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Fostering Resiliency: Mitigating the Impact 
of Homelessness on Children 



“Home is the place where,  
when you have to go there, 

They have to take you in. 

I should have called it 
Something you somehow haven’t to deserve.” 

- Robert Frost, “Death of the Hired Man,” 1915 



How many children experience homelessness in America each year? 

1.  1 in 50 

2. 1 in 100 

3. 1 in 1000 

4. 1 in 500 

Quiz 



What is the single factor that most strongly predicts that a state will have high rates 
of child homelessness? 

1. High rates of teen pregnancy 

2. High rates of extreme poverty 

3. High rates of uninsured children 

4. Low rates of participation in job training programs 

Quiz 



What is the impact of  
homelessness on children?  





hunger 

VIOLENCE 

HEALTH 
problems 

problems in 
SCHOOL 

disrupted 
relationships 

homelessness 



Among low-income and formerly homeless school-age children: 

•  53% have heard gunshots. 
•  17% have seen someone get shot. 
•  17% have seen a dead body outside. 
•  14% have seen someone stabbed. 

Experiences of abuse: 

•  8% have experienced physical abuse. 
•  8% have experienced sexual abuse. 

Sources: The National Center on Family Homelessness. (1999). Homeless children: America’s new outcasts. Newton, MA The National Center 
on Family Homelessness; Buckner & Bassuk (2004).  Exposure to violence and low-income children’s mental health: Direct, moderated and 
mediated relations.  American Journal of Orthopsychiatry.  74(4): 413-423.   

Experiences	  of	  Violence	  
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Separations: 
•  22% separated from immediate family. 
•  5 years after entering shelter, 44% of mothers separated from children. 
•  60% homeless women had minor children; only 66% lived with them. 

Within a single year: 
•  97% move 
•  More than 30% are evicted from their homes 
•  22% are in foster care or with relatives 

Disrupted	  rela4onships	  
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Shinn M & Bassuk EL. (2004). Families. In S Barrow et al. (Eds.) Encyclopedia of Homelessness. Sage. 



1 in 7 have  
moderate to severe  

HEALTH PROBLEMS. 

 Children experiencing 
homelessness are sick 
FOUR times more often 
than other children. !
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America’s Youngest Outcasts: State Report Card on Child Homelessness. (2009). Newton, MA: The National 
Center on Family Homelessness. 



Children experiencing 
homelessness have THREE 

TIMES THE RATE of 
emotional and behavioral 

problems compared to non-
homeless children.    1 in 6 have  

severe emotional  
disturbances 

1
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America’s Youngest Outcasts: State Report Card on Child Homelessness. (2009). Newton, MA: The National 
Center on Family Homelessness. 



The constant barrage 
of stressful and 

traumatic experiences 
has profound effects 

on children’s 
development and 

ability to learn. 



•  15% attend preschool vs. 51% of 
housed low-income kids. 

•  Four times more likely to show 
delayed development. 

•  Twice the rate of learning 
disabilities 

13 

America’s Youngest Outcasts: State Report Card on Child Homelessness. (2009). Newton, MA: The National 
Center on Family Homelessness. 



16% less proficient at  
              reading and math than their peers. 

Fewer than 25% graduate from 
high school 

Over 50% perform below grade level. 

36% repeat a grade. 
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America’s Youngest Outcasts: State Report Card on Child Homelessness. (2009). Newton, MA: The National 
Center on Family Homelessness. 



What about resilience?���

Not all children do poorly.  ���
   Most thrive in the face of adversity	




“Resilience does not come from rare and special 
qualities, but from the everyday magic of ordinary, 
normative human resources in the minds, brains, and 
bodies of children, in their families and relationships, 
and in their communities.” 

-  A. Masten, 2001. Ordinary Magic: Resilience Processes in Development.  
American Psychologist 56(2): 235. 



“Ordinary Magic” 



Hallmarks of Resilience 

•  Relationships with caring adults  

•  Cognitive development/problem-solving 
skills 

•  Self-regulation skills 



1. Relationships with caring adults 	




“While being in the shelter, I realized that this was a time I could focus on 
nurturing my children. We had all been through a very difficult time that 
led up to us becoming homeless, and while I was working hard to keep 
my sanity, I had tried really hard to keep routines as familiar as I could for 
the children.  

[Now,] I’m happy to be in a place of my own. I now feel a sense of privacy 
and safety, and the autonomy to make decisions for myself and my family 
without the intrusion or control of others.”  

- Deborah Gray, Parenting in Public, p. 78 



Who are the other adults in children’s lives?  

What role do they play? 



•  Foster control, choice, and autonomy 
•  Educate parents and staff about child development and the impact of 

stress on children 
•  Model healthy interactions 
•  Create opportunities to build the parent-child relationship. 
•  Care for the caregiver 

Strategies 



2. Self-Regulation	




“The growth of  
 self-regulation is a 

cornerstone  
 of early childhood 
development that cuts 
across all domains of 
behavior.”  

- From Neurons to Neighborhoods, p. 26  



“Development may be viewed as an 

increasing capacity for self-regulation, 

seen particularly in the child’s ability to 
function more independently in a personal and 
social context.”  

- From Neurons to Neighborhoods, p. 94  



In other words, it is the ability "
to balance self-control with "
self-expression."





Attachment 

•  Enduring emotional bond.  

•  Biologically driven. 

•  Determines future relationships and self-
regulation. 



Secure Attachment 

•  Secure “container”  

•  Provides for basic needs and 
safety 

•  Gives the freedom to explore 
and learn 

•  Lack of availability and 
predictability 

•  Lack of safety and security 

•  Diminished ability to develop 
trusting relationships and 
coping skills 

Insecure Attachment 



•    Establishing sleep-wake patterns 
•    Increasing attention span 
•    Focusing on a goal 
•    Managing emotions appropriately and in   
     context 
•    Expressing feelings constructively 



How does stress impact  
self-regulation? 





“A child growing up in 
a persisting state of 
arousal cannot sit 
and learn in a 
classroom.” 
- R. Kagan (2004) Rebuilding Attachments 

with Traumatized Children.  



Better able to 
handle 
stress if 
coping 
skills are 
more 
developed."

Biology of 
trauma 
impacts 
ability to 
regulate."

Trauma impacts 
the caregiver-
child 
relationship."

To heal, 
children 
must feel 
safe in 
their 
bodies."



Encouraging the 
Development of Self-
Regulation Skills 



loud|quiet 

happy|sad|excited|angry|tired 

fast|slow 

tight|loose 



Stretching"
Dancing"
Balloon toss"
Singing"
Loud voice/soft voice"
Feelings faces"
Follow the leader"
Drawing on big paper"
Breathing"
Rag doll"
Thermometers"
Read books on feelings"
Creative Play "



3. Cognitive development and 
problem-solving skills	




Which of the following impacts children’s cognitive functioning? Check all 
that apply.  

1.  Nutrition 
2.  Creative play 
3.  Stress 

Quiz 



Nutrition 



Stress 



“Play gives children a chance 
to practice what they are 
learning. They have to play 
with what they know to be true 
in order to find out more, and 
then they can use what they 
learn in new forms of play.” 

- Fred Rogers 



“The ability to self-
regulate and 
modulate 
emotions is a key 
predictor of 
academic and 
social success.”	

p.29, Helping Traumatized Children 

Learn	




“Our kids deserve the chance to be all 
that they hope to be. Our system 

should not be one more barrier. If we 
can help them navigate this world, 

they become heroes.”  
-  Mary Ferrell, Executive Director/Founder, 

The Maslow Project, Medford, OR 

Source: http://homeless.samhsa.gov/Resource/The-Maslow-Project-Meeting-the-
Needs-of-Homeless-Students-46858.aspx 



Next Steps 

•  Include resilience concepts into your approach to 
working with children and families. 

•  Include resilience concepts into program 
planning. 

•  Learn more. 



Resources 
SAMHSA’s Homelessness Resource Center  
www.homeless.samhsa.gov 

The National Center on Family Homelessness 
www.familyhomelessness.org 

National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and Youth 
www.naehcy.org 



Resources 
National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
www.nctsn.org  

Project Joy 
www.projectjoy.org  

PBS’  This Emotional Life blog 
http://www.pbs.org/thisemotionallife/topic/resilience 

Helping Traumatized Children Learn (2005) 
http://www.massadvocates.org/download-book.php 

Homeless Children: Update on Research, Policy, Programs, and Opportunities 
http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/10/HomelessChildrenRoundtable/index.shtml  



Individual and Parent-Child Approaches 

Trauma-specific therapies. To learn more: www.nctsn.org 

Play therapy. To learn more: www.a4pt.org 

Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) is an empirically-supported 
treatment for young children that places emphasis on improving the 
quality of the parent-child relationship and changing parent-child 
interaction patterns. To learn more: http://pcit.phhp.ufl.edu.  



Group Approaches 

Strengthening Family Coping Resources (SFCR) explores the role of constructive, naturally 
occurring family rituals as a vehicle for strengthening a family’s protective functions and for 
accomplishing many of the treatment objectives outlined in the family trauma treatment literature 
(Kiser, L, 2008). SFCR uses family rituals, routines, and traditions to support family coping and 
posttraumatic recovery and growth. To learn more: http://fittcenter.umaryland.edu/AboutUs.aspx.  

PEACH (Physical and Emotional Awareness for Children Who Are Homeless) is an innovative 
curriculum that teaches young children about good nutrition, physical activity, and how to deal 
with the stress of being homeless. Each of the 16 sessions follow a consistent, predictable format 
that help children feel at ease. At the heart of PEACH are sessions on emotional health that help 
children understand their bodies’ reactions to stress and what to do about it. These sessions help 
children identify and feel comfortable with a range of emotions and learn strategies that help them 
feel safe. To learn more: http://www.familyhomelessness.org/node/41.  



Organizational Approaches 

Child-Adult Relationship Enhancement (CARE) is a trauma-informed modification of 
specific PCIT skills for general usage by non-clinical adults who interact with traumatized 
children and their caregivers within various milieu settings. CARE has been adapted by the 
National Center on Family Homelessness and the Trauma Center at Justice Resource Institute 
for use in homeless serving systems. To learn more: 
http://www.nctsnet.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/promising_practices/care_general.pdf.  

Trauma-Informed Organizational Toolkit for Homeless Services provides programs with a 
roadmap for becoming trauma-informed. The Toolkit offers shelters and housing programs with 
concrete guidelines for how to modify their practices and policies to ensure that they are 
responding appropriately to the needs of families who have experienced traumatic stress. The 
Trauma-Informed Organizational Toolkit includes the Trauma-Informed Organizational Self-
Assessment, a User’s Guide, and a How-To Manual for Creating Organizational Change. To 
learn more, visit http://www.familyhomelessness.org/resources.  



Contact Information 

katie.volk@familyhomelessness.org 
617.467.3136 


