beyond attendance
enforcement or discipline. Thus, teachers, already charged with the responsibility of
educating and caring for young people, must be equipped to recognize and respond to
homelessness as a structural condition rather than a behavioral problem. If some children
in a teacher’s care are experiencing homelessness, then it becomes an ethical and
professional imperative for the institution to be prepared to support them. Educators
must be trained to do so with compassion, knowledge, and access to resources. The
findings show that when youth felt unseen or misjudged by adults in power, they
withdrew from school and support services, reinforcing invisibility as a form of structural
harm. Conversely, when educators created space for disclosure, listened without
judgment, and mobilized material support, students reported renewed trust and
engagement. When we invest in schools as proactive sites of prevention and justice, we
invest in a society that refuses to allow young people to fall through the cracks. This work
demonstrates what becomes visible when lived experience and critical pedagogy
intersect, where the everyday mechanisms through which schools reproduce exclusion,
and the fragile but real possibilities for interruption. Ultimately, this study calls on
homelessness researchers, educators, and policymakers to reflect critically on the role of
schooling in either reproducing or interrupting youth homelessness. Homelessness
prevention does not begin after crisis; it begins within the everyday institutional spaces,
like schools, where young people already live, learn, and seek belonging, and where early
recognition can still make a difference.
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Appendix A

Overview of Autoethnographic Vignettes from Ethnographic Data

Vignette Context / Researcher | Summary of Core Analytic Insight

Theme Setting Position Experience

Identity and Post- Personal The vignette Homelessness

Belonging: secondary | lived describes the rapid disrupts not only

Losing and educational | experience | erosion of identity housing but

Rebuilding setting; of following the loss of | identity,

Self periods of [ homelessn | housing, as the belonging, and
couch- ess as a author moves visibility,
surfing and | university [ between temporary revealing how
housing student spaces, experiences educational
instability stigma from peers institutions

and faculty, and privilege
becomes increasingly | narratives of
invisible within the resilience that
university. obscure
Rebuilding identity structural barriers
occurs slowly and render
through moments of | precariously
recognition and housed students
support from invisible.
individual mentors

and classmates.

Mental Post- Personal The vignette details | The emotional

Health: The secondary | lived the psychological toll of

Emotional education experience | weight of homelessness

Toll of alongside of homelessness, persists beyond

Homelessness | unstable homelessn | marked by chronic material
housing ess as a uncertainty, isolation, | instability,
arrangemen | young emotional numbness, | demonstrating
ts adult and difficulty how educational

student concentrating while | institutions
attempting to assume stability
complete academic and fail to
work. Small acts of recognize the
care from teachers cumulative
and peers provide mental health
moments of relief but | impacts of
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do not erase the housing
ongoing mental precarity.
strain.
Schools and Secondary [ Profession [ The author observes a | Schools can
Their Role in | school al student exhibiting function as sites
Homelessness | classroom experience [ signs of housing of harm when
Prevention - A | and staff asa precarity, including | housing precarity
meeting teacher / [ chronic absenteeism | is misread
researcher | and exhaustion, while | through deficit-
serving colleagues dismiss based narratives,
homeless | these struggles as reinforcing
youth laziness during a staff | stigma and
discussion. The obscuring the
author recognizes the | structural
disconnect between | conditions
survival and shaping student
institutional behavior.
interpretations of
effort.
Schools and Secondary | Profession | After a student Successtul school-
Their Role in | school and | al discloses livingina | based
Homelessness | community |experience [ shelter following an | interventions rely
Prevention - B | service asa eviction, the author on individual
referral teacher / advocates persistence rather
process researcher | persistently for weeks | than systemic
serving to secure housing design,
homeless | support through a highlighting gaps
youth community in institutional
organization. The preparedness for
student’s eventual re- [ homelessness
engagement with prevention.
school illustrates
what becomes
possible through
sustained advocacy.
Schools as School Profession | The vignette reflects | Schools hold
Sites of support al on uneven access to preventative
Potential and | meetings experience | support within potential but
Failure and student |asan schools, where remain
educator students only receive | constrained by
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patterns of
disconnection,
mistrust, and
systemic neglect.

advocacy and assistance after underfunding,
processes communit | prolonged advocacy | misinterpretation
y worker | despite visible risk of | of student
disengagement. behavior, and
Schools demonstrate | reactive rather
both the capacity to | than proactive
intervene and the institutional
systemic barriers that | structures.
delay action.
The Realities | Secondary | Profession | A student discloses Youth
of Youth school al imminent housing homelessness is
Experiencing | classroom experience | uncertainty and sustained by
Homelessness | following asa feelings of invisibility [ institutional
class teacher / | after weeks of silence. | invisibility and
dismissal researcher | The author reflects on | lack of trauma-
informed | parallels with their informed
by lived own past precarity response,
experience |and recognizes positioning

schools as critical
yet underutilized
sites for early
intervention and
relational care.
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